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THE ISSUE WITHIN THE ISSUE
A s pe c i al s e c ti o n by th e A l i F o r n e y C e nte r

The Center was named
after the nonbinary
homeless 22-year-old Ali
Forney (pictured), because
it provides housing for
LGBTQ+ young people
who have been denied
the love and support of
their families.

P H OT O G R A P H Y B Y M E G H A N D L E R

•
I n N e w York Ci ty , 40%
o f h om el ess youth a re
LGBTQ+, so the Ali Forney
Center is taking over 40%
of the advertising s pace
in t h e Rea sons to L ove
N ew York i ssue to sh ed
lig h t o n the sub j ect.
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PA R T I : T H E M I S S I O N
A Let te r f r o m t h e Al i F orn ey C enter Alex Roqu e, exec u tive direc tor of
AFC , i nt r o d uc es Th e I ss u e With in th e I s s u e. Th e 40% A s tartlin g n u m ber

ISSUE

o f h o me l e s s yo un g p e ople in N ew York C ity are LGB TQ +. Wh y is th at?
Al i ’ s Le g a c y C a r l S i c i l i an o, fou n der of AF C , reflec ts on h is frie n ds h ip with
t h e C enter ’ s n a m es a ke. “Tell Th e m ” AF C alu m Teren c e E dgers on s h ares a
p o em o f h o p e a n d r ef l e c tion .

PA R T I I : T H E S T O R I E S
A D a y i n t h e Li f e Th e ph otograph er K h alik Allah goes in s ide AF C to
d o c ument a l l t h e wa y s it c ares for you n g people wh o are liftin g th em s elves
o ut o f h o m el es s n e s s . M akin g Th eir Way Th ree AF C c lients s h are th e paths
t h a t l e d t h e m to N YC , wh ic h h as lon g been a be ac on for you n g qu eer
p eo p l e. Rememb e r i n g Ali An exc erpt from C arl Sic ilian o’s forth c om ing
m emo i r r e c o n s t r uc t s A li F orn ey’s fin al m onth s as a s eries of vivid—and

D O N AT E

PA R T I I I : T H E I M PAC T
Th e Next C h a pter T wo alu m s look bac k on th eir tim e with AF C . A Las ting
I mp a c t J o n S t r y ker s tarts an e n dowm ent to fu n d AF C . F am ily Pride Kate
and Jerry Hathaway share the personal story behind their passion for AFC.
The Way Home Born This Way Foundation an d AF C s h ow kids th at they are
on the right track. A Place for Us The cochairs of AFC’s annual gala discuss
how it celebrates and supports homeless LGBTQ+ youth. Thank Yous

N IC K G A R C I A P H OT O G R A P H Y ( @ N IC K G A R C I A P H OT O )

h ea r t b r ea k i n g — e p i s o des .

T H E R E A R E so many reasons to love
New York City, but opportunity is what
makes it the greatest city in the world.
There’s supposedly something for
everyone here. Sadly, that opportunity
isn’t available for the approximately
8,400 homeless LGBTQ+ youth that ﬁnd
themselves living on our streets. This
group makes up a staggering 40% of
all homeless youths in New York.
To underscore that number, we are
partnering with New York magazine and
Havas New York to take over 40% of
the advertising space in this issue as
a way of bringing this problem to light.
We are calling it The Issue Within the
Issue because—in addition to creating
our own mini-magazine—we want to
draw attention to all of the problems
that are nested within the struggles of
these kids. Homophobia, transphobia,
and their young age compound the
challenges they face by making it
harder for them to seek out social
services designed to help unhoused
people in our country.
As the executive director of the Ali
Forney Center, I am proud of the work
we do as the largest organization in the
United States that provides housing
for homeless LGBTQ+ young people
who have been denied the love and
support of their families. Our mission
is to protect them from the harms of
homelessness and empower them with
the tools needed to be independent.
The Issue Within the Issue introduces
the scale of the LGBTQ+ homeless
youth predicament with an essay on
the following page. Then, it shares
the stories, dreams, and successes
of LGBTQ+ youths who have found

their way to the Ali Forney Center
and spotlights the incredible work of
the allies and contributors who work
tirelessly every day to keep them safe.
The Ali Forney Center was founded
in 2002 by Carl Siciliano, a gay activist
who befriended Ali Forney, a nonbinary
queer youth who was forced out of his
home when he was 13 years old. Ali
was shot and killed on December 5,
1997, and his death at age 22 inspired
the formation of our Center. His murder
remains unsolved, but I can’t think of
a better way to give further meaning
to his life than the work of the Ali
Forney Center.
LGBTQ+ kids as young as 12 years
old are forced to leave the so-called
comforts of home because they feel
that a life on the streets is somehow
safer and more accepting of their
identities. Think about that. What abuse,
negligence, and narrow-mindedness
must these kids have endured to think,
“I’ll take my chances on my own”?
As a gay man and parent myself, this
issue is dear to my heart, and I know
from countless conversations with our
staff and donors that they feel the same
way. These are our kids, and we must
show them that, in spite of what their
families may believe, they are worthy
of love. With their boundless hope and
energy for a better life, they, too, are a
reason to love New York.

A l ex R o qu e ( H E / H I M )
PRESIDENT & EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR,
ALI FORNEY CENTER
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The

In November 2011, people rallied in
Union Square for the Campaign for
Youth Shelter, calling on the city and
state to expand the number of beds
in youth shelters and raise the age
limit for residents to 24 years old.

It’s a startling statistic:
LGBTQ+ young people make up
40% of New York City’s
homeless youth population.
Rejected by their families,
bullied out of shelters, sexually
exploited by bad actors—they
need a safe place to go. The
Ali Forney Center, the nation’s
largest organization that
provides housing for LGBTQ+
youth, gives them a warm
meal, a bed, and then,
a way to thrive.

T H E Y L I V E I N T H E S H A D O W S . Even if
you live in New York, you probably have
not seen them. They are cold at night.
They are young. Often, they are cast out
by their families.
They are the homeless youth of New
York City who identify as gay, lesbian,
bisexual, trans, and/or questioning.
They are a small sliver of New York’s
population, but in a city of millions, a
sliver is still in the thousands. Studies
have found that LGBTQ+ youth constitute
up to 40% of the city’s homeless youth
population. These queer young people
experience greater levels of sexual

assault, domestic and dating violence,
HIV infection, mental health issues,
and substance abuse than their nonLGBTQ+ and cisgender counterparts—to
say nothing of the homophobia and
transphobia they encounter when
seeking out social services.
Yet they do have names and they
do have faces. They are Rashon and
Samba and Eighteen. And these are
their stories.
C A R L S I C I L I A N O F O U N D E D the Ali
Forney Center (AFC) nearly 20 years
ago as a way to look out for these

young people, and the Center’s outreach
team combs the city to ﬁnd them and
offer help. Over the years, Siciliano
photographed and proﬁled a number
of homeless youth as part of an
awareness campaign called “Homeless
for the Holidays.”
Rashon had lived with his very
religious grandmother on Long Island.
When she ﬁrst learned he was gay, she
tried an exorcism, and after it didn’t
succeed, she kicked him out. He then
tried living with his aunt in the outskirts
of Atlanta. She called him a “faggot” and
kicked him out too. At 16 years old, he
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was put in an adult men’s shelter, where
he was bullied. “Faggot, faggot, faggot.”
Samba, who grew up in São Paulo,
Brazil, can relate. He moved in with
his sister in the Bronx after his father
was murdered. When the sister learned
Samba was gay, she turned him out,
telling him he was going to Hell. So, he
spent his nights riding the A train. It’s a
long ride from the ﬁrst stop to the last,
he said—“you can get more sleep on
that line.”
Sadly, Rashon’s and Samba’s cases
are not unique. Ninety percent of the
Ali Forney Center’s clients state that

their family’s rejection stems from
homophobia or transphobia rooted in
religious belief.
At 14 years old, Eighteen started
taking steps to embrace her gender
identity, but when her conservative
mother found out, she kicked Eighteen
out of their Norfolk, Virginia home. How
do you survive at 14—no high school
education, no job skills, no money, no
nothing? “I would hook up with guys
hoping for a place to stay,” she said. One
older man gave her a basement but at
a price—the 14-year-old would have to
have sex with him and his buddies.
There is a term for this, a cruel one:
survival sex. Within 72 hours of being
homeless, nearly half of all homeless
teens say they are propositioned for sex
in return for food and shelter.
Eighteen eventually found her way
to New York City at the age of 18. “For
18 years of my life, I felt like everything
was a struggle. When I met other trans
people, my life really began,” she said.
“That is why I call myself Eighteen.”
A L L A C R O S S T H E C O U N T R Y, there
are very few shelters for teenagers
and even fewer that are dedicated to
helping LGBTQ+ young people. The idea
behind the Ali Forney Center was to do
something for these marginalized and
unhoused youth.
For a start, they need shelter and
food, so AFC opened an emergency
drop-in center that never closes.
Upon initial intake, AFC attends to
basic comforts (warm meals, hot
showers, clean clothing) and health
needs (medical checkup, psychiatric
evaluation, Medicaid enrollment). It may
be the ﬁrst bed and the ﬁrst safe place
that these kids have encountered since
leaving home. They can stay in these
apartment-like homes for up to six
months. That’s the good news.
Unfortunately, the need for shelter
is overwhelming. There is a waiting list
of some 200 young people. Like Dizzy.
He was kicked out of his Staten Island
home and spent 3 years on the streets.
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“The worst thing about being on the
streets is the weather,” he recalled. He
was on the AFC’s waiting list in the
hopes of ﬁnding enough stability to
ﬁnish high school.
For hundreds, and likely thousands,
life on the streets and in the shadows
continues. These young people may
appear to have a hardened exterior and
survival skills, but they are a vulnerable
group. A recent study by the Trevor
Project found that LGBTQ+ youth are
four times more likely than their peers
to contemplate killing themselves.
That statistic does not account for
homelessness or mental illness as
compounding factors.
Terrence grew up in foster care,
in North Carolina, where the staff
persecuted him as a 13-year-old for
being gay. He tried to commit suicide.
“I was in a dark place,” he said. “Being
gay and having a mental illness is a
double whammy.” He went on to work
with a case manager at AFC.
AFC pays close attention to its
clients’ mental and emotional health.
After the initial intake that provides for a
young person’s most immediate physical
and medical needs, AFC supplies ongoing
support services in the form of group
therapy and mental health counseling,
education, and transitional housing
programs aimed at more independent
living. Clients get on a path to high
school equivalency diplomas and job
training. AFC partners with organizations
in the healthcare and job-readiness
spaces in order to provide its clients with
a sturdy structure that allows them to
climb out of homelessness.
For those who ﬁnd AFC, the
success rate is strong. More than 80%
of participants who complete AFC’s
programs move on to stable lives, jobs,
and housing. No longer homeless. No
longer in the shadows.

•

There are few shelters in
the U.S. for teenagers and even
fewer for LGBTQ+ young people.
That's where the
Ali Forney Center steps in.

ALI'S
LEGACY
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C a rl S i c i l i a n o , fo u n der o f the
Al i For n ey C enter , s har e s the way
Al i’ s s in g ul a r s pi r i t i n s pi r ed h i m
to f in d a m or e pr o fo u n d way to
ca r e for h om el ess qu e er yo u th.

Why did you found the Ali Forney Center?
I found out that the parent organization
I was working for had mismanaged
funds, and I ended up whistleblowing
and getting ﬁred. As a result, many of
the programs I started there were being
shut down. Those programs provided
lifesaving, welcoming places for
homeless LGBTQ youth. Without them,
there would be no safe space for them
to stay at night. None of the people in
those programs were murdered while
they were operational. I founded AFC
in direct response to the lack of LGBTQ
shelters in New York City.

I l l us t r a t i o n By
Isip Xin

rented three apartments—two for youth
housing and one for oﬃce space.
What can New Yorkers do to help?
It costs a lot more money to provide
decent-quality housing and support
to young people than you get from
government contracts. We have to raise
millions of dollars every year to run a
viable program, so we very much rely
on the compassion and decency of
the broader community. Also, we
need volunteers.

Tell them of how she saved you from
the cold and gave you shelter when you
had no place to go

Tell them of how she gave you light in
your darkest of hours when you thought
that was the end

Tell them of the floors you’ve danced
across and how you made them your home,

Why did you decide to write a memoir?
I’ve kept Ali’s name alive through the
Ali Forney Center, but I just don’t think
people have had the opportunity to
understand what an extraordinary
personality Ali was. That was the heart
of what brought me to the decision to
write the book. The book is really like
an exploration of meeting Ali—who Ali
was, who I was, why we connected to
each other so deeply. I also hope that it
becomes a window into helping people
understand the issue of queer youth
homelessness in a deeper, richer way.

Tell them of the hands you held, the lips
you kissed and the ears you whispered in

Tell them of your love for her, your
home your city, of the little empire
you keep building for yourself

•

At the age of 19 Terence Edgerson came to the
Ali Forney Center for homeless LGBTQ+ youth,
where he found a place to sleep and then to dream
about what his life could be. Now, he is a nightlife
producer in New York City.

Top left: AFC founder Carl Siciliano. Below: AFC clients decorate their
rooms to make a home for themselves in the Center’s residences.
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How did you and Ali meet?
SafeSpace [a nonproﬁt shelter service
where Siciliano worked as a director
for seven years] had a support group
for transgender young people, and I
went to sit in on the group on my ﬁrst
day. It was very dramatic. I sat down in
this chair, and they all gathered across
the room from me and created an
impromptu runway. Each youth walked
down the runway, struck a pose, and
gave their chosen name. The last youth
was different from the others, who
were dressed as women and presented
as women and lived as women. Ali
had facial hair and wasn’t wearing any
makeup but was wearing a wig and male
clothes. Ali walked down and gave me
this huge smile. That was my ﬁrst time
meeting Ali.

What was AFC like in its early days?
By January 2002, I had pulled together
a board of directors, and about half of
them knew Ali Forney personally, which
meant a lot to me. One of the board
members was Reverend Pat Bumgardner
of the Metropolitan Community Church,
and she offered to let me use the lower
ﬂoor while I raised money to get other
spaces. My grandmother had died
several months earlier and left me
some money. I was able to work for
two years without collecting a salary,
and I used some of my grandmother’s
money to pay for food, clothing, and
bedding for the kids.
After six months, I was able to raise
about a million dollars. We were able to
get out of that church basement, and we

•
P o e m By
Te r e nc e E d g e r s o n
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IN
THE
LIFE
P hoto Essa y By Kha l i k Al l a h / Magnum P hotos

•
O ver t h e y ea r s , t h e Al i For n ey C enter has
p r ovid ed h ous in g for cou nt l e s s L GB T Q +
yout h . B ut it s wor k d oes n ’ t s to p th er e. T hi s
pa s t f a l l , p h otog r a p h er Kh a l i k A l l ah spent
a d a y a t t h e C enter to d ocu ment al l the
way s it n our is h es a n d ca r es for yo u n g peo pl e
wh o a r e l if t in g t h em s el ves o u t o f
homel es s n es s a n d b uil d in g a m o r e s tabl e l i fe .
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A loving environment starts with the people
who are there to serve the clients. The
staffers are a tight-knit community that has
become family over the years. Many of them
are former clients who wish to pay it forward.
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The bustling street
scene outside is a
constant reminder
of the impact that is
being made inside
the walls of the
Ali Forney Center,
because clients are
given the tools they
need to navigate the
real world and thrive
in it.

The staﬀ is a tight-knit community
that has become family over the years;
many are former clients who wish to
pay it forward.

Through the Years
A s th e A l i For ney C enter
reac h es its 20th anni ver sar y,
it l ook s back at the
triumph s bor n of tr agedy.

December 5, 1997

ALI FORNEY IS MURDERED

June 20, 2002

AFC BEGINS WITH
6 COTS IN THE BASEMENT
OF METROPOLITAN
COMMUNITY CHURCH

2003

AFC OPENS ITS FIRST
CRISIS APARTMENT

April 2005

FIRST AFC DROP-IN
CENTER OPENS

June 2006

TWO-YEAR TRANSITIONAL
HOUSING IS ADDED TO AFC

June 2011

CAMPAIGN FOR YOUTH
SHELTER LAUNCHES

December 2012

AFC DROP-IN CENTER
MOVES TO HARLEM

August 2013

NATIONAL WORK
PROGRAM LAUNCHES

June 2014

EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT
READINESS PROGRAM LAUNCHES

The Ali Forney Center supports its clients in their day-to-day life and
helps them plan for a better tomorrow. It helps clients develop strategies
to ﬁnd jobs, start careers, and live independent lives.

One of the Ali Forney Center’s top priorities is serving hot meals,
which many clients may not have had in some time.

January 2015

24/7 SERVICE BEGINS
AT AFC

December 2015

Face-to-face conversations are a crucial part of the Center’s efforts.
They help build trust and a sense of safety among clients.

ADVOCACY PROGRAM
LAUNCHES

•

October 2016

Khalik Allah is a
New York-based
photographer
and filmmaker
whose work has
been described as
"street opera"—
simultaneously
visceral, hauntingly beautiful,
and penetrating.
Real and raw, his
profoundly personal work goes
beyond street
photography.

The Center isn’t only about sheltering those who need it—it’s also about
celebrating their individuality and promoting a sense of self-worth.

The front desk is the nerve center of the operation, taking calls 24/7
to help get young people off the streets and into the Center.

TRANSGENDER
HOUSING OPENS

September 2017

NY STATE RAISES AGE LIMIT
FOR YOUTH HOMELESSNESS
SERVICES FROM 21 TO 24

June 2018

NYC RAISES AGE LIMIT
FOR YOUTH HOMELESSNESS
SERVICES FROM 21 TO 24

June 2018

BEA ARTHUR RESIDENCE
OPENS

March 2020

ALEX ROQUE BECOMES
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
AND PRESIDENT

MAKING
THEIR WAY
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Within the past year, three different
people with chillingly similar stories—
young, queer, and nowhere to go—all
found their way to the same place:
the Ali Forney Center in New York City.
Payton, Mario, and Elijah share the
paths that led them to seek help in
a city that, for decades, has been
a beacon for young members of the
LGBTQ+ community who just need
someone to give them a chance.
•
As told to E va Hagbe r g
P hotogr aphy by Sylv ie Rosokoff

ELIJAH, 19, HE/HIM
Came from Arizona

“I’m having a really good day. It’s a
mixture of things: I’m with a friend,
I’ve been getting more things done,
I’m going to be getting a job soon, I’m
getting my testosterone, I feel like I’ve
gotten myself more back on track. It’s
really nice out today.
“I was living in Arizona, and my
parents were going to kick me out when
I turned nineteen. I ended up ﬁnding out
about AFC from a friend, so it’s been the
plan for me to just eventually come over
here. There was really no other option
for me.
“It felt a little nerve-wracking. I didn’t
know what to expect. I got off the plane
and saw my friend, and we stayed in
a hotel overnight and then went to
AFC the day after. I did an intake, and
then I got moved to housing and then
another more long-term housing site.
They help me get set up with a lot of
things: housing, regular COVID testing,
gift cards every week. My case manager
has helped me with a lot of things:
EBT, a New York ID, internships, trade
school, stuff like that.
“I want to be an electrician. If anything
happens in my own home, I want to be
able to ﬁx it.
“I just wish people understood that
I’m a human being, even though I’m
very visibly not cis, or at least very
visibly LGBTQ.”

“I ended up ﬁnding out about
AFC from a friend. There was
really no other option for me.”
—Elijah
D O N AT E
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PAY T O N , 1 8 , S H E / H E R
Came From Alabama

“Before I came to AFC housing I was
living with my grandparents in Alabama.
It was torture. I was out as a gay man
and was already bullied—I would get
beat up and stuff in school—and then
when I came out as trans it got a lot
worse. It was just pure torture.
“I chose New York because of its
LGBTQ culture. New York has a big
celebration for Pride—it’s just a wellknown fact that New York is a lot more
tolerant towards LGBTQ people. My
decision to come here was a really
split decision. I only had three days to
prepare. Do I regret it? No. Do I wish I’d
had more time? Yes.

“My ex-boyfriend described AFC
as a place for the LGBTQ community
to come and stay if they don’t have a
place to not be discriminated against.
They welcomed me with open arms.
They do a lot of stuff. They’re helping
me get more permanent housing,
they’re helping me get my gender
marker changed, they’re helping me get
provided hormones, they’re helping me
with surgery letters, and job employment
services. I’m ﬁnishing my GED and want
to go to college and study criminal
justice and then go to law school.
“I thought it was going to be me
coming here and doing most of this
stuff on my own, but AFC helped with
all of that. I didn’t have to go through
it by myself.”

“I chose New York because of its LGBTQ
culture. It’s just a well-known fact that New
York is a lot more tolerant.”—Payton
M A R I O, 2 0 , T H E Y / T H E M
Came from Jamaica, by way of
Florida and Massachusetts
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“I stepped into AFC, and
the ﬁrst person I saw
was queer. It was a sigh
of relief, like, ‘I’m here,
it’s gonna be okay.’”
—Mario

“I left Jamaica in 2018. I had to leave
because people knew I was queer, and it
was creating a sense of danger. I moved
to Florida ﬁrst, then from Florida to
Massachusetts in the middle of winter.
That was the ﬁrst time I ever saw snow.
I lived there for two years and then
came to New York.
“The ﬁrst time I came here I didn’t
have anywhere to go. I stood in Penn
Station for twenty-four hours until my
friend could pick me up. I’ll never forget
that moment: my feet were burning,
I was so tired, but I had to be vigilant
because anything can happen.
“My friend’s friend was a social
worker. She told me about AFC and
said it’s a place where homeless LGBTQ
people can go. I remember the day I
went to AFC perfectly vividly. I stepped
into AFC, and the ﬁrst person I saw, they
were queer. I felt a sense of calmness
just wash over me in that moment. It
was a sigh of relief, like, ‘I’m here, it’s
gonna be okay.’
“I wish people understood that this
isn’t something you choose—it happens
just as naturally as breathing does. The
hate, the prejudice—that’s the choice of
the world.”

•

Special Advertising Project

REMEMBERING

PA R T I I
THE STORIES

D O N AT E

Remembering Ali
In this excerpt from Carl Siciliano’s forthcoming
memoir, Strong as Death, Sweet as Love, he reconstructs
Ali Forney’s final months as a series of vivid and
heartbreaking episodes, capturing the way that the
cruelties of homelessness pressed down on Ali’s
indomitable spirit.

•
P a i nt i ng b y E d wa r d E l l i ot t
@ e d d i e . p e l l e g r i no

The California-based painter and motion designer
Edward Elliott interprets a photograph of Ali Forney
that Carl Siciliano kept in his office.

A L I S P E N T T H E summer
of 1997 locked up in
Rikers Island after having
been caught in one of
the sweeps. She was
incarcerated just a few
days after walking runway
with Tyra in our talent
show. Knowing I was
usually the last person
to leave SafeSpace, Ali
would call shortly after
the program closed and
announce plaintively,
“Carl, it’s me, Ali.” She
would quietly inquire
about various people and
ask if I was being faithful
to my workout routines.
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You need to understand the courage it took for Ali—a
kid with an extensive arrest record—to venture into
for her murdered sisters. For me, nothing shines a
I’d ask Ali how things were going at Rikers,
knowing full well what a degrading and
dangerous place it was, especially for someone
entirely lacking in butchness. Ali would simply
answer, “I’ll survive.” (Ali alternated between
the use of male and female pronouns to
self-describe. To honor Ali's relationship to
gender as accurately as possible, I do the
same in the book.)
Ali was released in September, bursting
upon us one day at lunchtime. It made for a
festive meal, with Ali rushing to embrace his
favorite staff and closest friends, wrists and
elbows ﬂailing about in grand fashion, his voice
erupting in crescendos of joy at the sight of
each person he loved.
While I was delighted by Ali’s return, I was
unsettled by her appearance. Ali looked noticeably
healthier than before the incarceration. It’s never a
good sign when a prison stint is good for you—it
reveals the harmfulness of your life outside.
Witnessing her improved health after not having
regular access to drugs made me understand
that Ali had been descending into a deeper level
of addiction.
Sitting in my oﬃce after lunch, a sense of
dread descended upon me. Something terrible
was going to happen to Ali. I jumped from my
chair and ran through SafeSpace, desperately
looking everywhere for Ali. I did not usually
insert myself in the direct care planning of the
youths, not wanting to usurp the roles of the
staff, but this day I made an exception.
I found Ali on the top ﬂoor, in the outreach
oﬃce, and pleaded with him to enter a drug
treatment program. He looked at me with the
saddest expression, saying, “I know, Carl. I know
I need to get clean, but I’m just not ready.”
I don’t know why I imagined treatment would
help Ali any more than it helped Kiki. It would
likely have been the same disaster of more
homelessness and survival sex. I just wanted Ali
off the streets for a few more months.
Ali was badly hurt by the murders of Kiki and
Dion, but so strong was her love for her friends
that she ventured to the police precincts in
Harlem and the South Bronx where the deaths

had occurred to demand that their murders be
investigated. She offered information about
where they’d last been seen alive, even
describing the make of the car Dion had
entered. You need to understand the courage
it took for a massively effeminate, nonbinary,
homeless black kid with an extensive arrest
record to venture into those hyper-masculine
police stations. She knew full well the contempt
and risk she was exposing herself to. For me,
nothing shines a brighter light on Ali’s greatness
of spirit than the courageousness manifested in
her advocacy for her murdered sisters.
Still, their murders went unsolved. In
October, when the anniversary of Dion’s murder
arrived, Ali became so depressed that she
spoke with us about having herself hospitalized.
A F E W W E E K S later, the day after Thanksgiving,
I remember working late to ﬁnish a report for a
funder. I walked to the 49th Street subway station
and, to my delight, found Ali there. I sat beside
him. His mood was uncharacteristically somber.
“I’m so sorry you were not with us on
Thanksgiving,” I said. “I missed you.” I reminded
Ali of our practice of welcoming everyone on
Thanksgiving and Christmas, even if they had
been temporarily banned. A few days earlier, Ali
had gotten into a big ﬁght and was required to
stay away for two weeks. It was a further sign
of Ali’s decline—Ali was known for being shady,
but not for being violent.
We sat together in silence. Ali was waiting
to meet a date. When my train approached
the station, I asked Ali to be careful. I entered
the subway and stood by the doors after they
closed. As the train rumbled away, I turned and
saw Ali waving goodbye.
I ARRIVED at SafeSpace the following Friday
morning. A few moments later, Nancy Tricamo,
our case management supervisor, entered
my oﬃce. “Carl, I have to tell you something
awful,” she said. “We just got a call from Harlem
Hospital. Ali is dead, from a gunshot to the
head. They called us because they found Ali’s
SafeSpace ID card in his pocket.”

massively effeminate, nonbinary, homeless black
hyper-masculine police stations to demand justice
brighter light on Ali’s greatness of spirit.
And then darkness—a sense of plunging
helplessly into a swirling vortex of grief,
confusion, and horror. When Nancy left my
oﬃce, I fell to the ﬂoor—my chest heaving with
sobs, tears streaming down my face, my lips
whispering Ali’s name over and over.
Ali had been discovered at three in the
morning, dead on a sidewalk in Harlem near
the housing projects on Fifth Avenue and 135th
Street. To know this sweet, beautiful youth with
such a tender, loving heart died all alone on a
frigid sidewalk was unbearable. It is still
unbearable more than twenty years later.
O N A G R E Y A F T E R N O O N I N December, a
biting wind swept through West 46th Street
as we congregated at Saint Mary the Virgin
church for Ali’s memorial service. While I had
planned out most of the details with Father
Wells, the kindly rector, I had not considered
the need to welcome the bereaved as they
arrived. But as we saw the crowds of
mourners approaching, Inkera and I assumed
the positions of greeters, standing where the
inner warmth met the outer cold at the
threshold to the large gothic church.
It made sense for the two of us to welcome
people to Ali’s funeral. I knew Ali loved each
of us. He considered Inkera, a tall, beautiful,
statuesque transgender woman who was one of
our clients at SafeSpace, to be his “House Mother,”
in the parlance of ballroom children. And as
director of SafeSpace, I deﬁnitely felt fatherly
toward the community of homeless teens and
staff who came together at the drop-in center.
(I must acknowledge the limits of such a
description, for what sort of father goes home
to a warm bed each night while his children
have nowhere to go?) The need for family is not
easily extinguished.
When Ali’s birth mother and younger sister
ascended the stairway and I introduced them
to Inkera, she reared herself back up against
the opened wooden door, eyes aﬁre. Here
was the woman she knew to have failed Ali.
“How dare you show up here? You don’t belong
here!” Inkera spat out.

Ali’s death had devastated us at SafeSpace.
My own heart felt pummeled like an overused
punching bag. Fearful that the service would
devolve into a retraumatizing explosion of rage,
I led Ali’s mother and her daughter to a pew far
from Inkera’s wrath.
I desperately hoped to avoid a repeat of the
hostilities that had overtaken Kiki’s funeral eight
months earlier. At a service planned by her mother,
our street family had been aghast to discover Kiki
in an open casket, dressed as a boy. One of Kiki’s
social workers asked her mother why a man’s
suit had been placed upon the body of the ﬁercely
proud young transgender woman. Kiki’s mother
met the calm enquiry with a ferocious onslaught,
shouting that Satan had made her “son” believe
she was a woman.
I’d met Ali’s mother only half an hour before
the service. She and her daughter arrived early,
and I invited them to wait in my oﬃce next
door. Peering into her eyes, I was unable to
perceive villainy, only anguish, regret, shame.
She clearly felt out of place in this gay white
man’s oﬃce, at this strange organization where
her abandoned child had been fed and cared
for and loved. She must have noticed the
photo I’d hung over my desk—an impromptu,
grief-stricken shrine—of Ali in an ill-ﬁtting
wig strategically placed over the dent in her
forehead, a playful look in her eyes. But Ali’s
mother did not recoil. I reluctantly admired her
courage in venturing into this queer space to
join us in honoring her dead child.
Frankly, Ali’s mother’s presence unsettled me
in more ways than one. Two weeks earlier, my
co-workers Kristen and Yola went to Harlem
Hospital to identify Ali’s body, and they were
shocked when his mother arrived. Ali had told
us that both his parents were dead. It was the
only lie I ever knew him to tell. Many of the
young people at SafeSpace sought to conceal
their sex work and drug use, ashamed of the
tools that they needed for their physical and
psychological survival. But not Ali. The only
secret Ali was too ashamed to confess was
having a parent who left their child to suffer
alone in the streets.
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Two a l u m s of t h e Al i For n ey C enter l o o k bac k
a t t h e wa y s it h el p ed t h em gr ow .
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Photog ra p hy By And rew M orócho

Samie Crawford, 29, she/her
When did you leave home?
SC: I didn’t leave home.
I was actually kicked out
by my mom because I
reported my stepfather
for being a pedophile.

Elijah Callahan, 20, he/him
What was your ﬁrst night in
New York City like?
EC: I originally came to
New York City after sleeping
on buses and trains after
leaving Tennessee. I typed
up a little letter [to my family],
put it in the mailbox, Ubered
to the bus stop in Tennessee,
got on with sixty dollars and
a dream, and went to New
York City. Then I slept around
for a few nights.

How is your life right now?
SC: I work for AFC and
want to continue doing
that in the future.
How was your life impacted
by AFC?
SC: When I aged out, it
was very emotional for me,
because I didn’t know if
there were other places
that were going to love me
the way they did. And that
was really true. I felt the
difference when I came
back. It’s even more love
because I’ve acquired more
relationships since I’ve
become an employee. I can
still feel how empty I was
without them. They saved
my life.

How was your life impacted
by AFC?
EC: My life hasn’t stopped
being affected by AFC. I can
still go to the drop-in and get
the resources that I need.
I don't think you ever stop
being affected by it.

“The moment
you think you
aren’t succeeding
or going
anywhere, look
behind you
and realize that
you’ve walked a
thousand miles.”
—Elijah Callahan

How is your life right now?
EC: It’s already been almost
two years and I'm in my own
place. I'm working on trying
to become an actor, which
wouldn’t have been possible
without the ﬁnancial stability
that I have right now.
What is your wish for
the future?
EC: Sometimes the house
that you were born into
doesn't really feel like home.
They always say “home is
where the heart is,” but how
do you ﬁnd a home if you
don't feel like you have a
heart? So, my hope for the
future LGBTQ youths out
there or the future homeless
youth is that they don't have
to feel homeless. They’re on
a journey to ﬁnd their home.

What’s your fondest
memory of AFC?
SC: I don’t even have enough
hands or toes to really
count all of the good
memories of AFC.

“I don't even have enough
hands or toes to really count all
of the good memories of AFC.”
—Samie Crawford

What’s your message to
LGBTQ+ kids today?
SC: There was a moment
when I was homeless that
I tried to commit suicide
at AFC. I got overwhelmed
today because I was thinking
to myself, “This is the main
reason why I do keep going,
and I’m happy that I didn’t
succeed, because you are
loved.” You may feel alone,
but you’re really not alone,
and you just really have
to keep going because it
does get better. It does
get brighter.
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Lady Gaga (center)
visits the Ali Forney
Center in 2016.

Jon Stry ke r h on or s h is f r ien d
and f el l ow p h il a nt h r op is t
Hen r y va n Am er in g en wit h
an en d owm ent to f u n d t h e
Ali For n ey C enter .

The Way Home
B orn T h is Way Fou ndati on
an d th e Ali For ney C enter
sh ow k ids that they ar e
on th e r i ght tr ack.
By M a ya En is ta Smith

A LASTING
IMPACT

•

Kate a nd Je r r y Hat haway
sha re the p ersona l story
b ehi nd the i r su p p ort of the
A li Forney Center.

P H OT O G R A P H Y P RO V I D E D B Y A F C

Stryker—another leading LGBTQ+
philanthropist—launched the Henry van
Ameringen Endowment Fund with the
help of Henry’s husband, Eric Galloway.
“Henry was a mentor to me who
I always respected and loved,” says
Stryker. “I’m very fortunate to have
had a lot of friends who felt the same
way about Henry. This endowment is a
wonderful way to honor a man who did so
much to support LGBTQ youth and made
a massive impact during his lifetime.”
The fund, which has raised over
$2.35 million to date, aims to provide
ongoing support for AFC. “It is our
hope that this endowment honoring
Henry will continue to grow year after
year, providing a lasting and signiﬁcant
stream of income to support AFC’s
lifesaving work,” says Stryker. “Young
people shouldn’t have to face extra
challenges and hardships as they grow
up simply because of who they are, but
LGBTQ youth certainly do.”
Stryker understands the stakes when
it comes to funding AFC. “It is incredibly
important and vital for organizations
like AFC to exist,” he says. “Make no
mistake—we are talking about life and
death circumstances here. I have been
so moved after seeing and hearing the
stories of youth who have been helped
by AFC. The organization does truly
great work and I’m honored to be
aﬃliated with them in any capacity.”

D AV I D RO D G E R S ( VA N A M E R I N G E N )

Henry van Ameringen

Van Ameringen, who supported
organizations large and small, gave
the Ali Forney Center its ﬁrst donation
of $35,000, which allowed it to start
its shelter services. Over the years,
he gave approximately $2 million to
the Center. To honor his memory, the
architect and conservationist Jon

P H OT O G R A P H Y B Y S L O B O D A N R A N D J E L O V IC ( S T R Y K E R )

Henry van
Ameringen was a pioneer when it came
to funding LGBTQ+ and AIDS-related
causes in the 1980s and ’90s, because
they didn’t always enjoy popular support.
At the time of his death last year, it was
estimated that he donated $200 million
in total.
THE PHILANTHROPIST

From left: Jerry and Kate Hathaway celebrate their son, Michael,
and his husband, Joshua Lawson, on their wedding day.

WHEN OUR SON Michael came out 24
years ago, it was a proud moment for
us, because we knew he was being
true to himself. But there was also a
bittersweet element: we also knew, from
our many gay and lesbian friends, that
societal judgments would make things
tougher for him. Of course, we stood
by him—and in turn, our friends and
family stood by us—as Michael entered
adulthood as a proud, gay man.
We do not understand families who
turn their backs on and reject their brave
children who are just being true to
themselves when they come out. That
is why a welcoming place like the Ali
Forney Center is so vitally important.
AFC gives LGBTQ+ youth the sense of
value and honor that every human
being deserves.
Michael had a wedding ceremony
with Joshua Lawson at the Central
Park Boathouse on November 3, 2006.
The oﬃciant was an Episcopal priest,
normally authorized by state law to
unite a couple in matrimony. She said

all the traditional words one hears at a
wedding, from “We gather here today” to
the ﬁnal pronouncement of marriage. At
the time, New York State did not yet
recognize marriage equality. The event
had all the trappings of a wedding
and the day was full of emotional
signiﬁcance and joy, but the ceremony
lacked any legal signiﬁcance. From our
perspective, the only untraditional part
of the wedding was the cake, which was
a croquembouche (and it was fabulous).
Michael and Josh had been
previously united in a civil ceremony in
Canada, where they have been living
for almost 20 years. On their Big Day,
they were legally married already, at
least under the laws of Canada. But our
family recognizes November 3, 2006, as
the date of their wedding, because our
extended family and friends gathered
to celebrate and support the happy
couple. No impediment to marriage
existed for our other two children, Annie
and Tom. We conﬁdently and repeatedly
say that our own marriage of almost 41
years has never been threatened by our
son’s marriage to his husband, which
is now 15 years and counting—and
they gave us a charming and exuberant
grandson, Eliot Lawson-Hathaway, now
six years old.

•

Kate Hathaway is an actor and producer whose credits include Ann at Lincoln Center.
Jerry Hathaway is a partner in the New York City office of Faegre Drinker Biddle & Reath LLP,
a large, international law firm.

NEW YORK CITY has been among the
few constants in my life—in both
practical application and in intergenerational family folklore. My parents
immigrated here from an entire world
away. I was born here, I discovered
my independence here, I learned
what it meant to eat well here—from
sushi and dumplings to bagels and
pizza (always fold your pizza)—and I
learned how to love people here. So
many people ﬁnd a home here.
In 2012, I took a job with Lady
Gaga and her mother, Cynthia
Germanotta, who tasked me with the
urgent mission of building a kinder,
braver world as the executive director
of Born This Way Foundation. Lady
Gaga, for all that one might believe
about the trappings of fame, had
never forgotten the ways in which
she’d been made to feel othered at a
young age. Those experiences made
her value the power of kind acts
and the profound impact that each
person can have on another. When
she wanted to kick off Born This
Way Foundation’s #ShareKindness
campaign with the Today show, in
2016, she headed to the Ali Forney
Center. She sat with the Center’s
clients, listened to them, shared with
them, and played music for them.
The young people who ﬁnd their
way to Born This Way Foundation
and Ali Forney Center often see
themselves differently than the world
sees them. We remind them that
they are brave, strong, resilient, and
full of promise, and that they matter.
We all come from somewhere, but
how we choose to make our home,
where we choose to make our
home, and with whom we choose to
make our home, is up to us.
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Craig Smith and Robert Johnson,
cochairs of the Ali Forney Center’s
annual gala “A Place at the Table”
(APAT), discuss how the fundraiser
creates opportunities for the
program’s homeless LGBTQ+ youth.

for us
me at some point in my life.” We hear it
from our staff, our volunteers, and our
board members. We feel the urgency of
being there for our kids.

“These are our kids” is a phrase that
we have heard many times from AFC’s
founder, Carl Siciliano.
RJ:

How would you
describe “A Place at the Table” to the
readers of New York magazine?

It reminds me of all the other ways
that AFC helps provide a safe space
for kids who have been deprived of
family support. It can be something as
small as celebrating a young person’s
birthday. I’m thinking about one of
our ﬁerce allies, Lauri Freedman. She
created “Project Birthday” a few years
ago, with funding to celebrate the
birthday of each and every AFC client.

ROBERT JOHNSON:

CS:

C R A I G S M I T H : It’s an annual gala for
the Ali Forney Center and our biggest
single fundraising event of the year.
But what makes it really special is
that we ﬁll the grand, glittering space
of Cipriani Wall Street with 1,000
fantastic people who are supporting
this wonderful organization and our
beautiful, deserving young people.

Lauri gave our kids the opportunity and
the audacity to make wishes and have
dreams on each of their birthdays.

What You Can Do
Here’s how you can support
th e A l i F or ney C enter
bef ore the next
“ A P l ac e at the Table”
gal a on Fr i day, May 13.

R J : When Lauri told us about Project
Birthday at our gala a few years ago,
there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.
C S : That brings me back to the
importance and symbolism of having
1,000 people at “A Place at the Table.”
The impact of it cannot be overstated.
You have this huge group of people
come together to tell our clients that
they are worthy and valued and loved
by so many who see the tragedy of their
plight and the urgency of their hopes
and possibilities. The Ali Forney Center
is a reason to love New York!

CORPORATE SPONSORSHIPS:
Ask your workplace if there is a
budget for charitable giving or
initiatives related to diversity,
equity, and inclusion. It can
be so valuable to introduce a
decision-maker at your company
to the Ali Forney Center.
WORKPLACE MENTORSHIP
AND VOLUNTEERISM: Your
workplace can offer internships
for AFC clients, or it can organize
volunteer days to do things like
spring cleaning at a residence.

•

R J : It is such an inspiring, special night.
And it’s a lot of fun too. It takes place
on a Friday evening, so our guests can
enjoy themselves without worrying
about going to work the next morning.
We have cocktails, dinner, fabulous
entertainment, inspiring presentations,
and a dance party.

BECOME A SPONSOR: Buy a
table for “A Place at the Table”
and invite a group of friends to
spread the word.
JOIN THE PARTY: If a
sponsorship is out of reach,
individual tickets for “A Place
at the Table” are also available
for purchase. Use the QR code
below to learn more.

C S : Who can forget that amazing
performance by the House of LaBeija a
few years ago! And Billy Porter was our
fabulous host in 2019. He was ﬁred up.
R J : One of the honorees that year
was Sam Ratelle, who styled Billy’s
outﬁt. Sam is a former client of the
Center, and he received our alumni
award. He told the crowd about coming
out to his family at age 16 and getting
thrown out of the house. These days
young people often have the strength to
come out to their families at an early
age, but sometimes their families then
reject them.

When I ﬁrst got involved with AFC, I
thought, I could have been one of these
kids had I not had a supportive family.
CS:

R J : Many of our supporters at “A Place
at the Table” tell us the same thing—
“That could have been me” or “It was

Clockwise from top: Robert Johnson and Craig Smith at the We Are Family fundraiser earlier
this year; Cipriani Wall Street hosts “A Place at the Table” in 2019; Lindsay Lohan raises her
paddle during the APAT auction; APAT honoree Sam Ratelle with host Billy Porter.

Clockwise from above: AFC board member and “A Place at the Table” auctioneer Marti
Cummings on the APAT red carpet in 2019; AFC staffers Heather Gay and Andria Ottley
at the gala; 2019 honoree Jason Walker of the activist organization Queerocracy.

P H OT O G R A P H Y B Y C H R I S T O P H E R G A G L I A R D I

MARK YOUR CALENDAR: AFC’s
other big events in 2022 include
Oasis, a cocktail party in July,
and We Are Family, a fundraiser
in November to support AFC’s
meal program.
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