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​PART ONE: BORN INTO THE DIRT

​CHAPTER 1: DEAD ON ARRIVAL

[image: ]


Destiny Monroe came into Detroit Receiving Hospital the same way she came into the world. Alone, broke, and fighting for her life.

Sixteen years old. Ninety-seven pounds soaking wet. Nine months pregnant with a baby she'd carried through every kind of hell this city could throw at a Black girl with no people and no prospects. The paramedics scraped her off a bus stop bench on Gratiot where her water had broke and her body had said enough.

Some crackhead called it in. Probably thought there was a reward. Wasn't one. Just another young girl leaking life onto Detroit concrete while the city stepped over her like she wasn't even there.

"Sixteen-year-old female, full term, unresponsive." The paramedic was barking into his radio as they crashed through the ER doors. "BP dropping fast. Possible preeclampsia. She's circling the drain."

Nurse Shirley Banks had been working labor and delivery since before these young paramedics were swimming in their daddies' balls. Twenty-two years of tragedy walking through those doors. Crack babies, dead babies, babies born to children who had no business being mothers and mothers who had no business being alive. But something about this girl made her pause. Something about that face, even twisted up in pain and death, looked like it remembered how to smile once.

"No ID on her," another nurse called out. "Nothing in her pockets but a bus transfer and some prayer card."

The prayer card was soft from being folded and unfolded a thousand times. Front had a picture of the Virgin Mary looking peaceful. Back had a child's handwriting, shaky but certain: God protects the forgotten ones.

Destiny wrote that herself when she was nine. Back when she still believed that shit.

Dr. Williams took one look at the monitors screaming their warnings and made the call. "Emergency C-section. Now. We losing both of them."

They cut that girl open at 11:47 PM on a cold February night. The baby came out silent. Cord wrapped around his neck like a noose, not breathing, not moving. For thirty seconds that felt like thirty lifetimes, that delivery room was quiet as a church. Nothing but machines crying out what everybody already knew.

Then that baby gasped. Coughed. Let out a scream that sounded like pure rage at being dragged into this world.

"It's a boy," Dr. Williams announced. "Strong lungs. Little fighter."

But Destiny wasn't listening. Destiny was somewhere else already, floating between the world she was leaving and whatever came after. In her mind, she was back in the group home on Linwood, fourteen years old, listening to her little sister Rosa cry through the wall because another foster family had sent her back like damaged goods. She was fifteen, letting Darnell climb on top of her in the back of his cousin's Impala because he said he loved her and she was young enough and dumb enough and desperate enough to believe it. She was sixteen, staring at a positive pregnancy test in a gas station bathroom, knowing that her life, what little there was of it, was over before it ever really got started.

"She's coding!"

Crash cart came too late. Compressions didn't do shit. At 12:23 AM on February 15th, Destiny Monroe died on a table in Detroit Receiving Hospital, leaving behind a son she'd held for exactly forty-three seconds.

In those forty-three seconds, she'd looked at his face. Her face, her mama's face, all the faces of all the throwaway people who came before. Then she used the last of her strength to whisper the only words she had left.

"Silas. Your name is Silas. And you meant for more than this."

Then she was gone. Just like that. Another dead Black girl in a city full of them.



Nurse Shirley was the one who cleaned the baby up and brought him to the nursery. She moved slow, careful, like she was handling something precious. Because she was. This boy had just lost everything before he even knew he had anything to lose.

"What's gonna happen to him?" asked one of the younger nurses, some fresh-faced girl just out of school who still thought she could save the world.

"Same thing happens to all of them." Shirley didn't sugarcoat it. "System takes him. Foster care, group homes, maybe adoption if he hit the lottery. But he ain't gonna hit the lottery. They never do."

She looked down at the baby in her arms. He'd stopped crying and was staring up at her with eyes that seemed too old for a newborn. Like he already knew what was coming and was bracing himself for impact.

"Silas." She tested the name on her tongue. "That's what your mama called you. Silas Page." The last name came from the hospital's default system. When they couldn't ID a mother, they pulled from a list. This month was Page.

Two days later a county clerk ran the girl's prints against the juvenile files and got a hit. Destiny Monroe. Sixteen years old. Ward of the state since she was six, run off from a placement in Highland Park the summer before and never picked back up. By then the birth certificate had already been filed and stamped and shelved. Wasn't nobody in that building whose job it was to go back and fix it, and wasn't nobody who wanted the paperwork. So the mother had a name and the son had a different one, and the two of them sat in separate drawers in separate offices for the next eleven years.

Social worker came at six in the morning. Tired-looking woman named Mrs. Patterson who'd been doing this job so long she'd stopped pretending she could make a difference. She took one look at Silas's file. Mother dead, father unknown, no family contacts. Then she let out a sigh that came from somewhere deep.

"Sunrise Children's Home got a bed. I'll have him transferred this afternoon."

"That place is a hellhole," Nurse Shirley said. "Mrs. Gaines runs it like a plantation. Them kids don't get enough food, don't get medical care, don't get nothing but warehoused until they age out or die."

"You got a better option?" Mrs. Patterson's voice wasn't cruel. Just exhausted. "Three hundred kids in this city waiting for placement. Maybe fifty beds that ain't complete disasters. Sunrise is licensed. It's open. It's what we got."

Shirley wanted to argue but knew it wouldn't change shit. The system wasn't broken. It was working exactly as designed. Designed to process children like products, move them through the pipeline with minimum cost and maximum efficiency, make them somebody else's problem until they turned eighteen and became nobody's problem at all.

At 2 PM, a white van with "Sunrise Children's Home" painted on the side pulled up to the hospital's loading dock. The driver was a big woman named Carol who made this trip twice a week and had stopped seeing babies as babies a long time ago. To her, they were cargo. Fragile cargo, sure. But cargo.

Nurse Shirley carried Silas out herself. She'd wrapped him in a blanket she bought with her own money. Soft blue, little yellow stars. Bought it because the hospital-issued ones were thin and scratchy and she wanted him to have something nice. Even if he'd never remember it.

"You take care of yourself, little man." She strapped him into the car seat, whispering so Carol couldn't hear. "Your mama loved you. Don't ever forget that. You were wanted. You were loved. And you meant for more than this."

Silas looked up at her with those too-old eyes, and Shirley could've sworn he understood.

Then Carol started the engine, and the van pulled off, and Silas Page began his journey into the belly of a system that had already decided he was worthless.

Behind them, Detroit Receiving Hospital kept on doing what it did. Saving some lives, losing others. Destiny Monroe's body got moved to the morgue, where it sat for three days waiting for family to claim it. Nobody did. She was cremated and put in a numbered container in a county storage facility, one of thousands of forgotten dead.

But her son was alive. Her son had her eyes and her stubborn will and her desperate belief that somewhere, somehow, shit could be different.

Detroit sprawled around that van as it drove west. Crumbling buildings, empty lots, people just trying to survive another day. Somewhere in that mess, Silas Page's future was waiting.

He just had to live long enough to find it.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE FARM
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Nine years later, and Silas still had those too-old eyes.

He sat on the edge of his bunk at Sunrise Children's Home, watching morning light crawl across the floor like it was scared to come inside. The room held twelve beds crammed into a space meant for six. Twelve boys, ages seven to thirteen, all of them wards of the state, all of them waiting for somebody to want them.

Nobody ever did.

Silas learned to stop hoping by the time he was five. Hope was for kids with families, kids with futures, kids with somebody to catch them when they fell. Kids at Sunrise didn't fall. They were already at the bottom. Only thing left to do was survive.

"Page! Get your narrow ass up!"

That was Mrs. Bernice Gaines, owner and operator of Sunrise Children's Home, standing in the doorway with a Newport dangling from her cracked lips. Sixty-three years old, two-sixty easy, with a voice like gravel and a heart like concrete. She'd been running this place for twenty-eight years, collecting state checks for every head under her roof while spending as little as possible on keeping those heads alive.

State paid her $847 a month per kid. She had thirty-one kids in a house licensed for eighteen. Do the math. That's over twenty-six thousand a month coming in, maybe a quarter going to actual expenses. Rest went to her mortgage, her car note, her twice-yearly trips to Atlantic City where she played slots and pretended she was something other than what she was.

"Yes ma'am," Silas said, already on his feet. He learned early not to make Mrs. Gaines repeat herself. First time was a warning. Second time was a slap. Third time was the belt, and Mrs. Gaines had an arm like a baseball pitcher.

"Breakfast in ten. You on dish duty after."

She moved down the hall, spreading her particular brand of misery like a virus. Silas pulled on his clothes. Donated jeans too big in the waist, too short in the legs, a t-shirt washed so many times the logo was just a ghost. Then he headed for the bathroom.

One bathroom for twelve boys. One toilet, one sink, one shower that only ever gave up cold water. Line was already four deep when Silas got there, so he waited, leaning against peeling wallpaper, trying not to think about how hungry he was.

He was always hungry. They all were.

Breakfast at Sunrise was the same slop every morning. Oatmeal watered down until it tasted like paste, a slice of white bread with a thin scrape of margarine, a cup of powdered milk mixed with too much water. It wasn't enough. It was never enough. But complaining meant not eating at all, so you learned to choke it down and keep your mouth shut.

The dining room was a converted living room with three long tables and mismatched chairs. Kids filed in silent, because talking during meals was forbidden, and took their assigned seats. Silas sat at the end of the middle table, next to the only person in this place who gave a damn about him.

Darnell Whitmore was eleven, been at Sunrise since he was four. Small and skinny even by Sunrise standards, with a cough that never quit and eyes that already looked like they'd seen their own death. But he was smart, smarter than anybody gave him credit for, and he'd taken Silas under his wing back when Silas was still young enough to need protecting.

"Happy birthday," Darnell whispered, sliding something under the table.

Silas palmed it without looking. At Sunrise, having something meant somebody trying to take it.

"Thanks."

He didn't look at what Darnell gave him until later. After breakfast, after dishes, after the "educational period" that was really just outdated workbooks and a tutor who showed up three days a week looking like she'd rather be anywhere else. When he finally got a minute alone in the bathroom, he opened his hand.

A piece of peppermint candy. Wrapped in cellophane that was crinkled from being hidden and saved.

Silas didn't know where Darnell got it. Didn't want to know. Candy was contraband. Mrs. Gaines said it rotted teeth and attracted bugs, but really she just couldn't stand the kids having anything that might make them happy. Darnell risked a beating to give Silas something sweet on his ninth birthday.

That was love. That was family. In a place where both were damn near extinct, it meant everything.



Afternoon brought chores, same as always. Silas got assigned to sweep the front porch and sidewalk, which he didn't mind because it got him outside, away from the stale air and constant surveillance. He worked slow, methodical, watching the neighborhood breathe around him.

Sunrise sat on a block that had seen better decades. Few occupied houses still standing with neat lawns and American flags, holdouts from when this was a working-class neighborhood full of auto workers and their families. But most of the houses were empty now, boarded up and tagged, slowly getting swallowed by weeds and time.

Silas watched a woman walk by with two kids in tow, a boy about his age and a girl maybe six. The boy was whining about something, homework, or having to visit grandma, and the mother was half-listening, half-checking her phone. Normal family shit. The kind of shit Silas had only ever seen on TV.

He wondered what it felt like to have someone who had to take care of you. Not because they got paid, not because they'd catch trouble if they didn't, but because they actually wanted to. Because you belonged to them and they belonged to you.

He finished sweeping and went back inside, careful to wipe his feet on the mat. Tracking dirt meant automatic beating.

"Page!" Mrs. Gaines' voice echoed from somewhere in the house. "Get in here!"

Silas followed the sound to her office, a cramped room in the back where she handled the business side of her operation. She was behind a cluttered desk, cigarette smoke curling toward the water-stained ceiling, looking at something on her computer.

Vernon Peebles was with her.

Silas felt his stomach drop through the floor.

Peebles was the caseworker assigned to Sunrise, the man supposedly making sure the kids were being treated right. In reality, he was Mrs. Gaines' partner in neglect. A pompous, sweaty bureaucrat who cared more about paperwork than people. Showed up once a month, signed whatever needed signing, and bounced without ever actually looking at the kids he was supposed to protect.

"Silas." Peebles smiled with teeth too white for his yellow face. "How we doing today?"

"Fine, sir."

"Good, good." Peebles turned to Mrs. Gaines. "He's what, nine now? Getting to that difficult age."

"He ain't been no trouble." Mrs. Gaines said it like a warning, not a compliment. "Quiet. Does his work. Keeps his head down."

"Still, might be time to think about alternative arrangements. I got a colleague, Gerald Tunney, runs a janitorial service. He's looking for a young man to train up. Room and board included."

Something cold slithered through Silas's chest. He'd heard stories about "work placements" from the older kids. The ones who got sent to live with men who wanted them for reasons that had nothing to do with pushing mops. Some of those kids came back different. Some didn't come back at all.

"Could be good for him," Mrs. Gaines said. "Free up a bed here."

They were talking about him like he wasn't standing right there. Like he was furniture they were deciding to keep or throw away.

"I don't wanna go," Silas said.

Both adults turned to look at him like he'd grown a second head.

"Excuse me?" Mrs. Gaines' voice could've frozen water.

"I said I don't wanna go." Silas knew he was making a mistake, knew there'd be consequences, but couldn't stop himself. "I heard about Mr. Tunney. Everybody heard. He don't want janitors. He want..."

"That's enough." Peebles cut him off, smile gone, voice sharp. "Little boys shouldn't spread rumors about things they don't understand."

"I understand fine."

The slap came fast and hard, Mrs. Gaines' palm connecting with his cheek before he even saw her move. Stars exploded behind his eyes. He stumbled but didn't go down.

"Go to your room," she hissed. "No dinner tonight. We'll discuss your attitude in the morning."

Silas went. What else could he do?



That night, lying in his bunk with his stomach growling and his cheek still throbbing, Silas unwrapped the peppermint Darnell had given him. Put it in his mouth and let the sweetness spread across his tongue, closing his eyes and pretending he was somewhere else. Anywhere else.

Below him, he could hear Darnell coughing. The cough was worse tonight. Worse than yesterday, worse than last week. Mrs. Gaines would never call a doctor, because doctors asked questions, so Darnell just kept getting sicker while everybody pretended not to notice.

Silas reached down and touched his friend's shoulder. "You okay?"

"I'm good." Darnell's voice was thin and wet. "Don't worry about me."

"I ain't going with that man. Tunney. I'll run first."

"Don't be stupid." Darnell's hand found his in the darkness. "Running just gets you brought back. Then it's worse."

"So what I'm supposed to do?"

"Survive. That's all any of us can do. Survive until you old enough to leave on your own terms."

Nine more years, Silas thought. Nine more years of this place, of Mrs. Gaines, of being hungry and scared and forgotten. Felt like a prison sentence. Felt like forever.

But Darnell was right. Survival was all he had.

The peppermint dissolved on his tongue, and Silas fell asleep still holding his friend's hand, dreaming of a mother he never knew and a future he couldn't imagine.
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​CHAPTER 3: THE CANDY
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A week later, Darnell was dead.

Silas woke up that morning same as always. Cold, hungry, bracing for whatever fresh hell the day had planned. But when he reached down to shake Darnell awake for breakfast, his hand touched something wrong. Darnell's shoulder was stiff. His skin was cold.

"Darnell." Silas shook him harder. "Darnell, wake up."

Nothing.

"Darnell!"

Silas scrambled down from the top bunk and crouched next to his friend's bed. In the gray morning light, he could see Darnell's eyes were open, staring at nothing. Lips blue. Chest still as stone.

"No." The word came out a whisper. Then louder: "No, no, no..."

"What's all this noise?" Mrs. Gaines appeared in the doorway, already annoyed. Then she saw what Silas was looking at, and her face went through a whole series of calculations that had nothing to do with grief. "Oh. Shit."

She crossed the room and pressed two fingers against Darnell's neck, feeling for a pulse she already knew wasn't there. The other boys were waking up now, sitting up in their bunks, watching with wide eyes as the reality of what happened settled over the room like a funeral shroud.

"Everybody out," Mrs. Gaines ordered. "Go to the dining room. Now."

The boys filed out in silence, too shocked to speak. Silas didn't move.

"Page. I said out."

"What happened to him?" Silas's voice was steady, but something inside him was crumbling. "He was coughing for months. He needed a doctor. Why ain't you call
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