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To all the children like Maurice whose lives are harder than we can imagine. Never lose hope that you can break the cycle and change your life. And never stop dreaming, because the power of dreams can lift you.






“An invisible thread connects those who are destined to meet, regardless of time, place, and circumstance. The thread may stretch or tangle. But it will never break.”

—Ancient Chinese Proverb








FOREWORD, TEN YEARS LATER

In 1986, I began an unlikely friendship with someone who lived only two city blocks away from me, yet came from a completely different world. Our friendship was so unlikely that, eleven years later, a magazine wrote a story about us. As people heard about our story, a lot of them told me I ought to write a book. Laura, you need to share this in a book! Laura, this HAS to be a book! Laura, what are you waiting for—write a book! I thought about it, and I tried to figure out how to do it, and finally, in 2011, I wrote my book.

Only in my quietest alone moments would I allow myself to cautiously daydream that people would read it, and like it, and maybe even turn it into a bestseller.

But only in my dreams.

Then a truly remarkable thing happened. People did read the book. And people liked it. And thousands and thousands of readers turned it into a bestseller, just like in my daydreams.

But that was only the beginning of this most magical journey. You see, the story of my unlikely friendship seemed not only to move and entertain people, but also to inspire them. And not just one particular kind of reader, but all kinds of readers, across all ages and races and demographics. There was, I would learn, something universal about the story—something that touched people’s hearts in a way that made them feel hopeful, blessed, and inspired.

And so, I realized the unlikely friendship at the heart of my story wasn’t really that unlikely at all.

In fact, it was the oldest story about the most human impulse there is.

The impulse to be kind.



My name is Laura Schroff, and in 2011 my first book, An Invisible Thread, was published. Before the book, I’d worked as an advertising sales executive at USA Today, Time Inc., Condé Nast, and Ms. I’d never aspired to be a writer, and I never imagined this would be my second career in my retirement years. But then, well, all those people told me I ought to write a book, so, here I am—marking the tenth anniversary of An Invisible Thread, and reflecting on the unexpected adventure I find myself on.

The friendship in question was between me and an eleven-year-old panhandler I met on a street corner in Manhattan in 1986. His name is Maurice Mazyck, and when I saw him, he’d been on that corner for hours, asking for spare change. At first, I walked right past Maurice, the same as nearly everyone else on that busy midtown sidewalk. Back then, of course, there were no smartphones, so I wasn’t talking and texting—I just wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings. But a few steps later I stopped in my tracks. Something made me turn around and go back. It was what Maurice said to me as I passed him.

“Excuse me lady, do you have any change? I am hungry.”

Here is a child and he is hungry, I thought. What are you going to do about it?

I took Maurice to lunch at McDonald’s, and we wound up meeting nearly every Monday for the next four years, and hundreds of times after that. And today, thirty-five years later, Maurice and I are still great friends, and along the way we changed each other’s lives.

That is the story of An Invisible Thread.

The title comes from an old Chinese proverb: An invisible thread connects those who are destined to meet. The thread may stretch or tangle, but it will never break.

Over the last ten years, I’ve learned how true this is.

My first inkling that our story was resonating with others were the emails I received from readers across the country who were inspired by the small, central act of kindness in my book—going back to Maurice and buying him lunch—and wanted to share their own small acts of kindness. I heard from Dru, a mother in Tucson, Arizona, who noticed another mother in a supermarket, three young children in tow, taking items out of her shopping cart because she couldn’t afford them. Quietly, Dru bought a $100 gift card and gave it to the young mother. Why?

“Because I understood who this mother was,” Dru told me in her email. “She was me.”

She expected no reward for her kindness, but she got one anyway: the mother’s two young sons came rushing up and hugging Dru and saying, over and over, “Thank you.”

“In that moment,” Dru said later, “it was as if I learned what life is really all about.”

There were lots of other emails like Dru’s, relating acts of kindness ranging from returning a lost wallet to donating white blood cells to a complete stranger in a painful procedure to help save his life. I heard from a young girl who convinced her parents to help a homeless family in need, and from a man who changed a stranger’s life in a bookstore. I heard about an amazing rabbit named Jack who taught children how to be kind. I heard about life-changing deeds that revolved around the simplest of things—a taco, a cup of coffee, a garage-door opener.

And with each new email I read, I realized just a little bit more that my book was having an impact beyond anything I’d ever dare include in a daydream.

I thought, something is happening here.

Two weeks after An Invisible Thread was published, I heard from Vicki Sokolik, the founder and executive director of a charitable organization called Starting Right Now. Vicki helped connect troubled teenagers with life mentors, and she mentored hundreds of young students herself, helping them cope with tricky life issues. She told me Starting Right Now was hosting a big fundraising event, and asked if I would be their keynote speaker.

Now, I was someone who was terrified of public speaking. In my career as a sales executive, I was fine with addressing five, six, or even ten people in a conference room. But a banquet hall filled with hundreds of people all looking at and listening to me was, to say the least, overwhelming. Still, I told Vicki I would do it. I knew I needed to step out of my comfort zone, and if I was well-prepared, I could overcome my fear. Being prepared has always been part of my DNA. Sure enough, I gave the speech and the event was a success.

More opportunities to publicly share my story followed. I gave a speech at a small community event held in an actual New Jersey blood bank, alongside the ten or so blood donation stations, and I gave a speech at the charitable CASA Celebration Children Black-and-White Ball at a five-star resort. I received the DreamCatcher Award at the annual Pajama Program fundraiser from the program’s founder, Genevieve Piturro, and I accepted a Hometown Hero award from former New York Congressman Steve Israel in Huntington, Long Island, not far from where I grew up. Most surprising of all to me, I was inducted into the Walt Whitman Hall of Fame. As a student who struggled through school, this was a breathtaking moment for me. Even my favorite teacher, Mr. Phillips, surprised me by being there on that special day.

In 2014, I was invited to give a speech at a one-day event called Leadercast, held in the Gwinnett Arena in front of 8,000 thought leaders and simulcast live around the globe to more than 130,000 participants. My speech followed one given by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, and preceded one by former First Lady Laura Bush. The highlight was receiving the Beyond You 2014 Leadership Award and having Maurice and his loving family right there on stage with me.

Over the last ten years I’ve delivered more than three hundred live speeches all across the country, and several more over Zoom or Skype during the pandemic. I’ve spoken at luncheons, philanthropic dinners, charity events, book clubs, company sales events, sorority reunions, banking conventions, Ivy League Gatherings, and high school graduations. And in that time I’ve realized: This was never just about writing a book. This is about sharing my story in any way I can. This is about celebrating kindness wherever we find it.

The most surprising turn of events, however, had to do with students.

When my book came out, no one thought to target it to any particular audience. Certainly we didn’t imagine a purpose for the book beyond making it a compelling personal memoir. Even so, a specific audience did emerge for our story, completely organically.

That audience was young people.

From the start, schools began asking me to share my story with their students. One of my very first speaking engagements was at Tully High School in New York. I was genuinely surprised by the level of engagement a group of teenaged boys and girls had with the book. They asked poignant and insightful questions that revealed new layers of the story to me. They were not just going through the motions, they were truly interested in Maurice and me, and they felt our story had real relevance to their own lives.

Part of me could hardly believe it. I hadn’t been the best student when I was young, and I even chose to pursue a career rather than go to college. Yet here I was holding the attention of an entire school, all 1,500 students—something I knew from personal experience was not easy to do. What was this all about? I wondered. Why are students reacting this way to the story of a thirty-five-year-old woman and an eleven-year-old panhandler?

It turned out, to my great surprise and delight, that An Invisible Thread spoke directly and intimately to young people. “Meagan Melancon, a student, first brought it to our attention,” says Stacia Andricain, principal of St. Joseph’s Academy, a Catholic high school for young women in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. “We wanted you and Maurice to speak to the students, but we also wanted the theme of the book—helping and serving what the Sisters of St. Joseph refer to as ‘the dear’ neighbor—to be something we focused on year-round. That’s how we started our Sticker Sacks program.”

The program was inspired by a story in our book. When Maurice was young and poor and hungry all the time, I gave him a choice: either I could give him money to buy lunch, or I could prepare a lunch for him. He asked me if I planned to put his lunch in a brown paper bag. I wasn’t sure what he meant, so I asked him why he wanted his lunch in a brown paper bag.

“Because when you show up at school with a brown paper bag,” he said, “it means someone cares about you.”

What a lesson for me to learn. To me, a bag was just a bag. For Maurice, it was a symbol of love and concern and attention. This was only one of many lessons Maurice taught me. Picking up on it, from Mrs. Harvison, who was the principal at St. Joseph’s Academy, she arranged for students to prepare brown paper bag lunches for the less fortunate. The program is weekly, even during the summer, and the girls make several hundred lunches each week. In the eight years of the program, they have delivered tens of thousands of lunches.

“And this is a direct result of An Invisible Thread,” says Stacia. “The story resonates really hard with the girls, and it’s now a steady part of the curriculum. Look at this one thing that one person did for someone in a single moment, and look how it changed two lives. That is what we want our students to experience.”

Jacqueline Turk, a sophomore English honors teacher and Key Club international advisor at Clifton High School in New Jersey, heard about An Invisible Thread from a friend seven years ago, and after reading it she appealed to the school supervisor to include the book in her curriculum. The school ordered two hundred copies, and Jacqueline began teaching An Invisible Thread. “Right from the start of the book, the kids have empathy for Maurice, and for you,” Jacqueline said. “The story really grabs at the students’ heartstrings, and they want to read more and more of it; many of them are reluctant readers and I hear about them reading the book at home.”

Jacqueline created an Acts of Kindness program as part of an annual food drive, and students compete against one another to spread the most kindness they can. The program isn’t about big, splashy gestures—it’s about small, simple and meaningful acts of kindness, like shoveling snow for a neighbor, or volunteering at an animal shelter. “Our mission is kindness and caring, and that’s why this book really hits home,” Jacqueline says. “It’s been a blessing to us.”

I can’t describe how much those words mean to me, and how blessed they make me feel.

In the last ten years, An Invisible Thread has become a part of the curriculum in middle and high schools, as well as colleges and universities around the country. I’ve come to truly believe that teaching kindness in schools could help tackle a lot of hard problems, including the problem of bullying. In the many schools I’ve visited, one of the small acts of kindness that continues to be discussed is hanging out with and befriending less popular students, rather than shunning or bullying them.

What an incredible shift in perspective this is! Imagine a society filled with invisible threads connecting unlikely friends, with each thread leading to an act of kindness that then ripples outward, like a pebble tossed in a lake, and inspires even more kind acts, and this ripple effect keeps spreading, outward and outward, through the years and maybe even through generations.

Is this so fanciful and impractical an idea that we shouldn’t invest more time and money and hope into it? I don’t think so. After all, we teach math, science, art, and even fitness—why aren’t we teaching our kids to be kind?

At my urging, my publisher—with the assistance of Pam B. Cole, associate dean and professor of English Education and Literacy, Kennesaw State University, in Kennesaw, Georgia—issued an ELA Common Core Standards Curriculum Guide to help teachers as they discuss the stories and lessons of An Invisible Thread. In the last few years, I’ve seen more and more media attention paid to acts of kindness, and people spreading kindness, and the power of kindness to change lives. I think, going forward, this is only going to increase. There may be other positive developments our world needs now more than kindness—but not very many.

This, then, is probably the most consequential way my ten-year journey has changed me—it has made me want to spend the rest of my life working hard to get kindness introduced into school curriculums everywhere. What can I say—the students of all ages I’ve met have simply stolen my heart.



There have been so many highlights over the last decade. In 2012, An Invisible Thread was given a prestigious Christopher Award, bestowed on works of art that “affirm the highest values of the human spirit.” When one of the stories in the book became a children’s book—An Invisible Thread Christmas Story—it won a Christopher Award, too. I am so thoroughly humbled by those awards, and so grateful for groups like The Christophers that celebrate the goodness in all of us.

I’ve also been fortunate enough to publish two more books—An Invisible Thread: A Young Reader’s Edition (which tells our story through the eyes of a young Maurice), and Angels on Earth, a collection of true kindness stories submitted by readers across the country.

I’ve met the most wonderful, giving people at book signings, church and temple events, charity fundraisers—people so filled with love and kindness they take my breath away.

I experienced what it’s like when a politician running for president misappropriates a story in your book and works it into one of his stump speeches (that was weird), and what it’s like to be invited on All In with Chris Hayes to explain where the story really came from (and then to see a clip on The Jon Stewart Show!). I was interviewed by Avital Sutin, an eleven-year-old student who made me her “Mitzvah Hero”—the doer of a good deed that inspired her—and invited me to her school event where she gave a truly beautiful speech (that was awesome). And I experienced the thrill of having a very talented young artist, Sarah Kertesz, write a song called “Opposites Attract” that was based on my book. She sang the song at Morris Knolls High School in New Jersey before I gave a speech there (now that made me cry).

I’ve been the recipient of so many beautiful gifts and blessings the universe has steered my way, but there are two blessings I’d like to give special mention to.

One of them is about my mother, Marie. She was a deeply kind, big-hearted, and loving mother. She passed away at the very young age of forty-seven when I had just turned twenty-five, a traumatic but also remarkable event I describe in the book and also in Angels on Earth. After her doctor pronounced her deceased, we were stunned to see that, a few minutes later, she began to breathe again. I spent several more hours with her in a private room in the emergency area, along with my father, my sisters Annette and Nancy, and my brothers Frank and Steven. Before, in her words, finally “going home,” my mother spent that time assuring us that she loved us dearly and letting us know she would watch over us in heaven. Then she slipped into a coma, and passed away three days later.

After that, I could always feel my mother’s presence in my life. I spoke with her in dreams. I recognized her in various signs she’d send me, especially rainbows—not just in the sky, but in other unlikely forms and shapes, and always at times when I needed her most. I felt her watchful eye on me when I went on crucial job interviews or gave important speeches. The invisible thread that connected my mother and me has truly never broken, not even when she passed from this world to heaven.

My mother, however, wasn’t content to let me know she was there some of the time. She wanted me to know she was there for me all of the time.

I was driving to one of my very first speaking events, sponsored by the Big Brothers Big Sisters of Family Services of Westchester. I was incredibly nervous, and for the first time I asked my mother to please send me a sign that she was with me. At the event, as I was mingling with the guests, I was drawn to a little girl. She had beautiful dark curly hair and deep brown eyes, and we kept locking eyes. Finally, I walked over to where she was sitting and said, “Hi, my name is Laura. What is your name?”

In her sweet, shy voice, she said, “Maria.”

I was speechless. I thought I would cry. I knew instantly that this was my mother’s sign, her way of letting me know she was there. Immediately, I felt a beautiful calm wash over me.

After that, I began asking my mother to send me signs all the time. And always, I would meet women named Marie, Mary, or Maria’s—all names my mother went by—before or after speeches. Even when I didn’t ask my mother for a sign, she would send one anyway.

Before long, I noticed something I can only call miraculous. I was meeting someone named Marie, Mary, or Maria at every single event I attended. Not just most of them—all of them. Seriously, it has never failed to happen, not even once. (Although my mother did once make me wait until the following morning; when I was checking out of my hotel, the woman attending the desk mentioned during her lunch break she heard me speak. She told me she enjoyed my speech, and was going to buy my book. Since I had an extra copy, I offered to give her one. I asked the woman for her name I’m sure you can guess by now, it was Marie.)

In this way, I feel as if I’ve been able to take this extraordinary ten-year journey with my mother right alongside me, cheering me on and beaming from above. Can there be a more meaningful, blessed gift than that?



The other exceptional gift I’ve received involves my dear and loving friend Maurice.

The proverb about an invisible thread has certainly been true of Maurice and me. We’ve known each other quite a long time now—longer than I’ve been friends with all but a handful of people. The circumstances of our meeting were extraordinary, considering we came from two such vastly different worlds. Yet I’ve never forgotten that when we did meet—on the corner of 56th Street and Broadway in New York City—I was living in a luxury apartment building, while Maurice was living two blocks down in a welfare hotel.

We were practically neighbors.

So I have always felt that Maurice and I were, in fact, destined to meet. We came into each other’s lives for a reason, and we gave each other precisely what we needed, precisely when we needed it. We still do. Over the years we’ve had our rough moments, as most friends do, and there were even times when I wondered if our great friendship was, perhaps, coming to an end. But of course, I should have known better. We hadn’t played the hugely significant roles in each other’s lives simply to drift away from each other because of some dispute.

The thread stretched, and the thread tangled, but the thread never, ever broke.

Which is why we were able to go on this adventure as partners—not always together, but always connected by how our story was now being shared with the world. From the very beginning, Maurice had a stake in An Invisible Thread, financially, creatively, and emotionally. After all, it wasn’t just my story, it was our story. But neither of us expected the book would be received the way it was. That reception often put pressure on us both. Maurice had to continually confront the dire circumstances of his difficult childhood, while at the same time doing everything he could to rise above them and make sure his beautiful children never experienced what he did. There were times when that pressure almost overwhelmed us both.

But—we always found a way to circle back and rekindle our friendship, and neither of us ever stopped being grateful for the many gifts we have received from each other.

In the many events Maurice and I attended together I got to see what an incredibly gifted and natural speaker he is, and how strongly people of all ages are pulled to him. But what makes me the proudest of him of all is what he’s accomplished in his life away from the book.

Put simply, he has grown from a street-smart, resourceful eleven-year-old kid into a truly impressive husband, father, and community role model. And I’ve been blessed enough to be able to watch that happen. To be part of Maurice’s remarkable journey, and to be connected to him by an experience few people get to share, is one of the great privileges of my life. And—his children, his wonderful, beautiful children, many of who are grown now, still call me Auntie Laurie, which always takes my breath away.

You will find a full update on Maurice and his life and family in the afterword of this edition. I think you’ll be as impressed with and inspired by Maurice as I have been.



An Invisible Thread is not the story of how a white woman saved a young Black boy. Not at all. Rather, it’s the story of how Maurice and I saved each other. People have often told me, “Laura, Maurice is so lucky to have met you.” And every time, I correct them and say, “No, the lucky one is me.”

Ten years after An Invisible Thread was born, I am more convinced than ever that the universality of the lessons it contains can, in very real and meaningful ways, change people’s lives, and how together we can be the change we want to see in our world. This is not a cautious daydream any longer—it is the reality of the life-altering power of small and simple acts of kindness. I have seen, up close and first-hand, how these acts prove utterly transformative in all kinds of ways, time and time again. To me, it’s like watching a miracle happen each and every day.

So, as you venture into the story of Maurice and me, please take my heartfelt gratitude with you, and also be sure to keep your mind and your heart open to the world around you, and to an extraordinary power that is sometimes easy to overlook or underestimate:

A power that ripples through time.

A power that lifts and heals.

The power that makes us human.

The beautiful power of kindness.

Laura Schroff

November 2021






INTRODUCTION

The boy stands alone on a sidewalk in Brooklyn and this is what he sees: a woman running for her life, and another woman chasing her with a hammer. He recognizes one woman as his father’s girlfriend. The other, the one with the hammer, he doesn’t know.

The boy is stuck in something like hell. He is six years old and covered in small red bites from chinches—bedbugs—and he is woefully skinny and malnourished. He is so hungry his stomach hurts, but then being hungry is nothing new to him. When he was two years old the pangs got so bad he rooted through the trash and ate rat droppings and had to have his stomach pumped. He is staying in his father’s cramped, filthy apartment in a desolate stretch of Brooklyn, sleeping with stepbrothers who wet the bed, surviving in a place that smells like death. He has not seen his mother in three months, and he doesn’t know why. His world is a world of drugs and violence and unrelenting chaos, and he has the wisdom to know, even at six, that if something does not change for him soon, he might not make it.

He does not pray, does not know how, but he thinks, Please don’t let my father let me die. And this thought, in a way, is its own little prayer.

And then the boy sees his father come up the block, and the woman with the hammer sees him too, and she screams, “Junebug, where is my son?!”

The boy recognizes this voice, and he says, “Mom?”

The woman with the hammer looks down at the boy, and she looks puzzled, until she looks harder and finally says, “Maurice?”

The boy didn’t recognize his mother because her teeth had fallen out from smoking dope.

The mother didn’t recognize her son because he was so skinny and shriveled.

Now she is chasing Junebug and yelling, “Look what you did to my baby!”

The boy should be frightened, or confused, but more than anything what the boy feels is happiness. He is happy that his mother has come back to get him, and because of that he is not going to die—at least not now, at least not in this place.

He will remember this as the moment when he knew his mother loved him.





1 SPARE CHANGE


“Excuse me, lady, do you have any spare change?”

This was the first thing he said to me, on 56th Street in New York City, right around the corner from Broadway, on a sunny September day.

And when I heard him, I didn’t really hear him. His words were part of the clatter, like a car horn or someone yelling for a cab. They were, you could say, just noise—the kind of nuisance New Yorkers learn to tune out. So I walked right by him, as if he wasn’t there.

But then, just a few yards past him, I stopped.

And then—and I’m still not sure why I did this—I came back.

I came back and I looked at him, and I realized he was just a boy. Earlier, out of the corner of my eye, I had noticed he was young. But now, looking at him, I saw that he was a child—tiny body, sticks for arms, big round eyes. He wore a burgundy sweatshirt that was smudged and frayed and ratty burgundy sweatpants to match. He had scuffed white sneakers with untied laces, and his fingernails were dirty. But his eyes were bright and there was a general sweetness about him. He was, I would soon learn, eleven years old.

He stretched his palm toward me, and he asked again, “Excuse me, lady, do you have any spare change? I am hungry.”

What I said in response may have surprised him, but it really shocked me.

“If you’re hungry,” I said, “I’ll take you to McDonald’s and buy you lunch.”

“Can I have a cheeseburger?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“How about a Big Mac?”

“That’s okay, too.”

“How about a Diet Coke?”

“Yes, that’s okay.”

“Well, how about a thick chocolate shake and French fries?”

I told him he could have anything he wanted. And then I asked him if I could join him for lunch.

He thought about it for a second.

“Sure,” he finally said.

We had lunch together that day, at McDonald’s.

And after that, we got together every Monday.

For the next 150 Mondays.

His name is Maurice, and he changed my life.



Why did I stop and go back to Maurice? It is easier for me to tell you why I ignored him in the first place. I ignored him, very simply, because he wasn’t in my schedule.

You see, I am a woman whose life runs on schedules. I make appointments, I fill slots, I micromanage the clock. I bounce around from meeting to meeting, ticking things off a list. I am not merely punctual; I am fifteen minutes early for any and every engagement. This is how I live; it is who I am—but some things in life do not fit neatly into a schedule.

Rain, for example. On the day I met Maurice—September 1, 1986—a huge storm swept over the city, and I awoke to darkness and hammering rain. It was Labor Day weekend and the summer was slipping away, but I had tickets to the U.S. Open tennis tournament that afternoon—box seats, three rows from center court. I wasn’t a big tennis fan, but I loved having such great seats; to me, the tickets were tangible evidence of how successful I’d become. In 1986 I was thirty-five years old and an advertising sales executive for USA Today, and I was very good at what I did, which was building relationships through sheer force of personality. Maybe I wasn’t exactly where I wanted to be in my life—after all, I was still single, and another summer had come and gone without me finding that someone special—but by any standard I was doing pretty well. Taking clients to the Open and sitting courtside for free was just another measure of how far this girl from a working-class Long Island town had come.

But then the rains washed out the day, and by noon the Open had been postponed. I puttered around my apartment, tidied up a bit, made some calls, and read the paper until the rain finally let up in mid-afternoon. I grabbed a sweater and dashed out for a walk. I may not have had a destination, but I had a definite purpose—to enjoy the fall chill in the air and the peeking sun on my face, to get a little exercise, to say good-bye to summer. Stopping was never part of the plan.

And so, when Maurice spoke to me, I just kept going. Another thing to remember is that this was New York in the 1980s, a time when vagrants and panhandlers were as common a sight in the city as kids on bikes or moms with strollers. The nation was enjoying an economic boom, and on Wall Street new millionaires were minted every day. But the flip side was a widening gap between the rich and the poor, and nowhere was this more evident than on the streets of New York City. Whatever wealth was supposed to trickle down to the middle class did not come close to reaching the city’s poorest, most desperate people, and for many of them the only recourse was living on the streets. After a while you got used to the sight of them—hard, gaunt men and sad, haunted women, wearing rags, camped on corners, sleeping on grates, asking for change. It is tough to imagine anyone could see them and not feel deeply moved by their plight. Yet they were just so prevalent that most people made an almost subconscious decision to simply look the other way—to, basically, ignore them. The problem seemed so vast, so endemic, that stopping to help a single panhandler could feel all but pointless. And so we swept past them every day, great waves of us going on with our lives and accepting that there was nothing we could really do to help.

There had been one homeless man I briefly came to know the winter before I met Maurice. His name was Stan, and he lived on the street off Sixth Avenue, not far from my apartment. Stan was a stocky guy in his midforties who owned a pair of wool gloves, a navy blue skullcap, old work shoes, and a few other things stuffed into plastic shopping bags, certainly not any of the simple creature comforts we take for granted—a warm blanket, for instance, or a winter coat. He slept on a subway grate, and the steam from the trains kept him alive.

One day I asked if he’d like a cup of coffee, and he answered that he would, with milk and four sugars, please. And it became part of my routine to bring him a cup of coffee on the way to work. I’d ask Stan how he was doing and I’d wish him good luck, until one morning he was gone and the grate was just a grate again, not Stan’s spot. And just like that he vanished from my life, without a hint of what happened to him. I felt sad that he was no longer there and I often wondered what became of him, but I went on with my life and over time I stopped thinking about Stan. I hate to believe my compassion for him and others like him was a casual thing, but if I’m really honest with myself, I’d have to say that it was. I cared, but I didn’t care enough to make a real change in my life to help. I was not some heroic do-gooder. I learned, like most New Yorkers, to tune out the nuisance.



Then came Maurice. I walked past him to the corner, onto Broadway, and, halfway to the other side in the middle of the avenue, just stopped. I stood there for a few moments, in front of cars waiting for the light to change, until a horn sounded and startled me. I turned around and hustled back to the sidewalk. I don’t remember thinking about it or even making a conscious decision to turn around. I just remember doing it.

Looking back all these years later, I believe there was a strong, unseen connection that pulled me back to Maurice. It’s something I call an invisible thread. It is, as the old Chinese proverb tells us, something that connects two people who are destined to meet, regardless of time and place and circumstance. Some legends call it the red string of fate; others, the thread of destiny. It is, I believe, what brought Maurice and me to the same stretch of sidewalk in a vast, teeming city—just two people out of eight million, somehow connected, somehow meant to be friends.

Look, neither of us is a superhero, nor even especially virtuous. When we met we were just two people with complicated pasts and fragile dreams. But somehow we found each other, and we became friends.

And that, you will see, made all the difference for us both.





2 THE FIRST DAY


We walked across the avenue to the McDonald’s, and for the first few moments neither of us spoke. This thing we were doing—going to lunch, a couple of strangers, an adult and a child—it was weird, and we both felt it.

Finally, I said, “Hi, I’m Laura.”

“I’m Maurice,” he said.

We got in line and I ordered the meal he’d asked for—Big Mac, fries, thick chocolate shake—and I got the same for myself. We found a table and sat down, and Maurice tore into his food. He’s famished, I thought. Maybe he doesn’t know when he will eat again. It took him just a few minutes to pack it all away. When he was done, he asked where I lived. We were sitting by the side window and could see my apartment building, the Symphony, from our table, so I pointed and said, “Right there.”

“Do you live in a hotel, too?” he asked.

“No,” I said, “it’s an apartment.”

“Like the Jeffersons?”

“Oh, the TV show. Not as big. It’s just a studio. Where do you live?”

He hesitated for a moment before telling me he lived at the Bryant, a welfare hotel on West 54th Street and Broadway.

I couldn’t believe he lived just two blocks from my apartment. One street was all that separated our worlds.

I would later learn that the simple act of telling me where he lived was a leap of faith for Maurice. He was not in the habit of trusting adults, much less white adults. If I had thought about it I might have realized no one had ever stopped to talk to him, or asked him where he lived, or been nice to him, or bought him lunch. Why wouldn’t he be suspicious of me? How could he be sure I wasn’t a Social Services worker trying to take him away from his family? When he went home later and told one of his uncles some woman had taken him to McDonald’s, the uncle said, “She is trying to snatch you. Stay away from her. Stay off that corner, in case she comes back.”

I figured I should tell Maurice something about myself. Part of me felt that taking him to lunch was a good thing to do, but another part wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. After all, he was a child and I was a stranger, and hadn’t children everywhere been taught not to follow strangers? Was I crossing some line here? I imagine some will say what I did was flat-out wrong. All I can say is, in my heart, I believe it was the only thing I could have done in that situation. Still, I understand how people might be skeptical. So I figured if I told him something about myself, I wouldn’t be such a stranger.

“I work at USA Today,” I said.

I could tell he had no idea what that meant. I explained it was a newspaper, and that it was new, and that we were trying to be the first national newspaper in the country. I told him my job was selling advertising, which was how the newspaper paid for itself. None of this cleared things up.

“What do you do all day?” he asked.

Ah, he wanted to know my schedule. I ran through it for him—sales calls, meetings, working lunches, presentations, sometimes client dinners.

“Every day?”

“Yes, every day.”

“Do you ever miss a day?”

“If I’m sick,” I said. “But I’m rarely sick.”

“But you never just not do it one day?”

“No, never. That’s my job. And besides, I really like what I do.”

Maurice could barely grasp what I was saying. Only later would I learn that until he got to know me, he had never known anyone with a job.



There was something else I didn’t know about Maurice as I sat across from him that day. I didn’t know that in the pocket of his sweatpants he had a knife.

Not a knife, actually, but a small razor-blade box cutter. He had stolen it from a Duane Reade on Broadway. It was a measure of my inability to fathom his world that I never thought for a single moment he might be carrying a weapon. The idea of a weapon in his delicate little hands was incomprehensible to me. It never dawned on me that he could even use one, much less that he might truly need one to protect himself from the violence that permeated his life.

For a good part of Maurice’s childhood, the greatest harm he faced came from the man who gave him life.

Maurice’s father wasn’t around for very long, but in that short time he was an inordinately damaging presence—an out-of-control buzz saw you couldn’t shut off. He was also named Maurice, after his own absentee dad, but when he was born no one knew how to spell it so he became Morris. It wasn’t long before most people called him Lefty anyway, because, although he was right-handed, it was his left that he used to knock people out.

Morris was just five foot two, but his size only made him tougher, more aggressive, as if he had something to prove every minute of every day. In the notoriously dangerous east Brooklyn neighborhood where he lived—a one-square-mile tract known as Brownsville, birthplace of the nefarious 1940s gang Murder Inc. and later home to some of the roughest street gangs in the country—Morris was one of the most feared men of all.

As a member of the infamous Tomahawks street gang, Morris was a stick-up man, and he was brazenly good at it. He even routinely robbed people he knew. There was a dice game on Howard Avenue—fifteen or twenty people, piles of tens and twenties in a pot—and Morris sometimes liked to play. One night he announced he was robbing the game. Ain’t nobody takin’ nothin’ from me, one man said. Morris hit him once in the face with the butt of his gun and knocked him out, then scooped up several hundred dollars and walked away. No one else said a word. The next day Morris leaned against a car in front of his building, smiling as the very people he had robbed walked by. He was daring them to say something. No one did.

Morris finally met his match in a spark plug named Darcella. Slender and pretty, with light skin and soft features, Darcella was one of eleven children born to Rose, a single mother from Baltimore who moved her family to the Bed-Stuy section of Brooklyn. Darcella grew up surrounded by brothers and wound up as tough as any of them; she was known to fight anyone who crossed her, male or female, throwing blizzards of punches and never seeming to tire. People weren’t sure if she was crazy or just mean. In her teens she was one of the few female members of the Tomahawks, and she wore the gang’s black leather jacket with pride.

Then she fell for a gang member who impressed her with his swagger. They were never a good match, Morris and Darcella. They were both too explosive, too much like each other, but they became a couple anyway. She called him Junebug, evolved from Junior, since technically he was Maurice, Jr. He called her Red, from Red Bone, a nickname for fair-skinned black women. They had three children, all before Darcella turned twenty. First came two daughters, Celeste and LaToya. And then a son—a boy she named Maurice.

Sadly for Maurice and his sisters, the language his parents understood best was a discourse of violent action, not words. Morris, in particular, was a heavy drug user and an alcoholic, and coke, dope, and Wild Irish Rose easily triggered his rages. When he came home at all, it was to rail at his family with both curses and fists. He would routinely slap his daughters in the head; one time, he hit Celeste so hard he ruptured her eardrum. He would slap and push and punch Darcella with the same ruthless efficiency that terrified everyone in Brownsville, and he would slap and punch Maurice, his only son. When the boy would cry, he would say, “Shut up, punk,” and hit him again.

Morris would disappear for days to be with his girlfriend, Diane, then come home and warn Darcella not to even look at another man. Morris’s infidelity finally pushed her too far, and she packed up her children and found an apartment in the notorious Marcy Projects in Bed-Stuy. A complex of twenty-seven six-story buildings on nearly thirty acres, with some 1,700 apartments housing more than 4,000 people, the Marcy was riddled with drugs and violence, hardly anyone’s idea of a sanctuary. But for Darcella it was a place to escape an even greater threat.

Morris found them anyway. One night he burst into their apartment and demanded to talk to Darcella. “Red, I can’t let you leave me,” he said, crying. “I love you.” With young Maurice watching, Darcella stood her ground.

“I’m not havin’ it,” she said. “You’re no good; get out.”

Morris cocked his left fist and punched Darcella in the face.

She fell to the floor, and Maurice grabbed hold of his father’s leg to stop him from hitting her again. Morris flicked the boy against a wall. That, it turned out, was a mistake: Darcella saw her son on the ground, ran to the kitchen, and came out with a steak knife.

Morris didn’t flinch. It was hardly the first time he’d found himself at the point of a knife. “What you gonna do with that?” he asked.

Darcella lunged toward his chest. His arms came up to defend himself, so she stabbed him in the arms. She stabbed him again and again as he tried to block the blows, and finally he staggered into the hallway and fell, covered in blood, crying, “Red, you stabbed me! You tried to kill me! I don’t believe you did this!”

Maurice, wide-eyed, watched it all. Finally, the police came and asked Morris who had attacked him so savagely.

“Some guys,” is all he said.

And with that, Morris limped away. Maurice, just five years old, watched his father go. His family, as he knew it, was no more.
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