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  But nothing can be changed
 Until it is faced




  —James Baldwin
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  P R E F A C E




  ■ ■ ■




  WHEN I RECEIVED A LETTER from a stranger alerting me to the hundreds of women living without shelter in one of the most affluent sea-side communities in California, and the dead bodies being found in plain sight, I was compelled to act on their behalf. Having suffered from alienation as a black, gay Episcopal priest, I quickly identified with these women, so I asked two of my friends (one Buddhist, the other Jewish) to join me on a quest to make a difference in our community and in the lives of women living without shelter. Over the course of the next five years, together with the Community Foundation for Monterey County (CFMC), we formed the Fund for Homeless Women, mobilized a community, raised public awareness, secured venture capital instrumental in opening five new programs specifically designed to address the needs of this unique and quickly growing population, and started an endowment, making the invisible visible for generations yet to come.




  I was moved to write No Vacancy because I wanted to share my incredible journey — from discovering this hidden secret on the Central Coast of California, to uncovering the complicated reasons for its existence, and being challenged by the barriers that prevent its amelioration — even in the place many call “paradise.” In it you will read stories of women both dead and alive that will surprise you, challenge your notions of the homeless, and take you on the circuitous road of grassroots social change. This is especially relevant today as communities face weakened political will, dwindling financial support from the government and unreliable measures for social justice. In the United States, we all live with the growing reality of homelessness, even in places where you least expect it. But ultimately, each one of us can make a difference, find purpose, a place to belong and a way out of whatever shadows that compromise our ability to dream and act for the greater good — for causes once thought to be outside of ourselves. In that regard, No Vacancy is as much these women’s stories as it is mine.




  It would be wonderful if you would come away with a better understanding of the issues contributing to homelessness in the United States, and particularly in communities like the Monterey Peninsula in California. Perhaps you will see how we are all complicit in one way or another, and find your own mobilization for change. With these stories of homeless women we have encountered, I hope you will recognize and come to know the people in these circumstances as neighbors and friends, just like you.




  Along the way you may be surprised by what you find in these pages and by what you discover in yourself. Hopefully, any perceptions and assumptions you may have had about people who are homeless will be challenged or even transformed. Starting with the discovery of death, I hope that you will discover life, and see how all our lives come together like mosaics in a colorful work of art.




  But be prepared; like life, this is not a linear journey. Although there is a definite chronology, this is not a conventional narrative. My reflection offers waves of memory not always related to time. One event connected me to another, like the process of building answers to a question not fully formed. It has been and continues to be an active process. As with all of us — who come from different places, we move in a similar direction, need the same things and remind each other of how much we have and how easily it can all be lost.




  Thank you for your interest in this book. It is my hope that you will allow yourself to be taken on a journey. In the end, I hope you will begin to see women who are homeless with new eyes. If I have been successful, you might also be challenged to see yourself and the people around you differently, more critically, behind the facade, and to consider the complexities and contradictions in all our lives.




  Each of us has the power to make a difference in our lives and in the lives of others — to become our best selves individually, and in community. Here is my random attempt to create change in myself and in the world around me. May it inspire you. I believe that is exactly what we are all on this earth to do.■




  —Michael E. Reid




  A C K N O W L E D G M E N T S




  ■ ■ ■




  I BELIEVE WE ARE ALL interconnected and interdependent. Nothing worthwhile is accomplished without the support or involvement of others. And in the case of No Vacancy — there are many others, known and unknown who have played an important role in the authoring of this book. Actually, far too many to mention here, but several who must be given special mention.




  First and foremost, I acknowledge Joyce — the woman whose strength, courage and determination brought the issues of homeless women to my attention and who invited me into a world I barely knew existed. It is due to her and the countless women who live in danger without adequate shelter that I have dedicated my efforts on behalf of homeless women, which ultimately led to this book. In that vein, I also include the individuals who are dedicated to helping homeless women, and who attempt to ameliorate the many pathways to homelessness. With them in partnership, there are also the countless donors, advocates and policy makers — whose generous investments of time, talent or financial resources, make possible the various forms of life-giving support toward housing, safety and self-sufficiency. I sincerely commend you all.




  The Fund for Homeless Women and its success in facilitating shelter, safety and community would not have been possible without my colleagues, Kathy Whilden and Marian Penn. They have been essential to my life and to the existence of this important work and the Fund. I also want to especially thank Dan Baldwin, Christine Dawson, staff; and the board of the Community Foundation for Monterey County (CFMC), who looked beyond the challenges and said “yes” to the vision, passion and collective desire to work toward a just and healthier community for all our residents. They took bold steps, and agreed to walk into the fray, and I am forever grateful for our partnership.




  Most commendable continues to be my spouse, Bill Robnett, without whom, life as I know it would not be the same, nor would my ability to so completely dedicate myself to the needs of others. My faith and friends — have all taught me how to go into unknown places, to listen and to act with courage and conviction — a process that continues to serve me well.




  Michele Crompton, Elin Kelsey, Roxane Buck-Esquella, Patrice Vecchione, Sandy Kanh and others encouraged me to write. Donna Murphy of Rapid Printers, and Gabrielle David of 2Leaf Press, provided a platform and the support to pull it all together. And there are so many others.




  It takes a village, and I remain eternally grateful for mine.




  Names of women living without adequate shelter have been changed or altered as per their wishes. Stories are printed with their permission.




  All proceeds received by the author for the sale of this book will be donated to the Fund for Homeless Women at the Community Foundation for Monterey County in support of programs and services for women who are homeless in Monterey County.




  Please join us and consider making a tax-deductible contribution to:




  Fund for Homeless Women
 Community Foundation for Monterey County
 2354 Garden Road
 Monterey, CA 93940■




  I N T R O D U C T I O N




  ■ ■ ■




  IT IS DIFFICULT TO KNOW where to begin, because the narrative of homelessness has so many entry points. There really is not a beginning or a middle, and often the end is indeed that: the end. What we do know is that a combination of factors (job loss, medical conditions, mental illness, addiction, divorce, death of a spouse or partner, rising cost of housing, and many more) have sent homeless numbers skyrocketing across the U.S.




  California is “home” to the largest population of the homeless, and it affects all our communities. Beyond the obvious human tragedy of seeing displaced persons living in deplorable conditions, it is a drain on local economies as retail and hospitality centers try to motivate customers to not be deterred by the person sleeping at the bus stop or holding a sign seeking a handout. It is a situation that stresses state and local governments that funnel money to nonprofits who provide services. It erodes confidence in our systems and sense of humanity as we wonder what each of us can do to assist. And it stigmatizes and depicts the homeless as lazy, who only want others to care for them without taking personal responsibility for their circumstances. We have become desensitized to remembering that each one of these people has a story.




  Compounding this tragedy is that the folks we see on the street represent a small percentage of our homeless population. Many are sleeping in cars, are couch surfing, living in shelters, or simply stay out of sight. For example, in Monterey County, four families living in a three-bedroom house are not considered homeless. And for all the terrifying and growing numbers connected to homelessness, they do not reflect the equally growing number of those at risk of becoming homeless.




  I am not sure I would have met Michael Reid before he came to my office at the Community Foundation for Monterey County (CFMC) to talk about starting the Fund for Homeless Women. In the idiom of community foundations, he was describing a field-of-interest fund, meaning a fund that is defined by a specific purpose, but is not limited to supporting named nonprofit agencies. In this case, the idea was that donors would give into the fund, knowing that grants would support agencies working to intervene on behalf of homeless women (or women at risk of becoming homeless) on the Monterey Peninsula.




  While all this sounded well and good — and there was certainly an urgent need — there was one major catch in this plan: there was no money. Michael brought emotion, passion, vision, and fundraising experience, but no gift with which to start the fund. The nomenclature itself describes the dilemma; a fund requires funds.




  But it was hard to reject Michael’s energy. I believed he could deliver on his pledge to raise considerable resources in support of homeless women. I took the idea to our next meeting of the CFMC board of directors. We are an organization that prides itself on being entrepreneurial, but a fund with no funds? The board was also concerned about possible confusion with the CFMC’s well established Women’s Fund, which at the time was in the middle of a campaign to grow its endowment. I pushed the board to look beyond these issues, and, not to parody a popular movie, simply said, “There is something about Michael.” The fund was approved.




  The word-of-mouth network surrounding local philanthropic initiatives never fails to surprise. One of our then newer donor advisors (community foundations hold many donor-advised funds, grantmaking “accounts” out of which donors recommend grants) had learned of the newly established Fund for Homeless Women. This particular donor-advised fund is anonymous. They recommended a grant of $50,000. A few days later Michael came to our offices for a scheduled meeting with our Vice President for Philanthropic Resources. Her office is next door to mine. A minute or two after he entered, I heard a big “WHOOP.” His vision was being rewarded.




  No Vacancy describes Michael’s journey, which is appropriate, because solving homelessness, even for one individual, is also a journey. It requires considerable social infrastructure that include nonprofits, case managers, substance abuse and/or mental health treatment, transitional and affordable housing, family support, personal will and the desire to change circumstances. It also requires resources. Lots of resources. Federal, state, county, local and philanthropic. It requires people who care, who are willing to act, and who are willing to motivate others to do the same.




  Data is important, but it can also be dehumanizing, especially when numbers are so staggering. We can choose to step around our homeless, or simply walk away, but doing so only exacerbates a growing human and economic tragedy. When confronted with a real person, a single human circumstance that had ended badly, Michael Reid chose to stop, observe, feel and act. Now, thankfully, many others are following in his footsteps.■




  Chapter One




  THE DISCOVERY




  A DECOMPOSED BODY was found in a large open field adjacent to the Barnyard Shopping Center in Carmel, California. It’s a large open lot behind the Chevron gas station on the corner of Rio Road and Highway One. This horrific discovery was mentioned briefly in the Monterey County Herald without mention of gender or the circumstances related to the death. The case was under investigation.




  The next day, among stories about Donald Trump, the local traffic, lost dogs and monarch butterflies, there was a brief announcement that the body found the day before was that of a woman. Her identity and age were unknown. The cause of her death was called “suspicious,” and the area where they found her body was identified as one frequented by “transients.” Nothing more was reported.




  I thought back to six years prior when a woman was raped on the grounds of my church in Pacific Grove. I came to work one morning, and discovered a young woman claiming to have been raped the night before while sleeping outside on the church steps. Participants in a twenty-year-old program for homeless men had been sleeping inside the parish hall, and she said that at some point in the early hours of the morning, one of the men came out and raped her.




  For several days prior, I and others at the church had attempted to find a place for her to be housed. She had been given and used several nights of hotel vouchers, after calling all the numbers we could find for service providers and possible shelter. Yet nowhere was there a place for her to find a bed and adequate safety.




  She was too old for youth programs. She didn’t have children; was not mentally ill, drug addicted or escaping an abusive partner. She was unemployed, evicted from her home, and now, not meeting the criteria for the few shelters on the Monterey Peninsula, was relegated to living outside. After receiving food, clothing, blankets and a sleeping bag, she decided to sleep on the church steps. She said that was where she had felt safest.




  Through tears she told me her frightening story. I called the police. They quickly arrived, as did a team of reporters with cameras from the local news stations. She was taken to the hospital and after alleging rape, finally qualified for emergency housing. Because she had become a victim of a violent crime, she now met the needed criteria.




  My friend Kathy told me that there was a huge backlog for the actual review of rape kits. We imagined hundreds of kits lined up and forgotten on a warehouse shelf. Although this young woman was reportedly given a medical examination, little if anything might have been done to study her most recent addition of swabs, fluids and hair. We hoped that this case would be looked into, allegations reviewed, the rapist found. But we heard nothing more of the investigation. It seemed as if the incident was going to go cold. As far as we knew, it had, along with hundreds of others. Evidence silenced and cases unsolved, perhaps forever.
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