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9

E HALLWAYHANGERS

ealing in Despair

Jay,what the fuck brings you back to the Ponderosa?" Greeted by Steve in July

,
I surveyed a Clarendon Heights that had changed considerably since

Steve jerked his thumb over his shoulder at a group of African American

,ccJ11a?,c:1? lounging in the area outside doorway #13, previously the preserve of

Hallway Hangers. "How do you like all the new niggers we got here? Moth

erfuckers've taken over, man." I asked Steve about Frankie, Slick, and the other

r rairwav Hangers. 'Tm the only one holding down the fort," he answered. "Me

Jinx-he lives in the back. The rest of' em pretty much cut loose, man."

Indeed, the Hallway Hangers' clique has broken up. Of those who have

moved out of the neighborhood, only Slick and Shorty occasionally return to

hang in the Heights. Although physicallyClarendon Heights looks much the

same, the surrounding neighborhood is slowlybeing transformed by gentrifica
tion. Students and young professionals have moved into the area, displacing
Italian and Portuguese families. Ice cream parlors and posh restaurants that

cater to the new clientele are replacing the pawnshops and family-owned five

and-dime stores. The vacant lot across from Clarendon Heights, once strewn

with battered cars around a sagging basketball rim, is now the site of a smart of

fice building. "Smile, you're on Candid Camera," Steve announced, pointing to

small video cameras mounted on the office walls and trained on the area in

front of doorway #13. "The cops've gone high-tech on us. But shit, it's too hot to

deal out here now anyways, with all the spooks takin' over."
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158 The HallwayHangers: Dealingin Despair

Later in this chapter I probe the siege mentality and racism of the Hallway
Hangers, explore how their identities are formed around the axes of race, class,

and gender, and recount their experiences of work. In their midtwenties, the

seven Hallway Hangers should be in the labor force full-time. Most of them

aren't: They are unemployed or imprisoned, or are working sporadically either

for firms "under the table" or for themselves in the drug economy. Before consid

ering these issues closely,I briefly sketch the fate of each young man since 1984.

Since 1984 Stoney has moved from pizzeria to pizzeria and from prison to

prison. When I saw him in September 1987, Stoney was depressed. "I've been in

and out of the can since you left, but it's been for stupid shit-not going to drug
or alcohol classes, drinking in public, ignoring court summonses, possession
shit like that:' Later that day he went to the courthouse and asked to serve a sus

pended six-month sentence for possession of cocaine. Hoping to cleanse his

system of drugs, Stoney thought jail would do him good. When I visited him a

month later in the county jail, he was miserable and could hardlybelieve his

stupidity. Stoney is still dependent on Valium and, according to friends, has

tried to take his own life several times. In 1988 he robbed a convenience store

with a tire iron and spent two years in jail. He got out, found his girlfriend and

two children living with another man, acquired another pizza job, fell in love,
sold his belongings, and moved with his fiancee to the South where she had

lined up a job. Stoney found work but her job fell through, and three months

later they were back in town. Stoney was soon arrested another time for armed

robbery, again after drinking and dropping Valium. He held up a pizza delivery
man, took forty dollars and a large pizza, and was sentenced to the maximum

security prison for up to five years. Due to overcrowding and good behavior, he

had minimum-security status when I visited him in 1991. Remarkably healthy
and upbeat, he looked better than I'd ever seen him. Stoney still hopes to own

a pizza parlor. "Things haven't gone good," he said, "but it'll get better. I hope
so anyway."

Steve has also been in and out of prison five times over the past seven years,

mostly for violating restraining orders and beating his girlfriend. The father of

two children, Steve admits that paternity "didn't faze me-I was a kid still."

Apart from occasional babysitting, Steve offers little financial or moral support
to their mothers. He cycles in and out of construction jobs and has dealt crack

to supplement his income. Steve seems to have progressed from "the stereotypi
cal project youth ... constantly on the lookout for a free ride" to the stereo

typical hood whose violent existence seems completely unanchored. Many
people around Clarendon Heights consider Steve "crazy."Stoney, whose jaw was

broken by Steve in a street fight, says, "Steve's a maniac. He's got a big heart, but

he's a fuckin' maniac."

Shorty could easily wear the same label, having spent ten days in a state psy
chiatric hospital after attacking a police officer. In another fight in front of

Clarendon Heights, he stabbed a boy named Rico in the stomach with a hunting
knife. The boy went into a coma and Shorty was charged with attempted mur-



JM: What about women? Steady girlfriend or
...

SHORTY: Yeah, got one girl. I stay with her. I don't go around fuckin' other
broads. Maybe, maybe once in a while, once in a while I'll go out and grab
another piece of ass, but I don't like to because I don't wanna catch no

fuckin' AIDS. You gotta watch where you're poking your hose these days,you
know. Fuck that.
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Shorty's existence may seem unsettled but he finds it surprisingly composed.
Asked if things had gone as he expected over the past seven years, Shorty
replied,"No. I thought I'd be in jail for fucking life. Murder. I'll tell ya one thing,
I didn't think I'd slow down like this."

Chris failed to slow down in pursuit of his teenage aspiration to be a big
time cocaine dealer. In 1984 he was moving up in the drug underworld of the

city, expanding his clientele to other neighborhoods and to a nearby city. But as

his market grew, so did his own appetite for drugs until, according to Jinx, "he
became his own best customer:' Having lost the trust of his suppliers, Chris in

creasingly turned to theft to support his heroin and cocaine habits. When I saw

him in 1987 he had already been jailed several times and was awaiting trial on a

breaking and entering charge. "I fucked up, Jay, that's all. Cocaine did it to me.

What can I say? I'm at rock bottom and I'm fucking embarrassed for you to see

me like this." But Chris was not at rock bottom in 1987 because he has sunk

considerably since then. When I interviewed him in jail four years later, Chris
described how he and his girlfriend, Samantha, had been homeless for the past
several years, moving from one "base house" to another when kicked out by
other addicts, sleeping in hallways and on the street. He recounted how he
robbed friends and family and then resorted to increasingly risky theft: stealing
radios and tape decks out of cars, breaking into dormitory rooms and houses,
passing stolen checks, and finallysticking people up. Chris has been imprisoned
six times, most recently for holding up three college students with a stick be
neath his shirt in an effort that netted him ninety-seven dollars and probably
seven years behind bars. Samantha cannot visit him because she jumped bail,
and his family will not accept his collect calls. "Jay,I wanna have a normal life so

bad. You don't know how bad I'm aching inside. I just want so bad to have a

normal life."

Then Rico recovered, and upon discovering that Shorty was actually a dis
cousin, he dropped the charge. Shorty ended up doing thirteen months, and

""'Pn he refused to attend Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) classes after his release,
served another six. Shorty worked a few construction jobs before getting

<5tabbt:ct himself a few blocks from Clarendon Heights. He was in the hospital for

days after his spleen was removed and his bladder repaired. True to

Shorty refused to identifyhis assailant, even under intense police pressure.
still lives with his mother, works sporadically,and likes crack cocaine.



Boo-Boo, the other black HallwayHanger, is also in bad shape. In 1985 he be

gan working at a car wash for $4.30 per hour. "It was a shit job for shit pay, but

what else could I do?" After fourteen months and only a fifty-centpay raise, Boo

Boo quit. He hung in Clarendon Heights and did a stint in jail after a drunken

joy ride. After his release Boo- Boo was in high spirits. He was in love and had

somehow been accepted into the army despite his record. On June 4, 1987, he

was married and on June 8 he was inducted into the armed forces. But on July 15

he was given a medical discharge for bunions growing on his feet. Two weeks

later, at his wife's insistence, their marriage was annulled. Shortly afterward, Boo

Boo met Ginger, a young Italian woman, and eventually moved in with her fam

ily in a housing project across the city. They moved out when Ginger gave birth,
and another daughter was born a year later. In 1990 the Department of Social

Services took custody of the girlsbecause, according to Boo-Boo, their basement

apartment was often flooded and perpetually damp, and because "the kids

weren't being looked after right." Boo-Boo and Ginger moved to a nearby city
and became enmeshed in the crack cocaine racket. They emerged unharmed, but

since then Boo-Boo's family and personal life have completely crumbled.

Slick was also struggling in 1987 when I visited him in jail. He had joined the

marines in 1984 but was discharged several months later. He worked "under the

table" as a construction laborer, landed a permanent job with a roofing com

pany, and was making over ten dollars per hour when he was arrested for disor

derly conduct after a brawl. As part of his probation, Slick had to attend weekly
AA meetings for several months. He missed the final two sessions and was sen

tenced to six months in the county house of correction for violation of proba
tion. Once out of jail, Slick settled back into his roofing job and began to

supplement his wages by dealing cocaine. He and his girlfriend, Denise, rented a

condominium until Slick bailed out of the drug racket. Sitting in their current

ramshackle apartment, Slick spoke of his determination to stay straight.
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SLICK: What you do, you make money. You make the legal money and you
make it and you make it and you make it. You just don't give in, man. Cuz I

don't wanna go back to doing illegal things, know what I'm saying? ...

Lemme tell you what a good job is right now. Working five days a week,
hours a week, working steady. That's what a good job is right now. Cuz there

ain't no jobs out there right now. And a good guy, a good provider, is a guy
that comes home with his paycheck every week and does the right thing.
Doesn't go out drinkin' and druggin' and fuckin' going crazy and shit. That's

a good person. That's what a lot of these people, myself included, are looking
for. Just for something that you can say, "Hey, look, I work my forty hours a

week, I work hard all week, I take care of my kids, I take care of my family,
y'know, I'm doing it the right way. Know what I mean?

Slick currently earns over twelve dollars per hour, far more than the other

Hallway Hangers. Still, the work is irregular: Slick gets laid off nearly every winter.



JM: When you look back on the heyday,back in high school as teenagers, how

do you look back on it?

After "bouncing from job to job, just gettin' by, keepin' myself occupied,
staying away from trouble," Jinx jumped into drug trafficking. Like Slick, he

managed to climb out again, still intact, and currently has a steady job in a

warehouse. Jinx lives in Clarendon Heights with his girlfriend and their six

year-oldson. Apart from Steve, he seldom sees the HallwayHangers.

JINX: It's, say, confusing. I can't say I'd want to change the way it was, but I can't

say I'd want it to be the same way. You know, because we were all so close

back then. But we all went our separate ways. And if we were as dose as we

thought we were, we wouldn't've parted our ways. No matter what happened
to us, each havin' our own families, we would alwaysstill be the same people
we were and be that close. Which we're not.
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Now twenty-five, Jinx fears his successors hanging around doorway #13. "I

don't feel safe not knowing this kinda kid standin' out front. I don't know one of

them. I don't feel safe." This is more than caution bred by age. Jinx fears the new

hallwayhangers because they are black.

When Frankie moved out of state with his mother in 1984, he came back

every weekend to hang with his friends. Now he lives within a mile of Claren

don Heights but hardly ever stops by.Frankie is a changed man. He touches nei

ther drugs nor alcohol, attends weekly AA meetings, sees counselors regularly,
receives motivational training, and prays "every morning and every night-and
a few hundred times during the day."This metamorphosis occurred in 1989

when Frankie perceived that his substance abuse combined with his violent

temper could prove fatal. Now Frankie lives quietly with his son, his girlfriend,
and her family.Despite this internal revolution, Frankie is unemployed.

Taken individually,the HallwayHangers are easilyseen as simply losers, the rel

ative success of Slick, Jinx, and Frankie notwithstanding. The HallwayHangers are

alcoholics and drug addicts. They fight, they steal, they deal crack. They treat

women as objects and victimize people of color. They can't stay out of jail, much

less hold down steady jobs. In short, the HallwayHangers seem to have screwed

themselves. But once we widen the camera frame beyond individual portraits, we

begin to see the background factors that influence the Hallway Hangers' lives and

push them toward self-destructive behavior. The social and economic structure,
often obscured and ignored, determines the opportunities, influences the atti

tudes, and affects the actions of the Hallway Hangers. Their story is not just a

narrative string of personal failures. Rather, their personal biographies are inextri

cably linked with the changing structure of the economy. Even when the Hallway
Hangers straighten up, as Frankie has, they are hard-pressed to make progress.
The racism, sexism, substance abuse, violence, and criminal exploits of the Hall

way Hangers are all tied to their subordinate position in the class structure and
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their quest to fashion identities as poor white men. This is not to say that they are

absolved of responsibility for their attitudes and actions, nor that crime ceases to

be criminal if committed by someone dinging to the bottom rung. But to under

stand what has happened to the Hallway Hangers between 1984 and 1991, we

must examine their collective experience on the legitimate labor market and in

the underground economy, and then we must strive to fathom how they under

stand and project themselves as lower-class American men.

ONTHEJOB

The HallwayHangers have faced a job market completely different from the one

their fathers entered as young men. With the restructuring of the U.S. economy

the shift from manufacturing to service employment-masses of traditional

blue-collar jobs in industrial production have vanished. As markets and corpora

tions have become internationalized, many American industries have reduced

their labor and production costs by replacing workers with machines and by
moving operations overseas. America's northern cities, hard hit by deindustrial

ization, now rely more on jobs devoted to the processing of information than on

the production and distribution of goods.Clarendon Heights residents work in a

city dominated by the economy of the service sector-administration, finance,
and information exchange. In 1980 information-processing industries provided
more jobs in the city than did manufacturing, construction, retail, and wholesale

industries combined. In the mid- l 950s, by contrast, jobs in the more traditional

urban industries outnumbered data-processing employment by a margin of three

to one.' By 1988 manufacturing jobs accounted for only 6 percent of all wage and

salary jobs in the city.2 Urban industrial transition is part of a larger national

trend. Of the 23 million positions created between 1970 and 1984 across the

country, 22 million were in the service sector, and today more than three-quarters
of all employment is in the service industries.3

The rise in managerial, professional,technical, and administrative jobs, cou

pled with the precipitous drop in blue-collar employment, has landed high
school dropouts in desperate straits. The number of jobs in the city held by those

who did not complete high school declined by 59 percent between 1970 and

1980. Even those who finished high school have been stranded: Jobs held by high
school graduates also dropped by 29 percent. Conversely,the quantity of jobs for

college graduates grew by 71 percent.4 In short, the new postindustrial economy
has reduced opportunities for undereducated inner-city youths to a trickle.

The shift from a manufacturing to a service-based economy means that for

the working class there are far fewer jobs with good wages, fringe benefits, and

opportunities for advancement. Jobs in the service sector tend to be polarized
between high-salaried, credentialed positions (such as those for attorneys and

stockbrokers) and low-wage, menial positions that offer little security (such as
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those for janitors, security guards, and fast-food cooks). Many service jobs pay

little more than five dollars per hour, whereas workers in unionized manufac

turing industries have often made two, three, and even four times that amount.

Between 1979 and 1987, 50 percent of all new jobs created in the United States

were at or below the poverty level, only 38 percent were at the middle-income

level, and a mere 12 percent were at the high-wage level.?

The occupational histories of the Hallway Hangers between 1984 and 1991

reflect the shift from a manufacturing- to a service-based economy. They have

been employed as janitors, garbage collectors, cooks, caterers, couriers, cleaners,

carpet layers, landscapers, inventory keepers, movers, packers, plumbers' assis

tants, groundsmen, soldiers, and store clerks. They have worked at car washes,

junkyards,hotels, and restaurants. Although the Hallway Hangers have labored

in the construction industry, most of these jobs were "off the books" and ap

proximated service work rather than traditional blue-collar employment in

terms of earnings, job security, and working conditions. And, as noted, the ser

vice sector tends to pay low wages, offer few opportunities for promotion, and

encourage high turnover. The experiences of the Hallway Hangers bear this out.

Few of the Hallway Hangers have held stable jobs. Even Jinx, who has had his

current job for over three years, has worked for nine different employers since

February 1984. Frankie has held twelve jobs. Despite having been incarcerated

for most of the period under consideration, Shorty and Stoney have had thirteen

jobs between them. Boo-Boo has held six jobs in between periods of unemploy
ment. In previous decades, most American youths, preoccupied with their peer

group and prospective sexual partners, went through a period of labor market

experimentation and adjustment before they settled down into a career job.s
Many of the Hallway Hangers, however, have failed to hold a steady job even in

their mid twenties. Although some of this turnover can be attributed to their be

havior, much of it stems from the nature of the jobs the Hallway Hangers have

held. Slick, Steve, and Shorty, for instance, have all been routinely laid off from

their construction jobs during the winter months. Similarly, seasonal swings
have forced Jinx to switch from one hotel job to another: "It would get slow

around Christmastime. They were cutting my days from working five days to

two days....
I skipped around, I jumped to three different hotels. Hey, you gotta

pay for those Christmas presents:' Shorty had two stints working for the city but

was laid off just before qualifyingas a permanent employee. Recent research sug

gests that the Hallway Hangers are not atypical. Paul Osterman's 1992 study
shows that roughly a third of all high school graduates, and even more high
school dropouts, fail to find stable employment by the time they are thirty. 7

All of the Hallway Hangers have worked "under the table." Steve, Boo-Boo,

Frankie, Shorty, and Iinx have worked in construction illegally.Most of Stoney's
jobs at pizza places and Boo-Boo's two most recent jobs-at a scrap yard and a

moving company-have been "off the books." Shorty's most recent employer,
the owner of a liquor store, paid him cash.
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SHORTY: The job in the liquor store, ha: five bucks an hour. But I needed the

money. Anything goes, y'know? ...

I stayed there for five months. I asked

him for a dollar raise, y'know, cuz I was <loin' everything. I was <loin' the in

ventory, the shipping, receiving, cash-registering, sayin', "I can't be <loin' all

this shit. Give me some more money."Y'know, he wouldn't give it to me, so

I left.

JM: Do you like working under the table, or would you prefer to get a check?

SHORTY: At first I liked getting cash. No paperwork or taxes to worry about.

Like he's doing me a favor, y'know? But really, I'm the one getting fucked. No

fucking Social Security when I'm an old geezer, no unemployment when I

get laid off. And no help if you get hurt, no what's it called-workmen's

compensation. It's better to get a regular check. I was working carpentry for a

real estate company. It was under the table. But then we went on the books

because they had too many guys workin' for them.

JM: Did you have to take a pay cut when you went on the books?

SHORTY: No, I got a raise.

JM: Have you ever insisted on being paid by check?

SHORTY: What're you, fuckin' nuts, Jay? "Excuse me, mister, could I have a

check, please?"I'd be on my ass at home the next day watching General Hos

pital, cuz there's a hundred and fifty fucking guys ready to work in my place.

Shorty suggests that "off the books" employment outside the framework of

public regulation benefits employers while hurting workers and that a reserve

army of unemployed people further undermines the position of employees. All

of this is confirmed by Saskia Sassen, whose New York study indicates that the

growth of the informal economy represents a structural feature of the post"
industrial city.8Working "under the table," the Hallway Hangers, like so many
other inner-city residents, sell their labor in a market unfettered by laws, job de

scriptions, or institutional constraints. Job security is nonexistent, as Shorty un

derlines by saying when rather than if he is laid off. Under such conditions,

unprotected by the laws that the working class fought to institutionalize, a hu

man being's labor is most nearly reduced to a mere commodity.
The hourly wages of the Hallway Hangers have ranged from $3.65 to $12.50,

but most of their jobs paid between $5 and $7 an hour. Again, their experience
is connected to larger economic trends. Over the past two decades, the real an

nual earnings of young adult men have deteriorated by 31 percent." In contrast

to most of the Hallway Hangers, who have been stuck in entry-level positions,
Slick has more than doubled his earnings.




