
In the early hours of a cold New England morning, a local construction crew arrived 

for work, and were met by an unexpected scene.  As they grabbed their tools and 

approached the empty house under construction, they were startled by a single, 

unfamiliar car at the end of the long driveway. Inside was a woman fast asleep. She 

was homeless.  And every morning after that, they would glimpse the tail lights as 

the car pulled  slowly out of the driveway in the early light of dawn,  only to return 

each evening under the cover of  darkness. No one knew who the woman was, or 

how she spent the intervening hours between sunrise and sunset. We never met, but 

I was the homeowner… and the thought of this lone woman seeking refuge in the 

driveway of a house I was soon to occupy, haunted me throughout the renovation 

and long, long afterwards. 

 

Our city is full of these stories, fueled by the same desperation, that provoke the 

same “How is this possible” response in us. And every single story points to one 

underlying and undeniable reality.  While the route into homelessness is well 

marked; a path littered with a mix of familiar variables: poverty, addiction, mental 

health, domestic violence and trauma, the climb out is steep, perilous, and lengthy. It 

is this complicated journey that we shine a spotlight on tonight. 

 

One cannot begin to understand the journey without understanding this: that well 

before you even try to find housing, you have the incredible challenge of taking care 

of yourself. And surviving on city streets and in the shelter system, day after day, 

season after season is a full time job.  And while the word “shelter’ might have a 

protective, comforting ring to it, it is decidedly not.  It is a complicated world, full of 

people who bring the same mix of problems, along with restrictive rules that limit 

your comings and goings. And every day when you line up by 3:00 or 4:00 pm to try 

and secure a bed for the night via the lottery system, you are immediately restricted 

to the shelter until you are turned out on the streets again at 7 am. And shelter time 

is just unproductive, wasted time where you are not making progress on any of your 

issues… in particular, your search for housing. And if you did find an apartment to 

look at, you wouldn’t even be available after 3 or 4 in the afternoon when you are 



restricted to the shelter. And not everyone has a cell phone or access to a computer.  

Or a car. Nor cash for a deposit. And if you do manage to get there, you have a 

housing voucher in hand which triggers both assumptions about you and outright 

discrimination. But what I just described is actually a bit of a dream scenario. 

Because the biggest stumbling block in your path, well before you found a way to 

make that call, found a way to get there by public transport, successfully navigated 

the confusing world of housing vouchers, and perhaps arrived to find the apartment 

already rented by someone who had a car and cash and more availability, and who 

didn’t arrive under a cloud of suspicion is this ……There actually IS NO available nor 

affordable housing in this vicinity for women who seek our help. This is reality.  

 

And for the women we serve, being nearby and in familiar territory is not an item on 

their housing “wish list.” It is rooted in the reality that here is where they have hard-

earned supports in place; here is where they have services, where they have friends, 

where they receive medical care. And sadly, many of the issues they faced when 

homeless won’t magically disappear, and are only exacerbated by the distance from 

all that is familiar.  Especially from the On The Rise community which has 

functioned as a place of consistency and support, and for many women, the only 

community they have. A community so vital to their well-being, that even after 

becoming housed, it is not unusual for women to spend two hours on public 

transport in each direction,  to return to  On The Rise’s warm embrace once again.  

 

This is all part of the impossible burden that women showing up on our doorstep 

bring. And it has only gotten worse. From homeless to housed is now taking our 

women approximately 5 years. It is both painful and sobering to imagine that during 

this protracted period of time they are staying in shelters and on the streets-- 

managing their day to day lives without a home base, under circumstances that are 

inhumane, and struggling in a market that is both discriminatory and unaffordable.  

 

And throughout this difficult journey, they carry with them the legacy of abuse 

suffered as children, the domestic violence they endured as adults, and the resulting 



injuries and disabilities that become a gnarly, complex knot that dogs them as they 

courageously try to move forward. This tangled knot is an enduring thread 

throughout their lives…creating fertile ground for homelessness to take root.  

 

The situation is clear: To be homeless, to secure housing, and to retain that housing 

is a battle.  Fighting your way out of this reality is not done alone. It requires a team 

of people. And those people my friends, are at On The Rise.  They are the people who 

help you navigate the complex world of housing vouchers. They are the people who 

help when that 2 or 3 month voucher expires and you’re far from landing an 

apartment. And they are the ones helping with landlords, evictions, discrimination, 

transportation, the housing authority, and accompanying you to see apartments.  

And they are the people who lift your spirits when you need to tackle ALL of this, 

when you don’t even know where you will sleep that night. And they are the ones 

dispensing hugs and love, and warm meals and warm clothing, to fortify you for the 

long days and nights ahead, along with a place to nap after a rough night in a shelter 

or on the streets. And they are the ones who help restore your dignity which has 

been badly tattered in the huge psychic toll that homelessness inflicts. And they are 

your access to a robust community of other women whose struggles… are your 

struggles. 

 

And when you are victorious, they are the ones who help you make that house a 

home.  And they will meet you where you are…literally, by visiting you in your new 

apartment, and by holding support groups where possible in your new town to 

create community and connections where none exist.  And because most vouchers 

stipulate that you must live alone, they are the warm familiar voice on the other end 

of the phone when you feel isolated or simply challenged by your new but perhaps 

lonely surroundings. And for every woman whose housing voucher and life on the 

streets eventually turns into a key to a new apartment, they will doggedly work 

alongside you to make sure you keep it.  Because real people with real problems do 

not come with pre-ordained timelines, end dates, and arbitrary graduations. The 



work is ongoing, and that is our commitment to every woman who is part of the 

community of women at On The Rise. 

 

And by your presence here tonight, you have chosen to affirm and invest in this 

long- term commitment as well. You have kept our cheery red door open once again.  

You have kept nourishing meals on our kitchen table. You have kept the hard work 

of our advocacy going. And you have made it possible for a key to find its way into a 

woman’s hopeful and deserving hands. And more than anything, you have helped 

her to keep that key.  And the legacy of your caring is nothing less than the creation 

of a new narrative. One that makes it possible for that driveway to now lead to an 

open door…a warm and safe home…and a new beginning.  And you have been key to 

making all of this possible. So on behalf of hundreds of very grateful hearts tonight, I 

thank you from the bottom of mine. 

 

 


