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INTRODUCTION

Flowers

“I LOVE YOU.”

George Perry Floyd Jr. would express the same sentiment to men, women, and children; to relatives, old friends, and strangers; to romantic partners, platonic acquaintances, and the women who fell somewhere in between; to hardened hustlers and homeless junkies; to big-time celebrities and neighborhood nobodies.

Floyd said the phrase so often that many friends and family members have no doubt about the final words he spoke to them. He would end phone calls with the expression and sign off text messages by tapping it out in all caps.

“All right, whatever, man,” De’Kori Lawson said when he first heard Big Floyd, as he was known to friends, say those words. “I’ll talk to you later, man.”

As the decades passed, he came to appreciate Floyd’s earnestness as they lost people to gun violence, drug overdoses, police brutality, and other trapdoors awaiting young Black men like them as they came of age in a harsh, often loveless reality.

“D, I love you, bro,” Floyd told his friend during their final phone call in the spring of 2020.

“I love you, too, man,” Lawson replied by this point.

“We always said we were going to give each other our flowers before we died,” Lawson recalled. “And that right there lets you know what type of person he was.”

Over the course of Floyd’s final weeks, the fractured state of the world revealed the importance of sending love and flowers to friends while they were still alive. By the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic was raging, killing thousands of Americans each day, shutting down scores of businesses, and leaving millions of people out of work. Floyd, like many Black Americans, proved particularly vulnerable to the pandemic’s merciless assault. He had been diagnosed with an asymptomatic case of the virus and had lost his job after the Minneapolis club where he worked as a security guard was forced to close.

With most of the country on lockdown, Floyd spent much of his time on the phone, catching up with old friends and checking in with relatives back in his hometown of Houston. He had left Texas for Minneapolis three years earlier, hoping to reset his life and break free from addiction, but he had only just changed the area code on his cell phone from Houston’s 832 to 612, a signal of his renewed commitment to his adopted hometown in the Twin Cities.

One of those calls was to his brother Terrence, whose two-year-old daughter reminded him of his own beloved little girl, Gianna.

“My little niece, oh man,” Floyd said over the phone, marveling over baby pictures Terrence had posted online. “When I get right, I’m going to get Gianna down here, and you bring baby girl, and we can have our play dates.”

“I’m with it,” Terrence responded.

“All right, bro, I love you,” Floyd said before hanging up.

Floyd’s comment about getting “right” could have referred to any number of things at that point in his life. His attempts to stand on his feet in Minnesota—with the goal of ultimately securing custody of Gianna—had often resulted in his getting knocked to the ground. He was constantly tripping over both his own mistakes and obstacles beyond his control, not least of which was a pandemic that had caused his income stream to dry up.

Floyd’s emotional declarations were nothing new to his siblings. As a teenager, Floyd would stop to give his sister Zsa Zsa a hug and tell her he loved her before leaving their house with his friends—just quietly enough to keep the other kids from overhearing.

Floyd had grown up singing1 love songs karaoke-style with his sister LaTonya, and when they spoke for the last time that May, they reminisced by belting out her favorite tune—REO Speedwagon’s 1980 hit “Keep On Loving You”: “And I’m gonna keep on lovin’ you / ’Cause it’s the only thing I want to do …”2

As a young man, Perry, as family called him, had outsize aspirations—to become a Supreme Court justice, a pro athlete, or a rap star. By the time his world came crashing down in the months before his death, he had been chasing more modest ambitions—a little stability, a job driving trucks, health insurance. Still, in his dying seconds, as he suffocated under a White police officer’s knee, Floyd managed to speak his love.

“Mama, I love you!” he screamed from the pavement, where his cries of “I can’t breathe” were met with an indifference as deadly as hate.

“Reese, I love you!”3 he yelled, a reference to his friend Maurice Hall, who was with him when he was handcuffed that Memorial Day evening.

“Tell my kids I love them!”

These words marked the end of a life in which Floyd repeatedly found his dreams diminished, deferred, and derailed—in no small part because of the color of his skin.

Like millions of Americans, we watched in horror as the video depicting Floyd’s murder replayed on news programs and social media feeds in the summer of 2020. The visceral footage set us on a deeper mission, one to find out not just about the fateful nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds he spent gasping for air, but to pull back the curtain on the lifetime of striving that had come before, and to understand the heartbeat of the historic movement for civil rights that followed.

That mission took us to places we could have never imagined as we pursued two essential questions: Who was George Floyd? And what was it like to live in his America?

In answering those questions, we ducked gunshots after spending time with his roommate at George Floyd Square, the Minneapolis memorial that sprouted up at the intersection where he was killed. We sat for Sunday dinner with his large extended family, dining on the blueberry cobbler and candied yams he had once relished. We got haircuts from his barber, with whom he shared his deepest internal turmoil. We traversed Houston’s Third Ward with Floyd’s closest friends, listening as they laughed over old memories and cried out their grief over a life cut tragically short. We went to church with his brother and to tarot readings with his girlfriend as they tried to make sense of it all, and then sat with them while they broke down when they couldn’t. Floyd’s loved ones responded with a level of candor and transparency that gave us a vivid sense of his humanity. Their memories helped reveal the suffocating systemic pressures Floyd ultimately could not escape, even as he tried repeatedly to reset his life and overcome his past.

In all, we conducted more than four hundred interviews to craft this portrait of Floyd’s distinctive American experience. We spoke with all six of Floyd’s siblings, as well as with his aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, lovers, friends, employers, teachers, coaches, teammates, cellmates, roommates, counselors, mentees, and more. We also interviewed scores of people who did not know Floyd directly but who possess an intimate knowledge of the societal forces that buffeted his path. Dozens of policymakers, professors, police chiefs, and other experts helped describe the American institutions that shaped the course of Floyd’s life. Our reporting journey also led us to eyewitnesses, community advocates, civil rights leaders, city councillors, mayors, governors, senators, and the president.

After traveling for over a year through Houston; Minneapolis; Washington, DC; and beyond—walking the streets where Floyd watched friends die, standing on the fields where he chased athletic stardom, listening to the mixtapes on which he rapped his insecurities, reading the diary entries where he agonized over his sins, sitting in the treatment centers where he sought redemption—we ended up with a sense of George Floyd’s motivations, his limitations, and his soul.

Yet the more we learned about Floyd’s journey, the clearer it became to us that his life also provides a tangible example of how racism operates in America. Floyd’s story, and the story of his family, encapsulates many of the compounding and relentless traumas that have characterized the Black experience for four hundred years. Here, we have documented Floyd’s struggle to breathe as a Black man in America, a battle that began long before a police officer’s knee landed on his neck.

When George Floyd took his first breaths in 1973, the strictures of Jim Crow–style discrimination in America had given way to what would become a more enduring and insidious kind of racism, a systemic version that would calcify just beneath the surface of American society. The foundations of his story were laid centuries before his birth, with successive generations of ancestors battling the evils of slavery, abusive sharecropping, legal segregation, and intergenerational poverty from the Civil War through the civil rights era.

As he came of age in the 1980s and 1990s, Floyd experienced the residue of that overt racism as it burrowed within American institutions, entrenching itself in a manner that was on the surface more palatable but still produced the kind of racial stratification more indicative of a caste-based system than a meritocratic democracy.

Growing up in one of the nation’s most diverse metropolises, Floyd lived in a neighborhood that was racially segregated because the government designed it to be so. The crumbling Cuney Homes housing project, Houston’s oldest, was a modern sand trap of poverty from which Floyd struggled to escape. He attended segregated schools in Houston’s Third Ward, where the public education system funneled Black students into underfunded classrooms—and drove some, including Floyd, to believe athletics were the only route to success.

Police were a ubiquitous presence in Floyd’s life, harassing, arresting, and threatening him from childhood through his final moments. In all, he was detained more than twenty times over the course of his life, including by at least five officers later charged with breaking the laws they were entrusted to enforce. Floyd spent almost a third of his adult life behind bars, during an era of mass incarceration that disproportionately targeted Black men for nonviolent drug crimes and decimated entire communities.

Derek Chauvin, the officer who killed Floyd, spent decades operating in a policing system in a country that imprisoned more people than any other. We have devoted a chapter to analyzing his American journey and the history of the police department that trained him to use deadly force.

While Floyd had long feared dying at the hands of police, his struggle to stay alive became more multifaceted as he suffered from a range of maladies that disproportionately cut short Black lives. In addition to COVID-19, he battled claustrophobia, high blood pressure, anxiety, and depression—ailments that for the most part went untreated—along with drug dependency.

Floyd readily acknowledged his own missteps and the mistakes that made redemption that much more difficult for him. He cried to friends about decisions that he regretted and the despair he sometimes felt.

“I’ve got my shortcomings and my flaws,”4 he said in one video posted to social media. “I ain’t better than nobody else.”

Living our own American journeys as Black men has helped us understand Floyd’s essence and relate to his experiences—his insecurities over his size and skin tone, his awareness that his mere presence sometimes sparked fear in strangers, his nervousness during police encounters, his feeling that, as he once articulated, “people quick to count you out, man, but just so strict on counting you in.”5 We hoped to place Floyd’s experiences within the context of the myriad forces that operated in the background during his forty-six years, never absolving him of responsibility or making excuses for his actions.

As journalists with more than three decades of combined reportorial experience, much of which was obtained at The Washington Post, we have chronicled the impact of politics and policy on American life, from the White House and Congress to union halls, cattle ranches, college step shows, and racial justice protests across the country. We have had access to the Post’s vast historical archive of political journalism, which has helped us to analyze the broad set of policies that affected Floyd’s life, from the nineteenth-century black codes that made it illegal for his enslaved ancestors to learn to read to the twentieth-century drug laws that criminalized his dependency. We also benefitted from the Post’s most valuable asset: its journalists. This biography would not have been possible without the original reporting from the award-winning Post series “George Floyd’s America,” which included more than 150 interviews about Floyd’s life and circumstances.

Reflected in the pages that follow is some of the journalism our colleagues produced along with us for that six-part series, which featured Tracy Jan’s reporting about housing policy, Laura Meckler’s story about Floyd’s academic journey, Arelis R. Hernández’s piece about Floyd’s interactions with police, Cleve R. Wootson Jr.’s article about Floyd’s experiences in prison, and Griff Witte’s analysis of the historical backdrop of Floyd’s life arc. Dozens of other Washington Post journalists, notably Holly Bailey, who covered the uprising in Minneapolis and Chauvin’s murder trial, also contributed to the journalism that served as the foundation for this work.

The picture that emerged from the series and our subsequent year of reporting is that of a man facing extraordinary struggles with hope and optimism, a man who managed to do in death what he so desperately wanted to achieve in life: change the world.

During the fiery summer of activism that followed Floyd’s demise, his name would be uttered by presidents, prime ministers, and the pope. His picture would appear on murals and in museums around the world. And his posthumous celebrity would force both those who knew him intimately and strangers who only saw him die to try to reconcile the man, the symbol he became, and the systems that hobbled his ambitions and stunted his chances.

Lawmakers, police departments, and corporations would invoke his name as they rushed to publicly associate themselves with the fight against racial injustice. Congressmembers would affix his name to legislation aimed at addressing the ills of American racism.

His name would become a rallying cry for a movement that declared that lives like his matter. White suburban moms would march in the street alongside poor Black boys to demand that their country treat them equally. Together, they would shout, “Say his name!” and then they would jointly respond to the prompt with anger, frustration, and resolve.

His name, they would declare, is George Floyd.
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PERRY




CHAPTER 1

An Ordinary Day

“IT’S MEMORIAL DAY. Y’ALL wanna grill?”

George Perry Floyd Jr. wasn’t particularly skilled at flipping burgers, but he was glad when his friend Sylvia Jackson suggested the diversion. The coronavirus pandemic had left him jobless and listless, a shadow of the gregarious man his friends and family once knew. He had been trying to avoid spending more time in the darkness, feeding the addiction he could not seem to escape.

Jackson’s modest home in North Minneapolis served as a family-friendly refuge. In May 2020, Floyd would spend most days on her couch, watching iCarly and Mickey Mouse Clubhouse with her three girls. Other times, he’d help her craft TikTok videos in hopes that one day they might go viral.

“Let’s do this one,” she’d say, before dancing in her kitchen to the music of Mariah Carey’s “Fantasy.” Floyd would stare at the camera with mock-seriousness.

They were often joined by two friends who had worked with them at the Salvation Army, a quarantine quartet meant to keep one another company as they waited for the world to go back to normal. Jackson, thirty-two, rolled her eyes as Floyd would go on about chopped-and-screwed music, the hip-hop genre that emerged from his Houston hometown. In the evening, Floyd would talk throughout whatever movie they were watching, then shower her with questions about the plot afterward. Her daughters loved camping, so they sometimes set up tents and slept under the stars. Other nights, they’d throw some hamburgers and hot dogs on the grill and play music, which was the plan on May 25, 2020, the day George Floyd would die.

That day, Jackson had to work an eight-to-two shift as a security guard, so she tasked Floyd with picking up some lighter fluid and charcoal. She handed him the keys to her car, a 2001 navy-blue Mercedes-Benz SUV, and $60 to pay for supplies.

“I’ll be back home around three,” Jackson told him.

Jackson trusted Floyd; she had loaned him the car several times before. Floyd had no other plans, so he called his friend Maurice Hall around ten a.m. to see if he wanted to hang out. Many of Floyd’s friends warned him about Hall, forty-two, who had been sleeping between hotels and his vehicle, dealing drugs while trying to avoid arrest warrants. Floyd had tried for years to move on from using, but Hall provided some kinship during this empty part of his life. The two men would smoke weed or ingest pills, which Floyd would chase down with Tylenol to dilute the impact.

This was not the life either had envisioned when they left Houston’s Third Ward for Minneapolis, seeking sobriety and opportunity. Hall told Floyd that he felt he had exhausted his options. Outstanding warrants had driven him underground, and he didn’t want to turn himself in to police—he was a father now, with freckled, curly-haired children, and he couldn’t stomach the idea of being locked up far away from them. Floyd could empathize with Hall’s predicament: he felt guilty being so far away from his young daughter, Gianna.

On the other end of the line, Hall told Floyd he had a day’s worth of errands and suggested they complete his to-do list together. Hall was eager to jump into the Benz—he had been borrowing a friend’s old truck ever since a woman he had hooked up with in his hotel room had driven off with his ride, taking his clothes, shoes, and video games with her.

Hall suggested that Floyd meet him at a LensCrafters at the Rosedale Commons shopping center off Interstate 35 in nearby Roseville. Floyd could then follow him back to his hotel to exchange vehicles.

“What do you mean I can’t come in?” Floyd said to the sales representative when he arrived, turned away by the store’s COVID-19 protocol.

Hall bought a pair of clear-framed glasses and then stepped outside, where he saw Floyd dressed in a dirty tank top and blue sweatpants.

“What up, gator?” Hall said, and the two shook hands.

It was close to noon by this point, so they stopped at a Wendy’s across the street. Hall ordered a burger with onion rings; Floyd got a Dave’s Double. After they carried the food to the Benz and unwrapped the sandwiches, Floyd took out his phone to show Hall a new trend in the world of Southern hip-hop.

“You know about sassa walking?” Floyd asked.

The men ate their burgers and watched music videos of the emerging sound—it contained the heavy, gritty beats of chopped-and-screwed songs, but rappers laced lighter, faster rhymes over the tracks. Some of the videos demonstrated the dance itself, which combined salsa steps with pelvic thrusts.

“It’s gonna be big,” Floyd said.

Next, they went to drop off Hall’s borrowed truck and chilled in his hotel room at the Embassy Suites in Brooklyn Center, just on the other side of the Mississippi River. They ate Cheetos as Hall waited for some buyers to pick up drugs.

After someone came to pick up pills, Hall wanted to show off how successful he had become. He pulled out $2,000 in cash, telling Floyd he had made that much money in a single night. The display was more than a simple flex; Hall thought he might have a solution to Floyd’s lingering malaise and hoped Floyd could use his connections in Houston to help boost his drug business. He said he believed he was offering Floyd a great opportunity. Floyd wasn’t working; Hall had a bustling clientele, ready to pay.

But Floyd didn’t give the idea too much thought, Hall recalled. He didn’t want the drug game to be a part of his life ever again. He knew he was a bad hustler. And his last stint in prison had been so traumatizing that he was terrified of what might happen if he got caught up in it anew.

Hall also had to deliver drugs to buyers in different parts of the city, which was another reason he was happy to have Big Floyd around. Hall had become increasingly paranoid about driving himself to drug deals and thought Floyd could take the wheel. They made their way to another hotel twenty miles south, in Bloomington, where they ate sandwiches and drank Minute Maid Tropical Punch. Hall remembered Floyd smoking weed, snorting powdered fentanyl, and taking Tylenol.

As Hall fielded calls from potential buyers, Floyd was busy having conversations of his own. One of the people Floyd was communicating with that day was Shawanda Hill, his former lover.

“I want to see you,” she texted him.

Back on the north side, Jackson returned to her house to find no charcoal, no lighter fluid, no car, no Floyd. Concerned by her friend’s absence, she called to check in.

“Where are you?” Jackson asked.

“I’m about to see my girl,” Floyd said. “I’ll be back tonight.”

Evening was beginning to fall, and Hall still wanted to drop off clothes at the dry cleaners, get a new cell phone, and shop for a tablet. He thought he could pick one up at a corner store on Minneapolis’s south side called CUP Foods, which was known as a spot for buying and selling electronics for cheap. Floyd was a familiar face at CUP—managers said he’d stop by once or twice a week.

He told his old lover that he was on his way to the store. Hill, forty-five, was thrilled at that news—she needed to buy a new battery for her cell phone anyway, and she hoped to sneak a little Floyd time before picking up her granddaughter, whom she had promised to babysit that day. Hill boarded the #5 bus and headed down to the corner of East Thirty-Eighth Street and Chicago Avenue.

Hall and Floyd got to CUP Foods first. Hall walked to the back of the store, outside the view of the security cameras, and bought a tablet for $180. The manager said they needed some time to clean its hard drive, so instead of waiting around, Hall and Floyd headed about a mile north, to Lake Street, where Hall bought himself an iPhone 7.

It was close to seven thirty p.m. when the two friends circled back to CUP. Floyd parked the Benz across the street, and Hall went inside to pick up his tablet. He walked down the store’s long, narrow aisles and past rows of fruits and vegetables to the electronics section, where locked glass display cases showcased tablets, laptops, and prepaid cell phones in bright green boxes. The cashier told Hall he needed to give him a refund because he had been unable to clear off the old files. Hall was still trying to figure out if there were any other options when Floyd came in a few minutes later. Floyd meandered around the front of the store, fumbling with cash in his pocket and saying hello to almost every employee he came across.

Floyd made his way through the aisles, passing display shelves that offered Oreo cookies and Little Debbie snacks. He then grabbed a half-rotten banana and said something to a teenage cashier, before bending over in a fit of laughter. The cashier, whose father was one of the store’s owners, looked puzzled but shrugged it off and pointed his finger with a get-a-load-of-this-guy smirk.

Christopher Martin, another teenager behind the register, immediately noticed Floyd’s size—six foot six,1 225 pounds, bulging biceps—accentuated by the snugly fitting black tank top he was wearing. Martin asked him if he played baseball.

Floyd stuttered and rambled for a moment before responding that he played football. Martin, tall and slender with light-brown skin, had seen drunk and high customers come into the store before, and he thought Floyd might be under the influence.

Around that time, Hill walked inside and glimpsed Floyd’s muscular silhouette.

“Oh my God, Floyd,” she said.

“Baby,” Floyd said, “I was just thinking about you.”

He wrapped his arms around her, and she kissed him where her lips met his body: on his chest, at the valley of his tank top.

Hill, though, was surprised to see Floyd dressed that way, knowing his mother had taught him to look presentable when he was out on the street. Hill asked why he was wearing a tank top and baggy pants.

“I’ve been moving,” Floyd explained. And before all the errands with Hall, Floyd said he had been playing basketball.

Floyd suggested that maybe they could head to a park and catch up. After Hill told him that she needed to watch her granddaughter, Floyd offered to give her a ride over there. Hill smirked.

“I was thinking I was going to get me some,” she recalled.

Hill and Hall had never met each other before, but the trio ended up leaving the store together. Before they left, Floyd also bought a pack of menthol cigarettes.

“He gave him the money, I saw them take the money,” Hill said. “They give him the cigarettes, and they give him the change. We walked out the store, went in the car, we were in the car, and we talked like, I don’t know, a good eight minutes …”

Back inside CUP Foods, Martin lifted the $20 bill above his head and held it up against a light. He noticed it had the bluish hue of a $100 bill and suspected it was a fake. He took the bill and showed it to his manager, who asked him to go outside and summon Floyd back to the store. Because Floyd was a regular at CUP, the manager figured it was a mistake that an old customer would be willing to fix.

Inside the Benz, both Hill and Hall sensed the day’s errands were catching up with Floyd. While they were chatting, he started to fall asleep in the driver’s seat—a trait his friends said was typical. Hall grew nervous. Because the corner was known for gang activity, he didn’t want to draw the attention of any police.

“We gotta go from here,” Hall said.

Just then, Martin and another teenage employee from CUP walked up to the car on the passenger’s side. They told Hall that the boss wanted to see them because the money was counterfeit.

“I didn’t give him that,” Hall said.

The cashiers pointed to Floyd, who was still slouched over, struggling to stay awake, as the culprit.

“Floyd, did you really do that?” Hill asked in surprise, since Floyd was not known to cheat people out of money.

“Why is this happening to me?” Floyd said, before brushing off the requests to go back inside. Martin gave up and walked away with the other employee.

A few minutes later, Martin returned to the car with two other employees, again asking Floyd to come back inside. But Hill and Hall thought Floyd was too exhausted to understand what was happening.

“We kept trying to wake him up,” Hill recalled.

She searched her pockets but didn’t have any more cash on her. She apologized to the employees and promised that Floyd would speak to the manager as soon as he woke up.

After a few minutes, Floyd gathered his bearings. He shook himself and patted his pockets for the car keys.

“Floyd, look, that little boy said that money wasn’t real,” Hill told him. “They about to call the police.”

They already had. She glanced across the street and saw two police officers walking into the store. Minutes later, they stepped out.

“They’re moving around a lot,” one of the officers said to his partner as they approached the car. He gripped his flashlight.

Inside the vehicle, Floyd had started to panic, still searching for the keys. Hall was panicking, too, knowing he had drugs in the car that he needed to hide.

“I’m stuffing and tucking,” Hall recalled. “So, the next thing you know, the cop is on his side, all you hear is—boom!”

At the sound of the flashlight hitting the window, Floyd turned to the officer with the terrified look of a man whose mama had told him what could happen when a Black man encountered the wrong police officer.




CHAPTER 2

Home

FOR AS LONG AS anyone can remember, George Perry Floyd Jr. had wanted the world to know his name.

He was young, poor, and Black in America—a recipe for irrelevance in a society that tended to push boys like him onto its margins. But he assured everyone around him that, someday, he would make a lasting impact.

As a child, he had a simple way of letting people know when he wanted to be taken seriously: he would touch them on the forearm and look into their eyes to ensure he had their full attention. So his sister Zsa Zsa stopped what she was doing one day when thirteen-year-old Floyd rested his hand right above her wrist.

“Sis,” he said. “I don’t want to rule the world; I don’t want to run the world. I just want to touch the world.”

Zsa Zsa stood in stunned silence as Floyd walked off without elaborating, another tactic he used when he wanted to drive home a point. But she wasn’t surprised. Floyd had always seemed to be trying to go somewhere, to find something different, to outrun his circumstances in order to reach a better place. In the hours after he was born at Cape Fear Valley Hospital in Fayetteville, North Carolina, on October 14, 1973, his mother marveled at his lanky limbs, zeroing in on the legs that had been running in place inside her womb. Stretching out from under a slender frame, those legs seemed to constantly be in motion, even from his first moments.

Barely a year later, and only days after he had begun to walk, Floyd had taught his feet how to chase his body with increasing speed. There was not much room to run around inside his family’s tiny mobile home, so Zsa Zsa devised a game to take advantage of every inch of the cramped quarters.

Zsa Zsa, about seven years old at the time, would pick up her shirtless, diaper-clad brother and place him at the far end of a narrow hallway, telling him to stand still as she turned and walked to the other end. After a few paces, she would spin around with dramatic flair, landing on her knees as she faced him. Then, she would tap her palms against her thighs, signaling it was time for the game to begin.

“Come on running, come on running!” she would shout, beckoning Floyd to dash down the hallway.

Floyd, smiling and exuberant, would follow the command, toddling from side to side but never halting his forward motion before tossing himself chest-first into his sister’s outstretched arms.

Zsa Zsa would catch him under his armpits and redirect his momentum upward, lifting her giggling younger brother over her head as she stood up.

In these moments, Zsa Zsa would glimpse pure joy radiating from her brother’s face.

Back then, the Floyds lived at the Sleepy Hollow Mobile Home Park in north Fayetteville. Floyd’s mother, Larcenia, and father, George Sr., had returned to North Carolina, the state where their ancestors had toiled for generations, after an attempt to chase stardom in New York had ended unceremoniously in the early 1970s. On their marriage certificate,1 she had listed her occupation as “Singer,” an aspirational answer that belied her true source of income: domestic work. He had written down “Musician,” though his musical talents had not produced the kind of stability the couple had desired as they raised two young daughters in crowded apartments in high-poverty neighborhoods like Crown Heights, Brooklyn, and Jamaica, Queens.

The one-way trip back to North Carolina had landed the Floyds closer to their roots and closer to their large families. There was hardly enough space in the Sleepy Hollow trailer for a family of five, especially one with an active one-year-old who liked to chase his toy truck around the confined lodgings.

Known to everyone as “Cissy,” Larcenia Floyd had grown up in Goldsboro, one of fourteen children of H. B. and Laura Ann Jones, and she would occasionally take Floyd, Zsa Zsa, and their six-year-old sister, LaTonya, there to visit extended family and glimpse country life. As they drove, the cityscape of Fayetteville’s bustling Hay Street would give way to quiet cotton fields, dirt roads, and tobacco farms. Upon arriving at their destination, they would encounter the three-room shack where Floyd’s mother had grown up. The dilapidated structure was not much bigger than the trailer in Fayetteville, but it sat on an expanse of arable land that Floyd’s sharecropping ancestors had tended for decades, surrounded by a coterie of cows, pigs, chickens, and an assortment of fruit trees.

Minutes after arriving, he would strip down into a more comfortable state, naked except for a diaper, with an empty milk bottle hanging from his mouth and his bare feet slapping against the wood floor.

“He was a pesky little rascal,” recalled Floyd’s aunt, Kathleen McGee. “But we all loved him.”

As a toddler, Floyd paid little attention to the tokens of extreme poverty that marked his family—that had marked his people for generations—instead fascinating himself with the novelties of rural life.

Given the lack of running water inside the shack, Floyd would stand on a short platform outside and press down as hard as he could on a pump to unleash water from the ground, as Cissy had done as a child, and as Laura Ann still did, proudly, as a grandmother in her fifties. Barely potty trained, Floyd did not complain when his sisters took him down a narrow pathway to make use of the putrid outhouse that served in lieu of a modern plumbing system.

In Goldsboro, he was surrounded by feminine affection, doted on by his grandmother, mother, two sisters, and nine aunts. Two of Cissy’s teenage sisters, Angela and Mahalia Jones, were especially enamored of their young, energetic nephew. The twin girls thought he resembled2 Flip Wilson, a comedian whose one-hour variety show on NBC was briefly one of the highest-rated programs in the country in the early 1970s. The most popular character on The Flip Wilson Show was Geraldine Jones, a sassy, flirtatious Southern woman whom Wilson portrayed by wearing a wig and colorful dresses. Speaking in a high-pitched voice, Wilson would send the live audience into hysterics when he delivered the character’s signature lines.

Angela taught her nephew to mimic Geraldine Jones’s catchphrases.

“What you see is what you get!” Floyd would shout, basking in the squeals of laughter he had sparked. “The devil made me do it!”

Realizing how easily he could make the people around him laugh, Floyd began to develop a reputation as a playful jokester, a trait that he would hone for the rest of his life.

Meanwhile, Selwyn Jones, Cissy’s youngest sibling, who had been mercilessly bullied in school because of his freckled face and stutter, tried to toughen up his nephew. He would wrestle with Floyd in the yard outside the shack, not letting up on the boy who, in the summer of 1976, was just a few months shy of three years old.

But the roughhousing did not change the fact that Floyd was a mama’s boy through and through. When he tired from scurrying around, he’d wrap an arm around his mother’s leg or jump into her lap, bathing her in a flurry of kisses.

“Oh, kiss this other side,” she’d say, playfully turning her opposite cheek to face him. “This side just got numb.”

After obliging, he’d let his head settle against her chest until he drifted off. Cissy would let a smile creep across her face as she looked down at her firstborn son and rocked his sleeping body. Young Perry was healthy and growing, was curious about the world, and had the kind of love for his mother that stood out even then to family as something divine.

But as Cissy Floyd’s trips to Goldsboro became more frequent and turned into extended stays, her sisters could see that something was amiss. Outwardly, she kept up appearances, cooking her signature dishes and cheerfully offering advice to her younger siblings, but in private, she confided to some of her sisters that she was hurting. Floyd’s father had begun to fade from the picture, chasing his musical dream and the unsettled life that came along with it.

In the mid-1970s, George Perry Floyd Sr. spent increasing time performing as a guitarist for the Chocolate Buttermilk Band,3 a Fayetteville-based group that performed funk and R&B covers and played backup for Teddy Pendergrass, James Brown, and other artists. Cissy Floyd told her siblings she did not want to be the long-suffering wife of a wandering musician. As their relationship fell apart, she prepared to live as a single mother of three.

But it didn’t take long for Cissy Floyd—tall, attractive, and sociable—to find love again. By 1977, she was dating a man named Philonise Hogan, who was stationed at Fort Bragg army base near Fayetteville. Their relationship lasted long enough for the couple to decide it was time for her to see his hometown.

Cissy and her children arrived in Houston and soon settled in a home that wasn’t much bigger than the trailer they had left, a shotgun-style house on Tuam Street that the landlord had somehow managed to subdivide into two units.

Residents had nicknamed4 the neighborhood “the Bottoms,” a reference to both its low-lying location on Houston’s south side and its position on the socioeconomic ladder of the racially segregated city—it was the poorest section of one of the poorest wards5 in Houston. Due to a combination of discriminatory government housing policies, the enduring economic legacy of slavery and sharecropping, and the caste-like social order that governed America’s race relations, almost everyone living6 in the Bottoms was Black.

By the late 1970s, Houston’s Third Ward had lost much of the luster that had made it the city’s epicenter for Black culture and commerce for most of its history. When Houston was first incorporated7 in 1837, formerly enslaved Blacks had settled in its southeast quadrant—the third of the city’s original four wards. After World War I,8 Blacks flocked to the area, tripling in population between 1910 and 1930 and supporting a wide range of thriving businesses.

But by the time the Floyd family arrived, middle-class Blacks were moving out of Third Ward, leaving behind a deteriorating neighborhood increasingly characterized by government neglect. The most prominent example of that neglect was the Cuney Homes housing project, where the Floyds secured a unit not long after landing in the Bottoms.

The 564-unit complex9 of low-slung brick buildings just southeast of Houston’s downtown had opened in 1940 and was in a state of disrepair by the time the Floyd family arrived four decades later. The demographic makeup of Cuney Homes had hardly changed since it was first built—with a population that was 99 percent Black and most residents living well below the poverty line.

Inside, the buildings trapped heat during the summer and let in cold during the winter, so it was common to see scores of neighbors hanging outside on porches, under awnings that jutted from their shared roof. The porches opened onto grassy courtyards, with diagonal footpaths that connected the similar-looking apartment buildings.

Neighbors called the community “the Bricks,” a reference to the masonry material of its facade and, for some, to the hard-knock life its residents endured. Wary of outsiders but fiercely loyal to fellow neighbors, the denizens of Cuney Homes watched one another’s children grow up tossing basketballs into old milk crates that had been tied to telephone poles. Impromptu barbecues took place on humid summer evenings, with everyone within earshot invited. Children would ride their bikes in bunches through the neighborhood, sometimes branching off to explore the University of Houston or Texas Southern University, both just a short pedal away.

Boisterous dice games took place in front of the units against the concrete porches, as mice and roaches scurried between the dumpsters out back. As the 1970s turned into the 1980s, hustlers, junkies, and prostitutes became increasingly common sights in the alleyways and courtyards, with the sounds of gunshots and police sirens punctuating the night. The crack era had come to Houston, and the brick-shaped packages of cocaine being trafficked through Cuney Homes brought a wave of new problems.

Despite the challenging living conditions, Houston had started to feel like home for the Floyds. Zsa Zsa—who initially had cried every day after they first moved from North Carolina, telling her mother that she missed her friends, her aunts, and her husky-shepherd mix, Candy—had begun to warm up to her new environment. She and LaTonya were making friends in the housing project, where there were hundreds of children of similar means.

Floyd had begun elementary school and was developing the Texas drawl that he would keep into adulthood. As he searched for his voice, it did not take him long to start repeating the neighborhood’s unofficial mantra, even if he was not yet fully aware of its meaning.

“One roof, one family,” he would say, repeating the motto of the older men in the Bricks who bonded over the shared struggle and communal culture of the townhome-style projects.

Meanwhile, his mother’s home cooking had become the source of much fanfare across Cuney Homes, and hungry neighbors had in turn added an honorific to her name, spontaneously descending on unit 112-F when they learned “Miss Cissy” was making one of her famous soul food dishes—rice and beans, mustard greens and turkey necks, spaghetti with pork chops, and made-from-scratch corn bread that was as sweet as cake. She never turned anyone away, once even cooking dinner for a drunk man who had wandered into the Floyds’ unit thinking it was his.

“You don’t have to leave until you’re ready to leave,” Miss Cissy had told him while he sobered up on the couch.

But even with this sense of community and camaraderie, Miss Cissy, who had grown up surrounded by her real family, still felt a certain loneliness as she tried to build a life 1,200 miles away from the tobacco farms where she was raised. Worried that Zsa Zsa, LaTonya, and seven-year-old Perry Floyd would never have the kind of big-family experience she had had with her twelve siblings, she began looking for ways to convince her sisters back in North Carolina to move to Houston.

In the fall of 1981, Miss Cissy seized on the news that her younger sister Kathleen had planned to travel with her husband and two daughters on a cross-country road trip from North Carolina to Long Beach, California. She convinced the family to make a stop in Houston and then set out on a mission to get them to end the road trip there and settle in Third Ward.

She pitched Houston10 as a dynamic, fast-growing city—its population had grown almost 30 percent during the 1970s, to 1.6 million. The Texas Gulf Coast dwarfed eastern North Carolina both in its size and in the reach of its opportunities. Most importantly, she said, the children could all grow up together.

When it wasn’t clear if the sales pitch was working, Miss Cissy spoke to her sister privately, in more candid terms.

“I don’t have anybody here,” she said softly.

“That’s all I needed to hear,” Kathleen McGee recalled from Houston, forty years after she and her husband ended their cross-country road trip midway.

The McGees initially lived with the Floyd family, giving Miss Cissy and her sister a chance to reminisce on their days growing up together in Goldsboro. They would laugh about the trouble they had gotten into in the 1950s as they tried to outsmart their parents, and the spankings they had received when their high jinks went awry.

Kathleen’s daughters, Shareeduh and Tera, also brought stories from North Carolina. Shareeduh, about ten years old at the time, would tell her cousins about how their grandmother had assembled a veritable zoo on the farmland where she lived, with peacocks, pheasants, chickens, and other animals. There was even a monkey, though no one seemed to know how or why it had been acquired.

Floyd, now eight years old, would listen intently to the stories from the land of his ancestors. As Miss Cissy and his aunt Kathleen described what life was like for them when they were his age, they occasionally used the memories to drive home lessons for the present—admonitions that their own mother had passed down as she suffered under the harsh caprices of Jim Crow racism. The Jones family had often been cheated of their wages by White landowners after a season of sharecropping, and the message Miss Cissy imparted to her children mirrored the one she had been given as a young girl: don’t give White people even the slightest opportunity to think you have done anything wrong, because they will make you pay for it.

Floyd’s grandmother had also stressed education as a pathway out of poverty. At the beginning of the 1970s, they remembered, Laura Ann had instructed her twin daughters to fight their way onto a school bus after White students had tried to block integration efforts by intimidating their Black would-be classmates with taunts and insults.

Zsa Zsa, who had attended school in mixed classrooms in North Carolina in the years after her aunts had helped integrate the school system, had asked her mom why her new school in Houston was still segregated, with only Black students.

“Baby,” Miss Cissy explained, “this is the ghetto.”

“When I grow up, I’m going to be somebody special,” Floyd sang along with his second-grade classmates in February 1982. “Somebody special is who I’m going to be.”

It was Black History Month at Frederick Douglass Elementary School, and Waynel Sexton, a White teacher standing in front of a group of all-Black pupils, was leading the class in an aspirational song as part of a four-week curriculum celebrating African American culture and achievements.

Sexton, in her midthirties at the time, had grown up in Borger, Texas, a small, predominantly White town about an hour south of the Oklahoma border. Teacher Corps, a federal program11 designed to prepare educators to work in low-income communities, had placed her in Third Ward in 1970, just as Houston’s public school system was sending hundreds of White teachers into all-Black schools, part of a court-mandated effort to speed up desegregation.

Each February, Sexton would teach her students about Jim Crow discrimination, sometimes using her own experience growing up as a White child in the 1950s and 1960s to explain the concept. She told the students in Floyd’s class about a trip she had taken to the city with her family, when she saw segregated water fountains for the first time at a Neiman Marcus department store.

“There was a fountain that said ‘Colored’ and a fountain that said ‘White,’” she said. “I thought it was going to be colored water. I just wanted to drink out of that fountain so badly. I thought it was going to be rainbows.”

Floyd and the other students laughed.

Her naivete as a child stood in contrast to many of the students she was teaching, who experienced the vestiges of Jim Crow that had persisted into the 1980s in their daily lives. Though it was no longer openly advertised through “Colored” signs, police dogs, and burning crosses, there was little to shield the Douglass students from the fact that they were attending an underfunded all-Black school, living in a segregated ward, and dealing with many of the same indignities that had vexed their parents and grandparents.

Seeking to combat that feeling of generational stagnancy, Sexton put together a curriculum designed to engender a sense of Black pride and potential. In one lesson, she encouraged the students to envision their own lives following in the mold of historical African American icons such as Benjamin Banneker, Mary McLeod Bethune, and Charles Drew.

She handed Floyd and his classmates green, black, and red cardboard paper—colors of the pan-African flag—and explained the “Future Famous Americans” assignment. They were to write a short essay and draw a picture describing what they would be when they grew up.

The responses gave insight12 into how the seven- and eight-year-old children saw themselves in the early 1980s. Many of the girls wanted to be nurses, ballerinas, and teachers.

“When the bell rings, the children will leave. I will rest,” one aspiring teacher wrote.

Police officers, musicians, and professional athletes were heavily represented among the boys, despite Sexton’s efforts to highlight Black men who had been successful in other spheres.

One kid said he wanted to be president, writing an essay that reflected both the economic malaise of the last years of Jimmy Carter’s presidency and the antigovernment ethos of President Ronald Reagan’s first term.

“I will lower the prices of food. I will lower the prices of gas,” he wrote. “I will not make that many budget cuts.”

Floyd had been intrigued by a lesson about Thurgood Marshall, who had worked as a lawyer to end segregation in public schools and was serving as the nation’s first Black justice on the Supreme Court at the time. For his assignment, he wrote that he also wanted to sit on the highest court in the land.

“When I grow up, I want to be a Supreme Court Judge,”13 he wrote. “When people say ‘Your honor, he did rob the bank,’ I will say ‘Be seated.’ And if he doesn’t, I will tell the guard to take him out. Then I will beat my hammer on the desk. Then everybody will be quiet.”

He drew a picture of a robed judge with brown skin and a curly black Afro seated behind a large desk with a gavel in his hand.

In the essay, Sexton noted, Floyd had made appropriate use of punctuation and capitalization, with clear penmanship. He had spelled every word right—though eraser marks on the page showed that he had initially transposed the d and g in “judge,” before correcting himself. The work was in line with the kind of student Floyd was at the time, Sexton recalled four decades later.

“He was a sweet boy,” she said, noting that while the school had allowed paddling, Floyd largely stayed out of trouble. “He liked to go outside and run and jump, but he wasn’t a difficult child at all.”

When Floyd finished second grade, he was academically on par with national benchmarks, an achievement in a school where almost all the students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, and many had trailed key metrics since kindergarten.

In a yellow-paged notebook, Sexton marked down the scores that Floyd and his twenty-three classmates had received on the Iowa Test of Basic Skills, a standardized exam they took at the end of the school year. Floyd had earned a 3.114 in reading, meaning his capabilities were representative of a standard student in the first month of third grade.

“He was right on level,” she said.

He had earned a 3.1 in math and a 3.3 in reading comprehension.

Still, Sexton had been teaching at Douglass long enough to see even the brightest students “get lost” as they grew older, she said. They were often swept up in the vicissitudes of a neighborhood where the challenges of short-term survival could shroud the long-term benefits of an education.

She had reason to fear that Perry Floyd might end up as one of those students. In the same notebook where she had underlined his middle name and marked his test scores and grades, she had written down his address and a phone number for his mother. Next to the phone number she had added the word “neighbor.” In a school where most of the students were poor, Sexton had come to know that the “neighbor” label signified an especially impoverished household, one in which the student’s family could not afford a telephone.

Originally named Third Ward School,15 Douglass Elementary had opened after the Texas legislature passed a law in 1870 to create schools for Black children following the end of the Civil War.

The establishment of the first colored school16 in Houston enticed some Black families to relocate to Third Ward, and government officials in Texas soon concentrated similar facilities in the neighborhood in a bid to create a racially homogenous community cordoned off from the city’s White neighborhoods.

In the 1920s, city officials opened the colored Jack Yates Senior High School and the Houston Negro Hospital in Third Ward, while closing or stripping funding for schools and facilities on the west side of the city that had previously catered to Black residents. The moves served to induce middle-class Black families who lived on the predominantly White west side to move to Third Ward.

When Houston prepared to build its first federally funded public housing project in the late 1930s, city leaders saw an opportunity to further entrench the racial segregation scheme they had designed for a diverse city that had been somewhat integrated at the turn of the twentieth century. They named the project17 after Norris Wright Cuney, a prominent Black politician who was born enslaved in 1846, and located it in the heart of Third Ward.

When Cuney Homes opened18 in 1940, it housed hundreds of Black porters, maids, chauffeurs, and other low-wage workers. Some of the residents had been forced to move from Houston’s oldest Black community because city leaders wanted to raze their dwellings and develop Whites-only public housing in Fourth Ward, where more desirable tracts bordered downtown. One result of the so-called slum clearance was that domestics and drivers living in Cuney Homes had to cross Alabama Street—once the line separating Black neighborhoods from White ones in Third Ward—to work for White families but had to return to their side of town by sundown.

The White residents who lived inside Third Ward began moving out of the area after Texas State University for Negroes19 was constructed across the street from Cuney Homes in 1947. In response to a Supreme Court ruling20 that threatened to force the University of Texas to accept a Black applicant from Third Ward, the state legislature opted to instead create the historically Black college (later named Texas Southern University) to preserve segregation in higher education.

By the 1950s, Houston had joined most other major American cities in using federal housing dollars and policies to successfully segregate its population with enduring efficiency. Blacks, locked into urban ghettos, were often prevented from escaping even when they had the means. Redlining and restrictive covenants21 blocked Black families from accessing the home loans and real estate that would form the foundation of generational wealth for their White counterparts.

Much of the discrimination was sanctioned22 by the federal government, and the consequences have been lasting. An almost thirty-point disparity23 in homeownership rates between the two races has endured from the 1950s into the twenty-first century. In large part due to that disparity, the typical White family24 has consistently owned ten times as much wealth as the typical Black family, a gap that only widened over the course of Floyd’s life.

Shortly before the Federal Housing Administration25 financed the Whites-only Levittown development of 17,500 homes in Long Island, New York, it backed the Oak Forest subdivision of almost five thousand homes in northwest Houston in 1946, the first such project to ban Black applicants.

When the Fair Housing Act of 1968 made that kind of blatant racial discrimination illegal, many middle-class Black families jumped at the opportunity to finally begin building wealth. They moved to neighborhoods with better amenities, often in the suburbs, leaving behind places like Third Ward. Their departure forced many businesses and services to shut down in Black communities, which quickly became exclusively low-income. The vicious cycle26 of disinvestment and decline would persist into the twenty-first century, as African Americans remained the most segregated27 racial group in the country.

Less than a month before George Floyd was born, President Richard Nixon decried28 many of the nation’s public housing developments as “monstrous, depressing places—run down, overcrowded, crime-ridden, falling apart.” He was less concerned that America’s housing projects were also largely located in racialized slums, instead defending the rights of suburban residents to keep these developments far away.

By the time Floyd and his family moved to Cuney Homes a few years later, it suffered from many of the problems Nixon had described, ones that officials at all levels of government seemed content to ignore.

In the early 1980s, kids growing up in Cuney Homes repurposed a popular jingle from a Toys“R”Us commercial, creating a special version reflecting life in the Bricks.

“I don’t wanna grow up, I’m a Cuney Homes kid,” they would sing. “They got so many rats and roaches I can play with …”

Floyd initially struggled to make friends in the insular community. He was a quiet kid, and the residents were known to be wary of newcomers. It was not unheard of for outsiders to be accosted for showing up uninvited.

Floyd would spend hours by himself, tossing a basketball against the redbrick exterior of his building as if shooting it into an invisible hoop. He’d bite his fingernails as he passed the time alone.

As he grew taller and became more athletic, however, neighborhood kids and some teenagers would recruit him to join their pickup games. In the heat of competition, Floyd saw the hardened expressions of his young neighbors fade into easy smiles. Soon, he was being invited to hang out with them off the court as well. One of the kids, Gregory Lamont Dotson, gravitated toward Floyd because they were both tall, agile, and particularly gifted on the basketball court. Dotson lived in Cuney Homes and would come by to find Floyd when it looked like a game was about to start.

They would often be on the same team, using their size and power to own the court. Noting their similar height and complexion, other kids took to calling them the “twin towers.” Floyd and Dotson embraced the moniker off the court as they spent more time together.

“Floyd and I was like brothers,” Dotson recalled years later. “From the Cuney Homes to school, we were never apart.”

Floyd started hanging out at the local YMCA, joining the Southside Cowboys peewee football team and signing up to play in an official youth basketball league, where he would compete against kids from across the city. The games were intense and personal, preparing the prepubescent boys for the high school rivalries between Third Ward and Fifth Ward students who competed for bragging rights within Houston’s two largest historically Black communities.

Floyd was the starting center, and Dotson was the power forward. The duo helped the YMCA team dominate their league of fifth graders, beating their Fifth Ward competitors multiple times during the season.

After practice, Floyd, Dotson, and some of the other basketball players would hang out at the Blue Store, the local convenience store across the street from Cuney Homes. Officially named Scott Food Mart, it had gotten its nickname due to the blue paint of its exterior wall, which served as the backdrop to conversations, fights, and a disproportionate amount of police activity. Inside, it sold snacks, candy, beer, tobacco, lottery tickets, and other corner-store staples. It did not sell produce, but for those Cuney Homes residents without cars, it served as the closest option for groceries in the food desert that had formed around the Bricks.

Floyd and his teammates were standing inside the store one day when they spotted a familiar-looking kid who was short, dark-skinned, and thin as a rail.

“That’s the little dude from Fifth Ward,” one of the Cuney Homes players said, identifying the boy as a point guard for their crosstown rivals.

Floyd’s teammates planned to rough the boy up a little to let him know it wasn’t a good idea to traipse through their turf by himself. But Floyd, who didn’t like the idea of a group of ten-year-olds beating up a much smaller kid for no reason, objected and stood between his friends and the boy.

“No, man,” he said. “Y’all tripping.”

Floyd and Dotson decided to walk over and chat up the kid. When they learned that he had just relocated from Fifth Ward to Cuney Homes, they offered to escort him home. It was a chance for them to hear more about their new neighbor and to protect him from the guys who had not yet fully abandoned their plan to harass him.

He told them his name was Milton Carney, adding that everyone called him “PoBoy.”

The nickname, short for “poor boy,” was one that the other kids—also poor—used to delineate his particularly conspicuous poverty.

When they got to PoBoy’s unit, Floyd tried to recruit him to join the Third Ward’s YMCA squad. He assured PoBoy that the other guys would have a change of heart once he crossed over to become their teammate. Some of the players who would lose playing time to him might complain, Floyd acknowledged, but they could figure that all out later.

“Man, you ain’t got to worry about them,” Floyd said. “They can be mad.”

PoBoy eventually agreed to join the team and would become part of a squad of boys Floyd hung out with around the Bricks, at the Blue Store, and at Ryan Middle School, where they played basketball after enrolling as sixth graders the following year, in 1985.

“We was just glued to the hip,” PoBoy recalled years later. “He always was the biggest person on the team, and I always was the littlest person.”

PoBoy, who didn’t have any biological siblings, started referring to Floyd as his brother, with the two spending almost every afternoon together. He was more talkative than Floyd and, despite being scrawny, was quicker to pop off at the mouth or jump into a fight with other kids. Floyd, who turned heads at Ryan Middle School as one of the few students who stood confidently above six feet, often found himself trying to cool his friend’s quick temper. The alliance worked well, as PoBoy’s smooth-talking ways helped Floyd meet girls, and Floyd’s more laid-back demeanor kept his friend from getting into too many skirmishes. But the partnership faced a dilemma a few months after they started middle school, when PoBoy’s mom told him she was moving back to Fifth Ward.

When they realized the impending move would require a transfer out of Ryan Middle School, Floyd came up with an idea. He told PoBoy to come over to his house.

When Miss Cissy had met her son’s friend for the first time, she had been bewildered by his strange nickname, which sounded like an insult.

“Why they call him PoBoy?” she had asked.

“Because he skinny, Mama,” Floyd had responded. “Look how little he is.”

She gave the kid a once-over, accepting the point.

“Well, got to give him some of this country food.”

But now, Floyd was proposing a more permanent position for his friend at their dinner table.

“We don’t want to split up,” Floyd told his mother. “Can Po just stay over here with us so he can still go to Ryan?”

To their surprise, she agreed. Miss Cissy called PoBoy’s mom and worked out an arrangement where he would sleep over on school nights.

“I told you, man,” Floyd said to his friend as they prepared to begin rooming together. “My mama got us.”

At the time, Floyd’s household was already overflowing with occupants. Miss Cissy had given birth to two more sons after arriving in Houston—Philonise Jr. and Rodney—whose hefty appetites added to an already stretched grocery budget. Her relationship with their father, whom she had moved to Houston to be with, had proved ephemeral, and she found herself trying to make ends meet as a single mother of five. The cost of caring for her family often exceeded the income she earned working at Guidry’s Fast Food & Game Room, a popular burger joint located just outside Cuney Homes.

Veronica DeBoest, a neighbor who noticed the challenges the Floyds were facing, would occasionally take bags of food over from a charity summer lunch program that had been set up for kids in Third Ward. When the program had leftovers, DeBoest would take a backpack full of sandwiches, cereal, milk cartons, and fruit snacks and pour the contents out onto Miss Cissy’s dining table.

Things were especially tight29 for Miss Cissy in the mid-1980s, as President Reagan pushed to scale back federal aid to the indigent, including cuts to the federal school lunch program and other welfare aimed at supporting low-income children. During his inauguration30 in 1981, Reagan had declared that “government is not the solution to our problem; government is the problem,” pledging to slash the social safety net for families like the Floyds.

Following through on that pledge over the ensuing years, he campaigned for reelection by asserting that the strategy had worked. It was “morning again in America,”31 he boasted in 1984, pointing to the rapid rise in economic growth that had followed his program of tax cuts and other supply-side policies. The nation’s economy expanded32 by 7.2 percent that year, the highest total in more than three decades, but the boom times mostly eluded communities like Cuney Homes, where Miss Cissy continued to struggle financially.

In fact, much of the growth33 was benefitting those who were already wealthy, while people in public housing and on public assistance were deemed undeserving “welfare queens.” Reagan’s tax legislation eliminated34 most deductions for consumer loans but protected the deduction for mortgage interest, further skewing the benefits of the tax code toward people who owned their homes rather than toward renters like the Floyds. Meanwhile, the minimum wage held steady35 through most of the 1980s at $3.35, as Reagan opposed the kind of increases36 that could have benefitted Miss Cissy and the other fast-food workers at Guidry’s. While the wage gap between37 Blacks and Whites had been shrinking during the 1970s, it increased during the 1980s: average annual income rose by 3.5 percent during Reagan’s first term, according to a study by the Urban Institute, yet Black families saw their income fall by 3.7 percent.

As Miss Cissy put in more hours at work to keep the household afloat, she often left her teenage son in charge of his younger brothers. Floyd, who had grown up eating food cooked by Zsa Zsa when their mom was away, began to take responsibility for feeding Rodney and Philonise, who went by PJ.

While Floyd knew he
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