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INTRODUCTION

ghet-to n. (Merriam-Webster Dictionary) [Italian, from Venetian dialect ghèto island where Jews were forced to live, literally, foundry (located on the island), from ghetàr to cast, from Latin jactare to throw]

1: a quarter of a city in which Jews were formerly required to live

2: a quarter of a city in which members of a minority group live especially because of social, legal, or economic pressure

3a: an isolated group <a geriatric ghetto> b: a situation that resembles a ghetto especially in conferring inferior status or limiting opportunity <stuck in daytime TV’s ghetto>1

         

ghet-to adj. [twenty-first-century everyday conversation]

1a: behavior that makes you want to say “Huh?”

b: actions that seem to go against basic home training and common sense

2: used to describe something with inferior status or limited opportunity, usually used with so <That’s so ghetto. He’s so ghetto.>

3: a quarter of a city in which members of a minority group live, especially because of social, legal, or economic pressure

4: common misusage: authentic, Black, keepin’ it real

         

When was the last time you used, heard, thought, snickered, whispered (under your breath), shouted (at the radio), the word ghetto?

I use it so many times a day I can’t even count. When the teenagers sitting on milk crates outside my house in Brooklyn get rowdy playing cards late on a school night. When the man-boys on the corner see my wedding ring as just a challenge instead of something to respect. Whenever I turn on BET, period. Ghet-to.

And it’s not fabulous.

You say it, too. Admit it. I have a friend who stretches the word out whenever he utters it, as if it needs any more emphasis: As in gh-e-e-e-e-e-et——to-o-o-o-o-o-o.

I’ve spent more than three decades becoming an expert on ghetto, both ghet-to and gh-e-e-e-e-e-et——to-o-o-o-o-o-o. My training? My life. But it wasn’t until recently, when those ghetto moments got overwhelming, that I felt compelled to write about it. The question most authors hate to answer while they are still writing is the dreaded “What is your book about?” Or maybe it’s just me. As a journalist I’m much more comfortable spreading the word about others than talking about anything that I might be doing. It is more than the panicky “What do I say?” flash of shyness. Instead, there is this initial wave of self-doubt and fear that whoever you are talking to is going to give you that look. That “what are you talking about?” look. Or the “why would I want to read about that?” look. Or the worst, the “fading into total bored disinterest” look that grows more pronounced with each of your sentences. When you are still writing, looks like these can push you into an unproductive tailspin as you ask yourself, What am I talking about? Why would anyone want to read this?—and disinterest. It’s hard to describe a work in progress because while you’re writing you’re still on the trail of discovery and development.

While writing Ghettonation, I never had to answer that “what is it about?” question. The moment people heard the title they assumed they knew intimately what I was writing on. Everyone, it seems, thinks they know ghetto. Even our great thinkers: academics. “Ghetto?” asks Dr. John L. Jackson Jr., a communication and anthropology professor at the University of Pennsylvania who has spent his career theorizing about race and class. “We know it almost immediately when we see it, when we hear it.” No doubt, professor.

Still, I found it pretty remarkable that no one would let me even fumble my way through some awkward explanation of my project. Instead, just hearing “ghetto” usually sent them—strangers, close friends, folks on the corner, in the beauty parlor, on the stoop, at the office, on the subway, after work—into a tailspin. Reactions were tinged with a bit of anger, a bit of frustration, and a huge bout of “I just got to get this off my chest.”

“Are you going to write about nails and gold teeth, about weaves—blond and red—about baby bottles filled with Pepsi, about babymamas…?” people wanted to know.

“Yes…maybe…no…, and more,” I wanted people to know.

Ghetto, you see, is a mind-set. And that is so much more.

         

As all-consuming as ghetto is in these days of gold teeth, weaves—blond and red—Pepsi-filled baby bottles, and babymamas, ghetto has a history. The original ghetto was in Venice. It was the Jewish quarter in this Catholic city. Before it became the Jewish area it was an iron foundry or ghèto, and thus the name was born. In the fourteenth century, gates surrounded the ghetto. Non-Jews were not allowed to live in the ghetto, and Jews were not allowed to leave it. The gates were locked at night. Besides the literal gates, the world’s first ghetto was remarkable in another sense, too: it was an affluent neighborhood—home to Jewish merchants and moneylenders. By the seventeenth century, with the encouragement of the Vatican, ghettos spread across Italy. Each had its own justice system, further isolating these districts from papal rule. Then in the nineteenth century, driven by the equality ideals of the French Revolution, the walls of the ghetto came crashing down. Pope Pius IX had Europe’s last ghetto—Rome’s—destroyed, walls and system, in 1870.

During World War II the Jewish ghetto was resurrected by the Nazis. By 1940 it was being used as a stopover on the way to the concentration camps. The ghettos were overcrowded communities of filth, starvation, violence, and despair. The Warsaw ghetto in Poland housed close to 400,000 people in a 3.5-square-mile area that had previously been home to about 160,000 people. This time instead of just gates, the threat of being shot by armed guards ensured that Jews stayed in the ghetto.

The Jews of Europe who survived the Nazi horrors were freed in 1945. Meanwhile in America’s cities, ghettos fed by housing discrimination, segregation laws, and racism were starting to flourish.*1 Just as ghettos were once a part of every major city in Italy, they were now in every major city in America. Instead of Jews, Black faces were the ones now trapped inside. Ghettos were overcrowded communities of filth, starvation (maybe not for food but for hope), violence, and despair. Instead of gates, highways often artificially divided and isolated these neighborhoods from the rest of the city, helping to keep folks in. And the threat of being shot or stabbed or beaten by armed natives guaranteed that others stayed out of the ghetto.2

Coming full circle, ghettos have traveled back to Europe. Today in France when people talk about ghettos, they are referring to high-rise public housing complexes built far away from the city centers to house African and Arab Muslim immigrants. The overcrowded communities of filth, starvation (for a voice), violence, and despair are hotbeds for Islamic fundamentalists on the prowl for their next terrorist recruits.3 The alternative justice system that has sprung up in France is reminiscent of the way gangs can rule the streets of America’s ghettos.

That’s the history. Sometime after the Jewish slums of the Nazi era and the urban slums of America, after the dream was deferred, ghetto stopped being just a place on the map and became also a place of mind. Now ghetto no longer refers to where you live; it is how you live. It is a mind-set.

That is why the word slips from our lips so often. (How did we ever talk about people without it before?) The jump from an impoverished physical landscape to an impoverished mental one is harder to trace than is the history of the word itself. Honestly, I am not exactly sure when the transformation happened. It was such a natural and gradual shift. But for anyone who is listening, there is no denying that these days ghetto, as it is used, has indeed made that leap. I did not reposition ghetto from noun to adjective—we all did that. As a journalist I am merely shining a spotlight on how we are living. As an author I am compelled to explore, theorize, and most of all challenge what post-leap ghetto means for each of us and for all of us. And as a Black woman surviving, and drowning, in Ghettonation, I am defining ghetto as a mind-set.

A mind-set that thinks it is acceptable to be playing cards on the street to all hours on a school night instead of doing homework. A mind-set that thinks the M words—monogamy and marriage—are bad language. A mind-set that thinks it is fine to bounce, baby, bounce in some video, as if that makes it any different from performing such a display on a table, on a pole, on some john’s lap, or on the corner. And a mind-set that thinks a record deal and a phat beat in the background makes it okay to say…to say—well, I do know what bad language is, so I won’t say. Most of all, ghetto is a mind-set that embraces the worst. It is the embodiment of expectations that have gotten dangerously too low.

Granted, to now use ghetto to define such an undesirable mind-set, given the word’s long association with poverty, could be seen as another way for people with middle-class sensibilities to demonize the poor. There is no doubt in my mind that such classism did contribute to ghetto making the leap from place to being. It was disgust for the ghetto that led to using the word to describe behavior that also inspired disgust. But I would argue that a mind-set has no class boundaries. And I have no problem with labeling folks from every rung of the ladder as ghetto.

         

After Jamie Foxx won his historic best actor Oscar for Ray, he did the obligatory rounds of late-night and morning talk shows to get his applause. When Jay Leno asked the Oscar winner what he had done after the Academy Awards to celebrate, the former Booty Call star recapped his party appearances, broke into the mandatory seated dance move performed by Black guests on white shows, and proudly declared: “Ya know, we kept it ghetto.” An unfazed Leno nodded. He seemed to know exactly what keeping it ghetto meant.

Feel that? The worlds just collided. Welcome to Ghettonation.

The most obvious reason for this brave new world is the pop culturalization of ghetto, from music to movies to TV to sports. Hip-hop exploded when it embraced ghetto, and it has seeped into every nook and cranny of American life. Even JCPenney, which holds a disturbing place in most people’s memories for showcasing that all-American tradition of polyester pant suits, featured commercials showcasing eight-year-old all-American white kids break-dancing to “Baby Got Back” to sell backpacks during the chain’s back to school campaign. (Why is this ghetto? Because now there are eight-year-olds going around singing “Baby Got Back” as if it were the “Wheels on the Bus.”)

When my husband and I travel abroad, whether it be to South America, Europe, or the Caribbean, at some point during the trip he will be asked, nicely, respectfully, and with no ill intent, if he is a rapper. How else would a young Black man have cash to spend? The first couple of times I could not hold back my fits of laughter as I imagined my husband, the doctor, spitting rhymes to his patients in the OR before operating on their eyes. (Yes, young Black eye surgeons do exist!) Now we’ve learned to milk the stereotypes for any perks we can get. In Mexico we used our Blackness to enjoy the pool of an expensive resort where we were not even guests after we discovered that the hotel was overrun with a group of NFL players staying there. (Yes, we be ghetto.) My husband is only five-foot-nine and a buck-sixty on a good day, and I, always coated in newsprint from my pile of newspapers and maps that I insist on for poolside entertainment, am far from a trophy wife, but none of the hotel staff ever questioned that we were not “with the team,” giving us the same special treatment as all the other Black NFL bodies at the resort. Even in Morocco they called my husband Puff Daddy and wanted to buy his “hip-hop” sunglasses right off his face, constantly gave us insider tours, and slipped us free food and mint tea, in marked contrast to the lack of hospitality shown the other American tourists we came across. And because of that constant connection, all of us being seen as one, sometimes the resentment and frustration over ghetto ways can be even more visceral. Why we gotta be like that?

With that first crossover yo, my generation of post–civil rights babies has had to put up with ghetto as mainstream. At the office we can hear: “Yo, Snoop is sweeeeet, see him on MTV last night?” (Unfortunately, these exact words have been thrown my way at the office…by a superior.) Coming of age in this ghetto mainstream means we can speak the language, can sport the style, know the references—we just can no longer tolerate it anymore.

         

I set out to examine how we are living and discovered how ghetto became chic—for all of us. Martha Stewart helped convince me of this. It was her first Thanksgiving as an ex-con and she had Patti LaBelle on her cooking show. The domestic diva and the Grammy-winning singer were trying to whip up some “Screamin’ Mean Greens” from LaBelle’s grandmama’s recipe. In her designer finest and perfectly coifed, Patti turned to Martha and informed her that steam wasn’t a friend of the sistas. “I’m tryin’ to stay cute,” Patti said, trying to protect her flip-do amid the steam. Martha protested that the steam wasn’t a good friend of white girls, either. “Martha, you couldn’t be ghetto if you tried,” the singer chastised the host as the two stood in the ultimate all-American kitchen. To which Martha—queen of all that is proper—Stewart, shot back: “Oh, I can get ghetto when I need to.”

That is the thing with a mind-set. It is not limited to a class or a race. Some things are worth repeating: ghetto is not limited to a class or a race. Ghetto is found in the heart of the nation’s inner cities as well as in the heart of the nation’s most cherished suburbs; among those too young to understand (we hope) and those old enough to know better; in little white houses all the way to the White House; in corporate corridors, Ivy League havens, and, of course, in Hollywood. More devastating, ghetto is also packaged and sold in the form of music, TV, books, fashion, and movies and then sold around the world. Bling, bling—which, by the way, was added to the Oxford English Dictionary back in 2003. (Ghetto.) Bottom line, ghetto is contagious, and no one is immune no matter how much we like to suck our teeth and shake our heads at what we think is happening only someplace else.

I can remember the instant I knew I had to write this book. It was the moment that Paris Hilton made me think. It was the first season of The Simple Life. Not ever having consciously associated the hotel chain with a family surname, I had never even heard of the blindingly blond bimbo before. Suddenly, with a sex tape under her belt and a reality show to launch her no-talent, she was everywhere. For the first season the show sent Paris and rich girl gal pal Nicole Richie (Lionel’s daughter) to live as far, far away from Beverly Hills, credit cards, Rodeo Drive, sushi, and nightlife as Hollywood could think of: a farm in Arkansas. The exaggerated fish-out-of-water setup was good for some mindless laughs. One day I was watching The Simple Life, mesmerized by the outrageous antics of Lionel’s brat, Nicole, as she cursed out unsuspecting cows (Hello?) when Paris finally did something that stopped me in my tracks. The multimillionaire heiress was trying to start the old pickup truck that belonged to her host family. In between giggles (as much a staple of the show as the designer outfits, bottle tans, and the I-wish-I-hadn’t-seen-it Paris crack), she could not get the truck’s rusty engine to kick over. Frustrated, Paris squealed, “This truck is so ghetto.” That was the moment.

Paris, the oldest of four Hilton kids, was raised in a suite in the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in Manhattan with stints at the $10-million family mansion in Bel Air and summers in the Hamptons. Her inheritance is estimated by Forbes magazine to be about $50 million, and she reportedly makes more than $6 million a year from appearances, modeling, and movies. Her world is as far from most people’s reality as it can get. Yet, of all people, Paris Hilton utters on national TV that something “is ghetto”? How would she know? What could she possibly mean by that?

I heard Paris say ghetto as I was sitting in my home in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, where sometimes I have to struggle to hear the TV over the constant bounce-your-head beat, pssssst of the corner, mamas cursing at their babies, and even the occasional gunshot outside my door. It was that moment that I realized that ghetto was something larger than I thought. Mind-sets usually are.
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Ghettonation is the story of the mind-set. Chapter 1, “Livin’ Large,” explores what this world is like up close and personal. Because ghetto has become so rampant, it also runs the danger of becoming mundane, so sometimes we all need to be reminded to open our eyes and see it.

Chapter 2, “Exporting Dirty Laundry,” follows the money. The bottom line is that while ghetto is costing us more than can be put into words, it is also making corporate America’s richest companies richer.

Chapter 3, “Ghettonation Speaks”: Enough with the discussions from high places about what we are sure the problem is. Hear from the young and folks around the way themselves, in their own words.

Chapter 4, “Please, Baby, Please,” honestly examines our relationships while…chapter 5, “Family Values,” sees what these relationships mean for families.

Chapter 6, “Nigga What, Nigga Who,” listens to the words that are coming out of our mouths.*2 I heard Ice Cube boasting on TV recently that he didn’t mind if someone called him Nigger, or rather, he didn’t mind being called Nigga, just don’t call him Bitch.4 What are we saying nowadays? Language is the ticket to opening doors. It allows us to reach off-limit worlds as well as limiting worlds. Foreign lands don’t have to be beyond these borders; they can be within them. There is lawyerspeak, doctorspeak, academicspeak, reporterspeak, and ghettospeak. The goal has always been to be as fluent in as many languages as possible. That is changing. Ghettospeak is now not just people’s first language, but their last. And it is isolating a community.

Chapter 7, “School Me,” discusses education and the dangers of low expectations.

Chapter 8, “Cos Speaks,” tries to dissect the storm created when Papa Huxtable gave us all a spanking.

Chapter 9, “Do You Speak?” is a call to action. Ghetto will continue to spread as long as we stay silent.
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To discover how we live, I started by actually talking to young folks in our communities. Teenagers in my Bed-Stuy neighborhood, teenagers in Atlanta, D.C., suburban Long Island, California, Pittsburgh, Chicago, Cleveland, the West Coast, East Coast, North, and South, wherever I could find a corner. On the train I took notes as I eavesdropped. I hung out at high schools and Internet cafés where the teenage universe is enlarged by chat rooms and online games played in cyberspace. Some things are definitely different. For instance, I learned the game of choice these days among young people at those cybercafés is called Guns. Really. But some things sounded familiar. Namely, they are worried, too. I heard the “things are getting bad” refrain, a lot.

I also discovered that everyone thinks wherever they are from has the lockdown on ghetto. In some kind of warped hometown loyalty, sometime during the conversation folks would stake their claim to owning the bottom. Philly is more ghetto than D.C. Or is it that D.C. is more ghetto than Philly? Or Dallas (L.A.) is more ghetto than L.A. (Dallas). Chicago (Detroit) is more ghetto than Detroit (Chicago). Richmond (St. Louis) is more ghetto than St. Louis (Richmond). Small towns are ghetto, too: big up to Poughkeepsie, New York, and Asbury Park, New Jersey. So are the suburbs: Brentwood in Long Island, New York, and Lithonia in DeKalb County, Georgia, are in the house. And don’t forget the rural areas, one e-mail from a North Carolina country boy begged me. Augusta, Georgia; Cadiz, Kentucky; Eatonville, Florida, are keepin’ it real. I caught myself falling for the trap one day when talking to Vanessa, who hails from the ATL. Atlanta is more ghetto than Brooklyn, she assured me. My instinct was to protest. Then she reminded me, “We gave birth to Crunk!” Well, she does have a point. Jokes aside, this isn’t really a contest anyone wants to win. Or they shouldn’t want to. The fact that it isn’t just Brooklyn, my block, my neighborhood, my city, my state, doesn’t give me much comfort. It means ghetto is everywhere. That’s the problem with a mind-set. And that is something we shouldn’t want, either. The consequences of ghetto are no joke: it is destroying us.

I started conversations with the young and the folks around my way because too many of us like to talk about, like to tsk-tsk, like to shake our heads in Cosby indignation, like to suck our teeth and whisper under our breath about how ghetto it all is without actually ever talking with the people we are tsk-tsking about. Now, let’s be honest, what could be more ghetto than that?

Welcome to Ghettonation. Let the journey begin….



PROLOGUE: I AM GHETTO

I am ghetto. The running joke among my friends is that the only stuff to drink in my fridge is a Crayola-bright color and comes in two-liter bottles. Movies to me are BYOF (as in Bring Your Own Food) experiences. C’mon, what could be better than having some Popeye’s chicken, a glass of orange soda, and a twenty-five-cent bag of Cheez Doodles while watching an overpriced movie? You know you’d like some, too. I am ghetto because I’d rather sit on my front stoop than in my backyard. And I consider a plastic shopping bag an acceptable carryall.

I am not ghetto. I have a husband instead of babydaddies. I drive a car that is completely paid off but so nondescript that even I forget what it looks like sometimes. And when I drive and listen to music, I can still hear the passengers speaking in the backseat. I also own only one pair of sneakers, which I allow to get dirty.

I grew up in a too-small apartment in Lower Manhattan. I’ll spare you the clichés of the gritty streets, drugs, and trouble, because as has happened to most gritty streets in New York City, gentrification has taken the grit out, so the neighborhood I grew up in no longer exists. Even back then there were grittier streets than mine, but, for the historical record: in one of those tenement walk-ups—before ghetto became fabulous—I shared a bunk bed with my younger brother until the day I went off to college. You had to walk through our room to get to the small apartment’s only bathroom, making privacy a lifelong quest for all of us. Summers were so hot in that little bedroom with its ghetto heat (the uncomfortable combination of no ventilation and old radiators permanently stuck on full blast) that I am convinced that is why, still, I start to shiver if the temperature dips below ninety degrees. I know what it is like to go grocery shopping with food stamps and pennies. I am from a world where government cheese was considered a staple and Velveeta was what you hoped for. Yeah, that’s ghetto. I can still remember watching my father add salt to everything from McDonald’s french fries to watermelon since any food is better with just a little salt. This is where I am from. It is not who I am.

Before I realized I was a writer, I thought I’d be an architect. I even went to a special engineering high school with this dream in mind. I picked this dream not for any great understanding of building design but because of my admiration for a TV show. Mr. Brady on The Brady Bunch was an architect and could afford to take care of six kids, a dog, his lovely lady, and a maid. Not a bad life for someone who draws with a ruler. I wanted to be an architect, too. When I got to high school, though, and kept getting Cs in my drafting classes because I didn’t have a proper desk at home big enough for my T-square drawings, my Mr. Brady dreams died quickly. The fact that I was taking career clues from the fantasy world of a moronic sitcom—The Brady Bunch?!—instead of the real world around me means, well, I am ghetto. But the dream is early proof that my mind always thought beyond my blocks. I am not ghetto.

I discovered I was ghetto when I got to college. (Imagine my Cheez Doodle–lovin’ self at an Ivy League campus.) I accepted that I was ghetto when I went to grad school. I embraced that I was ghetto when I started working. (Where I come from is how I survive where I am; it reminds me that things could be worse.) And realized I was not ghetto when I returned back home.

Now, in keeping-it-real tradition, I live in gritty city streets, this time in Brooklyn, much like the streets I grew up in. But I feel like a straddler—both an insider and an outsider, comfortable and not. The ghetto choices around me, from talking trash too loud on the subway to choosing TV over books or snacking on KFC biscuits over anything else, make sense because I’ve been faced with those choices before. It is the (lack of) reasoning when it comes to making choices that does not make sense to me now. So I can see the kids on the corner and know, because I did it, too, why they stand there: the corner is the center of the world, even for the smallest ones. Still, I don’t understand anymore why they would want to.

The tug between the why and the want is what I think about as I go about my daily routine. I admit it, even with my straddler vision, I don’t always get the why. Why, for instance, does the cashier at my local grocery store insist on keeping her intricately painted, acrylic-enhanced nails so obscenely long that she needs a pencil to press the keys of her register and do her job? (I am not ghetto.) But I can’t ignore what I don’t understand…anymore.

         

I am a New Yorker so the subway is part of my routine. It is uniquely New York, and that is primarily the reason that I like it. But regardless of my hometown biases—big up to Brooklyn (I am ghetto!)—as a journalist I have to love the subway because it is a reflection of how we are. How we live, how we interact (or not), how we think. Unlike commuter trains, which shuttle like-minded suburbanites into the city, depositing them at the same predictable spot at the same predictable moment, or the rush-hour jammed freeways where cars safely isolate the familiar and repel the different, the subway is a true petri dish of Ghettonation because it snakes slowly through neighborhoods, placing extremes side by side and mixing natives who normally don’t mix. If the explorers of yesterday wanted to discover new worlds today, they’d get on a subway instead of a boat. So to take a trip into Ghettonation, we start with the subway. These are my ghetto journeys.

Every morning on my way to the subway, no matter how early I leave for work, I pass the “knuckleheads on the corner.” They are all dressed in the accepted uniform of the corner—perfectly color-coordinated baggy ensembles of mostly jeans and jerseys, blinding bling bling—platinum chains, diamond studs, oversized crosses—and sneakers, always. The dress code includes just enough sports colors to chest-thumpingly shout, “I’m a man, son,” yet just enough sports colors to indicate that the memorabilia has nothing to do with the teams but, well, da colors. I am dressed in my best ghetto protective armor: work clothes. Sometimes it succeeds; most times it doesn’t.

I am not ghetto.

There are thousands of corners like this in my neighborhood, my city, our country. The dedication that the manboys have to the corner is more than mine could ever be to the office. There is not a doubt in my mind that even on the days when I don’t manage to roll out of bed for work, the corner is still manned.

Like some kind of 1950s sitcom, the knuckleheads wish me off to work each morning and welcome me home in the evening. Every day. Instead of a kiss, have-a-nice-day chatter, and the paper to start my day, the knuckleheads offer a pssst, baby-baby-please talk, and (little pieces of) paper. (For the digits, of course.)

As in “Pssssst, Mommmmmi, God bless your smile. You’re beautiful, you know that? What’s your name, baby? C’mon, you can tell me your name. I just want to be friends. You think we can be friends? Here’s my number. You gonna call me? Please, baby, baby, please.”

And our journey has begun. As the straddler I can (and will) interpret this morning banter for those who need line-by-line translation. For now be thankful for the wait.

My journey continues. On the train, I see…

Young mothers with kids hanging off their arms like accessories. Sometimes on the weekends when I ride the train home late at night I stare at the young women with kids on the train at that hour and think how these women have been able to preserve their lives exactly as they were before they had children. The New York Times, the nation’s paper of record, even ran a story once about miniskirt etiquette—basically how to maneuver the city streets in short, short skirts without exposure. The women weighing in on this unweighty issue were a perfect mosaic of the diversity of the nation. I see Black women, white women, Asian women, Latinas, young women, old women, big women, small women, hot women, leave-me-alone women, women who love women, women who love men, hardworking women, working-hard-at-not-working women, women who are mothers, women who are only daughters, girls masquerading as women, and women masquerading as girls. Just women. The picture used to illustrate the Times story was a three-panel step-by-step photo sequence of a mother—leaning on her baby’s stroller—demonstrating the “move” she uses to sit on the subway without showing too much. I can’t remember her face from the photo but I have seen her on the subway. There are lots of women like her. Despite the article’s best attempts to spread its tsk-tsk morals about scantily clad women, I was more concerned about the tool used for the move: the baby stroller. I couldn’t stop tsk-tsking about that baby-stroller-as-accessory to the rising hemline, and how now the stroller had become necessary for leverage to pull off the no-show move. Lives should change after you have children. Shouldn’t they?

I am not ghetto.

On the train I see teenagers showboating the way teenagers do. The language has changed over the years from brother to nigger and from sister to bitch. These days that loud immature talk wouldn’t make it past the FCC censors for foul language. Fuck, it seems, has replaced the as the most common word used in the English language. The words are so harsh and the sentences even harsher, that such talk cuts through the air
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