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		EXTRAORDINARY PRAISE FOR
Amazing Grace

		
			“At a time when Americans are struggling to see through the political, racial, and economic walls that separate them, Jonathan Kozol comes along with a window. Like an Old Testament patriarch, he rages at what he calls the greed and ‘theological evil’ of our time.”

			—ANITA MANNING, USA Today

		

		
			“An often stirring and shocking … portrait of the dire poverty of these young inner-city lives. A labor of love by a deeply humane man.”

			—LISA SHEA, Elle

		

		
			“It is powerful stuff: uplifting with its tales of those who survive amid the destruction; depressing because of the many lives that poverty kills, almost literally from the womb.”

			—LEWIS BEALE, New York Daily News

		

		
			“Surely deserving of a Pulitzer.”

			—Philadelphia Daily News

		

		
			“In this stunningly simple and eloquent book, Jonathan Kozol continues to be our voice in the wilderness of America’s childhood.”

			—SUSAN CAMPBELL, Hartford Courant

		

		
			“Kozol wants you to step away from the comfortable. He wants you to see the children’s magic and to be so shaken by their lives that you demand change.… A well-reported and -crafted book that asks tough questions and hurts you to read.”

			—JUNE ARNEY, Virginian-Pilot

		

		
			“There must be something special about Kozol—a warmth, a gentleness, a kind of mournful decency—that brings out the extraordinary in others. He knows how to ask questions, to listen patiently, and to treat the answers he gets with a respect that borders on courtliness.… Kozol is an important writer, but he is also an important presence.”

			—KAI ERIKSON, The Nation

		

		
			“Jonathan’s struggle is noble, his appeal urgent. What he says must be heard. His outcry must shake our nation out of its guilty indifference.”

			—ELIE WIESEL

		

		
			“A superb book. I was alternately moved to tears and outrage.”

			—RABBI DAVID SAPERSTEIN

		

		
			“A profound book about New York, painting a portrait of where we really are in our municipal life and reminding all of us, but particularly those of us in government, of how much work we must do if we have any claim to having a moral center.”

			—RUTH MESSINGER, former Manhattan borough president

		

		
			“Awesome and important.”

			—GWENDOLYN BROOKS

		

		
			“Amazing! A marvelous achievement!”

			—HENRY LOUIS GATES JR.

		

		
			“Jonathan Kozol has been for a generation now a dedicated emissary who dares leave the comfortable world to which he was born and in which he was educated for those ‘other’ neighborhoods that so many of us, these days, try to put out of our minds. His ‘grace,’ then, is also ‘amazing’—his tenacious insistence that he himself not forget what is morally at stake for all of us in the South Bronx and places like it across the land.”

			—ROBERT COLES, author of The Moral Life of Children

		

		
			“Kozol reminds us that, with each casualty, part of the beauty of the world is extinguished, because these are children of intelligence and humor, of poetic insight and luminous faith. Amazing Grace is written in a gentle and measured tone, but you will wonder at the end, with Kozol, why the God of love does not return to earth with his avenging sword in hand.”

			—BARBARA EHRENREICH, author of Nickel and Dimed and Bait and Switch

		

		
			“Amazing Grace is good in the old-fashioned sense: beautiful and morally worthy.… I thank you for the language of this book, its refusal to patronize, to exoticize these children, and its insistence upon taking what they say, feel, and think seriously.”

			—TONI MORRISON

		

		
			“A beautiful and passionate book about the lives of the people in the South Bronx. By capturing the moral courage, eloquence, and spiritual resilience of his subjects, Jonathan Kozol has created a moving and critical narrative written in the spirit of the gospels, infused with love and steeped in the principles of justice.”

			—PAULO FREIRE, author of Pedagogy of the Oppressed

		

		
			“Very powerful—it may turn out to be one of the books of our times.… This is a remarkable book; I encourage all Americans to buy it and read it.”

			—MARIAN WRIGHT EDELMAN, president, Children’s Defense Fund

		

		
			“The extraordinary thing about Mr. Kozol’s writing is that God’s presence in poor children comes through as light in the darkness. I believe Amazing Grace to be the finest book of its kind.”

			—RT. REV. PAUL MOORE, Episcopal Bishop of New York

		

		
			“A compelling and powerful portrait of the tragic harm so many children suffer in urban America. As always, Jonathan Kozol’s work is taut and elegiac, memorable and haunting.”

			—DAVID J. GARROW, Pulitzer Prize–winning
author of Bearing the Cross
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			And I saw a new heaven and new

			earth, for the first heaven

			and the first earth were passed

			away.… And I heard a great voice

			out of heaven saying, Behold …,

			I make all things new.

			—Revelation, 21

		

	
		TO THE READER

		This is a slightly revised version of the hardcover printing of this book. Some of the revisions are updated factual corrections. Others are minor changes in interpretation, prompted by some recent conversations with the people I describe. A few are corrections that were made for the initial printing but were not included as a consequence of problems in production. As in the hardcover edition, the names of certain people have been changed and certain identifying information is disguised. The precise locations of some conversations are disguised as well, and some events and discussions of events have been resequenced.

		A brief word about the conversations of the children in this narrative: Friends of mine who live or work in the South Bronx and know some of the children I’ve described share my sense of admiration for the clarity and honesty with which so many of them speak. But readers may well wonder if these youngsters are not ever simply vague, or boring, or repetitive, or just plain incoherent.

		The answer, as most of their teachers will attest, is that they are sometimes every bit as boring as some grown-ups are, and often hopelessly repetitive and, in the case of at least one child I particularly like, almost inventively and maddeningly obscure. They also get distracted or get interrupted and forget what they were saying and take quite a few long detours sometimes before they return to what they had begun to say.

		In these cases I have chosen to excise and bypass a good deal of talk that seems to be of little interest even to the person who is speaking. Robert Coles, a thoughtful writer and physician whose extensive interviews with children have enlightened, challenged, and inspired me for nearly 30 years, has spoken of the selectivity that is inevitably present in the process of assembling and reproducing many lengthy conversations, particularly those of children, in a form concise enough to fit within the confines of a book. It is a reminder worth repeating here, though it is also true that certain children quoted in this book are so direct, and so clear-headed, and so pleasantly determined to pursue a theme or an idea to its conclusion, that virtually the only interruptions in a conversation are my questions.

		In the months since publication I have made approximately 50 visits back to the South Bronx, riding the same subway train, visiting the same streets and same neighborhoods, knocking on the same doors, sometimes early in the evening, and then sitting up until the early hours of the morning in the homes of people who became my friends while I was working on this book. During these visits I have seen some changes in Mott Haven. The homicide rate is down and crack cocaine use seems to have declined, though heroin use is on the rise. There have been some school improvement programs and a number of new medical initiatives, and there are more promises that housing reconstruction, which has been proceeding at a good pace in some other sections of the Bronx, may soon be introduced into these neighborhoods as well.

		Still, when I look for hope these days, I tend to look less often to external signs of progress such as housing reconstruction—which can be too rapidly arrested and reversed by shifts in public policy—than to the words and prayers of children and the spiritual resilience of so many of their mothers and grandmothers. It is, above all, the very young whose luminous capacity for tenderness and love and a transcendent sense of faith in human decency give me reason for hope.

		Readers who would like to know of certain advocacy groups, religious groups, and other organizations that are working to advance the interests of some of the children in this book, and of low-income children elsewhere in the nation, may write to me in care of my publisher. Documentation for matters of public record, and for sources I’ve relied upon, is in the notes beginning on this page.

	
		CHAPTER ONE

		The Number 6 train from Manhattan to the South Bronx makes nine stops in the 18-minute ride between East 59th Street and Brook Avenue. When you enter the train, you are in the seventh richest congressional district in the nation. When you leave, you are in the poorest.

		The 600,000 people who live here and the 450,000 people who live in Washington Heights and Harlem, which are separated from the South Bronx by a narrow river, make up one of the largest racially segregated concentrations of poor people in our nation.

		Brook Avenue, which is the tenth stop on the local, lies in the center of Mott Haven, whose 48,000 people are the poorest in the South Bronx. Two thirds are Hispanic, one third black. Thirty-five percent are children. In 1991, the median household income of the area, according to the New York Times, was $7,600.

		St. Ann’s Church, on St. Ann’s Avenue, is three blocks from the subway station. The children who come to this small Episcopal church for food and comfort and to play, and the mothers and fathers who come here for prayer, are said to be the poorest people in New York. “More than 95 percent are poor,” the pastor says—“the poorest of the poor, poor by any standard I can think of.”

		At the elementary school that serves the neighborhood across the avenue, only seven of 800 children do not qualify for free school lunches. “Five of those seven,” says the principal, “get reduced-price lunches, because they are classified as only ‘poor,’ not ‘destitute.’ ”

		In some cities, the public reputation of a ghetto neighborhood bears little connection to the world that you discover when you walk the streets with children and listen to their words. In Mott Haven, this is not the case. By and large, the words of the children in the streets and schools and houses that surround St. Ann’s more than justify the grimness in the words of journalists who have described the area.

		Crack-cocaine addiction and the intravenous use of heroin, which children I have met here call “the needle drug,” are woven into the texture of existence in Mott Haven. Nearly 4,000 heroin injectors, many of whom are HIV-infected, live here. Virtually every child at St. Ann’s knows someone, a relative or neighbor, who has died of AIDS, and most children here know many others who are dying now of the disease. One quarter of the women of Mott Haven who are tested in obstetric wards are positive for HIV. Rates of pediatric AIDS, therefore, are high.

		Depression is common among children in Mott Haven. Many cry a great deal but cannot explain exactly why.

		Fear and anxiety are common. Many cannot sleep.

		Asthma is the most common illness among children here. Many have to struggle to take in a good deep breath. Some mothers keep oxygen tanks, which children describe as “breathing machines,” next to their children’s beds.

		The houses in which these children live, two thirds of which are owned by the City of New York, are often as squalid as the houses of the poorest children I have visited in rural Mississippi, but there is none of the greenness and the healing sweetness of the Mississippi countryside outside their windows, which are often barred and bolted as protection against thieves.

		Some of these houses are freezing in the winter. In dangerously cold weather, the city sometimes distributes electric blankets and space heaters to its tenants. In emergency conditions, if space heaters can’t be used, because substandard wiring is overloaded, the city’s practice, according to Newsday, is to pass out sleeping bags.

		“You just cover up … and hope you wake up the next morning,” says a father of four children, one of them an infant one month old, as they prepare to climb into their sleeping bags in hats and coats on a December night.

		In humid summer weather, roaches crawl on virtually every surface of the houses in which many of the children live. Rats emerge from holes in bedroom walls, terrorizing infants in their cribs. In the streets outside, the restlessness and anger that are present in all seasons frequently intensify under the stress of heat.

		In speaking of rates of homicide in New York City neighborhoods, the Times refers to the streets around St. Ann’s as “the deadliest blocks” in “the deadliest precinct” of the city. If there is a deadlier place in the United States, I don’t know where it is.

		In 1991, 84 people, more than half of whom were 21 or younger, were murdered in the precinct. A year later, ten people were shot dead on a street called Beekman Avenue, where many of the children I have come to know reside. On Valentine’s Day of 1993, three more children and three adults were shot dead on the living room floor of an apartment six blocks from the run-down park that serves the area.

		In early July of 1993, shortly before the first time that I visited the neighborhood, three more people were shot in 30 minutes in three unrelated murders in the South Bronx, one of them only a block from St. Ann’s Avenue. A week later, a mother was murdered and her baby wounded by a bullet in the stomach while they were standing on a South Bronx corner. Three weeks after that, a minister and elderly parishioner were shot outside the front door of their church, while another South Bronx resident was discovered in his bathtub with his head cut off. In subsequent days, a man was shot in both his eyes and a ten-year-old was critically wounded in the brain.

		What is it like for children to grow up here? What do they think the world has done to them? Do they believe that they are being shunned or hidden by society? If so, do they think that they deserve this? What is it that enables some of them to pray? When they pray, what do they say to God?

		Walking into St. Ann’s Church on a hot summer afternoon, one is immediately in the presence of small children. They seem to be everywhere: in the garden, in the hallways, in the kitchen, in the chapel, on the stairs. The first time I see the pastor, Martha Overall, she is carrying a newborn baby in her arms and is surrounded by three lively and excited little girls. In one of the most diseased and dangerous communities in any city of the Western world, the beautiful old stone church on St. Ann’s Avenue is a gentle sanctuary from the terrors of the streets outside.

		A seven-year-old boy named Cliffie, whose mother has come to the church to talk with Reverend Overall, agrees to take me for a walk around the neighborhood. His mother cautions me, “He does tell fibs,” then gives him a hug and tells him, “Be as interesting as you always are.”

		There are children in the poorest, most abandoned places who, despite the miseries and poisons that the world has pumped into their lives, seem, when you first meet them, to be cheerful anyway. Cliffie, as we set out onto St. Ann’s Avenue, seems about as buoyant, and as lively, and as charmingly mysterious, as seven-year-olds anywhere. He also seems to feel no shyness and no hesitation about filling the role of guide that he has been assigned.

		Reaching up to take my hand the moment that we leave the church, he starts a running commentary almost instantly, interrupting now and then to say hello to men and women on the street, dozens of whom are standing just outside the gateway to St. Ann’s, waiting for a food pantry to open.

		At a tiny park in a vacant lot less than a block away, he points to a number of stuffed animals that are attached to the branches of a tree.

		“Bears,” he says.

		“Why are there bears in the tree?” I ask.

		He doesn’t answer me but smiles at the bears affectionately. “I saw a boy shot in the head right over there,” he says a moment later, in a voice that does not sound particularly sad, then looks up at me and asks politely, “Would you like a chocolate chip cookie?”

		“No, thank you,” I say.

		He has a package of cookies and removes one. He breaks it in half, returns half to the package, and munches on the other half as we are walking.

		Leading me across the avenue, he hesitates in front of a bodega, looks in both directions up and down the street, then seems to come to a conclusion.

		“Okay. I think we need to go up here.”

		We head north for a block or two, then turn right and walk a long block to a rutted street called Cypress Avenue. After crossing Cypress, he hesitates again.

		“Do you want to go down there?” he asks.

		I say, “Okay,” not knowing what he means.

		“They’re burning bodies there,” he says.

		“What kind of bodies?”

		“The bodies of people!” he says in a spooky voice, as if he enjoys the opportunity to terrify a grown-up.

		“Is that the truth?”

		He acts as if he doesn’t hear my question and begins to hum.

		The place that Cliffie is referring to turns out to be a waste incinerator that was put in operation recently over the objections of the parents in the neighborhood. The incinerator, I am later reassured by Reverend Overall, does not burn entire “bodies.” What it burns are so-called “red-bag products,” such as amputated limbs and fetal tissue, bedding, bandages, and syringes that are transported here from 14 New York City hospitals. The waste products of some of these hospitals, she says, were initially going to be burned at an incinerator scheduled to be built along the East Side of Manhattan, but the siting of a burner there had been successfully resisted by the parents of the area because of fear of cancer risks to children.

		Munching another cookie as we walk, Cliffie asks me, “Do you want to go on Jackson Avenue?”

		Although I don’t know one street from another, I agree.

		“Come on,” he says. “I’ll take you there. We have to go around this block.”

		He pauses then, however—“wait a minute”—and he pulls an asthma inhaler from his pocket, holds it to his mouth, presses it twice, and then puts it away.

		Silent for a while as we walk to Jackson Avenue, he stops when he sees a dog he knows. “That’s Princess,” he explains. To the dog, he says, “Hi, Princess!” Then, to me: “You see? We’re almost there.”

		He stops again to ask if he can hold my tape recorder. When I hand it to him, he studies the red light to be sure that it is working and then whispers, “We are going to have a conversation.”

		As confident and grown-up as he sounds, he has the round face of a baby and is scarcely more than three and a half feet tall. When he has bad dreams, he tells me, “I go in my mommy’s bed and crawl under the covers.” At other times, when he’s upset, he says, “I sleep with a picture of my mother and I dream of her.”

		Unlike many children I have met in recent years, he has an absolutely literal religious faith. When I ask him how he pictures God, he says, “He has long hair and He can walk on the deep water.” To make sure I understand that this is an unusual ability, he adds, “Nobody else can.”

		He seems to take the lessons of religion literally also. Speaking of a time his mother sent him to the store “to get a pizza”—“three slices, one for my mom, one for my dad, and one for me”—he says he saw a homeless man who told him he was hungry. “But he was too cold to move his mouth! He couldn’t talk!”

		“How did you know that he was hungry if he couldn’t talk?”

		“He pointed to my pizza.”

		“What did you do?”

		“I gave him some!”

		“Were your parents mad at you?”

		He looks surprised by this. “Why would they be mad?” he asks. “God told us, ‘Share!’ ”

		When I ask him who his heroes are, he first says “Michael Jackson” and then “Oprah!”—like that, with an exclamation on the word. I try to get him to speak about “important” persons as the schools tend to define them. “Have you read about George Washington?”

		“I don’t even know the man,” he says.

		We follow Jackson Avenue past several boarded buildings and a “flat fix” shop, stop briefly in front of a fenced-in lot where the police of New York City bring impounded cars, and then turn left in the direction of a highway with an elevated road above it, where a sign says “Bruckner Boulevard.” Crossing beneath the elevated road, we soon arrive at Locust Avenue.

		The medical waste incinerator, a new-looking building, is gunmetal blue on top and cinder block below. From one of its metal sliding-doors, which is half-open, a sourly unpleasant odor drifts into the street. Standing in front of the building, Cliffie grumbles slightly but does not seem terribly concerned. “You sure that you don’t want a cookie?”

		Again, I say, “No, thank you.”

		“I think I’ll have another one,” he says and takes another for himself.

		After we cross Bruckner Boulevard again, he stops to consider the direction we should go. “You want to go the hard way or the easy way back to the church?”

		“Let’s go the easy way,” I say.

		“Well, actually, they’re both the same,” he says. “But, if we go up this way, I can show you where my store is.”

		When we get to the grocery that he calls his store, he walks right in and says hello to the man behind the counter, who is friendly to him, then walks out again and sees a young man standing in a doorway who, he tells me, is his cousin, then another man who is, he says, “my other cousin,” and to whom he says, “Hi, Woody!” He holds up the tape recorder, which he is still carrying, and asks his cousin, “How old are you?”

		The man replies, “I’m 32.”

		“Okay,” says Cliffie, fiddling with the tape recorder. “I think we can give this thing a rest.” He turns it off and hands it back to me.

		Next to another vacant lot, where someone has dumped a heap of auto tires and some rusted auto parts, he points to a hypodermic needle in the tangled grass and to the bright-colored caps of crack containers, then, for no reason that I can discern, starts puffing up his cheeks and blowing out the air.

		“The day is coming when the world will be destroyed,” he finally announces. “Everyone is going to be burned to crispy cookies.”

		A car stops at that moment so that we can cross a busy street. “See that?” he says. “They let us cross.” As we cross, he waves at the driver, who doesn’t seem to know him but waves anyway. After we cross, he asks me, “Can I have the tape recorder back?” I hear him whispering into the microphone, “We’re out of cookies. I ate a whole bag of cookies. They’re all gone.”

		Back again on St. Ann’s Avenue, he sees a man he knows close to the church and says hello to him. The man nods. “How you doin’, little man?”

		He holds up the tape recorder to the man. “Say how old you are.”

		The man says, “Sixty-five.”

		“Okay,” says Cliffie. “That’s enough. So long!”

		Inside the church, his mother looks at me with some amusement on her face. “Did this child wear you out?”

		“No,” I say. “I enjoyed the walk.” I mention, however, that he took me to the waste incinerator and repeat his comment about “burning bodies,” to which she responds by giving him a half-sarcastic look, hesitating, and then saying, “Hey! You never know! Maybe this child knows something we haven’t heard!”

		After giving him another pleasantly suspicious look, she leans back in a chair and folds her arms like someone who is getting ready to say something she has planned to tell me all along. “The point is that they put a lot of things into our neighborhood that no one wants,” she says. “The waste incinerator is just one more lovely way of showing their affection.”

		I ask, “Does it insult you?”

		“It used to,” she replies. “The truth is, you get used to the offense. There’s trashy things all over. There’s a garbage dump three blocks away. Then there’s all the trucks that come through stinking up the air, heading for the Hunts Point Market. Drivers get their drugs there and their prostitutes.

		“Did he take you down to Jackson Avenue?”

		When I say he did, she says, “You see a lot of prostitutes down there as well. Further down. By the expressway.… Then we get illegal dumpers. People who don’t live here come and dump things they don’t want: broken televisions, boxes of bottles, old refrigerators, beat-up cars, old pieces of metal, other lovely things. They do it in the wee hours of the morning.

		“Actually,” she says upon reflection, “I’ve got quite a few nice things that way. Not long ago, somebody dumped a pile of chairs and tables in the street. Brand-new. I was offended but I was also blessed. I took two chairs.”

		A small and wiry woman wearing blue jeans and a baseball cap, a former cocaine addict who now helps addicted women and their children, she tells me that more than 3,000 homeless families have been relocated by the city in this neighborhood during the past few years, and she asks a question I will hear from many other people here during the months ahead. “Why do you want to put so many people with small children in a place with so much sickness? This is the last place in New York that they should put poor children. Clumping so many people, all with the same symptoms and same problems, in one crowded place with nothin’ they can grow on? Our children start to mourn themselves before their time.”

		Cliffie, who is listening to this while leaning on his elbow like a pensive grown-up, offers his tentative approval to his mother’s words. “Yes,” he says, “I think that’s probably true.”

		He says it with so much thought, and grown-up reservation, that his mother can’t help smiling, even though it’s not a funny statement. She looks at him hard, grabs him suddenly around the neck, and kisses him.

		In the evening, I go back to look more closely at the corner lot that I had passed with Cliffie, where he pointed out the stuffed bears in the branches of a tree. In the semi-darkness, I can make out several figures, some of them standing, some squatting on their knees, then many more, perhaps two dozen people, some of whom are talking to each other, some apparently transacting business, others who are sleeping. It is, I later learn, one of many drug parks in the South Bronx that police sometimes try to shut down but, for the most part, leave in peace for those who have no other place to shoot their drugs or drink their wine. The stuffed animals are tied by strings to the branches of the tree, a curious sight, which I later share with a woman cleaning up the kitchen in the basement of the church, who simply nods at this and says, “They’re children’s bears,” but does not attempt a further explanation.

		The pastor tells me that the place is known as “Children’s Park.” Volunteers arrive here twice a week to give out condoms and clean needles to addicted men and women, some of whom bring their children with them. The children play near the bears or on a jungle gym while their mothers wait for needles.

		At nine p.m., Reverend Overall offers to drive me downtown to Manhattan. Three hungry-looking dogs run past us when she pushes back the gates to the garden of the church to get her car. The dogs disappear into a section of the churchyard where, she says, one of our nation’s Founding Fathers, Gouverneur Morris, who wrote the preamble to the U.S. Constitution, has his resting place. His wife, Anne Morris, is buried here beside him.

		Alice Washington lives on a street called Boston Road, close to East Tremont Avenue, about two miles to the north of St. Ann’s Church. Visibly fragile as a consequence of having AIDS and highly susceptible to chest infections, she lives with her son, who is a high school senior, in a first-floor apartment with three steel locks on the door. A nurse comes once a month to take her temperature and check her heart and her blood pressure.

		The nurse, says Mrs. Washington one evening when we’re sitting in her kitchen, has another 16 patients in the building. “Some are children born with AIDS. Some are older people. One is a child 12 years old shot in a crossfire at the bus stop on the corner. The bullet ricocheted and got her in the back. She’s lost her hair. Can’t go to school. She’s paralyzed. I see her mother all the time. They wheel her outside in the summer.

		“This happened last year, on the Fourth of July. Summer had just begun. I feel so sorry for that child.”

		I ask how many people in the building now have AIDS.

		“In this building? Including the children, maybe 27 people. That’s just in this section. In the other building over there, there’s maybe 20 more. Then there’s lots of other people have it but don’t know, afraid to know, and don’t want to be tested. We’re livin’ in a bad time. What else can I say?

		“The girl across the hall, she died last week. An overdose of drugs. Fifteen years old. Her uncle came around and knocked at all the doors for contributions so that he could bury her. I saw them bringin’ the body out on the meat wagon. You know, the coroner. This was a pretty young lady. Freckles and red hair. She’s Puerto Rican but looked like an Irish girl. And now she’s died.”

		She speaks of a generous woman who was kind to her some years ago when she was homeless, living in Manhattan’s Martinique Hotel, a notorious shelter where she spent nearly four years and which has since been closed. “I got a beautiful letter from her and I put it on my bedroom wall,” she says. “Beautiful handwriting.…

		“During that time, I was trained as an AIDS worker. Social worker asked me did I want to get into this program. I said yes. I told him I’d do anything to get out of my room. So I went through the training and got certified to work with people who have AIDS. Those were the days when everyone was scared. No one knew exactly what it was and no one wanted to find out if they had been infected. I didn’t know then I was sick myself.”

		Speaking of another child in the building, a nine-year-old who died of AIDS two months before, she says, “This little girl was also Puerto Rican. Name was Sylvia, but people called her Angel. Her mother died six months before. An intravenous user. The mother’s boyfriend was 42 years old and he had AIDS as well. He raped the little girl right in her bed. The grandmother of this child is a woman that I know. She said, ‘They got my daughter. Now they got my baby.’

		“This woman, the grandmother, is an interesting person. Strong as a rock. She knew that the police would not arrest the man. She told me, ‘I ain’t waitin’ for the law.’ In less than 48 hours he was dead. The body was found in front of a nightclub with a bullet in his head. I hate to say it but he got what he deserved.

		“The grandmother’s gone. Moved back to Puerto Rico. She lost her daughter and granddaughter. She had no one else. Why would she want to stay here in New York?”

		She mentions another friend of hers, whose son was a high school senior and had won a college scholarship. “Cops show up one day, bang at her door. She asks them, ‘Why you bangin’ like that on my door?’ Cop says, ‘Open up the door.’ She opens the door. Cop comes in. ‘Do you have a son?’ ‘Why you botherin’ with my son?’ she says. Cop says, ‘Wait a minute. Come outside.’ They go outside. Her son is sitting out in front buck-naked. She says to the cop, ‘What did he do?’ Cop says, ‘I’m sorry to tell you this. Your son is a drug addict.’ He’d sold every stitch of his clothes, even his underwear. A few months later, he was dead.…

		“His mother worked at Chemical Bank. Now she’s walkin’ door to door, tryin’ to save other mothers’ kids. What can I say?”

		A person who works in a real job at a place like Chemical Bank, she tells me, is a rare exception in the neighborhood. “Almost no one here has jobs like that. Some are too sick. They live on SSI”—a federal program for sick and disabled people. Maybe five or six in 25, she says, have some legitimate employment. “Another five or ten are selling drugs or doing prostitution. The ones that are infected—some of them don’t think twice about infecting someone else. Almost too scared to think of it at all.”

		The hospital to which she goes for care is called Bronx-Lebanon.

		“Every time my doctor says I have to go back to the hospital, I cry,” she says. “He called me last time after I had had some tests and said he wanted me admitted. I told him I didn’t want to go. He said, ‘Mrs. Washington, you’ve got to go.’ He said a bed had been arranged. They told him they would have it ready in two hours. I went to the hospital and, when I get there, it’s six hours before they can put me in a bed. Then, when I go upstairs, the room is not prepared. The bed is covered with blood and bandages from someone else. Flowers are scattered on the floor. Toilet’s stopped with toilet paper. Bed hasn’t been made. I’d been through this once before. Either you wait for hours until someone cleans the room or else you clean the room yourself.

		“David [her son] went out in the corridor and found some linen for the bed. First, he had to wash it down. I don’t blame my doctor. He cannot control what happens if he isn’t there. Nurses are overworked. My nurse had 22 patients and was working two shifts end-to-end.

		“Once you’re in bed, if you call the nurse, you wait for half an hour. ‘You know, Mrs. Washington, you’ve been here before,’ they say. ‘You know that we are understaffed.’ How do they know, when someone calls, that you’re not dying?

		“I know most of the nurses. Some are like old friends to me by now. But, still, why should a patient have to make her bed and wash her room?”

		The privately run hospital, which I have since visited, is an uninviting place, but she assures me that it’s better than the other major hospital that serves the area, a city-run institution known as Lincoln Hospital, which has been denied accreditation more than once over the years because of the failure of the staff to monitor patients after surgery and to enter critical data in their records. At least 12 people, including two infants, says the Times, have died because of staff mistakes at Lincoln, which is the hospital relied upon by families in the St. Ann’s neighborhood.

		Mrs. Washington tells me, nonetheless, that both Lincoln and Bronx-Lebanon are generally considered better than another nearby public institution, Harlem Hospital, which the minister of Harlem’s leading church refers to as “a cesspool” and which has also lost accreditation several times. “They keep running out of penicillin there,” she says.

		A nurse who works there, according to one press account, carries a card in her wallet with the message: “Do Not Take Me to Harlem Hospital in an Emergency.”

		The relative merits of Bronx-Lebanon, however, do not offer Mrs. Washington much solace. “It’s the difference between terrible and worse than terrible,” she says. “The time before, when I had a fever, my doctor said I had pneumonia. I waited in the emergency room two days to be admitted.”

		I ask, “Where were you waiting?”

		“Waiting in the waiting room with everybody else,” she says. “Right there, in chairs, with all the other people who were waiting. Sick children vomiting up their food. Men with gunshot wounds. People with AIDS. Old people coughing up their blood. On the third day I gave up and went back home. My doctor said I was right to leave because it isn’t safe for me to be there with so many other people with infections.”

		Although there are flashes of impatience and sarcasm as she speaks, her comments on these matters, for the most part, are subdued, not openly indignant, and there is a quietness about her words as if she is already looking back upon her life and on New York itself from a considerable distance.

		Only once in the course of a long evening does she voice something like open anger, and this comes up not in reference to the hospital but in speaking of the New York City press. Seeing a copy of the Daily News on one of the kitchen chairs, I ask her if it covers stories in this neighborhood. “It does,” she says. “Sometimes David goes and gets me Newsday too.” She adds, “We do not buy the New York Post.”

		“Why not?” I ask.

		“It’s prejudiced,” she answers.

		I ask if she ever reads the Times, which is the paper that I read to keep in touch with news in New York City.

		“It’s the best paper that we got,” she says, “but I can’t get it at my store.”

		Surprised by this, I ask her if she knows some reason why.

		“I don’t know why. A lot of people ask for it. Maybe they figure people in our situation couldn’t buy the things they advertise so they wouldn’t see us as good customers.”

		“Do you believe that?”

		“I don’t know. Maybe I don’t. But it makes sense. Why else? I know that they don’t think that we’re so stupid we can’t read it. If they can get it all the way to where you live in Massachusetts, why can’t they get it to the Bronx?

		“Sometimes,” she says, “David goes and gets it for me at another store on Sunday. They sell it in a couple of places but they run out fast.”

		I ask her why she goes to so much trouble to obtain it.

		“I like to look at the ads and read the social pages,” she replies. “It gives you a feeling that you know what’s going on.”

		These are almost the only things she says that have an edge of indignation; even here, it is more sadness than real indignation. She seems resigned to things the way they are. “That’s how it is. What can I say?” she often asks.

		On a steamy afternoon in late July, I return to New York City. In the early evening, in front of my hotel, I try in vain to find a taxi-driver who will take me to East Tremont, so I end up going there by train.

		When I enter the train, which isn’t crowded at this hour, the passengers are people of all races. By 86th Street, most of the white passengers are gone. At 96th Street, all of the other white people leave the car I’m in, but several black and Hispanic women, two of whom are in maids’ uniforms, come in and sit together on a seat beside me.

		Mrs. Washington’s son is waiting for me at East Tremont. He tells me she’s been cut from welfare since I saw them last. It’s a complicated story, but it seems that her food stamps and her welfare payment had been stolen from her in the street some months before. When she began the process of replacing them, there was a computer error that removed her from the rolls entirely. He also mentions that she needs to go into the hospital again and speaks of “a spinal tap” but isn’t clear about the details.

		As we head up the street, black and Hispanic kids eye me uneasily. Signs advertising beepers are displayed on walls or in the windows of the stores on almost every block. Aimless men in sullen groups are gathered on the corners. We pass a burnt-out building with a makeshift altar and a crucifix and many little jars of flowers on the sidewalk by a blackened door—an illegal nightclub, he explains, where more than 80 people died when fire broke out on the second floor. As we stand there, a police car pulls up with its siren screaming. An officer gets out and walks up to a group of men in front of an abandoned house. A sign nearby announces in Spanish, “Christ Is Coming.”

		A block away, we pass a Mister Softee truck and, on the opposite corner, a coquito stand, where children can buy coconut ices—“in a cup,” David explains. Nearing his apartment house, we pass an elderly woman pushing a grocery cart, a small dog walking as quickly as he can beside her. She smiles at us as she passes. “People call her ‘the lady with the Bible,’ ” David says. “You usually see her with a Bible in her hand. She goes out with her dog collecting cans.”

		When we get to his building, he unlocks the door to his apartment (three locks, three separate keys) while three men standing nearby in the corridor watch us closely. I feel a long way from Manhattan.

		Mrs. Washington is in bed when I arrive. Her bedroom is darkened, but she isn’t sleeping and she soon gets up, puts on a robe, and comes out to the kitchen. The heat in the kitchen, unrelieved by a fan or breeze, because the windows in the room are closed, is oppressive and my shirt sticks to my skin.

		“The heat drains everyone of energy,” she says. “Every little gesture that you make becomes so hard.”

		She speaks of a woman who lives upstairs, a friend of hers, who has a number of young children. “She loses all her strength to keep them clean. The place is roach-infested. The roaches crawl on the table and she doesn’t have the energy to brush them off. The faucet drips in the sink. She lets it drip. She’s diabetic and she has no strength. When I’m feeling well enough, I go up there to help her.”

		Wiping a cloth across her throat, she says, “It was 93 degrees today. The air was so sticky you could hardly breathe. Hotter inside—but I’m afraid to open up the windows.”

		On all sides of the building in which she and David live are blocks and blocks of other buildings like this holding infants miserable from rash and soiled frequently from diarrhea, elderly people trying hard to breathe, younger people who, if they dare to do so, lean from their windows hoping to detect a breeze and fanning themselves sometimes with a folded magazine.

		“It’s so humid in July,” she says. “People lie on their beds but cannot sleep.”

		Her daughter, she tells me, lives on 141st Street in Mott Haven, very close to St. Ann’s Church. “On a hot night like tonight, everyone there is outside on the stoop because nobody has a fan. You know it’s dangerous to do it but you got to go outside. You either go outside and take your chance or else you roast inside the house.”

		The temperature tonight, according to the paper, is going to go down into the 70s; but if it has started to go down, the difference can’t be felt here in her kitchen. She gets out a pitcher of ice water and pours me a drink and then sits down.

		“This is what happened with the welfare.…” She then relates a story that, with minor alterations, I’ve heard many times from people who have lost their welfare payments in New York. “To get an emergency replacement for my check,” she says, “I needed to bring three letters to the welfare office—one from my doctor, one from the hospital, one from my social worker.

		“I got the doctor’s letter and the social worker’s letter but the hospital’s letter didn’t come. So I went back and forth from welfare to the hospital—it took a week and finally I got the letter. I brought in all the letters and I waited for another week and then I went to the computer. I put my card in but it didn’t work. Sometimes that happens, so you put it in the next computer. I tried all five. It didn’t work. Then the man there said, ‘Your card is dead. You’ve been cut off.’ ”

		In order to get reinstated in the system, she explains, “you have to go to 16th Street and get a new ID. Your relatives are not allowed to do it for you. You always know that when you do it, there will be some other problems and you’ll have to go again and file some other papers. So you go to 16th Street, an hour’s ride, and get the new ID, and then to 34th Street to the food stamp center.…”

		At first it isn’t clear to me why she would need a letter from her doctor to get reinstated in the welfare system. When I ask about this, it becomes apparent that she has condensed two pieces of the story.

		“My doctor said that I should be on SSI. He said, if I have to start all over, that’s the program that I should apply for. I told him I applied for it before, when I had cancer, but they said I wasn’t sick enough. He said I needed to go and try again.

		“I don’t know how sick you have to be to qualify for SSI. My girlfriend died from AIDS in March. She never did get SSI. After she died, the checks began to come. Now they keep on coming. Her boyfriend cashes them each month. She’s dead! They have to know she died. They paid to bury her. They had to see the death certificate.

		“My doctor says, when it comes to the poor, they can’t get nothin’ right. Anyway, they got me runnin’ uptown, downtown, to the hospital, to 34th Street, to the welfare, with the streets so hot and everyone at welfare so impatient. I’ve got no choice but I don’t think I can go through it anymore. I feel like somebody beat me up.”

		We talk for several hours. Because it is quiet outside on the street, David opens the kitchen window to let in a little air. As the room cools off and she seems more composed, he asks his mother if she’d like something to eat. She looks toward the refrigerator for a moment, then says no. “I don’t think I can hold it down.”

		Before I leave, she
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