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Introduction

I was four years old the first time we lost a home. It wasn’t the last time. And we didn’t all survive. I think maybe I’ve been trying to make up for it ever since. I’ve always told myself my work as an affordable housing developer is for the next kid. I work so the next kid has a home. But what I really want is to just fix it. What I really want to know is how we create enough homes for everyone.

And why we haven’t.

Our housing crisis is not an unsolvable, abstract problem. There are physical realities at play, literal bricks and mortar. Our country does not have enough homes for the people and places that need them.1

So how do we create those homes we’re missing? At the most basic level, creating new homes requires a place to build, permissions to build, and the resources to direct labor and materials. The price of accomplishing all that—the total development cost (TDC), in our jargon—is the real floor for how cheaply a new home can be produced. There is no magic technology that can reduce the cost of creating a home to zero. Your 3D printed nano drone swarms will still be made from materials, still require energy, and still require designing. Homes cost something, and there will always be people who cannot afford that something. That’s the inherent market failure in housing: at any given time, a large portion of us cannot express our need for a home as economic demand for a home. The market does not even see us.



Everyone sleeps somewhere. That is an unavoidable physical reality. We are all better off when those somewheres are decent homes. It is in everyone’s interest regarding public health, climate, and the economy that everyone has a home. The pandemic demonstrated how people living in overcrowded or unsanitary spaces—whether in houses, vehicles, or tents—share viruses at deathly rates.2 Long commutes and inefficient buildings dump carbon into our atmosphere. Extreme weather leaves bodies in our streets each time a deep freeze, flood, heat, or fire encounters people sleeping outside.

My three-year-old daughter sleeps in her own room. I am exceedingly proud of that luxury. Each morning, we walk the eight blocks between our home and her preschool. On the way, she sees people sleeping on asphalt parking lots, in doorways, and in tents. She sees multimillion-dollar penthouses above it all. She sees a public housing tower and squat old buildings rehabbed into affordable housing. We say hi to the neighborhood crows, “Hi, Badb!” We say hi to Oliver, the cat stretching by its first-floor window. We pass expensive condos where my daughter’s friends rent. We walk along together with another toddler friend of hers coming from their small, cheap apartment a few blocks away. We greet every neighbor we recognize, no matter whether they’re housed, unhoused, or hustling. They are all our neighbors. I tell her this. Elmo tells her this. Our government behaves otherwise.

Our system assumes homelessness. The market is unable to serve a large chunk of our nation. Yet our government has never once budgeted enough to make up for the market’s inherent inability to serve us. Because our government doesn’t serve us either, we suffer homelessness at some point in our lives.

From the Puritans to the present, our governments prioritized their obsession with separating the worthy from the unworthy over simply providing help to all.

Well-meaning professionals do what good we can within the system we have, but a system premised on defining who is deserving will always include a group who is not. Sometimes the government defined my family as deserving, and sometimes not. At times I was deserving of one thing but not another, visits to a pediatrician perhaps but not to a dentist, this brand of bread but not that one. Being deemed undeserving of housing, however, may bring a sentence of homelessness.

Fortunately, Massachusetts did, eventually, decide we were deserving of some help with housing when I was a child. My childhood years living in the Bittersweet Lane Apartments weren’t bad, and they certainly beat the alternative. They were real, and they were nice, but they weren’t really nice. I’ve got my scars, but my childhood story is hardly exceptional. Plenty of people lived like us or worse.



Our housing shortage is a centuries-old, multibillion-dollar problem. Yet I stay optimistic because I must. I nourish that optimism, knowing it is possible to fix this. There are well-understood physical realities at play. What does it take to create homes? A place, permissions, and the resources to direct labor and materials. It is within our control as a nation to allow new homes to be created, wherever they are needed. It is within our control as a nation to build affordable housing and to correct for housing’s inherent market failure. Every person in the US can have a home.

Maybe we as a nation must first finally, truly agree that every person in the United States should have a home. To date, we have not. But if we do, and if we decide to align our laws and our budgets with our humanity, we can solve our nation’s housing crisis.

The money is there. The US currently spends four times more on housing benefits for the wealthy than the poor; the Home Mortgage Interest Deduction is a larger program than Housing Choice Vouchers, and its benefits accrue almost entirely to the richest fifth of Americans.3 Even during the Democratic Biden–Harris administration, we spent twice as much money on Trump’s Space Force as we did on public housing.4 In just 2024, we spent over $22 billion on military aid to Israel; that money could have paid for more than 1.83 million housing vouchers and effectively ended child homelessness.5 We spent nearly $70 billion on interstate highways in 2024, heedless of emissions, demand, or safety.6 I could continue, but the point is that over a decade or so, for fewer dollars per year than we spend on research for orbital weapons systems,7 we could build enough of the right types of homes, in the right places, to meet our tremendous need for housing today and for our children tomorrow. The price tag is within reach.

Housing for all would make Americans safer than any weapons system could. That’s what my daughter’s bedroom is: safety, security. But many of our neighbors don’t have a room of their own. That’s given our whole neighborhood a reputation for being unsafe.



This book is about how we create homes, once we’ve decided to. It’s a book about how we lose homes, because we haven’t. This book is about what affordable housing is, how we build it, and the things we’ve tried in the past. It draws on my career creating affordable housing. It draws on my education and on academic literature. But first and foremost, this is a book about affordable housing from a human perspective. I share my childhood struggles, my ancestors’ survival, my family’s present, and my sincere hopes for my daughter’s generation.

Part 1 The Bitter is about us. How did my family fare in affordable housing? How did we end up there in the first place? I share our experiences in the hope that you understand the stakes. Housing is more than units, percentages, and dollars.

Part 2 The Sweet teaches how the US has created affordable housing, now and in the past. In this book, affordable housing is defined as “a home with a legal restriction that ensures it is available below-market price.” This broad definition includes homes for rent, sale, or other tenure; development that is public, private, or both; architecture from detached homes to multifamily to institutional; housing built through new construction, renovation, rehabilitation, or adaptive reuse. The restriction on price is our core defining factor. This definition allows us to look at the full range of our nation’s attempts to house people. But even using such a broad definition, affordable housing barely makes up 5% of the housing stock in the US,8 so we will also discuss unrestricted, market-rate housing. Creating homes follows the same basic physical realities, regardless of type.

Part 3 The Laneway explores how we got here and where we might go. It challenges us to confront the unavoidably necessary steps towards addressing our housing crisis. We actually do know how to address it, after all.

Let’s fix this shit.





PART 1 The Bitter 会吃苦吗？





ONE We Didn’t Grow Up in the Projects

We didn’t grow up in the projects. Sean says we did anyway. It’s easier to say. I doubt my brother even knows how to say the Bittersweet Lane Apartments were a Massachusetts Chapter 40B, SHARP, and 221(d)(3) financed, private, affordable housing development with our rent subsidized by a Chapter 707 voucher, and I doubt anyone would understand him if he did.

The Bittersweet Lane Apartments rose only three stories tall above surface parking and cracked suburban side streets. Its neighborhood was full of similar 1980s vintage three- and four-story buildings. Some were senior housing, some were condominiums; ours was for poor people. Projects or not, we grew up inside a shabby building occupied by people without better options, from single moms to refugees. Sak pasé, zanmi mwen?

When Sean says “the projects,” it paints a picture in the American mind, but not always accurately, and not necessarily ours. Technically speaking, “the projects” means public housing, which is housing owned, managed, developed, and subsidized by the government through a local Public Housing Authority (PHA). From the 1930s to the 1970s, public housing was how our government built affordable housing.

In the beginning, PHAs usually built public housing projects on the sites of demolished neighborhoods. To unlock federal funds, combining slum clearance with public housing appealed to separate Congressional camps like putting peanut butter in chocolate. In a typical justification, the Boston Housing Authority claimed its slum clearances were a “service to slumdwellers that freed them from dangerous and indecent living conditions.”9 Yet few of the displaced slumdwellers had the money, connections, or citizen status to gain a place in the new public housing that eventually rose from the rubble of their former homes.

James Madden was one of those slumdwellers. No, not me, another one. The first of my ancestors born in America even. My immigrant Madden ancestors settled in tenements in Boston’s South End, alongside fellow poor Irish refugees of An Gorta Mór.I Some would have spoken Irish, a language that was against the law at home and of little use in America. They found work as laborers. The South Bay docks were close enough to smell, not so bad at high tide but near intolerable at low. The Madden family moved several times over the decades but never farther than a few blocks. James, born just after his parents reached Boston, lived in the neighborhood long enough to see his first two grandchildren born there. Boston did not give the Irish a kind welcome, but our ancestors found freedom from penal laws and from starvation to raise generations that would not know those horrors. They created homes.

James married an Irish American woman from the neighborhood, Mary-Ann Gormley. He had a tumultuous, violent life. But years before James was arrested for beating Mary, before Mary died and James fell from a third-floor window the first time, before James was found stabbed on Federal Street and refused to snitch, and before James fell out a third-floor window for the last time,10 James and Mary raised three daughters and a son they named James.

This second James Madden also grew up to marry an Irish American woman from the neighborhood, Annie Hannafin. James Madden became friends with the neighborhood’s more popular Irish American James, the one who would grow up to be the legendary Boston politician James Michael Curley. James Madden passed the civil service exam and became a postal carrier. His name showed up in the newspaper for Curley-related events. He and Annie decided enough with the Jameses and named their son Albert.11

Their neighborhood, around Washington Street and Harrison Avenue or so on the Boston neck, had been a growing middle-class Yankee area before we Irish arrived. It’s a chore to find a non-British surname among the neighborhood’s residents as late as 1821.12 At the top of Washington Street, grocers and jewelers lived above their shops, often in buildings they owned. But lower down, closer to the docks where the Maddens would settle, tenements housed laborers and tradesmen. The area’s landlords mostly came from well-known Yankee families. Several shared surnames with British landlords in Ireland.13 There were Gibson landlords both here and in the Maddens’ small home parish in County Cork.14 By the first James’s time in 1850, you’d be hard-pressed to find a non-Irish surname among the neighborhood’s residents. The Yankees had left for the Back Bay, Brookline, and other such foreign lands.

While these once-refugees built families, the Cathedral of the Holy Cross rose above their rooftops. Builders used stone recovered from the Ursuline Convent for the brand-new cathedral’s archway. The stones happened to be available as years earlier, a violent, white Protestant, anti-immigrant, anti-Catholic mob had burned the convent to the ground.15 The forgotten site of the convent now hosts homes and a highway near my favorite Salvadoreño restaurants in East Somerville. But in the South End, these once-convent, once-rubble stones transformed into the jewel of Boston’s Catholic archdiocese. Funded, designed, and built primarily by Boston’s Irish, the cathedral signified arrival, community, and resilience in the face of a hostile, Puritan colony.16

Maybe that’s why the City began to demolish the neighborhood in the 1880s—first along Washington Street, then Harrison Avenue, then the rest of the so-called slum, until the neighborhood was reduced to rubble-strewn lots and left untouched for decades. Whether for street widening or in response to disease, the City insisted they demolished the neighborhood for residents’ own good, of course, and with no recompense, of course.

Like displaced South Enders ever after, James and Annie moved their family south to Roxbury. Albert grew up there, became a Boston police officer, and married an Irish American girl from his neighborhood, Anna Healy. Anna’s parents had also moved to St. Patrick’s Parish to escape slum clearances. Albert worked as a driver for the Maddens’ former neighbor, Boston Mayor James Michael Curley.17 I like to think he was in earshot when Curley said the “establishment politicians and business interests” left their once-neighborhood looking like an “ugly shell-hole in a bomb-wrecked European city.”18

Albert moved farther south to Dorchester, St. Brendan’s Parish. My grandfather Joe grew up there, and he too became a police officer. He too would grow up to marry an Irish American and name his son—can you guess?—James. And that James also grew up to marry an Irish American woman from his neighborhood, and he gave me his name. Legally, I am James Madden, Jr. I’m Jamie to family and friends, two names to navigate two worlds. Six generations of Maddens in Boston, and I became the first educated professional. My Madden relatives remain working class or poor. I doubt slum clearance was for our own good at all, at all.

Mayor Curley requested new federal funds from President Truman under the Housing Act of 1949 for the Boston Housing Authority to build the Cathedral projects on the site of our demolished neighborhood. Five hundred and eight new apartments rose from the rubble. Previously, Boston Housing Authority developments were not segregated, but the new federal dollars required racial segregation.19 Cathedral initially provided homes for the South End’s quickly growing Black community. African Americans leaving the legally established violence and oppression of the South arrived in Boston’s South End to work in the nearby Back Bay rail yards. The old South Bay docks no longer existed, but the new rail yards were barely a screeching metal earshot away. Today, Cathedral’s orthogonal brick towers still stand where the first of my name grew up. You can picture them; they look like “the projects.” That block still provides homes for hard up newcomers—if they can get off today’s years-long public housing waitlist.



“You know, I started in public housing, and here I am again. I lived at Orient Heights when Jed and I first got married. Now, I’m in senior housing.” That’s what Grandmy said when I told her my idea for this book, sending me dashing inside from my sunny balcony, phone on speaker so I could type up the quote and ask her more. She continued, “Well, I’d gone on some dates with ProtestantII boys. One had a car and drove me to the beach at Cape Ann. My parents were furious.” They had reasons, having lived under English colonialism and the state terrorism of the Black and Tans.III Grandmy had also told me, “The scariest things I’d ever heard was when my father talked about the Black and Tans with a friend who was visiting from Sligo.” I’ve never known Grandmy to scare at all. But back to my grandmother’s dating life: “Anyway, the parish priest recommended Jed Fiske. My father thought he was a Protestant with that name, but the priest told us his mother and his grandmother were Irish Catholics. Anyway, when Jed and I first got married, he got a job at a funeral home up in Orient Heights. And I had to quit my job. In those days, once you were married, that was it. You didn’t work. So we moved up to the Orient Heights projects where we had Jerry and your mother.” Orient Heights was as far from her parents’ Forest Hills home as one could reach on the MTA.

Then, as now, subsidized housing screened potential tenants for eligibility and for suitability. In those early decades, public housing authorities screened to ensure tenants were married, two-parent families, with no criminal histories, with no children born out of wedlock, and with a service record, proven stable employment, and enough income to afford the rent but not so much income as to be ineligible. It was a long list, but my grandmother’s family fit the bill to live at the Orient Heights projects in 1958. If Grandmy were a single mother, they would not have. Then, as now, subsidized housing was a privilege, not a right.

The Commonwealth of Massachusetts funded, and the Boston Housing Authority developed, the Orient Heights projects in 1952. The government intended to house veterans in 354 apartments there, near Boston’s northernmost point, on land where the City had demolished tax-foreclosed properties. The Boston Housing Authority had claimed these projects would not be isolated, that they would be built in locations well connected to services and amenities. They were not.

MIT Professor Larry Vale wrote, “In 1957, a graduate student who mapped all retail facilities near Boston public housing projects found that the Orient Heights development—home to more than 1000 people—lacked even a single store within a quarter mile of its periphery, and that the distance was further accentuated by steep topography.”20 I asked Grandmy how she bought her groceries. “Ohh, that hill! If Jed couldn’t leave work to give me a ride, I used to have to trudge up and down that hill with your uncle Jerry and your mother in tow, and carrying groceries. And they were toddlers at the time!” US public housing is often like this, disconnected from the other necessities of life.



“She started in public housing!? I’m the one who started in public housing. I was born there. She grew up in Forest Hills. And I’m back in affordable housing myself now too.” That’s what my mother said when I told her what her mother had said about my idea for this book.

By the mid-1960s, our government fundamentally changed how public housing worked and whom it was for. The federal government shifted its housing spending sharply towards FHA-subsidized mortgages, the Home Mortgage Interest Deduction, and other programs aimed at creating middle-class, whites-only suburbs.21 These kinds of households, who in the 1930s–50s might have moved into public housing, instead became suburban homeowners on the back of that government largesse. Meanwhile, changes in public housing tenant screening rules and rent structure turned projects into places for poor people with the fewest choices. Then, our government stopped building new public housing altogether.

While public housing gave my grandmother a start in the 1950s–60s, my mother faced grim options in the 1980s. “Searching took lots of legwork. I was on the phone constantly. You’d hear that Waltham or some place was opening their list, and you’d pick up and go. I dragged you two along everywhere to fill out applications. You were little, and Sean was a baby. We spent hours and hours in stuffy waiting rooms filled with a lot of hard-off people. I’d try to make it a fun trip in town, go to the Children’s Museum or something. It was all about getting your name on a list, trying to find the right person who had pull. I got a lot of broken promises; people would say ‘I can get you to the top [of the list],’ but they couldn’t or didn’t. It all felt very humiliating. I always worked and paid my own way from when I was a little kid, so it was really hard to ask for help. And, of course, it wasn’t just housing. I needed food stamps and childcare and WIC and so on. Many of the office workers were unfriendly and unhelpful, but once in a while you’d find someone nice, like the woman who told me about the 707 program after many others didn’t. She had just told me there was a five-year waiting list for Section 8, and I’d burst into tears right there and then. She paused and asked, ‘Have you heard of 707?’ ‘No, what’s that?’ ”22

We were lucky to be in Massachusetts, where the Commonwealth created the Chapter 707 program to provide additional housing vouchers when Congress wouldn’t. We were lucky to come across a bureaucrat who wanted to be helpful, more than a gatekeeper. Parenting is hard enough, and I can’t imagine how I would keep the rage off my face if my daughter’s safety relied on such luck.

So we ended up in the Bittersweet Lane Apartments with support from the Chapter 707 Massachusetts Rental Voucher Program. We became part of the lucky 5% of US households to receive housing subsidies for the poor.23 We had a fingerhold and could begin to claw our way up, not to luxury, sure, but to possibility at least.

We didn’t grow up in the projects, but it turns out our family story is inseparable from public housing and slum clearance. I didn’t grow up in the projects, but then no more than 15% of households in low-income, affordable housing do these days. The rest of us grew up in suburban developments, in pastel-colored townhomes, in rehabbed mill buildings, in anonymous detached houses, in shiny new towers, in crumbling mid-century modern mid-rises, in rented rooms, in family shelters, or worse.


	I. The Great Hunger, which will be referred to by its Irish name, An Gorta Mór, throughout. Let the poor potato off the hook for this tragedy of inhuman proportions.

	II. In both Ireland and Massachusetts, Protestant functioned as code for the settler-colonial dominant class. The divisions were not religious doctrinal arguments so much as a dividing line between colonizer and colonized.

	III. Infamously violent anti-Catholic, pro-English paramilitary group deployed in Ireland and Palestine







TWO Precipitating Events

In 1967, Grandmy had a third child while living at Orient Heights, but five months later, with baby Joe in tow, she moved across town again. They rented the upstairs of a Dor-chester two-family house from Grandmy’s friend. “It was a neigh- borhood,” my mother told me, recalling fond memories of walks to school, to the library, and to the playground.

Unfortunately, Grandmy’s friend had to sell the house after her husband died, and my grandmother needed to find another place to live. Worse, she needed to afford it on her nurse’s wages. She’d earned her LPN while the youngest of her four children was two years old. Alcoholism had begun taking away her husband, and Grandmy was determined to provide.

They landed on the worse-off side of Washington Street. At the same time my mother Kathleen started high school, Judge Garrity started his busing plan. My mother told me, “It didn’t seem real. I was just in survival mode, one of only three white kids. I didn’t see any integration, just fighting. It was more the parents than the kids fighting, especially at first. But I was on guard all the time. I had long red hair, and the other kids would ask to touch it. It felt intimidating. My friend Lorraine at school was Black. We used to sneak up to the vacant third floor to smoke. But anyway, she used to protect me. She’d tell me when something was going to happen and to just run home. And then we all figured out we could use riots as an excuse to get out of school whenever we wanted. Our family wasn’t political; we just went along with things. The anti-busing parents were worse than the kids. They were scary.”

Kathleen’s family tore apart at the seams around the same time her city did. Her father had been in and out of the first Dorchester house, but he didn’t move with them to the second. “That was the beginning of the end of seeing him,” my mother told me. At the time of my grandparents’ divorce, fewer than 10% of US marriages ended in divorce, let alone Irish Catholic ones.24 Jed did continue drinking in the neighborhood, however.

In 2010, my brother and I took our mother back to that neighborhood for its Irish Festival while Sean was home on leave from Iraq. We watched her point across Gallivan Boulevard: “That’s where my father drank himself to death. He used to put me up on the bar, and the bartenders gave me cokes.”

“The Eire Pub? Well, at least it was somewhere historic,” I said.

“What, no, the American Legion Hall, behind the Eire Pub,” she replied incredulously.

Mom, Sean, and I had a round of pints and whiskey in the Legion Hall. Sean didn’t want to leave because the state’s indoor smoking ban went unenforced there, but Mom and I wanted a clean breath. We three headed to the Eire Pub, where we watched a sitting US senator take a photo op pouring a pint of Guinness for his reelection campaign. He left more foam in that glass than the Atlantic leaves after a storm. He lost his reelection.

When I asked about leaving Dorchester, my mother told me, “Randolph just happened one day. I didn’t want to move; I was tired of moving.” In the summer of 1975, after a year of busing and with newfound resources from combining their households, Grandmy and her new husband, Tom Lally, moved the family to Randolph. They rented a modest post-war house on McDevitt Road. When not skipping school to take the 240 bus back to Dorchester, my mother and her brother Jerry hung out with another Irish American family on their new block, the Maddens.

My mother had a hard time adjusting to her new suburban school. “Randolph High was too white. I made a few friends over the summer, and I sat with them at lunch. I remember my first week at that new school in the cafeteria—the girls at my table were complaining that there were too many Black kids now. I was like ‘Where?’ and they pointed to two tables way at the other side of the cafeteria. Two tables! Randolph felt like the middle of nowhere to me then.”

They lived on McDevitt for just a year, my mother’s first sophomore year of high school. Then, a year later, Grandmy and Papa purchased their first home, on Lewis Drive in Randolph, with a mortgage subsidized by federal tax deductions like all buyers at the time. My mother recalls with flat enthusiasm, “It was fine. I had a bigger bedroom to share with Amy.”

My mother lived five years in that house on Lewis Drive. Not having really had a freshman year in Dorchester, she repeated her sophomore year in Randolph before going on to finish high school and even attend community college. “I got sent to the principal one day during my senior year of high school; he was sick of me and sent me to the guidance counselor, who was on his way to take a student to Mass Bay. He dragged me along. He knew I was working at a preschool at the time, so he introduced me to the early learning program and helped me fill out the application right then and there. It all fell into place. Of course, there was no talk of college grow-ing up.”

At twenty-one, my mother began her career in early childhood education while living at home on Lewis Drive. In her desperation to leave her mother’s house, she married her brother Jerry’s friend Tommy’s older brother, Jim Madden. He was tall and a carpenter, and he’d never lost his 1970s mustache. Jim and Kathleen moved to an apartment in a high-rise on the edge of the City of Brockton, the first time either of them had lived outside of their mothers’ homes. “It was nice to get away,” she told me. “It was a nice apartment, good location. We got along good the first couple years. I got pregnant just four months after marriage, so everything was all about the baby, really.” (That’s me! It’s all about me, really).

My earliest memories kick in a couple years later. We came home through a red carpeted lobby at the bottom of that small Brockton tower. I’d wave to the building manager and once told him he smelled. I remember sitting up in a little bed filled with stuffed animals, yearning for something missing. I was too young to remember much else, and I don’t know whether those were good times or bad times—celebratory times for a young married couple or the absolute exhaustion of two mismatched people caring for a fussy baby. My mother never really forgave me for being a colicky newborn, which, honestly, fair enough.

After a couple years in the small Brockton apartment, my parents rented a less small house in Randolph, closer to the day care where my mother worked, in the town where four of my six grandparents lived. We got a dog, a big gray Great Dane named Prince. The family next door had a child my age, and we used to explore our backyards together. They seemed enormous then, full of the mysterious ways of grass and trees, dirt and concrete, dogs and chain-link fences.

After I turned three, I had a big request for my mother. “Mom,” I called. I found her in the kitchen doing dishes, staring out the window. “Ma.” She must not have heard me. “Mom, mom, mom, mom, mom… MOM!”

“What! Jamie.”

Her words didn’t come out sounding like a question, but I asked mine anyway. “Can I have a little brother? I’d take good care of him. I’d help.”

“We’ll see,” she told me, pushing down first-trimester nausea. Satisfied, I walked into the living room and climbed onto the pillowy tan-and-beige plaid couch with frills on the bottom that hid everything I put underneath it. Prince shuffled over to the couch and put his giant head in my little lap for pets. Sesame Street was on the TV, a floor model with a big dial that read 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 U. When Uncle Joe visited, the ColecoVision would come out for some Frogger or Space Invaders.

My parents were putting together the American dream: detached house, child, work. Jimmy Madden ran a growing carpentry business, framing up detached homes in the rapid sprawl of the 1980s. Then, he hurt his elbow. Then, he stopped working. Then, the painkillers were never enough. Decades later, my mother told me, “Jim started to change when you were fifteen months old. I didn’t know he was taking pills and stuff; I was still pretty naive then. He had it all and just blew it.”

The US Health and Human Services 1985 drug survey showed barely 1% of Americans actively used opiates at the time.25 The survey in 2021 showed that number had at least tripled. Among people aged twelve or older in 2021, 3.3% (or 9.2 million people) misused opioids in the past year.26 Decades before the twenty-first century opioid crisis, my father was part of a quiet trend.

My mother began to show as a hot and humid Boston summer settled in. She cut her hair short, suffering in the August heat with four weeks of pregnancy still to go. Her short bright red hair complemented her petite frame, but my father harassed her about it. “Why did you get that dyke haircut!?” He never let it go. I mean, fifteen years later, Jim’s parish priest told me my mother was an “evil lesbian,” as if that were a bad thing in the first place.

Mom delivered my baby brother, Sean, just a week before her own end-of-summer birthday. I was in love and heady with responsibility. They let me give baby Sean his bottle on that couch. I looked between his face and the face in my own framed baby photo on the side table. Sean had a full head of messy, dark hair, compared to me with my bald, golden baby fuzz. He was chunky and strong, the opposite of the tiny, premature, colicky baby in my photo. My mother, carrying Sean away, asked me to toss her Sean’s brush for that head full of brown baby hair. I lobbed the brush. It hit baby Sean in the head.

When I was four years old, I tried to take the TV remote from my father, as toddlers do. He lost his temper and knocked me off the couch. My little head bounced off the coffee table and came up bleeding profusely, as head wounds do. My mother drove me to the doctor’s office in Dedham, and I got my first stitches and first scar, just over my right eyebrow. I have an old photo of baby Sean and me sitting at Grandmy’s table. A clean white bandage the size of my ear covers my stitches. I’m looking at someone to the photographer’s right, smiling with my blue eyes and my lips both, one finger in front of them as if I’m shushing someone. I look happy. Baby Sean is holding a glass bottle of formula parallel to the table, pointing to the photographer’s left. But from his high seat, Sean is looking directly into the lens, eyes a darker blue than mine, fixed in that thousand-yard stare Sean has always had. Prince stands taller than Sean’s high chair. He’d rest his head on the tray and let Sean stuff Cheerios in his nose.

I could feel it coming in the air that one night. I’d been in the living room watching TV to ignore the thickening tension. Stillness was just the anticipation of an explosion. Waiting felt dangerous. More and more, my parents began to leave us in the living room watching TV while they argued in the kitchen. “Shut up. I don’t want to hear one more fucking word out of you. You keep your goddamned trap shut,” my father yelled at my mother, honestly expecting against all experience that she would in fact keep her mouth shut.

They got so loud I couldn’t hear Sesame Street. I closed my eyes and I thought, Be quiet, be quiet. I hoped the fight was over when I opened my eyes. It was not. I yelled, “Shut up! I’m watching TV in here!” in imitation of Jim himself. I’ve always remembered that moment, but I couldn’t tell you what happened before or after. My childhood memories are shards and fragments.

The last day stands out most in my mind. Dad carried a few boxes out to his truck. Mom took a photo of him from the living room window. His face in the photo is furious. Even his mustache frowned. Then Mom gathered me and Sean up to go to Grandmy’s. I hopped down the four steps from our door to our car while my mother carried Sean. She loaded us into the back seat. The idea was to take us out and let Dad pack and leave on his own. But he wouldn’t let us leave. He stormed towards the car, screaming at my mother. She opened the car door, and he grabbed her arm as she tried to sit down.

“Where are my lottery tickets!?” he screamed. He tore her out of the car and reached back in to grab her purse from the passenger seat. “They’re in here, aren’t they?” His arm hit the horn. We were screaming. My mother sobbed and gave up the purse. She managed to get into the car and drive us off towards Grandmy’s home. The tears rolled down my face, and I cooled my hot red cheek against the car window.

Then, my father disappeared for months. When I woke up without a dad for the first time, I felt free, and I felt lonely, and I felt scared. And I began to worry almost immediately, not being used to being the next oldest person there. And I put responsibility on my skinny five-year-old shoulders and looked out for my mother and brother. Dad didn’t contribute, and it would be decades before I could.27

As far back as I can remember, I worried a lot. Not just little five-year-old worries, big adults taking-the-world-on-their-shoulders worries. My mother saw my anxiety, and she did her best to help me through, telling me to relax and not worry. But I could see her own questions worrying her green eyes. How long can we afford the rent? Where would we go? Will the courts side with Jim? Can I really handle a five-year-old and one-year-old on my own?

She told me, “The only thing you have to worry about is what’s in your lunchbox.” And what was in my lunchbox, underneath the juice box and above the peanut butter and jelly sandwich cut into four triangles, was a folded-up napkin with a smiley face and a little note from my mother: I love you. Have a fun day. =) It meant so much to me to have this tiny bit of my mother’s touch at preschool, distracting me from my four-year-old worries. Then, some other kid reached across the lunch table, picked up my napkin, and blew his nose into it. I could see his snot over the smiley face.

In social science, misfortunes like divorce, unemployment, injury, disease, etc., are called precipitating events. These are the moments that set everything else in motion. Not the whole cause, nor the full story, but the crack in the structure that marks the beginning of collapse. The rent on the detached home on Reed Street was more than my mother could handle alone on a preschool teacher’s wages. So, like Jim, we had to move out too. Rents and incomes. It’s just math to see how we would end up without a home.

And we were not alone in our situation. My generation are the children of an all-time high divorce rate.28 But we were still the minority, the handful of kids in each classroom moving among households, needing support, and being looked down upon for that need. There was still tremendous stigma associated with single mothers like my own, whose gender-gap wages were supposed to support an entire household.

In the late 1980s, homelessness as we now know it was a new phenomenon. It was the consequence of the system’s change away from creating affordable housing and towards exclusive zoning, inequality, deindustrialization, deinstitutionalization, and defunding social supports.29 The emerging system turned the bad luck of daily life into the proximate cause of homelessness.

At the same time we were losing our home, on the other side of town in Cambridge, economists Richard B. Freeman and Brian Hall published “Permanent Homelessness in America?” They warned: “Rapidly rising land values, rents, and housing market problems for the poor in Massachusetts raises the possibility that future economic progress, including full employment of the type enjoyed in Massachusetts, may exacerbate rather than alleviate the housing problems of the poor. One can easily devise a scenario in which economic growth raises demand for land, inducing landlords to develop higher-quality properties, pricing out of the market those whose incomes do not rise with the rate of growth.”30

To translate: an exclusive focus on job creation makes our sort of housing crisis worse, not better.

History has proven Freeman and Hall’s prediction correct. I first encountered that quote on page 48 of Colburn and Aldern’s Homelessness is a Housing Problem. I circled the paragraph, and in the margin, I wrote, “They knew! They always knew!”

A permanent class of the homeless and housing insecure. That was my permanent worry. Ever since it happened to us when I was four years old.

Oh, and Prince didn’t get to move out with us. A driver hit him in front of the house. We had to put him to sleep.





THREE Grandmy’s

Papa invited me home,” my mother told me. The three of us moved into one bedroom back at Grandmy and Papa’s house just four years after my mother had made her first escape from that house.

The US Department of Education commissioned a study that showed 76% of the 2.3 million students experiencing homelessness live in doubled-up situations.31 The Department of Housing and Urban Development’s homelessness report doesn’t count people living doubled up.

My mother, Sean, and I shared one bedroom upstairs. The other upstairs bedroom belonged to my teenage aunt, Amy. She’d put her Bon Jovi T-shirt on me, sing Aerosmith’s chorus as “Jamie’s got a gun,” and bring me chocolate crayons from her job at the mall. My grandparents’ room was downstairs, next to the one full bathroom we all shared. When not working, Grandmy liked to sit in the sunlight in her rocking chair with the Boston Globe or a Reader’s Digest and a cup of tea. Papa liked to rest in the dim light of their finished basement, eating potato sticks with the dog and watching sports.

Grandmy and Mom took turns dropping me off at kindergarten and dropping Sean at daycare so that my mother could work. I was the only kindergartener in my class who could read, but I couldn’t tie my shoes. The teacher didn’t believe I could truly read. She asked me to stay behind when everyone else went to play. She pointed at a little seat next to her desk. “Sit here. Read this.” She trained skeptical eyes on me, trying to catch me pretending. Eventually, she believed me and encouraged my love of books. But she’d already left a chip on my shoulder.

As divorce proceedings began, our father decided he cared about seeing his children after all and demanded visitation rights. We stayed with him in his bedroom at Nana’s house every other weekend, every Wednesday evening, and one week in the summer. His small room fit a TV stand that sat inches from the foot of his bed, a nightstand with yellow, lined pads of 8.5”x14” legal paper piled beside a lamp on top, a dresser, and a bookshelf that he’d made—poorly—which was filled with encyclopedias and more of his notepads. Every now and then for years, I watched him write up his own imagined, untrained legal arguments in those notepads. He was certain that made them legal. They were written on legal paper, weren’t they?

Grandmy’s crowded home was peaceful compared to hectic visitations with Jim at Nana’s. He could turn any happy situation bad. Holidays and birthdays were the worst days, battlegrounds in the custody wars. Jim did try though, especially in those early years. He’d always take us somewhere on our Saturdays together, sometimes to the beach, sometimes to join him for under-the-table landscaping work. It felt good to get out of his mother’s house where he sat chain-smoking all day.

Nana’s house stood alone on a corner lot only a mile or two from Grandmy’s house. Nana and Grandpa Herb spent most of their days in their glass-walled parlor watching game shows and Mother Angelica on television. My youngest Madden uncle, Tommy, had the back bedroom and fixed cars out of the garage. Sean and I slept in cheap sleeping bags on the floor of my father’s little bedroom until he eventually bought cheap cots to put those sleeping bags on. During the day, we folded up the metal-frame cots and leaned them up against the random boxes and cases of Pepsi cans that lined the wall.

Long autumn afternoons smelled like motor oil and Marlboros. They sounded like Oldies 103.3 FM playing Van Morrison. Uncle Tommy kept on the radio while he worked on cars in the driveway. He usually worked outside and left the garage a wreck of empty Mobil motor oil bottles, empty boxes of Marlboro cigarettes, and empty cases of Budweiser beer. Who could afford to let the $0.05 each can was worth go to waste?

I spent long afternoons sitting on the concrete ledge above the driveway at Nana’s, maybe reading, maybe watching Tommy work, but definitely avoiding my father and counting the hours until Sean and I could go back home to Mom. If I took my book and read inside for too long, my eyes stung from the cloud of cigarette smoke in my father’s cramped room. Motor oil vapors smelled comparatively fresh.

Tommy worked from Nana’s driveway because that was his home, the best he could afford. He worked from home because he’d lost his license for drunk driving, and it was miles walking to any of the auto garages that might hire him. So he fixed cars for cash at home and drank to his heart’s content. In the evening, he’d tune the TV to Star Trek: The Next Generation or pop a VHS of the original Star Trek into his VCR. I loved getting to watch nerdy sci-fi shows with my uncle. My father didn’t like it. Which is ironic, really.

One day in kindergarten, our friendly principal came to my classroom. “Jamie, you are getting released early today.” I was confused, and I held her hand on the walk to her office. I was excited to go. I decided it was a nice surprise. Then, I sat in the office. I watched the clock tick. And tock. Tick. A red second hand stuttered around the circle, and I stared at the minute hand to see if I could catch it moving. Hundreds of hours of my childhood were spent just sitting, waiting for officious adults, waiting for them to decide our fates or to simply move some paperwork one way or another. I decided this was just another time like that. But my frustration grew as the minutes turned into what felt like hours. Eventually, Grandmy came and picked me up.

I learned later what had happened. My father had come to the kindergarten with a girlfriend pretending to be my mother because he himself was not on the approved pickup list. He wanted to take us back. We belonged to him, like property. It was a near thing, but the good staff at my school got suspicious and held me in the principal’s office until it was all sorted and Grandmy could come rescue me. A federal government report that same year estimated noncustodial parents abducted 350,000 American children annually, something of a high-water mark for the rate of family abductions in the United States, which still remain four or five times more common than non family abductions.32 Strangers aren’t the dangers.

That ruse failed, thankfully. But it was one of many my mother dealt with continually, as if it weren’t hard enough for a twenty-eight-year-old sharing a room with her two sons, back in her mother’s house, and back arguing with her mother. Back then, searching for a place she could afford to live in was a job in itself.

“I started looking to get on Section 8. Remember, there’s no computers. I had to travel and fill out applications in all these towns and cities, taking the Red Line to the Boston Housing Authority. One day, I was passing the Old Harbor projects on the Red Line and just burst into tears. I looked at some really bad places before Bittersweet Lane.”





FOUR Bittersweet Childhood

An uncommonly helpful bureaucrat told my mother about the 707 state housing assistance program and even helped her apply. My mother recalled, “I got awarded 707 certificates in two different towns—Wilmington and Randolph. I used the 707 voucher on one of the affordable apartments at Bittersweet Lane. I paid a third of my income, so rent would go up. I believe in paying more if you make more money. It wasn’t really a problem, but things were always tight. You find tricks.”

We moved into the Bittersweet Lane Apartments just before I started the first grade. The unremarkable gray thirty-five-apartment building sat in the back of a neighborhood of dozens of similar three- and four-story buildings, hidden away from the people who lived in detached houses in Randolph and adjoining suburbs. Still, it was exciting to have a place for just the three of us.

The two-bedroom, one-and-a-half-bath home at the Bittersweet Lane Apartments became my mother’s first place of her own. She said, “I liked the apartment; I had a half bathroom of my own. I was very happy at Bittersweet Lane, except for the occasional ATF raid, of course.”

Sean, Mom, and I like to joke about the day we left our apartment, pushed the button for the elevators, and then jumped back as a group of ATF (Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms) agents spilled out of the elevator with guns drawn. We huddled in the corner until they went down the hall, and my mother hurriedly ushered us into the elevator and out. I never did find out what it was all about.

When I interviewed my mother about her search for affordable housing, she left the academic silo implicit in my question. It was never just housing. “I hated using food stamps. Back then, they came in this humiliating large tear-off book. They were never enough for the food we needed, so I used to buy more food stamps from JenaeI for fifty cents on a dollar, cash. I would shop late at night because I was embarrassed when people saw me shopping with them. Jenae also used to pay me money to drive her to ‘visit uncle’ or run whatever errand in Mattapan. It took me a few trips to catch on to what she was really doing, and I told her I can’t be doing that. I had you two in the car!

“But what used to torment me was childcare. It was really easy to go over-income and lose childcare, even when I was working there. I’d be on the phone crying to South Shore Day Care. They always seemed to find a way to make it work out. Without them, I’d have been screwed.” People don’t experience hard times narrowly. It’s never just one thing.

After we moved into the Bittersweet Lane Apartments—certainly a more stable arrangement in the eyes of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts—my father did what he always did when my mother found some smidgen of progress. He threw a tantrum. He directed some of his anger towards our building full of Black families, and we kids were subject to all the racist tirades.

Boiled potatoes left a starchy humidity in Nana’s kitchen. I sat at the table trying to figure out what to do with the cold, boiled-to-death green beans I’d be punished for not eating. My father’s family started cracking jokes: “Did you hear about the Polish Navy’s new submarine? It had a screen door.” “Why are there no Puerto Ricans on Star Trek? They don’t have jobs in the future either.” “Why don’t Black people take Aspirin? They refuse to pick cotton.” Racist jokes about Black people inevitably turned the conversation towards the Los Angeles riots and then to welfare. “Can you believe all these lazy welfare queens? Just having more babies and living off of us.” We may as well have had Rush Limbaugh himself at the table, but I thought, Welfare queens? That’s us. That’s Mom, Sean, and me. It’s even the people here at this dinner table who collect one benefit or another. I couldn’t say it aloud without everyone turning their anger towards me, so I said something like, “Almost everyone in my building works. I don’t think people choose to be poor.”

My father retorted, “Oh, is that the liberal nonsense you get from your friend Bill Clinton?” I’d been unaware that the president who had ended welfare as we knew it was my own personal friend. I liked when he played saxophone anyway.

“No, he’s been listening to his mother’s lazy excuses. She needs to get a job and stop trying to be a career student welfare queen,” said Nana. Then, looking towards me, she said, “And he’s too smart for his own good, that one.”

“Bit of hard work will learn him,” said my father.

I stared at the clock. Eight p.m. could not come soon enough. After another weekend of being captive to my father’s impotent anger, he’d drive us home in his beat-up old station wagon. He would drop us in front of the lobby because he was not allowed inside. He never left the car.

Sean and I walked to the vestibule, rang the electric buzzer, and strolled through the plain, undecorated lobby to the elevator. Today’s elevator trash special was pizza crust. Sean rushed to hit the button for the second floor before I could. The doors stutter-stopped and threatened not to close, but up we went. Doors opened. Turn left. Our apartment was the first one on the left.

It wasn’t a bad place. We had a kitchen with a little three-seat table, a dishwasher, a living room that we furnished with things out of storage from the Reed Street days, like the floor model television with channels 2 through U on a dial. (I was the remote control.) Sean and I shared a small bedroom, just big enough for our bunk bed, two dressers, and a toy box. My mother was thrilled to have a master bedroom with a half bath, even if she shared a wall with the elevator shaft. The noise woke her up in the early morning when our neighbors started off to work or, worse, when they came home from a night shift or whatever else brings you home at 3:00 a.m. Our living room had sliding doors for what should have been a balcony but instead was an opening with large red horizontal bars. We couldn’t step outside, and the apartment didn’t get much airflow. So I never really had any idea how to dress for the weather, which in Massachusetts could be anything you might imagine. When we did open windows, the sudden influx of stale cigarette smoke from the apartment downstairs got us coughing and rushing to close them again.

One small street called Highland Glen separated my neighborhood of three- and four-story apartment buildings from a neighborhood full of single-family detached homes and duplexes. As a child, I thought the people on the other side of Highland Glen were well-off, but they were just stable middle- and working-class families.

Occasionally, my father would have a friend or acquaintance drive us home for him. Some of them were shocked that my neighborhood even existed back there. I could sense their nervousness grow, driving down Highland Glen, seeing Black families cooking



































































































































	I. Name changed for privacy.

	II. In the process of writing, I learned from classmates the identity of the art supply thief, who was never suspected.

	III. For the record, the correct slur for me is paddy or mick.

	IV. Don’t worry; this is defined at length in later chapters.
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