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An Introduction by Mary Egan 
Writer's Group Facilitator 

 
     The one thing people have that no one can take away is their 

stories.  When it happens that all is taken including one's name, 

and replaced with a number, or a label, or a status, then it is the 

stories people have that sustain them.  From the days of Homer 

and beyond, the most feared fate was to die and to be buried 

without a name.  We have all read of men kept in solitary con-

finement for years whose only salvation was to tell themselves 

stories, even if they were the same stories - told to the walls. 

     Like most at New York Harm Reduction, I started as a volun-

teer.  Though the sites where I worked changed, and the seasons, 

and the faces of the people waiting for help changed, one thing 

did not: peoples' stories.  When everything is lost: when there is 

no home, no bed, no food, I have heard people tell stories.  In the 

hot afternoons on 110th Street in Harlem, or in the early winter 

darkness waiting in lines, I have heard stories, incredible stories.  

However, the tales that I heard - most of them heartbreakingly 

true - evaporated like smoke into the sky.  I had to make others 

hear; especially those who think those with nothing are nothing.   

     Some of the stories are here.  The majority are written by peo-

ple who never wrote before, or never graduated from high school.  

Some of these stories are humorous.  Other tales will tell of pow-

dery girls, and silver skies spread like a sheet of tin foil across the 

city.  These are stories written about the daily crucifixions of be-

ing sick, and homeless; of vacant lots, and riding the A train all 

night until dawn; of the luminous beauty of that dawn; of falling 

in love, and of friendly bathrooms.  Whatever the subject matter, 

though, you will find that these tales have been honed to a sharp, 

hypodermic edge of honesty.   
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NYHRE Mission Statement 

 New York Harm Reduction Educators, Inc. 

(NYHRE) is devoted to promoting the health, safety 

and well-being of marginalized, low-income per-

sons who use drugs, their loved ones and their 

communities.  

 NYHRE recognizes the historical, structural, 

socio-economic and environmental inequalities that 

foster adverse outcomes among drug users, particu-

larly those from communities of color.   

 Vigorously advocating for social justice, we 

strive to redress these disparities by providing vital 

resources, tools and support that enhance quality of 

life and facilitate the prevention of diseases dispropor-

tionately affecting persons who use drugs, including 

HIV and viral hepatitis.   

 To this end, we deliver integrated health and 

social services that promote physical, psychological, 

social and spiritual wellness.  Utilizing a grass roots 

approach, we prioritize peer involvement in all aspects 

of our programming. 
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glassine bag.  I think the bag was stamped with the 

name of Stingray.  I placed the “D” into the cooker along 

with a water shot of forty, mixed it together and drew it 

up with the help of a small piece of cotton.  Finally, I was 

ready to finish my ritual of getting off.  Of course, I had 

to get a good vein, something that was easy to find.  

When I shot the “d” into my arm with the syringe, I im-

mediately felt the pins and needles, from my lower back 

all the way to my face.  That warm feeling, along with 

the nausea.  I just love the way dope makes me feel, and 

t his is a huge problem with my addiction.  I am not 

ashamed to admit that I have had to get help. 

Now that I was straight, I put together all my belongings 

from the window sill and placed them in my jacket.  I 

was feeling real good and knew at this point, that it was 

time to leave this dirty shooting gallery.  As I began to 

walk towards the doorway to exit outside, four more 

people were coming in.  I had known the two guys but 

did not recognize the two ladies that were with them.  I 

was asked what I had copped and where.  I just ignored 

the question and said my goodbyes.  As I walked out the 

door of the building, I made sure I had all my belongings 

with me.  I had just stepped onto the street when who do 

you think just happened to be sneaking up behind me?  

New York’s finest. 

    

By:  NYHRE Participant 
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DEAD ON ARRIVAL 

 

As we sit and watch the last minutes of 1998 dwindling down 

a fast year track, it’s come time to make the new promises 

that will soon be broken within the New Year:  “I’m going to 

stop smoking.”; “When cigarettes go up to $3.50, I’m not buy-

ing another pack.”; “I’m not going to do drugs anymore.”; 

“I’m not going to waste my money on garbage anymore.”  

These are just a few resolutions that come to mind each and 

every year.   

And at the stroke of midnight, all resolutions are valid.  To 

celebrate the incoming year I light my last cigarette.  I reach 

in my pocket to get out four one dollar bills for my next pack.  

I pull out my celebratory bag of Dead On Arrival to take a 

celebratory sniff, and then buy two dollars worth of Little 

Debbie’s and Devil Dogs. 

 

By NYHRE Participant 
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MY PRAYER             

 

It didn’t occur to me, it never did, as I walked down 

the long, narrow corridor, that I could get raped, 

robbed or killed.  Maybe somewhere in the back of my 

mind I knew all these things could happen:  I just did-

n’t care.  I often look back and think that I was waiting 

for a catastrophe to happen to force me to stop my 

madness.   

 

These hallways that reek of urine, old crack smoke, 

and human suffering.  These nights that belong to us, 

the thirsty, the unwanted, the displaced, the addicts.  

We are unaware of time, oblivious to danger.  Only 

one thing is driving us: need.  It’s the substance we 

crave in the sweet flood of serenity drifting through 

our veins. 

 

Yes, Lord, I promise this will be the last time.  First, 

make this bag a good one.  Don’t let me get busted.  I 

promise I’ll go to detox tomorrow. 

 

Never made it to detox.  My Savior was the cold, steel 

bracelets against my wrists, the promise of a cold floor 

to sleep on and an inedible baloney sandwich 

 

By NYHRE Participant  
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Woe to he who innocently stumbled into a bathroom at 

The White House lavatory, half asleep, rubbing his eyes.  

He was greeted with great, gray clouds of crack smoke,   

Crack has an unmistakably sweet, cloying smell like the 

smells of flowers used in funeral homes to cover the 

smell of death. 

 

By:  NYHRE Participant 

 

GETTING HIGH IN ALL THE WRONG PLACES 

 

I can see now, that I had really put myself in very dan-

gerous situations, just by copping my drugs, and getting 

off in my favorite spot.  This building used to be so 

sturdy until it caught fire years ago.  It was actually cav-

ing in, the roof full of holes, with the shingles falling 

apart onto the first floor.  You could see and smell the 

burned timber that surrounded me.  Everywhere you 

turned the smell of urine and feces would make me feel 

sick to my stomach.  Even though I knew this was in-

sane, just being in an abandoned building by myself, I 

still insisted to get high as fast as I could.  The sooner, 

the better. 

Across from where I was standing, I noticed that the 

window sill was still intact, so I walked over to it and 

placed my set up bag right there.  I took out my one sy-

ringe, one water bottle, one cooker, and some cotton.  I 

was able to smell the heroin before I opened up the 
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worn.  The fact that something was stolen never stopped 

any thief in a shelter from brazenly displaying his looted 

goods the next day; this usually meant wearing someone 

else’s clothing, a coat, a hat, the occasional guitar or saxo-

phone.  No amount of protests from the innocent injured 

shelter inhabitant could undo what had been done.  His 

jacket was gone, as inexorably gone as the sun from the 

sky at dusk.   

In full view of the guards doing rounds, and with the full 

knowledge of the guards in their cushioned office chairs 

at the ends of the halls, men stole one from another.  

Some men stole inanimate objects; others specialized in 

stealing innocence.  The guards knew, and the men knew 

that there was no way to sleep in any of the shelters 

unless you could take a pill or a drink to make you uncon-

scious enough to get through those sounds.   While the 

men lay on their urine stained, often blood stained foam 

rubber slabs on their rusted, bolted down iron cots - 

holdovers from the days when Camp LaGuardia had been 

a women’s prison the sounds of the men in the bed next 

to you copulating, squealing, grunting, stinking, was dis-

tracting.  On hot summer nights, a thousand sweaty, dirty 

bodies made the smell of testosterone, without benefit of 

air conditioners or fans for the most part, all pervasive.  

In the bathrooms, all night long in the White House - the 

building where the drug problems resided, the men sat in 

their stalls - minus doors, shower curtains, mostly ripped 

and useless filled in for doors, dealing and doing drugs.  
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SEGUE WAYS 

 

Back in the day when I was young, dumb and naive to 

say the least, to say it politely, I was celebrating my 

date of birth and someone had a wicked devil of a gift 

for me.  Clear Tape was the name and it came in a 

small, screaming, waxed paper bag.   Large and furi-

ous was its legend.   

I remember how I sat all crunched and crooked, easily 

mistaken for a remnant of an Addam’s Family outing.  

Pop went the pin that pricked me ever so loudly, and 

up went that rush of warmth and a fury only second to 

a storm.  Up came my lunch and who knows what else 

I had stored in my stomach.  The very sight of me 

would’ve sent the clergy afoot and away, back, back 

ever so worried that a crucifix and holy water could 

possibly placate me. Oh did I hate that drug.  But I fell 

in love.  The fury that was still in me didn’t yet get to 

kill me. 

It was the 7th of Never.  How I remain in that day.  

You see, he’s my buddy, my pal, my very, very, best 

friend, as they say.  The wives are at work.  It’s our day 

off.  What a beauty that day, the 7th of Never.   

We split three bags and a zanax or two.  We laughed 

and we shared our deepest most fears.  It’s my God-

son’s - his son’s - birthday, that 7th of Never.  I can 

never forget Toys ‘r Us at the mall, but who do we 

think we have fooled?  Ah, it was me that I fooled and 



8  

 

 
poor M., they say.  When the Paramedics said, 

“D.O.A.”  On the 7th of Never I’ll never forget, but 

poor, poor M., my confidante, my good friend, I’m all 

alone now.  I miss you, my all weather friend.  

If I could trade places with you, M., I surely would.  

God has his reasons.  I don’t know what they are, but 

it was His will, not mine, on that 7th of Never.  I’ll see 

you someday. 

Knock.  Knock.  Hey, Mrs. D., B’s downstairs.  Clock.  

Clock.  Bang, his cowboy boots would sound.  Hey, 

Brother B., you got some heroin?  Oh, I can’t wait. 

MJD:  sideburns, waxed  fumanchu mustache, etc.  

Swagger, loud clod of big cowboy boots, big, tall, 

building blocks of heels; pointy toed, curly-cued 

leather stitching.  Surly voice.  Hey, Mrs. D., B. home?  

Big turquoise belt buckle; sunglasses that you can see 

yourself in; big 48 four door rig truck; tight Levi’s; 

jean jacket. 

 

By:  NYHRE Participant 
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 woke up in the morning.  If you said to the guards, “Hey, 

that man is wearing my jacket.  It was stolen last night,” 

all they’d mumble by rote is, “File a complaint.”  Other-

wise they could care less.   

Camp LaGuardia is the only shelter that uses New York 

City Housing Authority Police.  All the other shelters use 

rent-a-guards.  Yet of all the guards, none of whom give 

two shits about anyone in the shelter system that they’re 

presumably paid to protect, to begin with, the guards at 

Camp LaGuardia made no pretense about protecting 

anyone.   All night long, you had men creeping through 

the halls - in full view of the guards sitting safely and 

comfortably behind their heavy dark desks.  An occa-

sional squeak from the wheels of their plump cushioned 

office chairs was the only evidence of their presence.  

Several times a night other guards were dispatched to 

make the rounds.  The guards who sat at their perches at 

the ends of the halls like roosting chickens, were sup-

posed to keep a log of nocturnal activity: who got up to 

use the bathroom, who couldn’t sleep, etc.  No one from 

another “dorm” was allowed in any other “dorm” room 

during the night, but that (long, summer nights filled 

with buzzing flies and mosquitoes and the radiator 

banging winter nights) did not stop the men who 

roamed the halls from skulking into rooms not theirs to 

rob whatever items not theirs they could get, and basi-

cally they could get anything not nailed down or worn 

on the person sleeping, including shoes if they were not 
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of the men at La Guardia Camp have been there for years, 

so many years that they are forgotten men.  They don’t 

read, they don’t talk or watch television; they don’t 

shower or shave; they don’t change clothes; they walk the 

grounds all day and the only thing they know is when 

food is served.  They look like zombies.   

Then there is another generation of younger men in their 

thirties - you have to be the senatorial age to go to Camp 

LaGuardia; in other words, the age of thirty is the re-

quired age for admission.  These younger men belong to 

the generation that deals in drugs.  On a daily basis they 

take the free Cheese Line Bus to the city, buy a smorgas-

bord of drugs for cheaper prices because they’re buying in 

quantity, return that night on The Cheese Line and sell all 

the drugs for double, sometimes triple the price. 

Then there are those who spent all day playing cards, 

dominoes and spades.  They had a pool house at various 

times in the drug rehab.  Then there were others who 

watched television all day, but if anyone suggested they 

take a shower they were ready to kill you.  You had to 

sleep in your clothes, even in the summer.  There were no 

air conditioners; an occasional fan, if you were lucky.   

You had twenty five men to a room.  All night long you 

smelled them, especially those aforementioned inhabi-

tants of The Camp who refused showers and didn’t 

change their clothing.  If you washed your only pair of 

socks in the sink, for example, and hung them to dry on 

the bars at the head of your bed, they’d be gone when you 
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PLATO’S CAVE  I 

 

Plato taught his students on a hill (thus the origin of the 

term Higher Education) thousands of years ago.  Today 

most colleges are still on hills. 

One day Plato was late for class and his student, Aris-

totle, said, “Let’s ask him a question he cannot answer.”   

Plato knew his crew was up to no good when they said, 

“Plato, you are a wise and learned man, answer us this:  

if we all went into the same cave at the same time and lit 

the same size candles at the same moment, how could I 

make mine shine brightest?” 

Plato went into the Greek Thinker’s pose:  hand to his 

down-turned head.  He answered.  “One can go to the 

darkest corner of this cave where the walls are coldest, 

wettest, and the smelliest of rock.  One can go where 

darkness is darkest, not light.  Here the silver, glimmer-

ing glow of your flame will be that much brighter.” 

Plato said to the next student, Take your candle to a 

place of stone, the slimy boulders of this cave will reflect 

its glow more brightly.” 

The next student was told to take his candle to a well in 

the cave.  Plato said, “Place your candle near the water; 

the glow will be many times bright.” 

To Aristotle, finally, Plato spoke.  He said, “Blow out 

everyone’s’ candles, and yours, my friend, will shine 

brightest of all.”  

By NYHRE Participant   
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THE WHOLE WORLD 

 

My first memory is me lying in bed.  My parents’ bed; 

they were making out.  Another one of my early 

memories was of me thinking where I lived was the 

whole world.   

I come from a family with seven children.  I’m next to 

the youngest.  I’d like to add:  years later I found out 

my father had another family across town.   

I grew up in a New York City Housing Project.  

Around the time I was born, my mother had to go to 

work.  She couldn’t count on my father to bring home 

money.  My oldest sister became a mother figure to 

me 

I remember being out of the house at late hours.  In 

fact, my grandmother told a story to me about it years 

later.   

I had plenty of friends to play with.  I especially took a 

liking to sports.  I felt I was good at it.   

I think my first time with the opposite sex was when I 

was five years old.  I also remember taking drinks 

from discarded paper cups after parties in our house.  

Around this time I had my first contact with the law. 

Just before becoming a teenager, I took my first illegal 

drug.  What stands out the most is the big headache I 

got.   

I considered a kid named RK my best friend.  He 
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 this was at Queens General, there’s a shelter in the coun-

try, in nature, because she knew I loved the country, the 

trees and the open skies.  I said, ok, I’ll give it a try.  It 

sounded good:  a place to go where I could find peace 

and be in the country. 

The place was called Camp LaGuardia, about an hour 

and a half outside the city.  From here it’s about 80 or 

90 miles.  The nearest town is three miles away: Ches-

ter.  Half the buildings were from an old women’s prison 

with rooms the size of cubicles that fit only a bed and a 

locker.  The other buildings were from another unknown 

time and featured wooden beamed roofs with cinder 

blocked walls.  There was also a family cemetery that 

contained generations of Lee Marvin’s family.  The fam-

ily in their will had stipulated that the large acre estate 

be given to the care and rehabilitation of men with alco-

hol problems, with the provision that the land never be 

sold.  It should always be a refuge for men from New 

York City who needed help overcoming drinking prob-

lems.   

The cheese bus, baptized as such because it was the 

color of processed Velveeta cheese, but which was actu-

ally a school bus, would bring the men from the shelters 

of New York City to Chester, New York and back, even-

tually.  Now there are six buses a day in each direction.  

That means up to 300 men a day can be transported 

there, and the facility itself can sustain upwards of a 

thousand men.  The bus ride is free.  It is said that some 
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 and then, then reached the end of the show tour, an 

electrifying emotional event in which we knew we had 

touched each person’s inner feeling. 

You have brought a smile, joy, and laughter to every-

one who comes within your mitts.  And then and only 

then you know it was the last show.  That’s when the 

music stops playing.  No longer will everyone get up 

and dance to your song.  No longer will every station 

be playing it.  No longer will you be nominated for a 

Grammy Award.  The music stopped.  You try to sing 

“Don’t Stop the Music,” but it is not a hit recording.  

You finally realized the music has stopped playing. 

By:  NYHRE Participant 

 

SHELTER STORIES 

 

I was living on the streets for two years and ended up 

in the hospital from malnourishment.  I was 108 lbs. I 

looked like a stem, a crack stem.  They kept me for two 

weeks and pumped me with vitamins and food.  They 

wouldn’t let me go because they’re not allowed legally 

to release you unless you have a place to go.  I told 

them I lived in the liquor store.  I opened and closed 

the place.  That’s where my mail went.  I also lived on 

the roofs of buildings and park benches.  The social 

worker, a nice woman, said, why don’t you go to a 

shelter.  I was too afraid of the things I had heard of 

happening in those places, so I wouldn’t go.  She said, 
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played sports with me, he also had a sister who I like a 

lot.  I felt like a part of his family.  I don’t remember 

him spending nights at my house, but I spent many 

nights at his.   

My early years in school were easy for me.  I skipped 

the third grade.  I was a class clown in the fifth grade.  

At this time we had a day when we had to assemble.  

Everyone was to wear a white shirt and a tie.  I left my 

tie at home.  Miss Burton made me a paper tie with 

polka dots.  I guess she was thinking:  if he wants to be 

a clown, I’ll make him look like one for a day.  It was at 

this time in my life that I started doing things I’m 

ashamed of now. 

Playing baseball was a way for me to express myself.  I 

played ball with older guys.  So when I played with or 

against kids my age, I was one of the best.  One of the 

older guys was involved in the Soundview Little 

League.  He took me to a tryout.  The coach put me on 

the team.   

My father came to see me play one time.  I tried to play 

my best that day.  I remember at other games looking 

around to see if he came.   

I started to play more basketball.  I grew 8 inches from 

the 7th to the 9th grades.  In the 9th grade I started 

getting better and better.   The following year I made a 

citywide team.  To my recollection, it’s my first trip 

outside of New York.  It’s my first year of high school.  
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 Being skipped in school and some of my peers being held 

back, I was the youngest in the crowd.  I didn’t go to par-

ties that I was invited to.  I guess I didn’t measure up.  I 

felt more comfortable with my friends from the project.   

Then R’s family moved across town.  I followed.  I started 

staying out nights at a time.  My mother threatened to 

call the police and put me in a home.  I can thank God she 

never did.   

I met my first child’s mother around this time.  I thought 

she was good looking.  She liked R.  For some reason he 

didn’t like her that much.  I started baby-sitting with her.  

We started going out.  Faced with these responsibilities, I 

guess we felt like we were husband and wife.  In Novem-

ber of 1974 her mother sent word through the woman I 

was baby-sitting for that my girlfriend’s mother wanted 

to speak with me.  I got along well with her mother, so I 

had no idea of how serious the matter was.  LA was eight 

months pregnant.  She said, “How you’ll do this to me?  

What’m I going to tell my mother?”  If it was earlier in 

the pregnancy, she would have expected LA to get an 

abortion.   

At the time I felt I was ready to be a father.  I didn’t have 

a clue.  My mother and sister told her mother they would 

help out.  It took me one month to start making bad deci-

sions.  I dropped out of high school in the twelfth grade.  

My excuse was I have to get a job to help support S.  I was 

so in a hurry to prove myself; I didn’t think of the danger 

of leaving school.   

By:  NYHRE Participant 
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WHEN THE MUSIC STOPS PLAYING 

 

Music in my day was first heard on a.m. radio.  (Yes, 

try to imagine no f.m. stereo.)  And we called the mu-

sic we listened to “Sweet Soul Music.”  And we 

jammed to the D.J.’s sounds of men like Garry Bird, 

Hal Jackson, Jerry Bloodstone (who is Tempest 

Bloodstone’s Father - the girl from the Cosby’s show:  

Vanessa.)  Yes, the sweet sayings from the D.J.’s 

mouths like, “If you suck my soul, I’ll lick your funky 

emotions,” and “If we all could live forever, I would 

only want to live forever minus one day.  So I wouldn’t 

know nice people like you passed away.”  I was too 

young to feel those words the way I feel them now.  I 

couldn’t see, touch, or share my understanding.  I now 

live for every breath of life I breathe.  The words that 

say it best are, “That’s when the music stops playing.”  

That’s when we played our last 45’s, L.P.’s, 8-track 

tapes, cassettes, CD’s, and videos.  We hummed our 

last tune, sang along with our last favorite artist.  We 

mimicked our last pop star, relived our last pop star, 

relived our last James Brown step.  We did our best 23 

piece two floor tom-toms on an imaginary drum set 

on loan from Buddie Miles, then borrowed a 6 string 

lead electric guitar from brother Hendrix as we per-

formed to a jam-packed audience a solo of The Star 

Spangled Banner, or even brought the whole house to 

tears as only a LaBelle performer named Pattie could; 
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not dare say anything.  I’ll call B.C.W., else you would 

have your ass whipped and you would not say that out of 

your mouth again.  In fact, I don’t even know if this is 

what they teach the children these days, which is not 

good.  They use it against the parents too. 

Right now I want to go into detox.  I have been drinking 

too much, too, too much.  I need help right about now.  I 

don’t know exactly why, it could be a number of reason:. 

my living with my daughter, my grand daughter - who 

works my last nerve.  She says some things sometimes 

that make me just want to punch her.  But I am used to 

having my own.  And that’s what I want now.  My own.  I 

hope to have it again.  I don’t just hope, rather, I will.  I 

would really like to leave the drinking and the methadone 

alone, but it just seems like I always need a high.  I wish I 

knew the answer to that.  But however I have to get into 

myself and find out just what I can do to get me, L., and 

my life in order.  I know I have God in my corner.  I just 

have to talk to Him and give Him some more of my time.  

I need him!  Stuck, stuck I have detoxed before and 

sometimes it has worked for an amount of time and 

sometimes it has not.  I went back right away this past 

time, which is why I find myself here today.  Hopefully it 

will last, period.  God help me, because I need it.  I am 

stuck right now, but I will get back to this after I think for 

awhile. 

By:  NYHRE Participant 

13 

 

 
NO SHELTER 

 

I. 

I’m homeless.  As of January 27th, 1999, a new policy 

by D.H.S. and The New Providence Shelter, have 

made my life a living hell.  We over-niters no longer 

receive tokens in the morning.  We are losing sleep 

because we get up at 5:30 a.m. instead of 6:00 a.m.  I 

fell asleep on the subway today.   

We are bussed nightly.  There is no set time for the 

bus drivers to pick us up at 68th and Lexington.  Most 

of us have not eaten during the day. 

I’m angry that this system will not accept me as I am.  

There are too many barriers put in my way.  For ex-

ample, I have a contagious disease that can harm a 

whole shelter.  When I try to take care of it, I’m told, 

“You can’t have your medicine because it’s in a can 

and you could spray it in someone’s face.”  Another 

example:  I’ve got my own phone.  New Providence 

will not let me keep it upstairs with me.  I feel angry 

about this because it makes no sense.  After all, they 

do not pay for it.   

Right now, I’m so tired that I can’t think straight. 

      

II. 

Being in the shelter system is no fun.  It makes me 

depressed and angry.  Last night, one of the clients 

asked me about my pain medicine.  I told her that I 
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would not give her any.  She got mad at me and said 

she was going to punch my face in.  I could see that all 

she wanted was trouble.  I ignored her, knowing that 

she was only hurting herself if she hit me.  Last night 

they sent me to the Park Avenue Shelter instead of 

New Providence.  The thing that bothers me most is 

that the other clients see me as the solution to their 

problems, when in fact this is not the case 

 

III.      

People see me as the color blue. 

They think I am like the bus seats, quiet 

as subway cars  

I ride all night. 

 

I am as dirty, fast and fearful 

as a mouse, 

when it looks for food. 

But I wish I could be a pool 

in the summer:  fun and warm. 

 

I see death. 

 

I see trapped, 

and angry as a peaceful place.  
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 name was R, my eldest son.  Months later I had another 

son named H. Our mothers took us to court to get mar-

ried.  At first A. denied us, his family. When I got preg-

nant with H., he finally consented to the marriage.  We 

got married in 1957.  Our relationship was beautiful, so 

beautiful.  He tried to give me the world.  If he could’ve 

gotten it, he would have.  A lot happened to us over the 

years we were together, some bad, some good, but we 

loved each other, so we endured it all together.  Then I 

had T., my beautiful baby girl.  She was so pretty and we 

spoiled her too much.  Then I had another daughter 

named, L, after me, my smile.  There was no reason to 

smile in the end though; she died when she was eight 

months old.  The doctors now call it crib death.  At that 

time, they called it asphyxiation.  I blamed myself for a 

long time.  I sent myself through so many changes over 

it.  I started drinking and drugging a lot more than I had 

been.  So did my husband.  We started selling drugs to 

take care of the kids and also our habits.  It was not easy.  

But we survived until we went to jail. 

The first time I got off.  A. did not.  When he went to jail 

it was very hard for me with the kids and a habit, but I 

had to deal with it and I did, as well as I could.  All this 

time I did my best to take care of my kids.  I’m thinking 

I’m stuck right now as to where to go now.  I’m stuck.  

I’m stuck.  I’m back.  My husband and I married so 

young.  In those years your mother and father could put 

you away, beat your ass down, near kill you and you did 
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BIG GREEN 

 

There must have been at least fifty thousand dollars on 

the big, green, wooden table in my Grandmother’s 

kitchen in Brooklyn.  When I think of that big, round 

table, I think of sitting there with my Grandmother and 

sister watching T.V., and drinking ice cream sodas. 

But on this night, my Grandfather - whom I lovingly 

called “Papa” - and two of his friends - whom I had 

never seen before - were sitting at Big Green counting 

money and smoking big cigars.  I forget what year this 

was but I was no more than twelve years old.  Papa and 

his friends all had guns on them, and would take out 

the bullets, so I could handle the pistols.  I loved to play 

Cowboys with my Grandfather’s silver and white han-

dled gun.   

 

By NYHRE Participant 

 

MY LIFE     

 

My name is LW.  I have had a very long life as an ad-

dict, a young wife, a young widow, and all the things a 

street life consists of.  My husband, AW, was my boy-

friend since I was nine years old and playing house.  At 

fourteen I was having a baby.  My mother sent me away 

to an Aunt in Oklahoma to have the baby.  I still 

brought my baby back home with me to New York.  His 
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IV. 

Last night I went to the 68th and Lexington Shelter.   I 

was bussed to New Providence.  P. and I had an argu-

ment over me taking a shower.  I told him that I had 

already taken one at 68th and Lexington.  He told me I 

still had to take another one, which got me angry.  I see 

no sense to that.  They went through my pockets and 

stole my Exchange Card, and cut it up in front of me. 

 

By NYHRE Participant  

 

SAINT VINCENT:  “Take this dime & shove it” 

 

As I imposed - you dread me so.  A threat was I - but 

didn’t I know I was weak?  But was it me?  I beg to dif-

fer.  If you did your will - what they compensated for 

your toil-long hours you did put - but to no avail.  Just 

my foil.  No one’s benefit; surely not mine.  Ahhh, so I 

see more clearly:  to help someone the way they need, 

you’d have to work some big lie.   

Remember when you were here, like it you did not.  So I 

don’t care.  But remember this:  as I lay here, when they 

fold my arms, some beads and book which they’ll place 

ever so gently; as they take their last looks; they’ll gawk 

and say how well I look.  If they only knew what little 

they took.  So, remember when you were here, my 

friend, to do your best, to keep me from my final rest. 
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Can I get on my feet again?  Would somebody have faith 

in me again?  I’m not talking about pity or sympathy, 

just to watch over me.  I feel so helpless.  Where will I go 

t his time?  Who’s foot shall I see as I hit the street?  I’m 

sorry, but you’ve gotta go.  It’s been real and you’ve been 

sweet, but B., old pal, it’s me or the street.  If I let you 

stay, we’ll both be street side.  So hang in there, pal.  

Remember that Xmas spirit.  If anybody could keep the 

faith, it’s you, kid.  Now I’m counting on  you to do the 

right thing.  Keep your head up.  The strong survive.  As 

I put your things on the curb, I promise at least two 

more weak and old cliches.  They worked before ad I’m 

counting on them to work this time, at least long enough 

to get you out and away from me.  (The hospital social 

worker said, “Now, this is between you and me.  Here’s 

ten dollars.) (I’ll give you this to save me the work of 

having to find you a place to stay.)  (Go home to your 

mother in New Jersey.)  Now out and on your own.  

You’re not my trouble, not my responsibility.  My kids 

are home and you don’t look like them, so now I must 

go.  Where I don’t know, but God forgive me, I think I’m 

gonna sin.   

“It comes too quick.”  I surely never wanted to bring 

anyone discomfort, nor any harm or trouble because of 

me.  I just wanted to be.  My life is sad.  I hurt so bad.  

To smile, a laugh seems so distant, like a land, a hinder 

land, or my days in grade school many moons away, a 

place so far with years apart.  I long for the good ones 
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 that I thought would be here, but they’re not to be, not 

now for me.  So sad I feel, this system’s not real.  No, not 

for me.  It’s out of reach.  Can’t you see?  I’m bleeding so 

slowly.  Each day there’s a new cut.  Soon it’s enough; 

the light is so big.   The tunnel is coming.  It’s ok for me.  

But too bad, I thought I had more to offer.  Is it me?  I’ve 

been look’n for?  Is it me?  Can’t I see?  I’ve been here 

before.  Yes, indeed!  It is me!  And I know the score. 

No matter how lonely, how empty my conscience seems 

to be, my feelings run as deep as the blue sea of blue 

seas.  There are times when I say, I’m a man, yes, I am.  

And that is all I am.   

 

By:  NYHRE Participant 

 

ADORATION 

 

When she was a little girl she was adored by all.  She was 

called “Giggles” because of her constant laughter.  Up 

until age thirteen she did as she pleased:  playing with 

her neighbor’s kickball in the front yard; climbing trees; 

waiting for the milkman, for the one hundred foot ride 

in his truck up the hill. 

Then, it seemed like it happened instantly:  her life was 

going to be a downward (downhill - refers to the last 

image of the last paragraph) struggle with dashes of 

happiness and contentment sprinkled on top, so she 

wouldn’t give up altogether.   

By:  NYHRE Participant 


