	My landlady’s in the hot sun—ninety degrees, easy—scraping paint. Why waste the time? It’ll never be worth crap. This whole section of town is terrible. On Friday, trash day, the street stinks so bad from the brown gunk oozing out of the dumpsters that you can’t breathe. Then you’ve got the “No Hope” housing project—and that noise. Cop cars fly by all the time, sirens blaring like a war broke out. Graffiti all over the place. Drunks sleeping on your porch. At night, hookers on the corner (not so bad!). Nobody in his or her right mind wants to live here, and my landlady’s sweating her ass off—insane. It’s not safe.
	She’s got to be some kind of a do-gooder, holy-roller, or nut.

*	*	*	*	*

On Wednesday afternoon, Carrie’s studio was filled with finger-painting
preschoolers. “How’d this happen?” I asked. 
	The children made colorful loops and squiggles on poster board laid on the floor.
	“Arranged it through the local Y. Every afternoon for a month. If it goes well, I’ll have two more cycles of kids.”
	“Doing it for free, huh?”
	Carrie smiled. “It draws attention,” she said, motioning with her hand to the front window. The children, with streaks of color on their faces and clothes matching the paint on their stubby fingers, were spread on the floor like worms.
	“They from Hope?” Carrie nodded. “Surprised they’d let you do it.”
	“Worked it out with Ms. Sims. She runs Hope’s community center. She thought a change of scenery would be good for them.”
	“They walk here?”
	“Yes. I bring them over. Want to help me walk them back?”
	An hour later, I held Joe and Tanya by the hand, bringing up the rear of a twelve-child caravan led by Carrie as we strolled toward Hope’s community center. The kids walked loose-limbed and giddy, some clomping down with their extra large high tops like they were squashing bugs. Others rolled their heads in every direction. They sang, yelled, shouted, bumped together or pulled at each other as we went, oblivious to the noisy traffic of the neighborhood.
	Joe compulsively tried to fish my keys out of my pocket before we arrived at the front gate of the complex. The fence ran along the sidewalk and kept children from a small, nearby playground from running into the street. Litter sat a foot high along the chain link base.
The window frames of the brick buildings needed paint, the front doors were warped, and the cement walks leading to the steps were cracked and split. Asian men in gray workpants, sandals, and tank tops crouched like baseball catchers in front of their apartments, solemnly smoking cigarettes.
	In a yard across the street, African-American teenagers with red headbands leaned on a car, and farther up, a barefoot group of Hispanic men and women sat on aluminum folding chairs sipping soda from cans and talking loudly in Spanish. Near the last block of houses, a white man and woman sat by a television set propped on a wooden crate, while a toddler drew on the cement with red chalk. I felt safe with the children.
	At the corner, we entered a large, open room. Inside, a black woman sat at a long cafeteria table talking to a group of tenants who watched as we entered. The children ran over and spoke excitedly. Against the whitewashed cinderblock walls were stacks of folded tables and chairs, and a bulletin board’s bills fluttered.
	As they walked out onto the street with their children, I saw how the project unfolded size-wise, one row of houses standing behind another and another, forming seven additional blocks like the one I’d just passed through, each leading into a world of its own.
