HOMELESSNESS: TOO CLOSE FOR COMFORT

by Robin Shwedo

By all accounts, Faith Knight* is a normal person.  College-educated, a former nurse, married, three grown sons, numerous grandchildren.  To look at her, you have to smile: while this 5-foot-eight blond struggles with her weight, there’s no denying her beauty.  She is clean, impeccably dressed, and married to husband number three, the “keeper” of the bunch.  But she has a secret past: for a while, she was homeless.    And what’s worse is that there’s a chance she and her husband may soon be homeless again.
Growing up in a middle-class family, she seldom gave homelessness a second thought.  But occasionally, her family would see someone camped out by the side of the road.

“I’d always thought that they (the homeless) should just get a life,” she said.    

A divorce from an abusive husband left Faith struggling to make ends meet.  She had given up nursing while married to her ex-husband, an immigrant doctor who didn’t want any wife of his to work, especially after their sons, Ryan and Christopher, were born.  (Robert—Bobby—was born during her first marriage.)  For a while, she had to go on public assistance, which was a rude awakening.
Eventually settling in St. Petersburg—“Close enough to visit family, but not close enough to bug us”—she found a job in an eyewear store.  She soon started taking pre-med classes at St. Petersburg College (then St. Petersburg Junior College).  

One evening, shortly after stepping off the bus from work, she witnessed a murder in a nearby alley.  Calling the police, she soon found her life turned upside down.  

“The murderer’s best friend lived across the street from me,” Faith relayed.  His wife had babysat her three then-young sons.  “He told me in no uncertain terms that if I wanted to live, I wouldn’t testify, that if I did, he’d make sure my kids were orphans.”  

The State’s Attorney wasn’t much help, telling her that if she didn’t testify, she’d be held in contempt of court, arrested, and her sons taken away.  Scared for her life, she testified, hoping she’d be able to go into a witness protection program after the trial.  This never materialized, though.  Shortly after the trial ended, Faith and her sons fled their home.  
She called her parents, but her mother was ill and her father, with whom she was estranged, wouldn’t talk with her, much less help.  He’d been opposed to marrying “that foreigner,” as he called her ex, yet divorcing him had only made matters worse, in her father’s eyes.  

“We spent the better part of a week or two living in the car,” Faith said.  The first night was horrible.  She staked out several places where she could park for two or three hours at a time while catching some sleep.  But every noise seemed threatening; every passing car or person out walking was the former neighbor looking for her and her children.
Unable to shower (her landlord had padlocked the apartment after the first night) and with no one to watch the children, she lost her job and was unable to look for another.
“I remember calling everyone I knew for help.”  When change ran out, she called several friends collect, having them place three-way calls with the State’s Attorney to set her up with witness protection.

At one point, she tried her father again.  But pleading with him proved futile, leaving a wound in their relationship that, years later, has yet to heal.  The irony of her father (her mother has since passed away) living in a luxurious home while she lived in her car is not lost on her.
Finally, with the help of several friends, she managed to scrape enough money together to move out of state where she could stay with someone she knew.  “If it wasn’t for her, I don’t know what we would’ve done.”

She is now married to her third husband, Gary*.  “Third time’s a charm,” she smiles.  The couple has been staying with her daughter-in-law and grandchildren while her youngest son is stationed overseas.  This seemed to be the perfect set-up for several months: the three adults split the bills while Faith’s son away, giving everyone a break.  However, her daughter-in-law is planning to move, and has told Faith and Gary that they are not welcome to follow.  
“Since the house we’ve been renting is in her name, we’re screwed,” Faith says.  Her car died, making it difficult for her and Gary to go to work and to their numerous doctors’ appointments.  (Faith has had health problems for several years, including her heart; while the problems aren’t bad enough to prevent her from working, she does need constant monitoring.)
“We’re going to have to find another place and a car by the end of April,” she says, struggling hard to keep her voice steady.  One bout of homelessness was more than

enough. 
###

According to the National Coalition for the Homeless (www.nationalhome-less.org), “approximately half of all women and children experiencing homelessness are fleeing domestic violence (NCH Fact Sheet #1).”  
Another cause of homelessness is illness.  For a family living paycheck to pay-check, the loss of several days’ pay can be difficult.  But being hit by illness can have catastrophic results.  “In 2004, approximately 45.8 million Americans had no health care insurance. That equates to 15.7% of the population (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005; National Coalition for the Homeless).”
###
Sarah* has worked since she was 14, beginning with part-time, after-school jobs.  
After marrying at 20, she continued to work a variety of jobs while raising four children.  At one point, she worked two part-time jobs, totaling fifty hours a week, while attending St. Petersburg College full-time.
After renting the same house for eight years, Sarah and her husband Ken* dis-covered they’d have to move; their landlord, Larry, had lost his job.  Six months later, with no job in sight, he faced a tough decision: sell his three rentals or lose the rentals and the house that he and his family lived in.

“I understood where he was coming from.  Under the circumstances, I would have done the same.”
Coming up a first month’s rent on a new place while renting month-to-month was difficult enough.  But most rentals required first and last months’ rent, as well as a securi-ty deposit.  Sarah and Ken struggled to find a place they could afford.

“The problem was that we could find an affordable place, or a decent place in a decent neighborhood.  But finding a decent, affordable place…”  Her voice trailed off.
One rental ad Sarah answered stated, “At this price, should go fast.”   The couple met the owner in front of the peeling frame house; cinder blocks kept it several inches off the ground.  Once inside, they noticed the holes in the rotting floor; a rat in the middle of the living room glared at them as if questioning their right to his turf.  Sarah and Ken de-clined to look at the owner’s other two rentals.

After several months of searching, they received an eviction notice, as Larry had found a buyer for the house.  

As a last resort, Sarah tried a rental agency that had turned them down the day before.  Somehow, she managed to finagle the keys to two rental houses, a block apart.  After checking them and picking the more acceptable of the two, the couple drove back to the agency.  It was 4:00 when they signed the lease and handed the property manager the first month’s rent and security deposit.  They had until midnight to find a place, which they had.  They had also come to within eight hours of being homeless.
###
According to the National Coalition for the Homeless (http://www.nationalhome-less.org), “A survey of 24 U.S. cities found that 13% of persons in homeless situations are employed (U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2005).”
###
Joshua Miller*, 33, is happily married.  He and his wife have a 4-year-old son who could be Miller’s clone.  There are days he wishes he didn’t have to go to work.  But considering the options…
The summer he was twenty, he left Florida for Wyoming.  Several of his friends had talked about going to the national Rainbow Festival, an alternative gathering held every year.  He’d been to the Florida gathering the year before and figured this would be a great way to see the country.
“Besides, some of my friends were driving, so…” he shrugs.

He’d been on his own for over a year.  When he and his girlfriend broke up, he decided to travel.  His parents had just divorced, so it was easy enough to let his dad take over his lease.

At the end of the week-long festival, one of Miller’s friends mentioned heading for Boulder, Colorado.  Josh tagged along.  Once there, though, the housing that they’d heard about never materialized.  The friend headed for Denver, but Josh decided to stick it out in Boulder.  

“I figured I’d find a job, even if it were day labor.”  The friend, whose name now escapes Miller, had started acting strange, so Miller figured he’d be better off trying to work things out by himself.
What about his family?  “I don’t know if Dad would’ve been able to help.”  He didn’t tell his mom, knowing she would have worried; she didn’t have money to help him out.  Instead, he sent postcards to his mom, telling her about how beautiful the weather was, how he was looking for work.

Finally, in August, he called his mother.  “I bought a ticket on Greyhound,” he told her.  “If you could pick me up in St. Pete on Friday…”

It wasn’t until after she picked him up that the truth came out; while he stayed with friends for several weeks, he’d spent the majority of the summer living on the streets.

“Never again,” he vows.  
He and his wife are currently considering going back to school.  The plan is for her to apply for the nursing program at the local university while he works; once she’s working, he’ll go back.  This is their hope for a safety net.

He gets ready for work, knowing that, well, you never really know.
*Names changed to protect privacy.
Note: Faith and Gary Knight have since been displaced, but they are now slowly getting back on their feet.  
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