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Surgeons in battlefront aid stations separated the wounded into tﬁfgé categories: the slightly

wounded that could safely wait for medical attention; those so sévérely injured that medical

help was useless; and the others, less seriously wounded who migﬁ? I ve if helped immediately.
They called it triage. 2{* .

He was. once. somebody's child. Now he's merchandise,
a commodity. Anybody - who buys him is crazy. A
malevolent little boy lost at 16, now a profoundly sad and
very scared 19-year-old street wolt who has absolutely no
reason to believe he will make it back, buthas to think that
or go crazy.

| met Peter five years ago when he was 14 — a street kid
even then — and hadn't seen him for over a year when he
walked into my office yesterday. He was wearing skin-
and-muscle tight jeans anda body shirt unbuttoned to the
waist We exchanged greetings — mine delighted, sur-
prised; his. muted and detached.

1 hoped he was doing well. Peter gave a sad wry smile.
OK. he said. Not bad. he said. I think of killing myselt a lot,
he said. Do you need a place to stay, | said. No, he said. |
stay at the Baths. It's cheap. | kinda help out around there.
It's a bad scene.  said. It's a living, he said. And then| think
he remembered about dying because he started slightly.
sat for just an instant of frozen immobility, then shrugged.
and agan gave me a faint sad smile.

Come back to Covenant House, Pete, | said. No more
programs, Bruce. I'm too oid. I'm a male hustier. Bruce. I'm
not gay I'm bisexual... He stopped and his face wisted He
couldn’t continue. Come on back, Pete, to our school. We'll
get you a job That lifestyle is going to kill you, Pete. It's
rotten that you have 1o do that. He didn't hear me. | grabbed
hus hand. his arm. We've got this really great place, Pete —
really good people. He looked at me in great pain.'mago-
go boy. Bruce. in this bar on Eighth Avenue. | dance there. If
the johns fike me they stick a five doliar bill in my jock
strap.

Come back, Pete. Wé'll find you a place. It's not too late.
Pete. This Monday. Bill. downstairs will get you a job. He's
an expert at it. it's OK, Pete. I'm really glad you're back.
Bruce. he said. I'm a stripper in a male burlesque joint: four
performances a night for a hundred bucks. | dropped out of
school in the seventh grade. | worked a coupie of girls tor a
while, Bruce. He couldn’t stop. He had to tell me the whole
sad sick story. It was almost as though he was afraid to
leave out any details — like when you go to confession.

I'm really glad you're back, Pete. So are Gretéhen and
Steve and Dave. You've got to change your lifestyle, Pete.
Father Bruce Ritter, OFM Conv.. is the founder and President of

Covenant House, which operates crisis centers for homeless and
runaway boys and girls all over the country.
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-He's aiready almost dead. Bruce. . ™~
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You're into a lot of things that make you fee! pretty & ¢
about yourseif. Bruce. | don‘t have any clothes. All my $tiili
was ripped off. | had a stereo. . Pete, you'rengl going to §§
out of that mess you're in without help. - - -

There's a warrant out for my arrest, Bruce. | pawrigda
gold bracelet for a friend. It turned out to be stolen. Wé ¢
work that out. Pete. We've got a place for you and a job and
school. We ve missed you a lot, Pete. Finally there was /i
more to tell: the small dirty puddle that was his young iifs
spilled out between us. o B
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"He was afraid to leave out any detajls — liRe;
when you go to confession,”
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He relaxed and took a deep breath. { think lc!%gﬁ
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downstairs and talk to Bill about that job. Is it OK if | coit
back and talk to you again on Monday?He lpoked dowfi Al
his low slung jeans with some amusement. igan’t go fér ;Q
imerview in these. e
Pete can make six hundred dollars a week — tax friﬁﬂm
on the street. It's going to be awfuily tough {or him to Jfé%
40 hours a week for $3.35 an hour. it's going to be éyed
harder for him to go back to school and leass) how to Féay
and write. He's a good kid. He came in to seeme fora Eej%ﬁi
reasons he didn't really understand very well. He's it
religious kid and he doesn’t know anything gbout goirig {6
confession but he needed and wanted absolytion bad. &ika

most of us he was about as sorry as he cobld be.
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“I think maybe the only way he feels he ¢35
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reassert some control over his lifeis to end it
.

A lot of people drift into, slide and chooseinto alifesigie
that ultimately kills them. It's almost certaingy too laté {or
Pete. The Peters of this world are refuse in our 6!
sewers, to be inexorably flushed down and a2, drowned i
a sea of garbage: human poliution to be coped with dng
buried and dumped. Most t. caring pesple think 5o,
One such, good friend. sighed and murmuzed the ward
triage. Let them go, Bruce. Think of the others, the ones
you know you can heip, the ones that still h2ve a chaince:
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Peter is already almost dead, and | think maybe the one
way he feels he can reassert some control over his lifeis to
end it. Pete is most definitely one of the Lord's lost sheep.
He is not the cuddly innacent lamb that just happened to
wander away from the fold. In biblical categories | think
it’s 1air to say that Pete is a sinner — the kind over whom
heaven rejoices if they turn away from the evil pervading
their lives and turn back to God. Pete can't do that without
God's help, nor can we.

Pete doesn't really want to end his life but he's not cer-
tain he can begin it again either. Only the Lord can provide
the massive life support systems he needs to make it —
and to carry through with the metaphor — places like
Covenant House must exist as the intensive care units for
these dying children. We need you to help us, to go on help-
ing us. We're always in need and we are occasionally sub-
ject to the kind of questioning doubts that make the solu-
tion of triage very attractive. Buti refuse to triage my kids,
to screen out the ones who won't make it. | cannot exercise
that kind of clinical detachment when a kid is invoived. My
staff and | refuse to turn any kid away.

Thanks much for your help and prayers.

| !aaree every child should have achance. Enclosed is
my contribution of: ¢
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LIFE ON THE STREET iS A DEAD END




