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In Helping Others, Finding What Was Never
Truly Lost
By JIM DWYER

After she had unpacked, and her toothbrush was on the sink, the woman realized something was missing.

She turned to John Sullivan, the tall, smiling social worker who had discovered her on a bench in the

Broadway median. The woman was a nurse who had lost her grip and had been living in a tent on the

Upper West Side, until Mr. Sullivan coaxed her off the street. She was delighted to be in an apartment of

her own.

“Just one thing,” she told him. “I really need a tent for here.”

Mr. Sullivan left. He came back with a tent, which she pitched in the living room. Some time and

medication later, she put it away.

In Mr. Sullivan’s line of work, there was no instruction manual. No one could write guidelines for a

panicked call on a Saturday from a woman who had just moved off the streets and whose precious cat just

had to see a vet that very minute. And how long should he wait out the wealthy heroin addict, reeling off

strings of vile abuse? A tent was not a big deal. Life was.

One inch at a time, he helped reclaim human ground that seemed lost and ruined. That was a specialty of

Mr. Sullivan, who died on Tuesday at 48, having more than once salvaged his own lost ground.

“I’d say, ‘There’s a guy in Maine, two miles from the Canadian border,’ ” said Paul Gallant, Mr. Sullivan’s

boss for the past four years. “John’d say, ‘All right,’ and he’d borrow the car from Mary.”

That Mary would be Mary Brosnahan, the executive director of the Coalition for the Homeless, and how

he wound up borrowing her car is, in a way, part of the story of some things never truly being lost.

Mr. Sullivan grew up in Sleepy Hollow, N.Y., a star high school quarterback and pitcher who took his

golden personality and looks into sales. He made a fine living that provided him, as he once said, “lots of

travel and a closet full of Brooks Brothers clothes.” He also drank too much. Then he stopped.

One morning, on his way to a run around the reservoir in Central Park, he passed homeless people in the



street. The next day, he applied to Fordham University to begin graduate school in social work. In 1995,

he got a job with Pathways to Housing, an agency that finds homes and help for people with mental illness

and addiction living on the street. He prowled East Harlem before it was gentrified, meeting people living

under railroad tracks and in abandoned buildings.

“Everything from sitting on a stoop with a client, to meeting with the board to discuss fund-raising were in

his portfolio,” said Sam Tsemberis, the founder of Pathways. Ms. Brosnahan, who was on the board of

Pathways, would often cross paths with Mr. Sullivan.

“John was a great presenter of information,” Dr. Tsemberis said. “There was a lot of magic between

them.”

Mr. Sullivan and Ms. Brosnahan married in 2001. An article described the wedding as “a royal marriage in

the homeless domain.” Their son, Quinn, came along a year later.

In the evenings, Mr. Sullivan would go out, ostensibly for a walk, and stop for drinks. He became a high-

functioning alcoholic. He promised Ms. Brosnahan that he would stop but didn’t. They set up separate

households. Mr. Sullivan surrendered to A.A. He began to build a sober life, went to work at an agency

that found homes for people with H.I.V. He and Ms. Brosnahan raised Quinn together. They spoke every

day. He borrowed her car.

Then he started working with Mr. Gallant, whose company provided interventions for people of means.

“He found the street people easier,” Mr. Gallant said, recalling a trust-funder holed up with 20 guns, bags

of cash and boxes of drugs. Mr. Sullivan talked him out. Wendy A., a 38-year-old mother, said on Friday

that when she was on a binge, he showed up, took her wet clothes out of a dryer, packed them in a

garbage bag and drove her to rehab.

About a month ago, Mr. Sullivan came down with a cough that was diagnosed as a flu. It wouldn’t quit.

Ms. Brosnahan brought him vitamins, suggested going to an emergency room. He walked 30 blocks. It

was esophageal cancer. Before he was sedated, Ms. Brosnahan said, “I told him I loved him more than

ever. He said the same.”

Driving home, she found an empty cup and a scrap of paper. It was a page from a book on recovery, and

asked what if we were liberated from worrying about things that cannot be controlled. “We’d be free to let

go and enjoy life,” it answered. She folded it up, so as not to lose it.
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