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FOREWORD

When I first met Victor Torres, he was a junkie (a heroin addict), 
an outcast from society. Victor came to the center with his parents, 
who suffered greatly because of his condition. He was skinny, pale, 
and sick because his body needed heroin. He was just one of many 
like him from Puerto Rican families and the ghetto environment.

I was director of the Teen Challenge Center at the time Victor 
came to us. After we accepted him into our program, he went 
through the entire trauma so many drug addicts experience. He 
was tempted, divided in his mind, and his body ached with pain. 
Victor’s torment brought our staff of ex-convicts and ex-drug 
addicts to our knees asking God for a miracle in this life so lost 
because of sin.

I remember the day God broke through to Victor’s mind, 
his heart, and his very soul. I remember when love, peace, and joy 
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infiltrated his life. He was lifted up into the place of God’s forgive-
ness. He accepted Jesus with tears of gratitude. He gave his fears, 
insecurity, uncertainty, and loneliness to the Lord and the Lord 
took over.

What can I say about the Victor of today? Years have passed 
and Victor went on to college. He is now a mighty man of God living 
and ministering in Richmond, Virginia, with his wife, Carmen, and 
four children, Feliza, Rosalinda, Michelle, and son Victor Phillip. 
He takes his roles as husband and father very seriously.

I believe in the years to come you will hear much concern-
ing this young man because the anointing of the Lord is in his life. 
Victor’s credentials are not because he belongs to a well-respected 
denomination, but because he has a message for the parents and 
for the youth of this country. Besides, his credentials have approval 
from heaven.

The fruit of his ministry, New Life for Youth and New Life 
Outreach International Church, prove not only Victor’s capabili-
ties and his experience but also his genuine love for young people 
and the unity of the family.

As you read this book, you’ll be right there in those tenement 
buildings. You’ll feel the pain that Victor’s family felt. You’ll see 
what life in the ghetto was like in the ’60’s. I pray that this book 
will give you a burden, compassion, and sense of urgency because 
the fight against corruption, drug addiction, and crime in our com-
munities is not over.

Pray for Victor and his ministry. Let this inspiring book be 
another reminder to you that God can take the “down-and-out” 
and give them self-respect while transforming them into servants 
of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.

And, remember, Jesus loves you.

—Nicky Cruz 
Author, Run Baby Run
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INTRODUCTION

It was my privilege to first help Victor Torres write and publish 
this book in 1973. I was, at the time, Director of the Brooklyn 
Teen Challenge Center, founded by my brother David Wilkerson, 
author of The Cross and the Switchblade.

Victor entered our center in November 1963, a skinny, strung-
out dope fiend.

His total transformation and rehabilitation from drugs and 
as a former gang member in Brooklyn’s notorious “Brownsville” 
section in the latter 1950’s and early 1960’s is an incredible story 
of the grace, mercy, and power of God; saving Victor from either 
certain death, or a long-term prison sentence. Truly, Victor lived 
on “Evil Street.”

Why tell this story again?
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Because one only has to read today’s headlines or look around 
where you live to see that the history of gangs and drugs is being 
repeated with a vengeance.

Teenage gangs have risen up again in major urban centers, 
as well as in midsize cities and even small towns. In fact, rural 
America is no longer immune from the ravages of gangs and drugs. 
But today’s gangs are armed to kill—with handguns, even auto-
matic weapons, and other firepower. They are potentially ten times 
more dangerous than the gangs of the ’50’s and ’60’s. In those days, 
gangs inflicted their damage on other gangs. Today anyone who 
gets in the way can be a victim of a drive-by shooting or a crime. 
Juvenile crime has risen 50% from 1988 to 1992, and it continues 
to rise yearly.

In major cities, certain neighborhoods are not controlled by 
the police but by the “hoods.” One gang in Chicago, the Gangsters 
Disciples, now have their own political agenda—to become a 
well-organized coalition to buy politicians and have influence on 
the government—and the laws.

Victor was a gang member of the “Roman Lords” of Brooklyn, 
New York. Were he a teenager today, he would be living in the 
same scene.

But he is not. He is now married and a father of four. Jesus 
Christ, by the work of the Holy Spirit, and through his mother’s 
prayers, transformed him miraculously. Victor was then, and is 
still now, “born again” into a new life.

From that horror of addiction, Victor also was “set free” by the 
power of God through prayer.

I am so moved every time I tell even parts of Victor’s life trans-
formation that I encouraged him to reprint it, so readers could 
read the whole story and follow the saga from gang member, to 
narcotic addiction, to near death from drug withdrawal—to the 
man of God he is today.
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I am a personal eyewitness to the exciting events that took 
place once he walked off “Evil Street” and entered the door of the 
Teen Challenge Center at 416 Clinton Avenue, Brooklyn, New 
York.

Every family member touched by drugs, alcohol, delinquency, 
or similar problems needs to read Victor’s story and be challenged 
in faith, that God can do it again. If God could do it for Victor 
Torres, he can do it for anyone.

If you know a teen, youth, young adult, even an adult heading 
for trouble, I urge you, try to put this book into his or her hands.

If you know gang members, show them the title of the book 
—it may intrigue them enough to want to read it.

And if you know a drug addict—either on the streets, in 
prison, in a recovery program, or recently coming off drugs—this 
book is a blueprint for escaping “Evil Street” and finding one’s way 
onto a street called “New Life.”

We also encourage those who work with troubled teens, drug 
users, and abusers or others who can identify with the lifestyle 
Victor once lived— to purchase this book. Put it in the hands of 
all those currently living on “Evil Street,” because this book may 
save their life. But, more importantly, it can show them how Jesus 
Christ can change their life and start them on a brand new road to 
freedom and peace.

Victor’s story is the fulfillment of Jesus’ words, “Whom the Son 
has set free is free indeed” (John 8:36).

—Don Wilkerson  
Executive Director, Teen Challenge





17

1

VICTOR

Mother ran into my room. I was lying on the floor beside my 
bed. A needle protruded out of my left arm. I was unconscious.

“My son, my son is dead! Oh God—he’s dead!” my mother 
screamed hysterically.

Ricky, my younger brother, had just discovered my body on 
the floor. In panic, he screamed and ran for Mom. As she sobbed 
over my body, Ricky stood in the doorway crying.

That morning when I had awakened I was sick, so sick I 
couldn’t get out of bed to go find the usual place where I took my 
morning fix … and my afternoon fix … and my evening fix (and 
sometimes a few in between).

“Ricky, come here!” I had yelled from the room. “I’m too sick 
to go out. Will you get my works (syringe) for me?” By now, Ricky 
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was accustomed to his brother’s drug routine. He even tried to get 
me, to stop talking to him like a big brother, though he was only a 
young kid.

“Get me a glass of water,” I said as he handed me my set of 
works. The pain in my body was growing worse. My last fix had 
been seven o’clock the previous evening. By now, the muscles in 
my legs and arms had tightened. My whole body was tense. The 
first stages of stomach cramps were coming on. My nose was run-
ning—my head aching.

“I’ve got a bag of stuff in the cabinet in the bathroom,” I contin-
ued my instructions to Ricky, using him as my nurse.

Like a good little errand boy, he had gathered up my instru-
ments of death, including the little white bag of magic that was 
soon to take away all pain, sorrow, and suffering. In four to five 
seconds the snow-like powder was oozing through my veins. 
(Sometimes I could cook the dope, prepare the needle and syringe, 
and drill my vein in thirty seconds flat.)

Just as I was expecting to enjoy the “high,” I suddenly slumped 
over, rolling off the side of the bed onto the floor. The drug was too 
strong. I had OD’d (taken an overdose of drugs). The power of the 
heroin rushed to my heart too fast, knocking me unconscious. It 
happened so quickly I didn’t have time to remove the needle. When 
Ricky found me ten minutes later, my whole arm was bloody. My 
body had turned purple; my lips were stiff and cold.

Mom knew of my drug habit but had never seen anything like 
this. As she bent over my body—thinking I was dying or dead, 
she slapped my face, shaking my body, calling my name and pray-
ing, “Oh God, Oh God, please don’t let him die.” My arm moved 
slightly. Then in a few seconds (what must have seemed like an 
eternity to her) my eyes popped open as I slowly regained con-
sciousness. The overdose had not been fatal. It very well could have 
been had the drug been just a small percentage stronger.
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Mom and Ricky helped me back up on the bed. I pulled the 
needle out of my arm. Mom, still crying while catching her breath, 
was relieved to know her son, even if an addict, was still alive; put 
my face in her bosom.

With tears in her eyes she said, “Victor, my son, what are you 
doing to yourself? I thought we lost you. Don’t you see what you’re 
doing to yourself and to your mother? You’re killing me, son.”

Gently she laid my head down on the pillow. I looked up in 
my foggy semiconscious state—aware that once again my life had 
been on the abyss of death and hell—and tried to communicate 
my sorrow to her.

“I’m all right now, Mom. Please let me rest for a while,” I said, 
wanting to be alone. She pulled the covers over me, patting my face 
with her hand, and walked quietly out of the room. At the door, 
she stood deeply sobbing and looked at me lying on the bed.

Alone—there was nothing for me to do but try to forget. A 
dope addict’s life is made up of trying to forget.

Sure, the “high” is great. I would only be lying if I said it wasn’t. 
It is a thrill, a kick, and a booster shot. But best of all, it kills pain.

And I don’t mean just physical pain. It kills mental pain. It 
numbs the memory tank in the brain. Like magic, it curls your bad 
thoughts up into a little ball and hides them in the corner of your 
head. You feel good because your mind doesn’t tell you how terrible 
things really are—how you have failed your parents; how you have 
failed yourself.

The problem is that as soon as the chemical fixer-upper wears 
off, that little ball of curled-up-bad-thoughts comes screaming 
back to life—and hits you like an electrical shock. If it’s six or eight 
hours between heroin shots, then the body and bloodstream also 
react. “Feed me, baby” your body screams in emphatic terms. And 
you had better feed it or every muscle starts talking to you, sending 
frantic messages of pain and desperation to the brain. If you refuse 
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to listen to its call for help, your body punishes you with unfor-
gettable pain. The result is double trouble—a body that cannot 
function normally unless its bloodstream is constantly polluted 
with a poisonous drug and a mind and head that wants relief from 
agonizing thoughts. The only solution is to answer the call with 
the cure—snow … dynamite … junk.

That morning as I lay on the bed I tried to forget. I could not. 
It seemed as if my whole life came parading across my mind—like 
watching an “X” rated movie.

It started when I was seven. My parents lived in Puerto 
Rico but decided to go to New York. Like many others from our 
island and around the world, they thought they were going to the 
Promised Land. We were not really poor, but relatives and friends 
convinced Mom and Dad that New York offered so much more 
than we had. Dad went ahead of the rest of the family and said he 
would send for us as soon as possible. Though I was small I will 
never forget how excited we all were. Anxiously we waited for the 
word from Dad that we were to come.

It was a dream soon to become reality. My father had spoken 
about the better education his children would get, the greater job 
opportunities, and a bigger chance at life for us all. It was not that 
conditions were so terrible on the beautiful island of Puerto Rico. 
Our home was unbroken. We were a close family. Dad was a hard 
worker. We were getting by. Still, he was determined to explore 
this new land—and give us even a better life than what we had.

The experience of leaving our Caribbean island is stamped 
indelibly on my mind. The sun was shining as powerfully as it usu-
ally did—the air was so clean and rich. We all cried as we left our 
little country—our relatives, our friends, and our home.

Landing in New York, we were very anxious to meet my father. 
It had been six long months since we had seen him. I remember 
Father remarking about me, “You’re so big, my little Victor. I can 
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hardly recognize you.” He picked me up and squeezed me tight. 
After greeting other relatives who were already settled in New 
York, we were off to our new home.

How different this new land was. Even I as a small lad could 
readily see the contrast. The sky was dark, the air cold, the build-
ings tall, and the cars seemed to run into each other. We didn’t 
know what kind of neighborhood we were going to be living in, but 
as the car wound its way from the airport toward Brooklyn, the 
unpleasant picture unfolded before us little by little.

It wasn’t until the next morning that we knew what our new 
place was really like. We had come to live in one of the roughest, 
dirtiest, and meanest neighborhoods in Brooklyn—the ghettos of 
Brownsville. It was the only housing my father could find. It had 
taken six months to secure it. Later I wished he never had.

“We’ll move as soon as we can,” Dad promised when he saw 
our disappointment. The apartment had no heating system; we 
had to use an old gas range in the kitchen to warm the entire place, 
which never quite worked. The walls and ceiling were crumbling, 
the paint peeling. We had no refrigerator. In the winter we used 
the window sills as our only means of refrigeration. But at least we 
had lots of company. Cockroaches, rats, and mice were our con-
stant companions. They were everywhere—on the table when we 
ate, on the floor when we played, even on the bed when we slept.

We had arrived in the winter and on the third day of our arrival, 
it snowed. Ricky looked out the window, saw the falling flakes and 
yelled, “The moon is falling. Look, the moon is falling out of the 
sky in little bits!” We had never seen snow. My brother and I ran 
down the stairs as fast as we could onto the street. We wanted to 
feel the snow on our hands and faces—we even ate it. This was an 
entirely new experience, and a beautiful one—especially since the 
white powder was like a blanket, covering the ugliness and filth of 
the streets.
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But soon the snow and dirt mixed together—it became an 
ugly mess. Winter was one of the four seasons we had come to 
wish they would have abolished. But the roughest time was the 
summer. The temperature would hit 100 or more. All the windows 
would be open and the noise and smells of the streets seemed to fill 
every corner and crevice of our apartment. At night our bedroom 
seemed as if it was in the middle of the street. During the day the 
street activity was a combination of a Coney Island amusement 
park and the jungle. 

The days fell into four cycles. The kids took over the morn-
ing hours. In the afternoon the younger teens played their games. 
The early evening belonged to the parents and adults who played 
dominoes, cards, and rolled dice. The hours from 10 p.m. to 5 a.m. 
belonged to the winos, the drunks, the addicts, prostitutes, and 
gangs. There were nights you just wanted to go out of your mind. 
Even an insane asylum would have been better.

Because of the heat, the garbage smelled ten times worse. If the 
windows were closed it was suffocating. Then the rats and roaches 
completely took over. In the middle of the night, police cars rushed 
up and down the streets. A woman’s screams pierced the night as 
she was mugged. Gunshots were common.

On one of those hot, humid nights, about two o’clock in the 
morning, our family was awakened by a blood-curdling shriek. I 
heard Mother shake Dad, “I think the sound came from the Rivera 
apartment upstairs.”

“Get up, Manuel. Get up and go see,” Mom said. Dad quickly 
slipped on his trousers, unbolted the door and made his way up 
the dimly lit stairs. Mom went to the door to watch.

The Rivera door was locked. I heard Dad yell, “Mrs. Rivera. 
What happened? Let me inside. It’s Mr. Torres. Let me in.”

The door opened to a screaming mother who was beside her-
self, “My baby, it’s my baby! Oh, my God, my poor little child! The 



Victor  23

face … look at the face … help … please do something. A rat bit 
my baby’s face.” My father rushed in to find the nine-month-old 
Rivera baby girl bleeding from bites on the cheek and forehead. A 
rat had climbed right into the crib.

Dad washed out the wounds and bandaged them. Mom went 
up and comforted a terrified Mrs. Rivera.

A few months later a rat bit a boy’s leg in another family in our 
building. All of this had its effect upon my nine-year-old mind and 
emotions. Neither did it escape my little brother and baby sister. 
We all lived in constant fear. My father worked in a factory—at 
night. He would leave the apartment in the afternoon and not get 
home until two o’clock in the morning. As I remember it, we usu-
ally waited up for him. We were very afraid for ourselves and were 
gripped with fear that something might happen to him on his way 
home. So, we waited.

The entire family lived in tension every night waiting for Dad 
to come home. Every night was another crisis—thinking about 
him riding the subway, walking the dark and dangerous streets. 
In the summer we watched from the window to see him coming 
down the street. If we were in bed we listened for his whistle. He 
always whistled coming up the stairs, unless he was in trouble. 
Gang members or thieves would often hide in the building waiting 
to mug somebody. We knew Dad wasn’t safe until he was not only 
inside our building, but safely inside the apartment and had locked 
and bolted the door. Then off to sleep we would go—relieved for 
another night.

I often asked my father, “When are we going to get out of this 
hole?”

He’d look at me with sadness in his eyes. All he could say was, 
“Someday we will have a better place to live... someday.”

In the meantime out of necessity, we adjusted the best we 
could to life in the asphalt jungle. I wasn’t doing a very good job 
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of it. Sometimes my brother Ricky, sister Elizabeth, and I cried 
ourselves to sleep. The conditions affected us all in different ways, 
but we were powerless to do anything about it.

When we first moved into the neighborhood, my parents went 
to church. In Puerto Rico, we attended the Disciples of Christ 
Church. They took us every Sunday and almost every time there 
was a service. But after about a year in New York, they stopped 
going. Why—I don’t exactly know. Perhaps because of my father’s 
job. He was too busy trying to survive to have time for anything 
else. As I look back now perhaps if we had continued to go to 
church regularly, drugs might never have been a part of my life.

My father was making $45 a week. It wasn’t enough, so Mother 
went to work also. Dad left for his job at 3 o’clock in the afternoon, 
and Mom didn’t get home until six. The three of us children were 
left alone for those hours, which I spent mostly on the streets. I 
paid a price to do so. Life on the streets was a contest—every day. 
I constantly had to prove myself. Groups and cliques formed, and 
to break into one—to be “in”—it was necessary to prove yourself; 
to gain attention, respect, identity, and friends. If you were big 
enough or loud enough, you could fake it. I couldn’t.

I was small—and skinny. Big talk didn’t do me any good. I had 
to fight. It didn’t seem to matter if I won or lost (although it mat-
tered to my body), but as far as the crowd was concerned as long 
as you proved you had guts, it was enough. The idea was never to 
back down. Many days I came home having proven my courage at 
the price of a bloody nose or a bruised, aching body.

At the age of twelve, I decided to make some money by going 
into the shoe-shine business. A few weeks after starting and while 
working in front of our building a neighborhood boy of about fif-
teen approached me.

“What’s your name?” he asked wise-guy fashion. “Victor,” I 
answered as I fixed my shoe-shine kit. “You tough?” he quickly asked.
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“Can be,” I said without looking up. Before I knew what was 
happening he kicked me to the ground and was on top of me 
punching away at my body.

“Let’s just see how tough you are, you little shoe-shine punk!” 
I reacted quickly to defend myself. I was small but quick. In a flash 
I had him turned over and pounded a fist into his face. He jumped 
off the sidewalk into the gutter. We both stood in a half crouch 
ready to move at each other like two opposing jungle animals. He 
spotted a pipe, grabbed it and lunged at my head. I managed to get 
my hand in the way of the swinging weapon. It hit my arm instead 
of my head. The pipe broke loose from the impact and fell to the 
street.

“You were lucky,” he said, walking away leaving me clutching 
my arm in agony. “Next time it might be your head.”

My arm was broken from that episode, but the ache inside 
was worse. I’d get up in the morning dreading to face another 
day. “What is going to happen to me today?” I would ask myself. 
I walked the streets with eyes wide open ready to defend myself. 
I always looked over my shoulder because there was no safety, 
even for a moment. I was jumped in the gutter so many times, I 
expected trouble to erupt at any time. I felt like a wanted criminal 
whose only crime was that he lived on the block.

On another occasion, I was shining some black boots for my 
first customer of the morning. I told the man to lean back on a big 
dark blue Pontiac nearby. I was just putting the finishing touches 
on the spit-shine when I heard someone running toward us holler-
ing, “You son of a bitch!

What you doin’? Who gave you permission to use my car as a 
chair? Get out of here!”

“Look, I didn’t mean anything by it, mister. We ain’t hurtin’ 
your car.” I pleaded for his understanding.
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He was angry—mean angry. I had seen his kind before. Before 
I could grab the shoe-shine box, he grabbed my hair. “You dirty 
little Spic. Bug off! This ain’t your neighborhood anyway. Get over 
to the garbage hole where you belong.”

He kicked me, then grabbed me by the shirt and threw me 
down on the street. I lay motionless for a moment, not moving an 
inch but looking up with fear and defiance.

“Did you hear what I said?” he roared, coming at me again.

As he did I rattled off some curse words in Spanish. That was a 
mistake. It always bothered white men who didn’t understand the 
Spanish language, and understood Spanish-speaking people even 
less. In fact, they hated us more when we spoke a few unkind words 
in our native tongue. Spanish speaking people delighted doing this 
to the non-Spanish speaking people. It was one thing we possessed 
that they did not. It was a way of retaining our own identity.

The Pontiac owner was now furious. He kicked at me again, 
causing me to roll out into the street where I was almost hit by a 
passing car. Now in panic, I reached into my pocket for a knife. 
Since the broken arm episode, I had decided to carry some pro-
tection. The knife was a daily companion. I opened it quickly and 
as he came around to swing at me I stabbed him in the side, under 
the left armpit.

It took him a few seconds to discover what happened. Then 
he screamed, “I’ve been stabbed! I’ve been stabbed! This dirty Spic 
stuck a blade in me! Somebody call the cops!”

A crowd gathered. I backed off and quietly crouched down 
beside his car, on the street side. He staggered over in front of a 
candy store, holding his side. Blood was all over his shirt. It had 
all happened so fast that it didn’t really dawn on me the damage I 
had done until I saw all the blood. Then I knew I was in trouble. 
Fear and panic gripped me so I ran. Our house was just around 
the corner.
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I beat my little twelve-year-old feet on the pavement as fast 
as my skinny legs could carry them. Running up the stairs to our 
apartment, I forgot the knife was in my hand. Realizing I still had 
it and seeing the blood on my hand, I ditched the knife under the 
stairway leading to the basement. Then I dashed up the stairs two 
and three at a time.

I ran into the apartment shaking, feeling the coldness of blood 
running down on my hand.

Mom was in the kitchen. “Victor. What’s the matter with you? 
What happened?” She could see the state of fright I was in.

“I just stabbed a man. He was trying to kill me. I had to do it. I 
had to defend myself.” I went on to tell her how bad it was, making 
it sound like it was almost death for me unless I defended myself. 
I needed Mom on my side.

“Did anyone see you do it?”

“Yeah, a whole bunch of people watched.”

“Then the police will be looking for you. What will I do if they 
come? I wish your father was here.”

“I gotta hide, Mom,” I suggested.

“All right, get under the bed. I’ll tell them I don’t know where 
you are,” she said, pushing me out of the kitchen into the bedroom. 
“But I can’t speak English,” she remembered, wondering how she 
would communicate with the police.

I shook with fear as I lay under the bed sobbing quietly. I knew 
it would only be a matter of time till the cops came. People on the 
street who saw me do it knew where I lived.

After what seemed like hours but was only about twenty 
minutes, there was banging on the door. My body jumped when I 
heard the loud fist bang on the door.
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Two policemen came bursting in after Mom unlocked the 
door. Mom told them in Spanish no one was home. They ignored 
her and started looking around. I had done a poor job of hiding—a 
shoe was showing from under the bed. “OK, fella, come with us,” 
the officer said as he pulled me out from under the bed. “Tell your 
mother to come along to the precinct.”

At the Seventy-Third Police Station, after a lot of discussion 
and deliberation, they arrested me, but let me go home and said 
I would be notified when to go to family court for the outcome. 
Weeks later I was placed on probation for an indefinite period. I 
was fortunate they didn’t send me to reform school.

This became a turning point in my young life. In spite of the 
warnings, pleadings, lectures, and beatings from Mom and Dad, 
I was on a downhill journey. Hate slowly formed in my mind and 
heart. Life disillusioned me. Why did these things have to happen 
to me? Why did I have to live in such miserable surroundings? Like 
wet soft cement, my heart began to set and harden. Deep down I 
didn’t want it that way, but too many ugly things were happening 
to prevent it. I did want to please Mom and Dad and live a halfway 
decent life. I had ambitions and goals, but the fifteen-year-old, who 
banged my head in and broke my arm, and the big guys that kicked 
me, called me dirty names for being different and a foreigner, kept 
interrupting those ambitions. My castles crumbled.

Survival was my role. The evil streets were conditioning my 
attitudes and behavior patterns—I was becoming a product and a 
son, of those evil streets.


