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INTRODUCTION

I started telling this story several different times, in 
different ways. I thought that this was a story about 

random occurrences, luck or my own tendency toward 
hard work. 

How American of a lie would that have been, espe-
cially while attempting to talk about gentrification, and 
especially through the lens of Jonathan Lethem’s 2003 
book The Fortress of Solitude, which quilts together race, 
class, hip hop, punk music, gentrification and Brook-
lyn’s Gowanus neighborhood as a means of exploring 
love, fear and alienation? 

I thought that I would be discussing how the lead 
character—a young white outcast named Dylan—
shared some similarities with me but that ultimately my 
life was harder as a black woman experiencing bigotry 
or sexism or classism. That while we were joined in the 
occasional social isolation of our ’80s flavored nerditry, 
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I ultimately sought to build a home and community, 
while Dylan the rolling stone spends his life running 
from the implications and privileges of his white-
ness. But I realized that those stories, while true and 
multiple, didn’t do enough to reveal my role in a bigger 
system, or interrogate either Dylan or the semi-auto-
biographical world that Lethem unfolded for readers. 

Gentrification rumbles beneath the narrative like 
so many subway trains as it charts the Ebdus fami-
ly’s arrival to Gowanus and documents the changing 
Brooklyn neighborhood over time. The Fortress of Soli-
tude vividly illustrates a crumbling 1970s New York 
City in the throes of white flight and on the edge 
of bankruptcy, wet with fresh graffiti tags while the 
discordant sounds of punk and hip hop drifted down 
city streets. But the stories behind gentrification, or 
what causes the phenomenon, are things that Lethem 
through Dylan only skirts around the edges of. He 
doesn’t go much further than what he can see with his 
eyes. And neither did I for a long time. 

We both wandered into the fog of nostalgia, 
which distorted how we perceived our roles and our 
complicity within our communities. In his novel An 
Unnecessary Woman, Lebanese-American artist Rabih 
Alameddine wrote “no nostalgia hurts as much as 
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nostalgia for things that never existed.” Nostalgia 
twists the past into a sepia-colored fiction. We see 
things not as they are, but as we wanted them to be or 
wished they never were. Nostalgia dims the ferocity of 
love or hate through the distance of time. But we can’t 
change the past. And we can’t lie about it either.  

Gentrification, and conversely The Fortress of Soli-
tude are both about what happens when we try to build 
a future on the bones of nostalgia. It’s about what 
happens when we lie about who we are and what we’ve 
always done. 

* * * *

In 2003, I had never heard of Jonathan Lethem. But 
I had heard of the Fortress of Solitude, the name of 
Superman’s secret Arctic lair and also the name of 
Lethem’s book, released that fall. I found the book 
while browsing at my favorite, now closed, bookstore 
on the east side of Milwaukee, Harry Schwartz, and 
reading the back cover, there were keywords that 
caught my attention: a character named Mingus, 
which stirred my affinity for jazz music; the 1970s 
New York setting, which because I considered myself 
an amateur film buff was already built up in my head 
with almost mythic significance; the beginnings of 
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hip hop; the comic book homage, as referenced by the 
title; and a blossoming friendship between two young 
boys. All of these topics suggested that at a minimum, 
I would probably like the book even though I hadn’t 
heard of the author, so I took it to the register and 
paid for it with money left over from a recently cashed 
unemployment check. I had gotten laid off earlier in 
the year from my first post-college job as an editorial 
assistant at an education magazine, and even though I 
was freelancing regularly, I had a lot of spare time, so I 
read as many books as I could.

The Fortress of Solitude was a page turner. I was 
fully invested in the evolution of Dylan Ebdus, a 
geeky white kid living in and navigating a mostly 
black Brooklyn neighborhood. I could close my eyes 
and envision Dylan as one of the few white kids in 
my all-black public elementary or middle schools 
navigating puberty as a visible minority. As a comic 
book fan, the Fortress of Solitude concept spoke to 
me personally: Like Clark Kent, I was a journalist 
(or trying to be), nerdy and neurotic in my glasses, 
trying to fit into my adult body and figure out how 
to use it without hurting anyone or myself, walking 
through my urban surroundings and wondering how 
I could use my writing skills to help other people. My 
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apartment at that time was my fortress of solitude; 
it was a decent-sized studio across town in a mostly 
Latinx South Side Milwaukee neighborhood where no 
one knew who I was, and where I could sleep until 
noon or read books in my Ikea platform bed until it 
was time to do some writing or meet a source. I felt a 
kinship with Dylan, who similarly used his childhood 
home as his hideaway from the stresses of his life: his 
maternal abandonment, neighborhood bully Robert 
Woolfolk, burgeoning adolescence, and the dropped-
in-from-outer-space feeling of being the only white kid 
in a mostly black and Latinx neighborhood.

Like the Man of Steel, Dylan and I knew what it 
meant to be alien in our physical spaces.

As the years went on and I also moved to other 
cities like Dylan, I came to understand the book as a 
compelling medium through which to consider gentri-
fication as both a cause and symptom of social issues; 
it’s the sewer of racism and capitalism slushing beneath 
everything. Gentrification affects the ways we try or 
fail to build a home and community with each other 
because it’s built on the lie of nostalgia. 

Gentrification is a fully but not uniquely American 
story. It covers many of the issues that have always 
shaped our society over time: racism, land, and money. 
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It ultimately rejects authenticity, warping buildings 
and histories to something unrecognizable. It plays on 
a tired, false binary of “civilization” vs. “savagery” that 
people find easy to ignore when it comes paired with 
artisanal hamburgers and a craft beer. Gentrification 
is an ultimately doomed phenomenon, fated to cycle 
between phases of flight, fear, and retrenchment. 

Gentrification is also about belonging, about 
whose lives and histories are included and positively 
affirmed through policy and local support, and whose 
are razed and erased.

As a black woman in America, I regularly weave 
in and out of the borders of belonging. Included here, 
excluded there, and then moments of ambiguity. For 
instance, I could say I grew up middle class, but the 
fact that my college-educated parents had four jobs 
between them when I was growing up speaks to 
how slippery that title really is. As an adult creative, 
like the members of the Ebdus clan, I alternated 
between times when I was financially comfortable 
enough to take vacations to other continents, and 
selling plasma to pay a light bill. I was certainly not 
as privileged as Mingus—an R&B singer’s son with 
dollar bills scattered around the house like so much 
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confetti who knew that the price of his custody was 
a cool million dollars.

Dylan and I both spent our youth in pursuit of 
acceptance. For various reasons, we were ripe targets for 
bullies. Where Dylan was yoked by his neck, baptized 
over and over as a whiteboy, the kids who picked 
on me accused me of “talking like a white girl”—I 
understood later that the insult was more about my 
know-it-all tone. Where we couldn’t find a consistent 
sense of community among our peers, we dived into 
books. He had his comic books, I was obsessive about 
Mildred D. Taylor and Judy Blume, though I did enjoy 
reading and re-reading the few Marvel comics that my 
fan father managed to save from his youth. There was 
solace in the stories of people with strange powers who 
were frequently ostracized in mainstream society but 
found community with others like them.

Threading Superman into the title is a sly commen-
tary on the idea of belonging. Kal-El is a quintessential 
American—a refugee who lands here and has assimi-
lated his authentic self under so many layers that he’s 
never not an outsider. The only place that he can be 
himself is the Fortress of Solitude. He will sit at home 
alone, looking at archived videos made by his parents 
in their primary language. Moving through all of these 
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identities is so exhausting for him that he has to be 
alone with no one around for thousands of miles—the 
ultimate introvert recharge.

For me, gentrification always comes back to this 
idea of home. But what does it mean when home is 
either a reflection or negation of your authentic self? 
What is home to me as a black woman who shifts 
through class constructs with static identities of race 
and gender presentation versus what home means 
for Dylan, or even that matter, for Superman—two 
white-presenting males on the outside who also feel 
like outsiders in their worlds? How do we find our idea 
of home and keep it authentic as the world outside 
changes by the millisecond? 

How do we tell the truth about ourselves? This 
book is me trying to tell you the truth, or many truths, 
about gentrification. About race. About gender. About 
America and capitalism and what it does to our sense 
of community and self. I’m using Lethem’s book to 
explore some particularly American ways that we talk 
about or act out feelings about education, housing, 
policing, and class in our neighborhoods. How do we 
tell the truth? We start by first acknowledging it.
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