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Written by Clara Seo 

 

and triumphed over his drug dependence, 
staying clean for the past eight years and 
discovering his passion for helping others. It 
has been a long struggle for Robert on his 
path to the positivity he now enjoys. “Today 
is a gift, that’s why they call it the present,” 
he says with a beaming smile.  
 
Robert was born into a prominent Harlem 
family, his father a minister, and his mother 
a Civil Right’s activist. His parents were 
leaders in the community, and from a young 
age Robert was active in his father’s church. 

 

 

 

Road to Recovery 

 

 

By   

by 
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Continued… 

 

 

Robert and Starla are thriving and giving back to their 
community. Today this Amherst couple are celebrating their 
two-year anniversary settling into a new apartment, and 
enjoying riding around in their own car, after years spent 
taking the bus. The pair take time each day to provide for 
those in need, inviting people living on the streets in for 

meals, prayer 

and friendly conversation.  Robert says he is blessed to 
have met Starla, and that each day on earth he just wants to 
do something positive for others. 

Life, however, has not always been so upbeat for Robert. 
He struggled for nearly two decades with drug addiction. 
In and out of jail for much of his life, Robert has persevered 

 

Robert and Starla 
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Robert lost his father when he was 19. The death of 
his mentor at such a young age deeply impacted 
him, and combined with his burgeoning fame, his 
drug use would quickly spiral out of control. While 
it started as a social habit, using drugs with fellow 
band members after shows, and at parties with his 
growing number of groupies, Robert quickly 
developed an addiction to cocaine that would 
consume his life for more than two decades. 

Moving to join his brother in Northampton, 
Robert’s drug addiction would take over his life. He 
was in and out of jail around the state beginning in 
the early 90s, only ever able to stay clean and free 
for a year or two before inevitably succumbing to 
his addiction and returning to incarceration. His life 
was off the rails, culminating with a more than five 
year stretch at MCI Shirley that ended in 2010. 

He had had two children during the 90s, and 
ultimately it was his devotion to his family that 
brought him back from the depths of addiction upon 
his release. Robert says he realized he had missed 
them grow up, barely a part of their lives until they 
were teenagers, and that something finally clicked 
within him that he wanted to be a part of his 
children’s lives. He emerged from his final stint in 
prison a changed man, Robert saying that he finally 
really wanted to stay out of jail and stay clean. 

While incarcerated, Robert recognized his gifts as an 
individual, his way of connecting with people, 
motivating others through his words and actions, 
that brought him a sense of value and purpose he 
had never had before. He realized he had to make the 
change himself, and that only through having a sense 
of humility and remaining humble could he better 
himself.  

Robert reconnected with his sense of spirituality after 
having left the church as a teen and he began going to 
counseling. Taking things one day at a time, and 
always looking forward instead of dwelling on the 
past, Robert has managed to turn his life around. 

He said one thing that was particularly important 
was his relationship with his mother. She had always 
been there for him, through thick and thin, caring for 
him with love and tenderness even when he was at 
his worst. 
  

 It was there that he would discover a talent for 
music, playing the piano and singing in the choir, 
that would eventually take him all the way to the 
Apollo Theatre.  
 
Robert recounts it was difficult fitting in when he 
was young. He always felt like an outsider, other 
children teasing him for coming from an affluent 
family with two parents, and for his intelligence. His 
desire for acceptance lead him to the ‘wrong crowd’ 
as he put it, eventually causing him to stray far from 
the values his parents had ingrained in him from an 
early age.  
 
Calling himself a rebellious teen, Robert was 
involved with drugs and violent behavior as an 
adolescent, and soon found himself well respected in 
the streets of his neighborhood.  It was his musical 
talent, however, that would bring him broader 
notoriety. Robert formed a rap group, known as 
CO2, with several of his friends and started 
performing all around New York. 
 

                   

The group quickly found success, and Robert would 
perform at several popular venues in the city, most 
notably the famous Apollo Theatre, where he would 
rub shoulders with stars like Queen Latifah, Special 
Ed, and Will Smith. Robert had reached heights at a 
young age that most of us could only imagine. He 
was on top of the world but all that would quickly 
come crashing down. 

The Apollo Theater in Harlem where Robert performed as a 
young man 
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For Whitney, the whole scene was so much more 
involved than on television, from the sounds of the 
Amherst Community Band, to the hum of the large 
crowd assembled around McGuirk Stadium, the 
atmosphere of the evening was unmatched. Even the 
sounds of the fireworks exploding were different than 
on T.V.  

Whitney noted that there was a noticeable delay from 
when you saw the firework, and when you heard the 
explosion, and that you could hear not only the initial 
explosion but also the aftermath, something he had 
never experienced watching on television. 

 

 

 

 

Shortly after his release she was diagnosed with 
cancer, and Robert realized it was his time to 
return the favor. Caring for his mother became his 
top priority, and Robert knew he needed to stay 
clean and out of prison to be there for her when she 
needed him most.  

He was by her side when she passed away in 2013 
and says that he knows she died with peace in her 
heart, assured that her troubled youngest son was 
finally on the right path. 

Robert would meet Starla shortly after his mother 
passed and the two would quickly develop a 
strong bond. Things have only gone uphill for 
them. While when they first met they took the bus 
everywhere, they soon bought bicycles allowing 
them to travel more freely. In the last few months 
the two have finally saved up enough to buy a car 
and move into a bigger apartment, the 
improvement in their transportation emblematic of 
the improvements in their lives.  

While Robert’s initial goal was only to stay out of 
jail for one year, he has accomplished so much 
more, reconnecting with his children, finding peace 
with his mother, and now moving in together with 
the love of his life. Robert and Starla finally have a 
purpose helping others, and just want to give a 
little bit back to the community that has helped 
them so much. 

 It’s still one day at a time for the pair but rest 
assured Robert and Starla will be making a positive 
impact in the Pioneer Valley for a long time to 
come. 

 

 

Whitney grew up with a very over protective family, 

his mother sheltering him to the point that he was 

barely allowed to leave the home. The Fourth of July 

celebrations were one of Whitney’s favorite moments, 

and he always longed to be able to attend them in 

person. 

 

This year his dream finally became a reality, and 

Whitney was not to be disappointed. “It was so much 

more than I expected it to be,” exclaims Whitney, 

“Seeing it in person was a totally different 

experience.” 

 

After years spent living under virtual lockdown at 

the behest of his mother, Whitney, over the past year, 

has finally broken free from his difficult upbringing, 

moving out of his mother’s home, securing his own 

apartment, and finding work at Stop & Shop. 

Whitney is thrilled with his newfound independence, 

and the opportunity to see live fireworks for the first 

time in his life was an exciting moment for the affable 

young man.   

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Fourth of July First 
Written by Colin Bratton 

There was quite possibly nobody watching the 
Amherst fireworks display on the 4th of July more 
excited than Whitney Lang. For Whitney, aged 30, 
this year’s display marked his first opportunity to 
witness the splendor and color of the 
Independence Day celebration in person.  

Previously, Whitney had only been able to 
experience the fireworks on television, watching 
with his family in their living room. 

Whitney Lang 
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ACC’s MISSION 

All of these things Whitney has 
only ever seen on T.V, and he soon 
hopes to get to enjoy them in 
person, the Fourth of July 
fireworks hopefully only the 
beginning of Whitney’s thrilling 
journey of experiences. 

 

ACC’s mission is to empower, 
advocate for, and assist those in 

need. We strive to provide help with 
issues affecting individuals’ abilities 
to lead a stable and productive life. 

We can assist in… 

•Disability Applications 
 

•Housing & Job Searches 
 

•Free Cell Phone Applications 
 

•Food Stamps & Fuel Assistance 
 

•$ for rent, utilities, ID and birth 
certificate etc. 

 
• SSI/SSDI Benefits 

• Replacement of S.S Card, I.D 
and SNAP 

• CORI Issues and more! 

 

Continued…  

Another thing that Whitney 
loved was the way the smoke 
filled the air as the display went 
on, creating a haze and a distinct 
smell that made the experience 
all the more intense. Most of all 
Whitney was riveted by the 
finale, exclaiming “Is this even 
legal?” about the continuous 
explosions of light and color that 
marked the end of the show. 

Watching the display was like 
riding a rollercoaster for 
Whitney, another thing he has 
never experienced before, but 
soon hopes to do, emboldened 
by the success of the Fourth of 
July. “You miss so much on TV, 
more than I ever imagined” says 
Whitney, “You just have to see it 
with your own eyes to get the 
full experience.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After enjoying his first fireworks 
display, Whitney has a long list 
of future adventures he wants to 
check off his list, including 
riding the Superman Roller 
Coaster at Six Flags, going to 
New Year’s Eve at Times Square 
in New York, and attending an 
E3 gaming convention.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the past eight years. From couch 
surfing starting in 2010 to securing 
subsidized housing this past June, 
she remarks that her journey has 
been “long and... hard but… 
doable,” and most certainly a 
triumph because she always 
remembered to “stay positive!” 
“However, I am also human and 
have faults” Olga continues.  

 

 

Before explaining her journey to 
housing, Olga explained the 
premise of her homelessness in 
2010. She worked two jobs, had 
family staying over at her place 
(who were considered 
unauthorized guests), and took 
care of her brother-in-law. Olga 
has also dealt with memory 
issues most of her life that are 
progressively getting worse with 
age. 

From time to time, she forgot to 
pay her rent despite having the 
money. In addition to the 
burdens she carried, an 
altercation, which she was not 
personally involved in, 
happened outside her front 
porch, to which Olga called the 
police when the situation 
escalated. 

 

 

Stay Positive! 
Written by Clara Seo 

Olga Ortiz is your neighborhood 
grandmother, who would walk 
past store fronts and say “hello” 
to everyone around her. If you’re 
out in town bright and early 
around 8 o’clock in the morning, 
you will see her walking down 
North Pleasant Street, Amherst - 
unhurried - with her rolling 
walker and a full day’s worth of 
positivity. What you probably 
didn’t know about her is that she 
had been chronically homeless for 

Olga Ortiz (right), working with intern Clara at the ACC office 
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nShe explains that ACC is “one of [her] biggest 
blessings” not just because of the services it 
provides for the homeless but also because of how 
much the agency's workers advocate for every 
single participant - whether it be making phone 
calls to future landlords or accompanying them to 
housing authority meetings. Olga remarks that 
these moments of advocacy “might seem like 
simple things to other people, but it’s exactly 
what I need.” 

Her landlord was notified, and the situation became 
more complicated than what Olga had originally 
intended. Soon enough, Olga was asked to vacate the 
unit. Thankfully, Olga was able to find a temporary 
apartment in Turner’s Falls for about 4 months. Then 
her granddaughter and her family who were living 
with her were granted a Section 8 voucher and moved 
out of the apartment they shared with Olga to their 
own place. Olga was left with a big rent to pay and not 
enough money to pay for it, and so in 2010 she became 
homeless and began couch surfing. 

Olga writes in her personal statement to a local housing 
authority and hearing officer for her appeal for the 
housing application denial: “I accept responsibility for 
my actions and have always tried to amend any 
mistakes I make. I realize that I have made lots of 
mistakes while trying to help others but have caused 
me damage. I also realize that it's these mistakes that 
have brought me to the situations I am facing now.” 

“Although, I still love and value my relationships with 
my family and friends, I have learned and strongly 
believe I will not be making the same mistakes again. I 
have learned to try to find alternative ways of helping 
without compromising myself or others. I need to focus 
on taking care of myself and not repeat these mistakes. 
In summary I would like to be given a second chance to 
prove myself I am more than willing to do almost 
anything.” 

“You go through life, and you never realize how many 
blessings are there… I am always counting my 
blessings.” 

Through thick and thin, Olga credits her family and 
friends for the support and hospitality. She is part of a 
very large extended family network and they have 
opened their doors to her during her couch surfing 
days. Olga mentions how fortunate and grateful she 
was to not have to stay a night on the street because 
“there’s alway been a bed, a little corner, I could stay at 
because of everyone.” 

In addition, a blessing that she newly added to her list 
is Amherst Community Connections (ACC). Since she 
got connected with the ACC office in January 2018, 
Olga has been working with the staff and interns to 
apply for and find housing.  

 

“I know there’s gotta be light at the end of the 
tunnel because I can’t walk in the complete 
darkness.” 

Being chronically homeless is not easy and 
getting out of such vicious cycle isn’t any easier. 
Olga, however, is a success story. When asked 
what her advice for others was, Olga offers two 
words: “stay positive.” Her father always told 
her that every situation has a positive and 
negative side, “like the silver lining [of] the 
cloud,” and to act on the positives while not 
dwelling on the negatives. 

She understands that “there are moments when 
you weaken a little bit and [you] just get 
overwhelmed for a lot of your problems - 
anyone does.” She also advises to “allow 
yourself to deal with your emotions, but don’t 
let that hold you back, don’t let that pull you 
down.” Olga through her strength has overcome 
and is surely an example of perseverance for us 
all.  

 

Olga (center), participating in an ACC incubator workshop 
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September events 

 

September 5: What is 

your Story? Interviewing 

Hwei-Ling Greeney 

 

September 12: Dial Self: 

Resources for Young 

Adults; Lisa Goldman 

 

September 19: Art is for 

Everyone; Julie Lapping 

 

September 26: Yoga 101; 

Sasha Rivera 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

The People’s Fund 

The following Incubator 
workshops are Wednesdays from 
10 to 11:30 am at the ACC office 

Dear Friends and Neighbors, 
Greetings from Amherst 
Community Connections! We hope 
this letter finds you well and that 
you’ve had a relaxing and 
enjoyable summer so far. As you 
take the time to rediscover the joys 
of the season, we are asking for 
your help to spread the sun-kissed 
joy by donating to The People’s 
Fund. 

For the past nine years, ACC has 
fought for the betterment of 
homeless and low-income 
members of our community. The 
People’s Fund is a vital emergency 
fund that provides financial 
assistance to secure basic human 
needs. 

The Fund provides food, supplies, 
medications, transportation 
assistance, rent and utility arrears,  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Amanda suffered a stroke in 2009. 
After the stroke, she struggled with 
her memory and lost her Section 8 
Voucher. Recovering from her 
stroke, and still caring for her 
disabled son, her apartment 
provided stability during these 
trying times. 

 

However, the $1050 monthly rent 
she owed without the Section 8 
Voucher was an immense burden 
on a disabled single mother. Despite 
working 50 hours week, these costs 
were too much to bear, and in 2010 
she was evicted and has struggled 
with chronic homelessness ever 
since. 

Amanda first visited our office in 
2017. Working with ACC, she has 
slowly re-established stability, 
securing a temporary apartment 
and applying for housing through 
the Amherst Housing Authority. 
This was only possible with the 
means provided by The People’s 
Fund.  

We advocate for those most in need, 
providing ongoing support 
throughout their journey to avert 
and/or overcome crises as well as 
after for their maintenance of such 
stability. The Fund is a crucial 
supplement to the services we  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

living essentials.  

The People’s Fund represents the 
hope that those lost to hunger, and 
evictions will never be forgotten, 
that those who face such 
predicaments will be supported and 
that, one day, poverty and 
homelessness will be eliminated. 
Please help us continue our work of 
empowering, advocating for, and 
assisting those in need. 

 

Join us this summer with your 
donation that will go a long way in 
helping people get through this 
trying time. Your continued 
generosity is very much needed! 
Please make the checks out to 
Amherst Community Connections. 
Please send to PO Box 141, Amherst, 
MA 01004. Thank you in advance! 

and other 
necessities to 
support our 
neighbors in 
their time of 
need. As in the 
past, the success 
of The People’s 
Fund depends 
on contributions 
from members 
of our 
community like 
you!  

provide. In 
addition to 
emotional and 
legal support, 
Amanda 
received a 
small stipend 
from The 
People’s Fund 
to help pay 
her rent and 
furnish her 
temporary 
home with  

Story from 2017-2018: Amanda’s 
Plight 

A Message from Hwei-Ling Greeney 


