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MOTHER TO SON

Well, son, I’ll tell you:

Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

It’s had tacks in it,

And splinters,

And boards torn up,

And places with no carpet on the floor—

Bare.

But all the time

I’se been a-climbin’ on,

And reachin’ landin’s,

And turnin’ corners,

And sometimes goin’ in the dark

Where there ain’t been no light.

So boy, don’t you turn back.

Don’t you set down on the steps

’Cause you finds it’s kinder hard.

Don’t you fall now—

For I’se still goin’, honey,

I’se still climbin’,

And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair.

–LANGSTON HUGHES


I IS LOVABLE


Crystal Taylor woke up early on Sunday morning, October 7, 1984, went to the bathroom, and noticed she was bleeding lightly. She was expecting a baby, but it wasn’t due until mid-December, so she lay back down on the bed she shared with her boyfriend, Daquan Jefferson, in his parents’ apartment in a Bronx housing project. Daquan’s mother, Dolores Jefferson, took a look at Crystal and said, “You’re getting ready to have that baby.” Mrs. Jefferson couldn’t bear the sight of blood. She told Crystal she didn’t want her to give birth “on the outside,” and, as she was leaving for church, advised Crystal and Daquan to get dressed and go to the hospital. Crystal telephoned her own mother and asked her to meet them there.

Daquan and Crystal found a taxi near the Jeffersons’ building. They rode for a block while Daquan negotiated the fare with the driver. “Four-fifty,” the driver said. The customary fare to Bronx-Lebanon Hospital Center was two-fifty—the amount Daquan was willing to spend. Crystal figured that the driver was asking for extra money because of her condition (“They be taking a risk that the velvet-type material they got on they seats be stained,” she said later), and told Daquan, “Pay the money, pay the money.” But Daquan said to the driver “Why you be charging me so much?” and then, to her, “Come on, Crystal, I ain’t letting him rob me. We got to walk and catch us another cab.”

No cabs were cruising on Webster Avenue, where they got out. As they walked, Crystal kept getting contractions, and thought, I could have a baby right on a corner and this nigger beefing for two dollars. “I wanted to take him by his bony neck and strangle him,” she said afterward, “but I was paining too much to be fighting.” They walked about two blocks. The driver of a second taxi quoted them a fare of two dollars, and they got in. Crystal recalls that the driver drove fast and ran red lights like crazy, and that Daquan didn’t even give him a tip. (“That cheap miser saved hisself fifty cents.”) Her mother was waiting for her at the hospital. Florence Drummond, Crystal’s mother, was on welfare. Crystal was covered by Florence’s Medicaid. Crystal had been to Bronx-Lebanon once or twice for prenatal care, and was admitted as Crystal Drummond, although normally she used Taylor, her father’s surname.

Crystal’s mother was a heroin and cocaine addict, whose helter-skelter life her daughter often held in contempt. On that Sunday, Florence Drummond looked as if she needed a fix, but Crystal was glad to see her: Crystal, fourteen, was Florence’s oldest child, and the two had usually been close. She had her mother accompany her to a labor room, and told Daquan to wait outside, because he was getting on her nerves. Each time she had a contraction, Florence told her to squeeze her hand when it hurt. The medication she was given to inhibit the contractions had no effect. Crystal was wheeled into the delivery room. Florence held her head and told her to push. The second time Crystal pushed, Florence told her to look at the mirror on the ceiling and watch her baby as it emerged. The baby—a boy—was two months premature and had a heart murmur and slight difficulty breathing. He weighed three pounds six ounces. He was put in an incubator in the neonatal-intensive-care unit. Crystal was wheeled into a room for four.

In midafternoon, Florence went to the waiting room, where Daquan was sleeping on three chairs, shook him awake, and congratulated him on the birth of his first child. After being taken to see his tiny son, Daquan, Jr., the father, a short, dark man of twenty-three, called his own mother and ran home, still wearing a yellow hospital gown.

It had never occurred to Crystal that little Daquan—let alone Crystal herself—might end up in New York City’s foster-care system. She had every intention of returning to the Jeffersons’ apartment after her son’s birth. If little Daquan hadn’t been premature, she and Daquan would already have bought a portable crib, baby clothes, and blankets—“all that nice stuff for babies.” In part because of her youth (it was hospital policy to interview all mothers below the age of eighteen), and in part because of her son’s condition (he was considered a high-risk baby), a hospital social worker came to her room on Monday, October 8th. She asked Crystal if she would be returning to her mother’s residence, at 1311 Findlay Avenue—the address from which Crystal had been admitted, and the one recorded on her son’s birth certificate. When Crystal told the social worker that her mother was a substance abuser, who didn’t have an apartment of her own, and that she had been living with her baby’s father and his family, the social worker called the Office of Special Services for Children, a section of New York City’s Human Resources Administration. S.S.C. assigned her and the baby a caseworker to investigate the situation.

After listening to Crystal, the caseworker (“He was a handsome black man,” Crystal recalled later) informed her that she and her son couldn’t return to the Jeffersons’. Crystal said she had readily consented to sexual relations with Daquan and regarded the Jeffersons as family. She called Florence “Mommy” and Dolores Jefferson “Ma.” The caseworker said that he believed her but that his beliefs weren’t relevant to her predicament. He explained that legally Crystal was still a child and therefore was too young to consent to sex. Daquan was technically guilty of statutory rape, and might be prosecuted; his much greater age would look bad to a judge. S.S.C. was apt to take the position that Crystal had somehow been coerced into living with Daquan and his family and that she and the baby could not be allowed to live with them. In the eyes of the authorities at the time, paternal grandparents were not the equal of maternal grandparents: the baby’s father’s family had no legal responsibility for Crystal or her infant. S.S.C. would discharge Crystal and little Daquan to her mother if Florence proved to be a suitable woman living in a suitable place.

The hospital put in a request for a visiting nurse to evaluate the apartment at 1311 Findlay Avenue. It was a filthy, overcrowded, underheated one-bedroom apartment rented by Florence’s cousin Hazel, who shared it with her daughter, her latest man, and with Florence and the four children to whom Florence had given birth after Crystal. Hazel was also a substance abuser. Small-time drug dealers were in and out of the apartment storing and rebagging dope. Florence’s youngest child, a boy born in February of 1984, at Bronx-Lebanon, had been a full-term baby, and Florence was in her thirties, so the hospital hadn’t looked into her living arrangements then. Under the circumstances, S.S.C. would not permit a fourteen-year-old child and that child’s child to live in such conditions. Squalor hadn’t appealed to Crystal, either (“so many people sleeping in one room where everyone used to come trampeding”), nor had Hazel’s two-facedness (“She smiled up in Mommy’s face but when she was asleep or out she talked against her and hit up on my brothers like she did on her daughter”). Crystal had therefore packed some of her clothes in a plastic bag and had moved to the Jeffersons’ a year earlier. She had returned to Findlay Avenue periodically. When Crystal was five months pregnant, Florence had called her to report that Hazel’s daughter and one of her friends were wearing some clothes Crystal had left behind, and that Hazel had threatened Florence about meddling. Crystal had gone back and hit Hazel over the head with a rotten two-by-four to protect her mother. (“She ain’t really got injured,” Crystal recalls.)

Little Daquan would have to remain at Bronx-Lebanon until he weighed five pounds and was in good medical condition. Crystal was resilient and felt fine. Florence visited her every day and brought her marijuana. “She was bored,” Florence says. “She had nothing further to do. Smoking weed made Crystal pleasantly high.” Bronx-Lebanon needed Crystal’s bed. She was discharged from the hospital on October 11th, four days after her admission, and was taken in a cab by the S.S.C. caseworker to the Queensboro Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, which operated a diagnostic center where children in crisis were brought for evaluation. The caseworker said he would try to help Florence find an apartment. Until then, he would have to put Crystal in temporary care, and Queensboro had a bed available. Crystal cried on the way there and cried herself to sleep that night. As far as she was concerned, the diagnostic center, situated in a part of the borough of Queens given over to one- and two-family houses with front and back yards, was in the country. “I wasn’t used to dirt ground or little buildings and trees,” she recalls. “I was used to the city—to Harlem and the South Bronx—and to concrete and projects and high rises and stores within walking distance.”

Crystal had arrived at Queensboro on a Thursday and wasn’t permitted to leave the premises the first weekend. For two days, she refused to eat and kept crying. “The staffs told me to make friends with the other kids, but I was homesick,” she says. “I didn’t want to make friends with no strangers, I didn’t want to eat they food, I didn’t want to do nothing. I told them I had always gone to bed willingly with Daquan and I would go to bed with him willingly today. I thought my life that was just started was being ended. One nice lady staff said things wasn’t as bad as they seemed, that my mother would get herself together and I’d go live with her, but for now I had to live there and they were just trying to help me. She knew that when you get hungry enough you eat. That’s what happened. When I came to Queensboro, I was still wearing my maternity clothes. I was soon having two plates of everything. They used no seasoning when they cooked, but I put lots of salt and pepper on my food. That stuff was good. It took me a while to get rid of my stomach and fit into my jeans.”

It took Crystal less time to make friends with the other girls there—girls lived on the center’s second floor—and with the boys, who roomed on the third floor and, when an alarm on the fire escape in between was set, shimmied down to the second on knotted sheets to smoke reefer and touch the girls until a counsellor caught them. “After I got to know that place, I had fun,” Crystal says.

On subsequent weekends, Crystal was allowed to go to the Bronx, purportedly to stay with her cousin Hazel. She stayed with the Jeffersons. She saw her mother outside on Findlay Avenue and went to visit her son at Bronx-Lebanon every weekend.

Crystal had started drinking cheap wine and using drugs before she entered her teens, when she lived on Sheridan Avenue, in a sixth-floor walkup. Her mother had often kept her out of school to babysit two of the younger children. Crystal resented being cooped up in a hot apartment while her friends were outside playing. As a child, she liked going to school (“School was the only time I had some freedom, I could run and play”). She passed every grade through sixth despite her absences and the very scant help that Florence gave her with her homework. “I could only ask Mommy once how to do the times table,” Crystal says. “If I didn’t get it and asked again, she’d beat me. If I said ‘Mommy, I don’t think it’s fair,’ I got hit again. I could never express my feelings without getting a beating.” Sometimes Crystal was hit for what she considered just cause—her two younger brothers ate slowly, and if she was hungry she took food off their plates—but usually not.

Florence frequently left the house at 9 A.M., saying to Crystal, “I’m going to the welfare, watch the kids, I’ll be right back,” and returned at 11 P.M. “I had to feed and change my brothers,” Crystal says. “It was as if they were my kids. Mommy cooked a big dinner on Sunday to last two days. If I hadn’t watched her cook, we’d have eaten cold foods as the week went by. I seen her wash the rice and clean the chicken and if we had chicken in the refrigerator I’d fix it for me and my brothers and leave her a plateful. Or I’d make franks and frozen French fries. We got food stamps and Mommy bought groceries with them. But we had no grownups.”

When Florence was out of money, she would send Crystal to borrow food from an elderly woman who lived alone next door. The neighbor would give Crystal the two pieces of bread
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