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“What they call you is one thing. What you answer 
to is something else.”

 –   Lucille Clifton 

“Not everything that is faced can be changed; but 
nothing can be changed until it is faced.”

–   James Baldwin 



Introduction

“The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where 
we can go and not be questioned.” – Maya Angelou

From the very beginning, Service has been the theme for 
this group of dynamic, hard-working and diverse wom-
en from New York City. A strong community was formed 
through the NYCHA Life Story Club and this is a glimpse 
into the unity that was built. Everyone bonded through 
their stories of service to their communities, families and 
neighbors. 

Over the past few months, the NYCHA Life Story Club 
met virtually once a week. In the zoom boxes through-
out the tristate everyone bore witness to these women 
organizing onsite COVID testing, coat drives and meal 
deliveries to folks in their building. They shared resourc-
es, supported one another’s efforts and cheered each 
other on. 

The majority of the stories in this collection have been 
transcribed from the oral stories told by the authors. 
Through this, we capture something unique and impact-
ful from each and every participant. It is with our great 
honor that we present this beautiful collection of works 
from NYCHA residents. None of this could’ve have been 
possible with the loving and caring NYCHA staff that 
showed up each and every week to listen to their res-
idents. 
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Becoming Family

Cenda Jenkins

I’m Cenda Jenkins,  I live at Park Avenue and 112th 
Street at Taft Houses.  I was born and raised in Wal-
terboro, South Carolina and I moved to New York in 
1969. I have a son, one daughter, one grand, and 
one great-grand, everybody’s working. I’ve worked 
for Medicare and Medicaid, worked for the Hospital 
for Special Surgery. Then, it came to a point where 
I needed to know what was going on with my kids in 
school, so I started working as a  home health aid.
 
I did home health aid for a while because I could 
pick my hours when the kids were in school, I want-
ed to know what was going on. I used to stand in 
the school door, looking at them, while they were in 
school. That helped me to know what was going on, 
in and out of their lives.  

As a home health aid, I’ve had a lot of patients, most 
of my clients were long-term. I had one for 10 years, 
one for five years and two for six years. The one 
that was 10 years, she didn’t really need anybody to 
clean for her or to go to the store for her,  she only 
wanted somebody there just to talk too. If you’re 
there to eat with her in the morning, she’s happy, 
somebody to eat with her at lunch, she’s happy, din-
ner time, she’s happy. Sometimes, it got to the point 
where she didn’t want me to go home in the evening 

but I had to go home because I had children. Then, 
my girlfriend at work said, “Well how about we split 
the day, you work 12 hours in the daytime. I’ll do the 
12 at night.” So, we did that. I worked in home care 
for 32 years, I liked it because in that field you have 
to like people and be a people person. And the peo-
ple that I worked with, we have become family. We 
have become friends. Today, I’m still in touch with a 
lot of them that I worked for. 

You’d be surprised to know how many people in this 
United States, in New York, are lonesome. They 
don’t have nobody, they have family, but they don’t 
have nobody. So, it’s a good field to get into, home 
care if you can. If you’re a people person, you have 
to take care of them first, the rest comes next. I took 
care of my clients, and their family became my fam-
ily and we’re still family.

I see Nancy Quinones from NYCHA everywhere, 
she says it’s been 10 years, but I believe it was 10 
plus years. Everywhere and I look around, I always 
see Nancy going here, going there, she’s taught us 
residents. One day she was talking to me and my 
girlfriend and said “Why don’t you join the Senior 
Champion program?” So I said, “Okay. Tell me what 
it’s all about, and I’ll see if that’s something I want to 
do.” So, she said, “Well, it’s just a thing that all of us 
seniors get together. We talk about things.” And she 
talked about the stories, and the centers, and ev-
erything. She told me all about it. So, I said, “Okay.” 
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Cenda Jenkins Gloria Bowden

I said, “Well, sign me up.” So that’s what basically 
happened to me. That’s my story.

Sixty Years

Gloria Bowden

I’m Gloria Bowden, I was born in North Carolina in 
1942. In 1952, at the age of 9, I came to New York 
with my mother and my two brothers. We lived on 
Hart Street, between Sumner and Lewis Avenue, at 
that time, I attended PS 25. Then we moved to Ber-
gen Street and I attended John Marshall Junior High 
School. In 1960 I graduated from Franklin K. Lane 
High School. 

At the age of 19 in 1962, I moved into Sumner Hous-
es with my youngest son who was two months old, 
soon after that, I had my daughter. When we moved 
in, everybody got along like family, we watched 
each other’s children and everybody shared with 
each other, food, everything. It was like an open 
house. Then the Fair Housing Act came, and things 
changed a great deal. All different types of people 
moved in and sometimes, it wasn’t that pleasant. 

In 1968, I went to Brooklyn College and I attended 
for two and a half years. I applied for nursing school, 
but when I took the physical, I found out I was preg-
nant with my third child which was my daughter. So 
I dropped out and I never attended again. In 1976, 
I got a job in Staten Island, at Willowbrook Devel-
opmental Center for people with intellectual devel-
opmental disabilities and I worked there for three 

A u d i o  A t
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years. In 1979, I transferred to Brooklyn Develop-
mental Center on Fountain Avenue where I could be 
closer to home. I worked the night shift there.

In 1981, I decided to apply for a job during the day 
and started working in private homes with clients 
with intellectual developmental disabilities provided 
by New York City. After six months, due to budget 
cuts, I was laid off. Then they started having flea 
markets at my job. I started making arts and crafts 
and baking cakes and pies. My carrot cakes hit it 
off with people. So, I started selling carrot cakes 
and pies to individual coworkers. My coworkers 
would recommend me to different people. I also had 
a nurse friend that worked at Woodhull Hospital, I 
would bake cakes and pies for a few nurses and 
doctors there too. After 26 years of state service, 
I retired at age 60. My mom became sick in 2005, 
so I started traveling to North Carolina each month 
for three years until she passed at the age of 98 in 
2018. 

Things have changed a lot since then, since mov-
ing into housing, we really don’t know the tenants 
like we used to. They move in and out a lot faster. 
Before you know it,  you’ve stayed for years until 
someone passes away or someone moves out. We 
pay our rent by mail instead of in person, we don’t 
have  contact with people as much as we used to. If 
something breaks, you have to call in a phone num-
ber to get it fixed, a lot of personal contact has been 

lost over the years. There’s always a lot of changes 
and you have to get accustomed to all the different 
changes. But I’ve been here since I was 19 and I’ll 
be here 60 years in June.

A u d i o  A t
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An Answered Prayer 

Roberta Keys

I moved to Brooklyn from Alabama. I was educat-
ed and became a nurse. I also worked in the Gar-
ment Center. I became a single parent, living in a 
fourth-floor walk-up. One day, I went to work, and I 
came home, and my apartment had been robbed. I 
didn’t want to live there anymore, but I didn’t have 
a choice. 

Five days after the incident, a letter came from NY-
CHA saying, “Come in to sign a lease” and to bring 
the security deposit. I was so happy because I didn’t 
know if I could live in that apartment knowing that 
somebody just could come in and rob you at any 
time. 

My prayer was answered. I moved from Brooklyn to 
Queens right away. I raised two kids, worked and 
retired in Ravenswood housing. Now, I am a mem-
ber of the Senior Champions and am involved in the 
activities of my  community. And I take care of my 
87-year-old mother and make sure she is okay on a 
daily basis. That is my story.

A u d i o  A t
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Proud NYCHA Baby 

Donna Gibson

I am a proud NYCHA baby. I’m currently active serv-
ing the community through various programs asso-
ciated with the HANAC Ravenswood Senior Center, 
NYCHA Residents Association, NYCHA Residents 
Watch, and the NYPD PSA 9 NCO and the NYPD 
Community Affairs.

The story that resonates in my heart is one that’s 
centered in joy and happiness. It began in 2017, 
when the change in how the NYPD does policing 
came alive in my community in Queens. It was a 
wish that came true when I heard the changed po-
licing strategy explained at a kickoff at Riccardo’s 
in Astoria. The focus of strengthening the relation-
ship between the residents and the officers on pa-
trol in the community. I couldn’t recall the last time I 
had seen an officer on patrol, but they were coming 
back.  Growing up I was nurtured around being safe 
and secure because there was always a cop on pa-
trol. Thereby my relationship with the NYPD was 
birthed and maintained during my lifetime living in a 
combination of two major projects, Abraham Lincoln 
Houses and Ravenswood Houses. So by the time 
the meeting adjourned, I had a plan. More senior 
engagement in our community meetings, with trans-
portation provided by the NYPD.

I made known my ideas to those in charge and let 
the chips fall where they may. They said yes, and 
the program began by providing transportation to 
and from the Residents Association and PSA Com-
munity Council meetings held on the second and 
fourth Wednesdays, each month. I let the seniors 
know who came to the senior center, what had 
changed, and more of them began attending these 
meetings. The officers were attentive and courteous 
to their needs. And it grew to transportation being 
provided to cultural events and the movies twice a 
month to anywhere in the five boroughs. Participa-
tion was embraced by more and more seniors as we 
ventured all over the city enjoying many events that 
were free or very affordable. It brought more hap-
piness to seniors who yearned to get around  New 
York City with a sense of security.

I remember how all eyes would turn when all of us 
would exit the vans on the Boardwalk of the Riv-
iera, in the Bronx on Salsa Sunday, or far Rocka-
way Beach for Fun ‘N the Sun. We did the Univer-
Soul Circus one year in Queens and another year 
in Brooklyn. For the circus events, we traveled in 
the NYPD bus which seats 30 to 40 passengers, we 
had those kinds of turnouts.

The many adventures we took up to April 2019 fos-
tered more trust in relating to our law enforcement 
officers in NYCHA by young and old alike. At some 
point in time, I received a card with a token of thanks 
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from the son of one of the seniors. In essence, he 
let me know how happy his family is because his 
mom is living happy, safe, and secure; we had his 
support. This by far outweighed any obstacles that 
were faced in keeping this program successful. This 
is one of my stories.

Don’t Even Start

Milagros

 Hi everyone, my name is Milagros, I am in 
the “Be A Buddy” program. When I was 11 years 
old, I was removed from my home and placed in a 
convent. And in the convent, I was always cleaning, 
helping out the nuns, so they would give me ciga-
rettes at 11 years old. Not just me, but all the girls 
there, as there were no boys. And the more I did, 
wash dishes, mop the floor,  anything, I would get 
another cigarette. I left the convent a month before I 
turned 17 and I was already smoking a pack a day.

In 2016 I moved here to UPACA 5, and I was here 
three years and I didn’t speak to anybody. If some-
one would say, “Good morning,” I would respond, 
“Good morning,” but keep walking. I didn’t know 
anyone here. And yet one day I was at home and 
I didn’t feel well, I couldn’t breathe and I was in a 
nightgown. I got so bad that I went next door to one 
of my neighbors. I didn’t know her name, I had just 
seen her. I started banging on her door and asking 
her to help me to get dressed, that I wanted to go to 
the hospital.

So she told me she was gonna go get Ms. Webb, 
the president of the tenant association. I didn’t know 
who she was, so I said, “Okay.” I was still able to 
speak at that moment. A few minutes later Ms. Webb 

A u d i o  A t
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came down to the hallway and I will never forget, 
she said, “Sweetie, what’s your name?” And I could 
remember my name at that point, but I couldn’t say 
it. And then she asked me, “Sweetie, where do you 
live?” And I remember saying, “I live here.” I couldn’t 
tell her where, but I knew I lived here. So after that, 
all I could remember was being in the hospital. I 
don’t remember what happened, how I got dressed, 
how I got my keys in the hospital, nothing.

I came home six days later, and I knocked on the 
lady’s door next door and I asked her what had hap-
pened to me. She said Ms. Webb did everything 
for me, she got the keys, she got my book bag, 
because I don’t have my pocket book. I found out 
where she lived and spoke to her.  I said I wanted 
to thank her for helping me out. And she said, “Oh, 
we have a monthly meeting downstairs in the lobby 
every month, why don’t you come down?” So I said, 
“Okay,” I didn’t really want to because I’m not used 
to being around people, but just to show my grati-
tude, I said, “Oh, okay.”

So when I went down, about two thirds of the people 
there were Hispanic. They didn’t speak English, so I 
tried it. I started translating for Ms. Webb and then I 
just got used to it. Every month I would go down and 
people would ask me to help tell Ms. Webb what 
they wanted to say and me and Ms. Webb just got 
closer and closer.

A year later, I went to the hospital again. This time 
I called another neighbor from upstairs. I was there 
for another six days. They told me my COPD had 
advanced to level 3 because of cigarette smoking. 
So I stopped. That was June the 17th of 2017. I 
stopped smoking. It wasn’t easy. I needed it, I need-
ed one before I cleaned, after I cleaned, before I 
ate, after I ate. If I was upset, if I was relaxed, I want-
ed a cigarette.

So right now it’s been three years and three months. 
I don’t even want anyone near me with a cigarette. I 
can’t stand the smell. It’s been hard for me to walk. 
If I was in one block I might have to stop one or twice 
because I can’t breathe. It’s very hard. If I smoke for 
a few months I’m gonna have to walk away. I mean 
everything sort of affects me, so I mean, I advise 
anyone, don’t smoke, don’t even start.

Ms. Webb introduced me to Nancy Quinones, and 
she introduced me to the “Be A Buddy program.” So 
I was not just helping people in the meeting, but now 
I’m calling people up and helping them in that way 
during these Covid. I help a lot of people, they don’t 
even know that it’s me on the phone. Some of them 
knew that I was helping them but I don’t know who 
they are . We’re sort of getting used to it, where I’m 
learning to socialize with everyone even though I 
don’t want to, but, you know, I’m doing it and I’m 
getting used to it. I wasn’t used to people, and it’s a 
whole different life story for me, being around peo-
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ple that live in my building and being close on the 
phone. Being within the community and helping ev-
erybody out, and I love it. And that’s my story.

This Building

Gwendolyn Primus

 My name is Gwendolyn Primus and I’m cur-
rently the president of Webster Morris Senior Res-
ident  Association. My parents are from South Car-
olina, both of them graduated high school and were 
children of sharecroppers. They came up to New 
York in 1958 for a better life. My parents moved into 
the Patterson Projects where we stayed  until my 
mother and father were pregnant with their fourth 
child. 

In 1965, we moved over here to what was called 
Morris Senior and Claremont Village where my 
mother had three additional children. I had five sib-
lings, we were all raised, educated and even married 
out of this building.  I came back after my brother 
purchased the building and moved my mother and 
father out. I came back,  took over the apartment 
and raised my four children. We’ve been in this 
apartment for 56 years, I just downsized from the 
three-bedroom to the two-bedroom four days ago. 

I love our village over here and it was very difficult 
for me to move away. As an educator, I’ve taught at 
various schools throughout the United States, but I 
never moved because there was something about 
being here. Rendering services for my community 
and my residents is in my soul and in my spirit.

A u d i o  A t
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What we do here, we don’t just advocate for our res-
idents, we find resources for our residents, we call 
ourselves, Resource Board or the Tenants Associ-
ation. We have a food distribution center where we 
give out emergency food to those who are in need. 
We get calls constantly about seniors who just got 
out of the hospital, “Could you do a care package? 
We have a family of four who just went to the shel-
ter, do you have a care package?” 

We just gave out over 500 coats, gave out over 150 
men’s suits, shirts, ties. We are trying to establish a 
men’s closet for those who are trying to get back into 
the workforce. We distribute hot meals on Mondays 
and Friday, and we do a pantry on Wednesdays and 
sometimes Saturdays. We stay busy for our resi-
dents. They have access to the internet. They can 
come in and do job research, they can do resumes, 
they can get copies, they can scan papers, fax pa-
pers. We make ourselves available to them, and we 
enjoy the work that we do, immensely. This is why 
we get up every morning to be of service to our res-
idents. And that’s my story.

The Work I Need to Do 

Maria Pacheco

My name is Maria Pacheco, I’ve been a resident of 
Harlem since 1948. I was 7 years old when my par-
ents brought me to New York from Puerto Rico. I 
didn’t know a word of English, neither did my mother 
or father, but I had a wonderful teacher, bilingual at 
the time, who made such an impression on me. I still 
remember and recall his name, Mr. Mekowitz and I 
learned a lot from him.

My mother was a stay-at-home mom. She never 
worked, but my father did. My father got a supers 
job so we can have an apartment big enough for us 
and he would take in anybody that needed a meal 
or a place to sleep. And my mother would cook, and 
the whole building would eat. They instilled in us, 
sharing and caring,  we were 10 kids. There were 
10 of us, but we made it through thick and thin and 
we learned. 

I had my aunt, who really, really showed me how 
to sew. Even here, now, where I live, people come 
and bring me their clothes for me to do repairs and 
mend their clothing. You know, what my parents did 
and what my aunt did was really instill in me who 
I am today and why I do what I do. Being a senior 

A u d i o  A t
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a leader in that space. Now I can say a leader, but 
at the time, I didn’t even know that I was a leader, 
but I joined the PTAs. I did some fundraising, I did 
whatever I could. 

And after daycares, I became a member of the se-
nior centers by rescuing a lady who suffered with 
Alzheimer’s in my building who lost her way. When 
she got back home, I volunteered to take care of 
her and I started taking her to the senior center. You 
know, there’s always something that leads to some-
thing else, you can’t be afraid to jump in because 
it’ll lead to something better. And while taking her 
to the senior centers, I met Jane Richardson and I 
became a friendly visitor.

There, I became an instructor, teaching people how 
to make jewelry, crochet. We did everything in the 
senior center and I was always there. There I met 
Nancy Quinones of NYCHA, and became a senior 
champion. During all this time, I was also a member 
of my tenant association, which is how I got into this 
senior building. It was a great opportunity for me to 
get into the senior building. I’ve been a leader here 
since I moved into this building from being a sec-
retary, treasurer, and now I’m the president of the 
tenant association. 

Now, I’ve done more in this year during the pandem-
ic than any year in my life by making sure the people 
were safe, making sure they got a meal and making 

champion,  people come to me and I’m always there 
to give them information, to find out information for 
them. 

Going to school taught me a lesson too, on the way 
people think and the way people. It did something 
to me, one day in junior high, when I was coming 
home from school. My school mate grabbed my 
arm, scared, “There’s a black man following us.” I 
turned around and said, “That’s my father.” People 
judge you by the color of your skin, that opened my 
eyes. It has influenced the way I work and what I do.

As an adult working, the same thing happened, the 
unjust. I saw that people wouldn’t help you if you 
didn’t speak the language. So I said to myself, “I 
can’t do that to my people. Can’t let them go.” I was 
working at the NYS Department of Labor and I took 
care of people, I’d translate for them, I’d explain. I 
didn’t send them away, and that changed my career. 
I became a translator, and I translated at the unem-
ployment courts. I worked for the city then. While 
working there I protected the people that worked 
there and got to supervise a group of about 11 trans-
lators. We would get the recordings in Spanish and 
we would record them in English. That was one of 
the jobs that I really enjoyed because I was helping.

As an adult raising children, I became interested in 
daycares. I don’t know why, it might have been the 
way my father and my aunt raised me but I was also 
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sure they kept their appointments. And whenever 
I could, give them a little entertainment by having 
some arts and crafts, just about anything to keep 
them sane. But not only them,  it kept me sane.In 
March 2021, I turned 80, and I don’t feel like I’m 80, 
because I’m always on the go, always doing some-
thing,  always reaching out and a lot of times I re-
ceive help as well. I need it to continue the work I 
need to do. 

I am a senior champion,  president of the tenant as-
sociation, member of the Democratic Club, and a 
member of Community Voices Heard. Sometimes I 
don’t have enough time to attend all the meetings, 
but I always make time for the NYCHA Life Story 
Club. It has been wonderful, it has taken my mind 
off of a lot of the more difficult tasks that I have. I 
also have my granddaughters, who I look after, they 
even want me to babysit a cat. So I can tell you I’ve 
done everything, but it’s what’s keeping me going 
and keeping me alive. And I’m happy to say that I 
took my Johnson & Johnson vaccine yesterday and 
I feel great. I’m thankful God is so good, that it’s 
keeping me going, so I can continue to contribute to 
this club. Thank you.

A u d i o  A t
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About Life Story Club

The Club is a nonprofit dedicated to promoting 
healthy aging, combating ageism, and reducing 
social isolation amongst older adults.

We organize social groups for older adults 
to exchange life stories and develop deeper 
connections with their peers. Participants become 
part of our community committed to meaningful 
socialization and legacy building. 

Visit us at lifestoryclub.org for more information.

http://lifestoryclub.org 
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