






Life Story Club 
Brooklyn, NY 

www.lifestoryclub.org

Copyright © 2022
All rights of each work belong to the respective author.

Cover design by Life Story Club.

This book is the culmination of a four-month series hosted by 
The New York City Housing Authority and Life Story Club, in 
the summer of 2022.



Life Stories from 
Life Story Club & The 
New York City Housing 

Authority
 

Summer 2022
 





About Life Story Club

Life Story Club combats loneliness and social isolation by creating 
small social clubs for older adults to share 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 or to join 
a club.  

About the New York City Housing Authority

The New York City Housing Authority (NYCHA), the largest 
public housing authority in North America, was created in 1935 
to provide decent, affordable housing for low-and moderate-
income New Yorkers. NYCHA is home to roughly 1 in 16 New 
Yorkers across over 177,569 apartments within 335 housing 
developments through public housing, Section 8, and PACT/RAD 
programs. In addition, NYCHA connects residents to opportunities 
in financial empowerment, business development, career 
advancement, and educational programs. With a housing stock 
that spans all five boroughs, NYCHA is a city within a city.  





“Come celebrate with me that everyday something has 
tried to kill me and has failed.” 

 –  Lucille Clifton

“All humanity is one undivided and indivisible family, and 
each one of us is responsible for the misdeeds of all the 

others.” 

 –  Mahatma Gandhi
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NYCHA storytellers from different New York City boroughs
gather for a virtual club meeting on a Thursday afternoon.

Residents from the following NYCHA 
communities took part in the Life Story Club 

Summer 2022 series: 

Soundview Houses - the Bronx
Taft Houses - East Harlem

UPACA 6 - Spanish Harlem
The International Tower - Jamaica, Queens 

Latimer Gardens - Flushing, Queens
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INTRODUCTION

******************
“This [NYCHA, Life Story Club] has been a great 

experience. Thank you… It’s been a great experience because it took 
me back and it made me realize, wow, I’ve come a long way. As I 

repeat the stories, I’m amazed at what I have gone through.”

- Jenny Rivera, age 70, NYCHA Harlem resident

Life Story Club first partnered with the New York City 
Housing Authority (NYCHA) during the COVID-19 
pandemic in order to help their older adult residents 
stay socially connected through our virtual storytelling 
program. This past summer, we kicked off our third 
year of programming together. For one hour every 
week, residents would call in from their respective 
apartments or they would gather together in small 
groups in the NYCHA resident office on Lexington Ave, 
huddled around one shared computer, to exchange life 
stories with one another. We were happy to be able to 
welcome returning participants including our favorite 
married couple: the Ponniah’s (Abraham and Mercy) who 
would join us each week, sitting side by side, taking turns 
talking to the group via the computer screen. We also 
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welcomed new storytellers such as Caroline, Jenny, and 
Thelma who found solace in sharing about their lives from 
the comfort of their own homes. 

The theme of this series was “Food, Family & Traditions.”  
Jenny shared with us her childhood memories—going to 
Orchard Beach (AKA the “Puerto Rican Riviera”) and 
about how people would put up palm trees, and wake up 
at 5:00 AM  just to get a good spot.  Caroline shared 
stories about how she fed her family during the New 
York City blackouts in the1960s, and about how families, 
friends, and strangers would come together in the 
darkness. A shared humanity and reflections on how we 
lean on and need each other seemed to be at the core 
of all the stories. Whether it is with a family member, a 
friendly neighbor, or a long-distance friend, we all share 
these vital connections that help us get by and make us 
all better people. 

-  Stephanie Yanes, facilitator
   Life Story Club
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FACILITATOR’S NOTE

The following stories were lightly edited from the 
transcript of the NYCHA Life Story Club recordings 
which were held in July 2022 over Zoom. At times, 
words and phrases that are spoken well don’t always 
read well, and vice versa. As a result, stories have been 
edited for clarity and may vary slightly from the original 
audio to print. All of the participants gave permission for 
their stories to be published in this book. It is with great 
honor that we present this beautiful collection of inspiring 
work. 
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Jenny Rivera vacationed with the family she helped take care of in the 
Hamptons (Long Island, the 1970s.) 
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The Rich and the Poor

Jenny Rivera

Jenny Rivera was born and raised in Spanish Harlem, New York. 
Her family moved to New York from La Isla Bonita (The Beautiful 
Island), Puerto Rico. She’s seventy years old. No one’s laugh is as 
infectious as Jenny’s; she always found a way to bring cheer to 
her stories of heartbreak, loss and triumph. Her story is about a 
time in her life that was filled with darkness. She felt blind, but one 
unexpected member of her family shined a light on her and helped 

her see her way. 

First of all, I have to start off by saying, this has been a 
great experience for me. Telling my stories has taken me 
back, helped me reflect on my life and it made me realize, 
wow, I’ve come a long way. I’m amazed at what I have 
gone through and how I have come out on the other side. 

It started when I was very young, my mother and my father 
didn’t know what was going on with me. School was very 
bad for me. I struggled so much because I couldn’t read. 
From the age of six to 16, no one knew why I couldn’t 
read. That time in my life felt like a nightmare. I wanted 
so desperately to read but I couldn’t, no matter how hard I 
tried. I remember feeling totally lost, stupid and ignorant.

One day, my mother and my aunt got together and my 
mother said, “What am I gonna do with Jenny? She’s 16 
years old. Her body is developing and I need to get her out 
of Spanish Harlem.” 
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Jenny Rivera was born and raised in Spanish Harlem, New York. Her family moved to New York from La Isla Bonita (The Beautiful Island), Puerto Rico. She’s seventy years old. No one’s laugh is as infectious as Jenny’s; she always found a way to bring cheer to her stories of heartbreak, loss and triumph. Her story is about a time in her life that was filled wit

My aunt used to work for this Jewish family on 91st 
Street and West End Avenue, and she tells my mother, 
“On Monday I will call you to let you know what I can 
do.” So she called my mother up and she told her, “I got a 
place to put Jenny in.” And I went, “Uh-oh.” The family she 
worked for needed a babysitter. The handsome couple had 
three kids: a seven-year-old, a five-year-old, and a nine-
month-old baby, two boys and a girl. The children’s mother 
desperately needed help; she had just had open heart 
surgery and was very sick. 

I remember my first day, I was nervous because I was never 
around white people before and I didn’t know what to say 
or do. But when I arrived, the entire family greeted me with 
arms wide open, everyone was so welcoming and made 
me feel right at home. When I saw their mother, my heart 
broke: she was so sick, she was in bed, jaundiced from 
the procedure, very yellow and very weak. It was at that 
moment that I felt I had a calling to help this woman, I was 
only 16 years old but I knew I wanted to help this family. 
I jumped right in. I started to take care of the children, 
took them to school, watched the baby, and took care of 
her the best way I knew how. I would feed her whatever I 
knew how to cook, I did it all. I remember a time when she 
told me, “One day I’m gonna help you Jenny, like you have 
helped me.” I was almost 18 years old when she finally 
recovered. 

As she regained her strength and got healthier she 
approached me and said, “Your aunt told me that you’re 
having trouble reading.” She was a child psychologist, 

Jenny Rivera
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Jenny Rivera was born and raised in Spanish Harlem, New York. Her family moved to New York from La Isla Bonita (The Beautiful Island), Puerto Rico. She’s seventy years old. No one’s laugh is as infectious as Jenny’s; she always found a way to bring cheer to her stories of heartbreak, loss and triumph. Her story is about a time in her life that was filled wit

she began to pour her resources, expertise, and energy 
into me. We started with an IQ test, I scored a 97 or 98 
and she told me, “Well, you’re not stupid but we knew 
that already.” So we continued to do tests after tests until 
finally, we did one that finally gave us the answer. She 
diagnosed me with dyslexia. I finally had a name for what 
was wrong with me and I felt good to finally know. 

After that the real work started, she began teaching me 
how to read in a way that I could finally understand. By 
the time I was about 18-19 years old, I was reading. The 
entire world opened up for me once I learned how to read. 
My entire life up until then I had felt blind like I couldn’t 
really see the world the way others did. Oh man, and did 
I read everything! I mean I wanted to try it all! There was 
finally nothing I couldn’t read. I read books, newspapers, 
magazines, billboards… I read it all. 

By the time I was 20 years old, I finished high school, 
and I studied at night with her. At this point, I had moved 
in with the family in their apartment. I would help take 
care of the family by day and by night I’d study and 
get homeschooled. This was one of the most beautiful 
experiences of my life, I believe that she was my guardian 
angel, she saved me. But I can’t forget my mother, none of 
this would’ve been possible without her. 

My mother never lost faith; she knew that I wasn’t stupid, 
and she always had faith that I would be okay. My mother 
would say, “She’s gonna get through it, my Negrita. I’m 
gonna find a way.” And when I went home and I told her, 

Jenny Rivera
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Jenny Rivera was born and raised in Spanish Harlem, New York. Her family moved to New York from La Isla Bonita (The Beautiful Island), Puerto Rico. She’s seventy years old. No one’s laugh is as infectious as Jenny’s; she always found a way to bring cheer to her stories of heartbreak, loss and triumph. Her story is about a time in her life that was filled wit

“Mom, guess what, I’m not stupid. This is what’s wrong with 
me…” Then I started reading the Bible to her in Spanish, 
and she started crying. You know, my mother was one of 
the kindest souls I ever knew– she was so giving, she would 
cook big meals just to be able to feed half the building. She 
gave her love out unconditionally, whether the person was 
good or bad; it didn’t matter to her. She always found a 
way to help others with the little she had herself. I believe 
that the way God said thank you to her was by saving me; 
that was her reward for being such a kind person, to see 
her daughter triumph. She never gave up the faith that I 
would find my way.   

After I graduated from High School, my Jewish family sent 
me to a medical assistant school. The kids were growing 
up and I would need to find other work. So I learned 
how to do phlebotomy, EKG and how to draw blood. 
My Jewish father got me a job at his office. He was a 
gastroenterologist and I worked for him for 10 years. From 
there I was able to get on my feet and have a successful 
career in the medical field. Who would’ve thought? Me: 
Jenny from Spanish Harlem. 

I love my story because it’s of two worlds: my Puerto Rican 
mother in Spanish Harlem who prayed and never gave up 
the faith in me. We were poor, but our home was always 
filled with love and faith. My Jewish family showed me 
another world. Yes, they were what we considered to 
be rich back at home, but they also showed me so much 
love. They sure showed me how to vacation the right way 
too.   They would take me on all of their vacations to the 

Jenny Rivera
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Jenny Rivera was born and raised in Spanish Harlem, New York. Her family moved to New York from La Isla Bonita (The Beautiful Island), Puerto Rico. She’s seventy years old. No one’s laugh is as infectious as Jenny’s; she always found a way to bring cheer to her stories of heartbreak, loss and triumph. Her story is about a time in her life that was filled wit

Hamptons and overseas. I lived in both worlds: the rich 
and the poor. And I am in both worlds today. I still live 
in Spanish Harlem and am going on a fabulous vacation 
in Dubai soon. That is my world and my life and I am so 
proud of it. 

A photo of Jenny in the spring of 2022 
holding the framed photograph 
featured at the beginning of the story. 

Jenny Rivera
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A photo showing Caroline’s work as a seamstress: her niece and 
neighbor’s daughter in Harlem wearing her handmade dresses, in the 
1980s. 
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How I Learned to Love Working with 
my Hands

Caroline

Caroline learned how to work with her hands from a very young 
age and has many talents.  She credits her skills in the kitchen to 
her Aunt Nodie, and to her mother and grandmother. She learned 
how to make crafts and sew and stitch from a friendly neighbor.  
Caroline’s family roots are in the South, but she proudly represents 
Harlem today. She credits her creativity, in part, to being a Gemini. 
She’s 72 years old. 

My neighbor Martha impacted my life in ways I don’t think 
either of us ever expected. We lived on the same floor in 
our apartment building in Harlem. Martha and my mother 
were very close; they would visit each other, counsel one 
another, and became good friends throughout the years. I 
remember enjoying our visits to her place because I loved 
watching her sew. 

She [Martha] noticed that I was intrigued [by her sewing], 
so she started engaging with me. She would give me 
scraps of material so I could make little outfits for my dog 
at the time. I would be so excited about the task. I would 
go home and shape the clothes to fit my dog and add my 
own flare, of course. Afterward, I would run over to her 
place to show her my progress, and she would tell me, 
“Now go back and hem it.” She would give me instructions 
on how to make it better. She planted that seed for me 
when I was young, about 12 years old. 
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Caroline learned how to work with her hands from a very young age and has many talents.  She credits her skills in the kitchen to her Aunt Nodie, and to her mother and grandmother. She learned how to make crafts and sew and stitch from a friendly neighbor.  Caroline’s family roots are in the South, but she proudly represents Harlem today. She credits her cre

By the time I turned 18 years old, I had saved up enough 
money to buy my own sewing machine, but that wasn’t 
enough for me. I wanted to take this opportunity to the 
next level. I applied to college to get my associate’s degree 
in pattern making and a big inspiration for that was 
Martha. There, I learned how to sew like a professional, 
and also started knitting and crocheting. I learned a lot 
from the books, the professors, and my peers. But as I look 
back, I learned even more from the people around me like 
Martha, my aunts, my grandmother, and my mother 
— from sewing to making pies. I was always inspired by 
the people around me, even my father. 

I think my love for working with my hands came from 
my father. He was known for his cooking, fixing up cars, 
carpentry skills and just being able to fix it all. People in 
the neighborhood would call him “Pete the Plumber.” They 
would call him to help them around the house. He had the 
talent to find a solution to any household problem. I take 
after him for sure. I remember when he used to work at a 
girdle fabric factory in Williamsburg, Brooklyn. He would 
occasionally bring home fabric for me and I remember 
making a skirt out of the fabric once. Another time he 
brought me to the factory to see him in action. If a machine 
stopped working anywhere in the factory, he was the 
man they’d call. He would work on it for a little while and 
before you knew it, it was working perfectly again, that 
was my father. 

I still sew, make crafts and cook to this day. I can’t do it as 
often or as much as I used to but the passion is still there. I 

Caroline
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Caroline learned how to work with her hands from a very young age and has many talents.  She credits her skills in the kitchen to her Aunt Nodie, and to her mother and grandmother. She learned how to make crafts and sew and stitch from a friendly neighbor.  Caroline’s family roots are in the South, but she proudly represents Harlem today. She credits her cre

used to have a client in Baltimore - I would go there with 
my machine for a few days and make custom curtains, 
bedspreads, and more to match their house. Sewing would 
always help me make some extra money. That is something 
I want to do soon. I want to make curtains for my home 
and maybe a bedspread. Making these things relaxes me 
- it relieves stress. I feel so comfortable. I recently got this 
really nice African print fabric that I plan on using to make 
masks, necklaces, and headbands. I love making something 
unique that you can’t find in a store, something handmade 
is always better than store-bought. 

I always wanted to pass down my talents in sewing to 
someone in the family but no one in the next generation 
took an interest in it. I hope sharing my story can ignite a 
passion for someone in sewing like Martha and her sewing 
did for me. 

Caroline with her brother and 
father, all dressed up for Easter 
Sunday (Harlem, the 1950s).

Caroline
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A photograph of the Taft Houses in East Harlem.
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More Than Just a Neighbor

Cenda Jenkins

Cenda Jenkins lives in the Taft Houses in East Harlem, New York City. 
She was born and raised in South Carolina. A proud Taurus, Caroline 
was born on May 17th, 1945, and is 77 years old. She raised two 
children and has one grandchild and one great-grandchild. She takes 
great pride in her family and all that she has overcome in this life.

My story is about my neighbors in the Taft Houses: the 
Baguts who became like family to me. The first person I 
met was Lucy Bagut; she was the woman of the house. We 
started talking in the elevator one day and became friends 
from then on. Her husband, Mr. Bagut was an American 
seaman and was always gone. That is what brought us 
closer together; she was home by herself a lot of the time. 

We started to support one another in ways that girlfriends 
or family would. She used to call me her secretary because 
I’d help her make her doctor’s appointments and even go 
with her to make sure everything was on the up and up. 
The best part of those busy days running errands together 
was the reward I received afterward. Lucy is a Latina who 
sure knows what she’s doing in the kitchen; she would 
make our feasts. Lucy would cook bacalao guisado (salt 
cod stew), arroz con gandules and so many more delicious 
meals. 

At one point, we exchanged keys to our apartments. 
She was a very trustworthy person. I would say on times 
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Cenda Jenkins

that I have been gone, I’ve had about 2-3 floods in my 
apartment. Do you know Lucy wouldn’t call me to let me 
know [about the floods] until a few days later? She would 
wait until she had everything cleaned up and cleared up 
whatever mess I had from the water damage. That’s what 
you call a special neighbor. 

Lucy knows my whole family and eventually I also gave 
them all keys so that the responsibility wouldn’t just weigh 
on her. But Lucy is so protective over me, she wouldn’t 
let anyone into my place- even family unless I talked to 
her and let her know it was okay. Even today, my family 
knocks on her door first to let her know that they are with 
me. 

I remember the time when Mr. Bagut, who has since 
passed on (he is no longer with us). But one time [before 
he passed], in his working days, he came home very sick. 
Lucy needed a lot of support nursing him back to health. 
Our bedrooms are connected so I could hear if she ever 
knocked. While he was sick, he would fall out of bed and 
onto the floor. Lucy would knock on my wall as a call for 
help. I became attuned to the knocks and would march 
over to help her get him off the floor and back in the bed. 
It was a tough time but we got through it together. 

Thanks to my bond with Lucy I have nothing to worry about 
when I’m home. Together we make where we live a home. 
We lean on each other. She has never asked me anything 
that I won’t do. I would never tell her no. The same goes for 
me: I know I can ask her anything and she will be there for 
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me. What brings me joy is also the special days we share 
together: birthdays, Christmas, and other holidays we share 
with one another. That’s what I call a good neighbor. 

Arroz con gandules or rice with pigeon peas is a signature 
Puerto Rican dish. 
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Abraham (in the second row, standing second from the left) with his par-
ents and siblings.
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Life With My Sisters

Abraham Ponniah

Abraham Ponniah is 76 years old and is from Sri Lanka. He has 
been living in New York City for the last 16 years. He and his wife, 
Mercy, have three children: one girl and two boys. They also have five 
grandchildren. Abraham and Mercy have been living in their NYCHA 
residence, Latimer Gardens, for the last three years and “feel very 
blessed to have found a home.” 

I would like to share about my family. I was born with 
seven siblings: five of them were sisters. And all of my 
sisters were really close to me, and I would like to share 
about them. 

Before my marriage, I enjoyed my life with my parents, two 
brothers, and five sisters in the countryside of Sri Lanka. 
Since I was the seventh child out of eight, I was the one 
who got married last. All my sisters were very fond of me 
and I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for them. 
My oldest sister was 12 years older than me; she could not 
complete her high school studies because she had to help 
my mother. My parents alone found it very difficult to raise 
us all. Many sacrifices were made by my family to ensure 
that the majority of their children received an education. 
I remember when I was very young, we all had a long and 
treacherous walk to school. When I got a little older, my 
father found another home to rent which was closer to the 
school but further for him to get to work. Now he had a 
10-mile commute to work, where there was very limited 
public transportation and no car. That’s when my big sister 
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Abraham Ponniah

stepped in and stopped her studies. She worked tirelessly 
- side by side with my parents. She looked after us like we 
were her own children. I will never forget what my big 
sister did for us at that time. 

She got married when I was nine years old. Thereafter, the 
responsibilities of helping the family fell on my other sisters. 
However, they completed their high school studies, kept 
part-time jobs, and also took care of the home. My sisters 
did it all: studied, worked, and looked after my baby sister 
and me.  

To this day, I remember the tasty meals my sisters would 
make with the help of my mother. They always made 
sure everyone in the family was nourished. They ensured 
everyone’s well-being, made certain that everyone was 
doing their homework, and looked after us in a caring way. 
Even my baby sister stepped up when she was old enough: 
she started preparing my lunch and would give me a 
puzzle in the morning before I left for work. They were all 
incredible in their own ways. Even when we would all fight, 
my sisters never withdrew from their responsibilities. God 
gave me the grace to witness all my sisters get married to 
good partners and settle down well. 

My brothers were all very dear to me as well. My older 
brother also received his blessings from his sisters but left 
home after his studies to serve his Master’s call (in which he 
served for 63 years). Very unfortunately, he lost one of his 
sons just four days before he completed his 20th birthday, 
but even that did not make him lose his faithfulness to God.
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Abraham Ponniah

I had another brother who had autism but lived up to 59 
years old. And in his old age, he was well looked after by 
my older brother and his family, in his home.

I thank God for my peaceful family. God bless you all.

This is a recent picture of Abraham with the light shining on him. His wife 
Mercy is in the middle with their children, their spouses, and grandchildren. 
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Anne Johnson modeling for Barbizon in the early 2000s.
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My Family’s Story of Triumph and 
Loss

Dedicated to my brother, Henry.
Anne Johnson

Anne Johnson has always been committed to serving her 
community. She started her career as an LPN (Licensed Practical 
Nurse) in Alexandria, VA, then came to New York City as a young 
woman and worked at the New York Telephone Company for 18 
years. She even modeled professionally for a few years. You name 
it and Anne has done it. Now she serves as the president of the 
Tenant Association at the Soundview Houses in the Bronx. She’s 
going into her 9th year of service. 

 
In the ‘60s my family and I started to migrate up north to 
New York City from Virginia. My brother had come back 
to Alexandria [Virginia] to pick me up and we came up on 
the bus. I was so excited about the trip because I already 
had a sister and a couple of other friends living in New 
York City, and I too was coming to stay.

It was a cold night once we got to Times Square. I 
remember how windy it was and all I could see was 
papers flying all around everywhere, and I was like, “Wow, 
this is crazy. Why don’t they clean up around here?” My 
brother said, “This is how it is,” and I responded, “Well, I 
want to go back to Virginia, because in Virginia it’s nice 
and clean, and you don’t see all this garbage.” And he 
said, “If you go back, you go back by yourself.” So, I stayed 
with my brother and my sister. 
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Anne Johnson

My time in New York was so special to me and I am proud 
to say that I did it all. One of my first gigs was becoming 
a model. I started off at a modeling school, Barbizon 
Modeling School in Manhattan. I worked with them for 
about six years. Then one of my sisters was working at 
the New York Telephone Company, and she got me a job 
there and I worked there for 18 years. Most of my family 
that migrated to New York all worked and had good jobs. 
Needless to say, the move up North was good for all of 
us, except for my youngest brother, Henry. He always did 
things his own way but we loved him for it. 

My brother Henry stayed in the DC/Alexandria/Maryland 
area; he wanted to stay close to my mother. He joined 
the Marines at a very young age and served for four 
years. We were all very proud of him. When he got out, he 
married, settled down, and had two sons. Then he moved 
even further down south to Florida. Despite the distance, 
our family always made an effort to stay connected. We 
would meet in Virginia during the Holidays and those are 
moments I will always hold close to my heart. 

However, December 2001 changed everything for my 
family. All of us were older by now but we stayed close 
throughout the years of distance and life changes. At this 
point, Henry had found a new partner and was newly 
married. He was in the process of adopting her [his new 
wife’s] two daughters who were 13 and eight years old 
when we celebrated Christmas that year. 

It was the usual family reunion in Alexandria, Virginia at 
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my mother’s house for the holidays. The family up north 
traveled down and Henry traveled up from Florida, it 
was our tradition. We were all so happy to be together, I 
remember Henry not feeling too well but we all figured it 
was just the cold bothering him. On Christmas night one 
of his soon-to-be daughters was being fussy and asked 
Henry if they could start the drive home early. He of course, 
agreed. He was that kind of man, always trying his best to 
make his loved ones happy. Those girls called him “daddy” 
and he loved them dearly. 

So they packed up and left at about one in the morning on 
Christmas night. I had this feeling as soon as they left that 
something wasn’t right. I barely rested that night worried 
about Henry and their long drive home. I woke up at 6  
a.m. and called my brother and my sister-in-law and there 
were no answers. At about 6:30 a.m., we got a phone 
call from the Highway Patrol to let us know that there had 
been an accident in Rocky Mount, North Carolina, and my 
brother’s car had careened off the road, went airborne, 
and hit an overhead bypass. They told us, “Out of the four 
people traveling, one survived.”

It was the most devastating news anyone could hear. The 
only survivor was the oldest girl, my niece, Lesing; she was 
only 13 and now in a comatose state in the hospital. She 
was found under the car. My brother had suffered a heart 
attack while driving home and was now gone from our 
lives forever. He was only 50 years old. Our family was 
never the same after that. 
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We used to do a lot of traveling and celebrating together 
but it never felt right without Henry. 

Now we see each other once every other year and thank 
God for Zoom: the family has found a way to stay close 
despite the tragedy we faced. We have a family zoom 
meeting once a month. Relatives from all over join in - 
from New York, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 
Michigan, and even more places. That’s how we have 
stayed connected. 

This story is to honor my brother Henry who was a loving 
man, served his country, and did it all for his family. 
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Anne’s brother, Henry, in his Marine’s uniform.
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Photograph of Charles Wentworth Murrell II, Thelma’s brother, in his US 
Army uniform serving in the Vietnam War. 
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My Brother, My Hero

Thelma Murrell-Bell

Thelma Murrell-Bell is a Queens girl at heart. She represents 
International Towers in Jamaica and her fondest childhood 
memories are with her family at Flushing Meadow Park. She’s a 
mother of two, a grandmother of seven, and a great-grandmother 
of one. Thelma is 77 years old. She is a Pisces and a natural-born 
storyteller with a voice that soothes. Her story honors her brother’s 

extraordinary legacy and life.  

My brother was born on October 8th, 1947 in Flushing, 
Queens. He is the second of four children and the only 
boy. My parents named him Charles Wentworth Murrell 
II after my uncle (my father’s brother). My mother said that 
my brother walked at seven months old. She said, “He was 
rickety doing it, but he looked like he had someplace to 
go.” 

He started working as a shoe shine boy when he was 
seven years old. He would come home with lots of change 
in his pockets. He never spent any of his money except 
for replenishing his shoe shine business. He would buy 
my sisters and me candy bars and if we asked him for 
anything, he would give it generously. He didn’t really want 
for anything, not a spendthrift, he never was. 

At 11 years old, he became a paper boy and by 15, he 
worked in the distribution offices of the Long Island Star 
Journal (Queens-Long Island Newspaper). By the time he 
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was 17, he was also what they called an “Adman,” he 
would go to all of the stores on Main Street, and Northern 
Boulevard and get ads for the Sunday paper. 

As the time for High School graduation came to a close, 
the military recruiters came to the school to recruit. He 
always said he wanted to join the Navy and be an aircraft 
carrier.  Unfortunately, within two weeks after graduation, 
he didn’t have a choice and was drafted into the Army. 
Right after his basic training in North Carolina, he was 
sent into combat in the Vietnam War. He flew search and 
recovery missions to find South Vietnamese civilians and 
soldiers who were hiding in the bush. It was him and three 
other men on a helicopter and he did that for five years.

He came home at the end of 1972 as a highly decorated 
combat veteran. However, he didn’t seem to be the same 
person. But this was our brother. I would say now that he 
was probably suffering from PTSD because after Vietnam, 
he was never as talkative as he used to be; he became 
quieter and more reserved. 

During this time, there were no celebrating Vietnam 
veterans, no parades in their honor, and no one thanked 
them, especially when it came to looking for jobs. 
Companies could care less that he had been in the service 
when he went on interviews. Fortunately, a friend of his 
got him a job at a theater taking tickets. He became 
friends with the projection people and found out his next 
move, he was gonna become a projectionist. Charles used 
his VA benefits to cover the school expenses and soon 
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became a projectionist. He was back on track. 

At the theater he met a very special lady who soon 
became his girlfriend and shortly afterward, they married. 
They bought a small co-op. I remember the price was 
$3,200. It was a one bedroom and they were very happy 
there. They wanted to start a family but unfortunately, my 
brother was diagnosed with testicular cancer. He was still 
working and withstood nine rounds of chemo. This was in 
the early days of giving chemotherapy; it was very, very 
strong, and he was always sick. He lost his hair like three 
times during that time. Finally, he got a clean bill of health, 
but they were informed that they would not be able to 
have children. This was crushing for both of them and our 
family because we knew how badly they wanted a family. 

As Charles always did, he moved forward in stride: they 
sold their co-op for $6,000, which was nice for them. 
They used their profits to buy a brownstone in Park Slope, 
Brooklyn. They were now both homeowners and landlords. 
They were extremely happy about this and started to think, 
well, gee, if we could do this with one brownstone, imagine 
what we could do with two. So on they went to buy 
another brownstone in Bedford-Stuyvesant. And this was 
the beginning of their real estate empire. They adopted 
two beautiful sons: newborn children, two years and one 
week apart. They’re both end-of-August babies. Our family 
was thrilled that they found a way to have a family, their 
own way. 

The joy was short-lived as my brother and the family faced 
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another battle ahead. Charles became stricken with cancer 
again, this time in his lungs. And then for the rest of his 
life, he had three other cancers, two of them recurring. 
He fought them valiantly. Whatever the doctor said, the 
number of surgeries, the number of rounds of chemo that 
he had to do, it didn’t matter. He worked both his job as a 
projectionist as did my sister-in-law. She worked her job as 
an insurance agent and they ran their real estate business 
into an empire.

How many times was he in the hospital? We can’t tell you. 
How many times did he have surgeries? I can’t even begin 
to tell you. He endured it and he never complained. He 
just said, “Whatever the doc says.”  He went on this way, 
fighting for his life with everything in him. As his health 
ebbed and flowed, he taught his sons the business and 
empowered them to take on the legacy he had built with 
his wife. Unfortunately, he lost his wife to a brain aneurysm, 
the person that we weren’t expecting to go. My brother 
and his sons were inconsolable over this and it took them a 
while to get back into gear.

Over the years, his only indulgences were with his children, 
his dogs, and his cars. He and his sons were successful in 
continuing the business. Then when it was clear that there 
was no more chemo, no more surgeries, nothing else we 
were able to do, Charles began to prepare the entire 
family. In 2017, he then started talking to all the family 
members and trying to tell them that we have to keep 
together as a family and speaking to the younger ones, like 
my grandchildren and letting them know what they need 
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to do and how we should do it, et cetera, et cetera. He 
became our family’s patriarch if you will because he really 
hadn’t taken on that role before. 

Charles, my dear brother, fought cancer valiantly. He 
fought in the war valiantly and he fought for his family 
valiantly. That was my brother and he is my hero. Thank 
you.

Charles with his dog, in front of his brand new car, after 
the war.
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A wedding in Sri Lanka on September 18th, 1943.
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A Hero Whom I Admire, My Mother

Mercy Ponniah

Mercy Ponniah is 72 years old and is from Sri Lanka. She has been 
living in New York City for the last 16 years with her husband, 
Abraham Ponniah. She is the mother to three children and a 
grandmother to five. Her story is about the life of her hero: her 
mother. This is a story she kept to herself for a long time and she is 
now proud to share it with the world. 

The picture to the left shows my parent’s wedding in Sri 
Lanka on September 18th, 1943. As you can see from 
the photo, my father and my uncle were in the military. I 
remember my mother telling me how happy she was to 
have finally settled down. Only nine short days after their 
marriage, my father was called to serve in World War II 
and was forced to leave his new wife.

During this time there were no telephones. Telegrams were 
for the rich and the only way to communicate was through 
letters. About four months after my father left for war, my 
mother received a letter from the Army headquarters. The 
letter stated that her husband had died in battle, in action 
and that she was now a widow. A monument was put up 
in Sri Lanka honoring everyone who died in WWII and my 
father’s name was put there. 

In Sri Lanka, during this time period, widows were looked 
down upon by all. These women were no longer useful to 
their families or society. My mother faced a very difficult 
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and harsh time. Despite their loss, her parents-in-law 
looked after my mother and took care of her. 

A few years later, my mother had finally accepted her fate 
of being a young widow but then, a miracle happened. 
It was early 1947 when her husband miraculously 
reappeared in his family’s home. No one could believe 
it, everyone had mourned him for many years and now 
he was there, alive and well! The Army had confused my 
father, Jay Daniel, for Isay Daniel, who was born in India. 

Shortly after my father’s arrival, another miracle happened, 
my mother became pregnant in 1948. It was a dream 
come true for her after those years of suffering. However 
my mother underwent a very difficult pregnancy: the baby 
was large and the family decided to take her to the capital 
of Sri Lanka, Colombo, to give birth. This was before 
Cesareans when many times giving birth meant life or 
death for the mother or child. 

She was admitted to a maternity hospital for three weeks 
and gave birth to my sister. She was a very big baby, 
about 10 pounds in weight I remember the family telling 
me. The hospital gave my mother and father a very 
strong warning: my mother must wait at least five years to 
conceive another child. My parents agreed.

However, about a year and a half afterward, my mother 
became pregnant again, this time with me. My father was 
very scared; he was afraid that my mother could die with 
this second pregnancy so soon. He and the doctors were 
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adamant that my mother should have an abortion. My 
mother didn’t want one but she was compelled to listen 
to her husband and doctors. In those days abortions were 
done with pills. She told me that just before taking the 
abortion pills she heard a voice tell her, “Don’t kill, don’t 
kill.” So she dropped them and didn’t go through with it.

She didn’t tell my father or the doctors what she decided 
not to do that day. As time went on, everyone assumed 
that the pills had not worked properly. Then it was too late 
to take any further action and the doctor told them, “We’ll 
just leave it like that.”

Her due date was supposed to be in September but in July 
my mother experienced unbearable pain and the family 
decided to take her to the capital again for treatment. On 
the way to Colombo, my mother went into labor and they 
had to stop. They stopped at a native indigenous hospital 
which at the time did not care for pregnancies. They 
initially tried to turn my family away but my mother was 
already in labor. I was the first baby in 150 years to be 
born in that hospital. I was my mother’s third miracle. 

Shortly after I was born, darkness came again to my 
mother. My father once again left his family and this time 
it wasn’t to serve in a war. He left my mother for reasons I 
can’t understand but it is what happened. He abandoned 
all of us for 17 years. My mother raised us all on her own. 
During this trying time, her love for us was so great that 
you would’ve never known that she was suffering such a 
loss of abandonment. And can you believe that growing 
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up I saw how unconditional my mother’s love was? She 
would bring orphaned children into our home, feed them, 
clothe them and give them shelter. Growing up we were 
always sharing our home with the homeless. I would say 
that my mother took care of over 62 children and adopted 
many of them. To this day, I don’t know where she found 
the strength and the love to do all of this good after all the 
bad that had happened to her. 

Around my 17th birthday, my father appeared again. 
When my mother saw him coming, she ran to him, 
embraced him, and said, “You are my husband, and you 
are welcome here.” Just like that, she forgave him and 
welcomed him back into our lives with open arms. It was 
very difficult for me to understand how she could forgive so 
quickly but that’s how she was, pure unconditional love. My 
parents stayed together after that until he passed away in 
1978. The hero in this story is my mother. She showed me 
what forgiveness is and what love is. I thank God for my 
mother. 
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Maria with her daughter and granddaughter, celebrating her birthday in 
March 2022. 
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My Family From “La Isla Bonita”

Maria Pacheco

Maria Pacheco’s name is always ringing through the halls of 
UPACA 6, NYCHA senior housing. She’s the Tenants Association 
President for the building and everyone knows her name. She 
feels fortunate to be there. She applied at the right time, thanks to 
her involvement in a local senior center that advised her to apply 
sooner rather than later. Her application was accepted in six 
months and she’s felt at home ever since.

I love inspiring stories about how life can kick you and 
also lift you. That’s a lot like the story about my own family 
and how they came to New York from Puerto Rico. My 
godmother was the first to come to New York on a boat. 
She was always scared to fly. She was my father’s only 
sister, the only female out of eight siblings, imagine that. I 
remember that she baptized me before she left. As soon 
as she settled here in the city, she started sending for my 
family, one by one. 

The first one to come was my oldest sister. There were 
10 of us. Shortly after, my mother came with the three 
youngest (a boy and two girls - one was a newborn.) 
My parents seemed to have created a pattern for their 
children: the first three were girls, then a boy after it was 
two girls and a boy, and then the last three were two girls 
and a boy. 

Afterward, my father came to New York. My parents left 
me with my oldest siblings. We stayed at our grandfather’s 
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house at that time, with another uncle and his children. 
Since I was the youngest in the group, I was always teased. 
I remember once, my siblings and cousins threw my shoes 
over the fence...

My brother, God rest his soul, Luis Clemente, passed away 
about two years ago. He was my guiding light while our 
parents were getting settled in New York. Luis would find 
odd jobs for himself and other kids in the neighborhood 
to make extra money. Then he would buy me whatever 
I needed- sandals, school supplies, and snacks. He used 
to walk me to school and pick me up in the afternoons. I 
still remember the way he would hold my hand when we 
walked together; it was an intimate bond that only we 
shared. I felt so safe when I was in my brother’s hands. 
On his dying bed in Florida, I brought him a picture of our 
hands entwined as we used to when we were children in 
Puerto Rico. 

I didn’t think about it when I was a child, but now I see 
clearly what my brother did for me, and what he taught 
me. I learned that family is about looking after one another 
and taking care of each other. I miss my brother so much, 
his loss is still painful for me because I loved him so much. 
He was my protector. God rest his soul. 

When it was finally our turn to come to New York, I was 
seven- years old and didn’t know a word of English. My 
father was working two jobs: he was washing dishes at a 
restaurant and working as the super of a building. He got 
the super’s job so he could house his big family of twelve 
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rent-free. We had a happy childhood there. We lived in 
the basement and we were all finally together. We lived 
in that basement until I was 16 years old. In fact, I had 
my sixteenth birthday party in that place. We all looked 
after one another growing up, the oldest would care for 
the youngest. Now that I look back, I am so grateful that 
I grew up this way because it taught me how to survive, 
help others, be grateful for what I do have, and have 
compassion for people. Both of my parents are in heaven 
now, My mother died at a young age, she was only 56 
when she passed. Our family always stuck together and 
those that remain are still close. 

Togetherness, and being family to one another is something 
I want to pass on to the next generation. I recently had 
two granddaughters that were feuding with technology 
now- the tablets, the group chats, they get each other into 
trouble. So I brought my granddaughters together and 
made them hug one another. I told them, “You can’t do 
this. We weren’t raised like that. You are family and you 
must treat each other like brothers and sisters.” That is the 
legacy I want to pass on. 

Maria with her brother, 
Luis Clemente in Harlem, 
New York. 
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