
My Adjustment to Life in New York City

DeLynn Nicole Poma  (Written in 2002)

[image: image]
This is my silhouette from the viewing platform of the Empire State Building.
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A Note about My Pictures

These pictures were taken from the viewing platform of the Empire State Building in March of 1995.  The Empire State Building has a total of 102 floors.  Its construction commenced in 1930 and was completed in just one year!  The tower lights up at night in different colors according to the season or occasion, and the lights always go off at 2 a.m.  The other two photos were taken from a corporate office window on a very high floor (the 25th floor, I think) of a skyscraper in Midtown Manhattan during 1997.
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A Super-Short Introduction

This describes my experience of transitioning and acclimating to the Big Apple that is New York.  It takes a lot to adjust to a big city when you come from a small Midwestern town.  The process can be a sluggish and slow one, despite the fact that you launch at full speed and hit the ground running.  With so many challenges to face and obstacles to overcome, my adjustment to the big city was definitely not an easy feat.
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Blood and Bone versus Concrete and Steel
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Empire State Building (viewing platform) in March of 1995.

––––––––
[image: ]


I was in a fierce game of tug-of-war with New York City.  That is really the best way that I can describe it.  The city did not exactly open its arms warmly and wide to welcome and receive me, or roll out the red carpet and serve the wine.  Most people softly knock and doors open for them; I have to loudly pound and even kick the doors in.  The city could be cold and cruel indeed, but I must admit: It has the most spectacular skyline views at night!

In time, I got myself a little more together, though there were still plenty of things to contend with.  After months of searching, I found a job working in a group home on West 14th Street in Manhattan for mentally-challenged and developmentally-disabled adults, which didn’t require prior New York work experience or even a college degree for that matter.  The pay was very low and the hours were long, but it was full-time and steady, and I couldn’t complain.

I worked with six other young women who were all in college and worked part-time, and it was our job to counsel the six developmentally-disabled ladies who lived on site at the residence.  We were to teach them independent living skills and to assist them with integrating into the community.  It sounds more than what it actually was.  What it basically boiled down to was making sure that they arrived safely (and on time) to their appointments and destinations, and getting dinner ready every evening.  Most importantly, we had to make sure that everybody got along.  That was of paramount importance.  It was more like babysitting and childminding than actual counseling.  But it was full-time and steady employment, and still I could not complain.

The women I worked with all went to Hunter College.  I thought about going back to school to get my Bachelor’s degree, but at this point, I didn’t know where to go or what to go for.  I had heard that the C.U.N.Y. (City University of New York) educational system was affordable and respectable (it’s got about 25 colleges in total that are located throughout the city’s five boroughs), and Hunter College was – and still is – considered to be one of the best.  I wasn’t ready to return to school right then though, but I knew I had to go back eventually in order to make myself marketable and to make more money.

I didn’t go back to school right then.  Instead, after leaving the job at the group home for a receptionist position, I did temp work and also had more temporary living arrangements.  For example, I had a small room for rent in the basement of a house in Brooklyn.  Ray called me “Mole Woman.”  John called it the “Welfare Hotel.”  There was the family pitbull that kept its face in my small square window; a bathroom so small it seemed more like an outhouse, and the steam pipe that was on the verge of bursting just above my bed.

I finally managed to get my own apartment in Queens, which was when I left the permanent position with the low hourly wage at the group home for the temporary one that paid more.  I’m not sure if the financial trade-off outweighed the benefit of permanent employment, but I had thought it a smart move at the time.  But after my roommate left me with a big mess and stiffed me with an outrageous phone bill (almost $350 dollars!) I ended up staying with my friend Ray, and later, with John once again.

At the time, I changed the color of my hair to jet black.  I thought having dark black hair that contrasted against my pale white skin would make me strikingly beautiful!  In reality, the only thing that it accomplished was making me look sick and washed out.  I guess the “gothic babe” look wasn’t for me.  I didn’t know why I wanted black hair, but now looking back on it, I was going through a lot of hardship and pain.  In a way, the black in my hair represented the black in my heart; it was the darkness I felt inside my soul.  I also dressed in black and blue – entirely unconsciously, yet now that I look back on it, it was almost as if to resemble a walking bruise.  In many ways, it seemed to divulge and disclose my overall sadness and distress.

Life in New York City was proving to be very hard, indeed.  I thought I was going to take the city by storm, but as time went on and days turned into years, it appeared that the city was hell-bent on beating me up instead.  The theme from “New York, New York” would play in my head.  “If I can make it here, I’ll make it anywhere” Frank Sinatra sings.  Perhaps he knew how hard it was too!  But I didn’t want to just subsist and survive, I wanted to flourish and even thrive.  Hard work was not even half of it; it takes a lot of luck and a whole lot more money!  It was a battle between flesh and blood versus concrete and steel.  If this was a tug-of-war being waged between the two of us (at least at this point), N.Y.C. was definitely winning!
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From Roommates to Dorm Rooms
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This is the viewing platform of the Empire State Building in March of 1995.

Finding affordable housing was a never-ending contest and challenge for me in New York City.  In fact, it turned out to be a thorn in my side and the bane of my existence.  I struggled with housing issues practically the entire time I lived in N.Y.C.  During this early period, I had many roommates, of which two stand out in particular: Josh and Scott.  Both were very difficult to live with, but each for a different reason.

My roommate, Josh, had an apartment in Washington Heights along the upper west side of Manhattan.  It was his apartment, and he ran it like a tight ship.  He was so uptight that he wanted me to clean the toaster after every use!  After each slice of bread that I toasted, the toaster had to be wiped clean.  He had a cat that would puke all the time, and he was adamant about not leaving cat puke on the carpet.  He would say that whoever was around when the cat got sick or threw up a hairball, then that person needed to clean it off the carpet before it settled in and made a stain.  I swear it only puked when I was home.  It really irritated me to be continually cleaning up after his cat.

He had a thing too with the dishes.  He’d make a big mess in the kitchen, but if I so much
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