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focused on families who were homeless at the time of

investigation

.

Research (Bassuk, 1990; Cuomo, 1992; Rossi, 1994)

suggests that the typical homeless family is headed by a

single mother in her late 20 's, with two or three children,

usually preschoolers. The ethnic background of families

tends to mirror the make up of poor persons in a given

location. In large cities, they are predominantly of

African-American or Latino origin; in some suburbs and

rural areas, they are more likely to be Caucasian. Most

mothers have had some high school education, though many

have limited work skills and have relied on public

assistance for several years. In the year before becoming

homeless, mothers have generally moved many times. In one

study (Bassuk, Rubin, & Lauriat, 1986), 85% of the mothers

had been doubled- or tripled-up with relatives or friends

in overcrowded apartments prior to seeking emergency

shelter; half had been homeless at some time in the past.

Most experts agree that at least four structural

factors have led to an increase in family homelessness:

scarcity of decent, affordable, low-income housing;

insufficient income for people receiving public assistance

or performing unskilled labor; inadequate social services

and health care; and an increase in families headed by

women

.

Psychosocial variables have also been examined as

possible antecedents and/or consequences of family

4



homelessness. A wide body of research (e.g., Bassuk &

Rosenberg, 1988; Bassuk & Rubin, 1987; Bassuk & Weinreb,

1993; Burt & Cohen, 1989; Dail, 1990; Dornbusch, 1994;

Goodman, 1991a, 1991b; Hausman & Hammen, 1993; Hodnicki &

Horner, 1993; Masten, 1992; McChesney, 1986; Mills & Ota,

1989; Molnar, 1988; Rafferty & Shinn, 1993; Shinn,

Knickman, & Weitzman, 1991; Stretch and Kreuger, 1993;

Wood, Valdez, Hyashi, & Shen, 1990) suggests that family

homelessness is associated with a substantial amount of

current and/or past mental illness, substance abuse,

childhood and adult victimization, inadequate social

support and parenting difficulties. It is not clear from

this research to what extent the experience of homelessness

may have caused, exacerbated or resulted from these

problems. The research suggests, however, that for many

families the experience of homelessness is very stressful

and has a particularly negative impact on children's well-

being.

Defining Homelessness

For the purposes of this investigation the term

"homelessness" refers to women's experiences in the family

shelter system. This definition is consistent with that

used in most quantitative and qualitative research on

family homelessness and by the women themselves. This

definition, however, may be considered problematic for at

least two reasons. First, it is confusing to most people
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who are unfamiliar with the issue of family homelessness.

When most people think of the homeless, images of people

sleeping on the street or other public spaces usually come

to mind. While some families do in fact end up on the

streets, for the most part — due largely to child welfare

laws — they are able to access some kind of shelter if

they have absolutely no other alternative. Consequently,

their experiences are likely to be somewhat different from

those of single men and women who do in fact live on the

streets in very large numbers

.

The second problem with the definition is that it is

narrow and may inadvertently support the politically

expedient notion that only those families who are seeking

emergency shelter are homeless. The fact is that in New

York City alone, hundreds of thousands of families are

doubled- and tripled-up with other poor families or living

in abandoned buildings and other hidden spaces. These

families should be considered homeless as well.

It is also important to point out that in this

investigation, participants' descriptions of "homelessness"

refers exclusively to experiences in the New York City

shelter system. This is an important distinction as

different cities and/or states provide very different

levels of care to homeless families in their jurisdiction.
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The New York City Family Shelter System

Almost all homeless families in New York City must

begin the process of securing emergency shelter by first

going to one of the City's Emergency Assistance Units

("EAU's"). The exceptions include some families who become

homeless due to fire or domestic violence; on occasion,

they receive direct shelter placements. The decision to go

to an EAU is one that most families make either on their

own or with the help of a social worker who is familiar

with their case and the shelter system.

The EAU's are 24-hour processing centers that are

notoriously overcrowded and oppressive in their atmosphere.

Homeless families, which frequently include newborns,

regularly spend several nights in a row at these centers,

with no alternative but to sleep on plastic chairs or the

floor. For years, the New York State Supreme Court has

demanded that the City improve their treatment of families

at the EAU's; however, these orders have been largely

ignored and the City is routinely held in contempt.

Advocates for the homeless maintain that the EAU's are

purposely designed and operated in a forbidding manner in

order to discourage families from seeking emergency

shelter. Such an approach may save the City money in the

short-term.

From the EAU's, families are referred to emergency

shelters. Prior to the mid-80's, homeless families in New

York City were sheltered almost exclusively in "welfare
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hotels" or "barracks-style" shelters. These facilities

inhospitable and frequently inhumane living

accommodations. Welfare hotels were invariably dangerous,

extremely overcrowded and run-down buildings where family

members slept four or five to a single room without any

cooking facilities and few support services. Barracks-

style shelters were primarily open gymnasiums where dozens

of families slept side-by-side without partitions for

months on end, all sharing one or two public bathrooms.

As a result of legal and other advocacy efforts, over

the last decade many of the hotels and all of the barracks-

style shelters have been slowly replaced by a series of

more than 70 "Tier II" shelters. While there are still

some welfare hotels in use in New York City, more than 80

percent of homeless families in New York City are currently

sheltered in Tier II 's. All of the women who participated

in this investigation had spent a majority of their time in

such facilities.

Tier II shelters represent a significant improvement

over the welfare hotels and barracks-style shelters of the

past. By and large, they are clean, safe facilities that

offer families their own apartments with cooking

facilities. Some are located in affluent areas of the

City ,
such as the Upper West Side, while others are located

in poorer communities such as East Harlem and the South
%

Bronx. They are funded and regulated by the City and State

but operated primarily by not-for-profit organizations
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which provide a wide variety of on-site support services to

families, such as support groups, childcare and access to

education or job training programs.

One of the most important services provided to

families in Tier II shelters, as well as those in welfare

hotels, is housing assistance. All family shelter

facilities have full-time housing specialists who help

families secure permanent housing. This is usually

accomplished for each family within a six- to twelve-month

period after entering the shelter system. This remarkable

rate of success — given that the City has hundreds of

thousands of poor families on decades-long waiting lists

for subsidized housing — is largely due to the fact that

the City gives homeless families priority for available

subsidized housing programs. While families in the shelter

system must take some initiative for finding permanent

housing, the process is greatly facilitated by the housing

specialists and their unique access to affordable housing.

In my experience, most mothers who become homeless

know from word-of-mouth in their communities that their

best and perhaps only chance of securing affordable

permanent housing is through the shelter system. In spite

of this knowledge, most women in need of housing wait until

they have exhausted all other alternatives before they

apply for emergency shelter. This was certainly the case

for virtually all of the women interviewed for this study.
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Methodology

A Qualitative Approach

This investigation began with a careful review of the

existing literature on family homelessness. A considerable

amount of useful statistical information about the

demographics and characteristics of homeless mothers with

dependent children is available; however, this information

often fails to convey a sense of who these women are. I

believed that more information about homeless mothers' life

experiences, in their own words, would be a useful addition

to the literature.

I also found that virtually all of the existing

literature focuses on women who were homeless at the time

of investigation. I believed it would be of significant

value to talk to women who had moved on from the family

shelter system. Their stories, I hoped, would convey how

they were doing since leaving the shelter system, and their

feelings about the impact of homelessness on their lives.

Given certain time limitations, I felt that the best

way to try and illuminate the conditions and context in

which formerly homeless women live their lives was through

the use of loosely-structured, in-depth interviews. A wide

body of research (e.g., Addison, 1989; Campbell, 1985;

Corbin & Straus, 1990; Cortazzi, 1993; Gergen, 1989;

Mishler, 1986; Packer & Addison, 1989; Polkinghorne, 1990;

Reissman, 1993; Sarbin, 1986; Steele, 1989; Weiss, 1994)

has suggested that a qualitative analysis of lif©
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narratives is a particularly effective means for developing

an understanding of how individuals see and make sense of

their world.

Prior to conducting the in-depth interviews, I

organized two focus groups, each of which included six

formerly homeless women and myself. The purpose of these

groups was to provide a forum in which I could describe to

formerly homeless women what I was hoping to accomplish

with my research and to obtain their feedback and ideas.

Each group met for two hours in the basement of a family

shelter in East Harlem, New York. Information that the

women shared with me helped to shape the nature and scope

of the individual interviews I subsequently conducted.

The Recruitment Process

Participants were recruited through the Association to

Benefit Children (ABC), a not-for-profit social service

agency based in New York City, which provides temporary

shelter and other support services to homeless families.

(I had worked for this organization several years earlier

and continue to serve as chairperson of its board of

directors .

)

The director of one of ABC's facilities, All

Children's House, agreed to recruit women on my behalf.

All Children's House is a community center that provides

support services to a wide range of poor families in East
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Harlem, including many who have experienced an episode of

homelessness

.

The director of All Children's House was asked to

contact single mothers who had dependent children and who

had experienced an episode of family homelessness in the

recent past. Single mothers were chosen because they are

most representative of the general population of homeless

families.

Prospective participants were informed by the director

of All Children's House that I was a graduate student who

was writing a paper about different women's life

experiences. Neither the selection criteria (i.e., an

experience of homelessness) nor my official association

with ABC were mentioned. Prospective participants were

also told that the interview would require a two-hour time

commitment on their part, and that they would be

compensated twenty dollars for their participation. In

addition, they were informed that childcare and

reimbursement of transportation expenses would be provided.

The choice of potential participants for this study

was ultimately left up to the discretion of the director of

All Children's House. However, before the recruitment

process even began, the director of All Children's House

and I both knew from experience that finding 24 women who

met the study's criteria and were willing and able to

participate would not be an easy feat; the sample was thus

based on availability as opposed to being randomly chosen.
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Indeed, early on in the process an initial list of

prospects was exhausted and the director of All Children's

House needed to call staff at other ABC facilities for

additional referrals

.

The final sample consisted of 24 single women, ranging

in age from 19 to 52, with the average age being 31.

Seventeen of the women were predominantly of African-

American descent, five of the women were predominantly of

Latino descent, and two of the women were predominantly of

Caribbean-American descent. The average number of children

per woman was three, with a range of one to seven. Brief

demographic information for each of the 24 participants is

provided in the Appendix.

The Interviews

Twenty of the interviews took place in a private,

comfortably furnished meeting room at All Children's House,

which is located in a church annex on East 121st Street in

Manhattan. Three of the interviews took place in a

private, comfortably furnished meeting room at Rosie and

Harry's Place, a transitional housing program sponsored by

ABC on East 124th Street in Manhattan. One of the

interviews took place at the participant's apartment in

East Harlem as she was not feeling up to going out on the

day that we were scheduled to meet. Each interview lasted

approximately two hours

.
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At the outset of each interview, I introduced myself,

offered each woman something to eat and drink and obtained

signatures on an informed consent form, which included

permission to audiotape the interview. Throughout the

interview process, I tried to create as much space as

possible for each woman to talk about her life in whatever

way and with whatever focus she chose. The interviews were

therefore very loosely structured.

I began the interview with the following statement:

"What I'd like you to do is to tell me about your life.

Start wherever you like and as we go along I'll ask some

questions." Depending on the flow and content of the

interview, I sometimes asked for more information about a

particular event that was being described or probed for

more general information in one or more of the following

broad areas: childhood, including their relationships with

parents; adulthood, including intimate relationships and

relationships with their children; the experience of

homelessness, including precipitating events; and their

lives since leaving the shelter.

Interpreting the Data

Upon completion of all of the interviews , I had the

audiotapes professionally transcribed. I then began the

most time-consuming phase of this investigation, the

analysis of the 24 interview transcripts. They totaled

approximately 2,000 double-spaced pages of text.

14



My analysis of these transcripts was interpretive in

nature. It was informed by my understanding of family

homelessness based on existing research and my own work

experience, and additionally by my training in Clinical

Psychology and the interactions I had with each of the

women during the interviews. In my interpretive analysis

of the transcripts, I followed a five-stage model

elucidated by G. D. McCracken (1988) in his book, The Long

Interview .

According to this model, the first stage of analysis

treats each useful comment in the interview transcript on

its own terms, ignoring its relationship to other aspects

of the text. The treatment of each useful comment creates

an observation. The second stage takes these observations

and develops them, first, by themselves, second, according

to the evidence in the transcript, and, third, according to

the review of the literature on the topic being studied.

The third stage examines the interconnection of the second-

level observations within each interview. The focus of

attention at this point is shifted away from the transcript

and toward the observations themselves. Reference to the

transcript is made when necessary to check ideas as they

emerge from the process of observation comparison. The

fourth stage takes the observations generated at the

previous levels and for all of the interview transcripts

and subjects them to collective scrutiny. The object of

this analysis is the determination of patterns of
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intertheme consistency and contradiction. The fifth stage

takes these patterns and themes, as they appear in the

various interviews that make up the project, and subjects

them to a final process of comparison in order to develop a

final set of theses.

Organization of Chapters II through V

As previously noted, a primary goal of this

investigation was to convey a sense of formerly homeless

mothers' lives. I wanted to do this, at least in part, in

their own words. Not only are their words more compelling

and true to their experience than anything I could devise,

but they also allow the reader to make his or her own

interpretations about what they say. Chapter II,

therefore, consists of six of the women's narratives.

One of the most difficult tasks I faced in writing

this dissertation was selecting these six stories. All of

the women's' stories were, without exception,

extraordinarily rich and profoundly moving. I regret that

it was not feasible to include all of them. I chose the

six narratives based on my feeling that they were most

representative of the total body of interviews in terms of

both similarities (e.g., the women's histories of poverty

and abuse) and differences (e.g., the women's ages and

outlooks on life).

One of the more challenging tasks I faced in writing

this dissertation was editing and reorganizing each of the
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six narratives. The kind of interview I conducted did not

generally elicit the women's life stories in a

chronological order. Most women weaved their stories back

and forth from the present to the past and back again,

often touching on the same topic at many different times.

I felt it was important, however, to present each woman's

story in a somewhat chronological order, so as to make it

both as readable as possible and to allow for easier

comparison of different periods of development within and

between the narratives.

In Chapter III, I explore common themes in the women's

life stories prior to becoming homeless. My goal was to

provide descriptive information about important events in

the women's pasts. Major themes which emerged from the

women's stories included relationships with parents and

adult partners and their experiences of poverty and abuse.

In Chapter IV, I provide descriptive information about

the women's experiences of homelessness and then explore

common themes in the women's stories relating to their

lives since leaving the shelter system. These themes

include poverty, interpersonal relationships, mental

health, education and employment and hopes for the future.

In both chapters III and IV, excerpts chosen to highlight

certain themes were selected from the 18 "other" stories

that were not included in Chapter II.

Chapter V is a discussion of my interpretation of the

women's experiences of homelessness within the context of
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their lives. In this chapter, I also discuss my experience

in conducting this research, some of its limitations and

topics that would be worthwhile to pursue in future

investigations

.
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CHAPTER II

SIX NARRATIVES

Lisa

Lisa is a 24-year-old of African-American descent.

She has three children, ages three, two and ten months.

Okay. My name is Lisa C. I'm on P.A. [public
assistance] plus I work as a matron on a school bus.
Urn, I'm not settled just yet. I'm living with my mom,
me and my three children, in one room, but we making
it. And I wish it could be better.

I have three sisters and four brothers. And it
was hard, because my mother had to take care of us by
herself. And then, you know, like everyone, at some
time in their life have to take a fall. And that's
what my mother did. But before that fall, we had a
happy life, you know, as far as me growing up from a
little girl into a teenager. I had a good life until
I turned into a teenager, 'cause so much has happened.

My mother was the mother, the father, the
backbone of the family, and when she dropped, all of
us did, too. My mother was on drugs. We didn't get
along 'cause so many things had happen that she let
happen. I was raped.

It happened twice. We was living in Brooklyn. I

had just turned 13. One night, we was all, all seven
of us, we was in my brothers' room. We was all
playing, just playing. And we all were asleep in my

brothers’ room. And all I felt was somebody humping
back and forth and touching my breasts and grabbing my

behind. I woke up, and we was arguing and fighting

and fighting. This is a grown man. He was, at that

time, I think he was like either 27, 28. And my

mother was all the way in the front. And I woke up

and I was telling my sister and I was crying.

I was scared to tell my mother, because then she

had a gun in the house, and I'm petrified of guns, so

I didn't want to say nothing. I was just too scared

' cause then she was beating us . We was getting

beatings with extension cords, bats, whatever came to

my mother's hand, she was grabbing it. So I was just

too scared to say anything to her.

19



Weeks went by, and I was still leery, you know.
I didn’t want to tell her because I thought I might
get a beating. And I was walking past her door one
day, and I heard my sister telling her what happened.
So, I decided, well, maybe I should tell her, too,
right then. But when I was telling her, she was just
telling me to get away from her. "I’m a liar.' That's
all she kept saying, that I was a liar. And then, you
know, I called my father, and can you believe she hid
this guy? I didn't want my father to really hurt him,
but then, yes, I, I really wanted him to be gone. And
my mother hid him.

I would always go to my father. He was always
the first one that I went to. But, urn, he just didn't
want to be no father. He didn't want me around. I

would like force myself on him. I felt, you know, he
was my father. When I came to him, he should listen.
If I had a problem, you know, he would help me solve
it. But he didn't want to do that. He was so busy,
you know, raising somebody else's children and he just
forgot about us

.

The second time. I was 17 at the time. And this
was only a 15-year-old guy, which, he looked like he
was 20-something. This was a drug dealer. This is

when my mother let anybody up in the house. So while
she was outside or she was somewhere in the area, he
was chasing me through her house. She didn't pay her
light bill, so all of our lights was out. And I'm the
only one upstairs because I don't like to, you know,

go outside a lot. And I was petrified because I

couldn’t see and I'm asking, 'Who is it? Who is it?'

So, urn, I stayed in the back where I was at. And I

hear the footsteps coming and he just jumped on me.

I’m screaming, screaming for somebody to just come and

open the door, because our door was always open.

Can you believe, after he got me down on the

floor and he put his knees on my arms, he was telling

me he deserved it, that he really felt he deserved me?

And this is a 15-year-old. I was just so scared and I

was screaming. And my mother, can you believe she

came in the room as I was screaming, and I m telling

her, 'Ma, ma, could you get him off of me? Can you

get him off of me?' And she tells me, 'No, just shut

up because that's the kind of man you need.' That s

what she told me. And he just kept on, he gave her

five dollars of crack. And she just left. She left

me right there.

After that, I wouldn’t come outside because I was

so, I just felt so dirty on the inside. I stayed in

the house for like two months without coming outside,
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until my friend had came and got me. I locked myself
in. I was always in the back room with the door
slammed shut so that nobody couldn’t come in. I would
go sit on the fire escape to get my fresh air, and I
was in the back of the building so nobody see me.
Sometimes if nobody in the house with me, I'd get in
the closet because it seemed that ' s when something
always happened to me, when I'm by myself, or my
mother somewhere in the area.

Can you believe, she used to let him the rapist
just come up there and everything, so I had to see his
face every day? And then I called these guards ’cause
I wanted him dead. I was so screwed up in my mind. I

really wanted somebody to kill this guy. But then my
mother sat there just telling them I was lying, that
it didn't happen, and he was standing right in my
face. I even asked her today, and she still denied
it. But she don't know what it can do to someone's
mental mentality. (Cries.) I wanted to shoot her at
that time. I was so mad. I just, I thought my mother
was the devil. Sometime I still think that.

My mother, 'til today, to me, she don't know what
self esteem is. She don't know what self respect is,

or for someone to even, you know, respect her. I

never had no man disrespect me, you know, as far as,

'You whore. You bitch or slut.' I never had that in

my life because I never was that type of child. I was

always, and I was always doing my schoolwork. But

then once it happened the first time, I just felt that

it was all right, because nobody talked to me and tell

me, 'Lisa that's not right. You don’t let no man just

do what he want to you .
' I didn ’ t know what to do . I

be watching so many movies about rape. Rape cases,

what could you do? I never knew what to do because

when it happened to me, all I used to do is hide and

cry and just stay there, because I didn't know you had

to call the cops or go to a hospital or get in touch

with somebody that can help you. I never knew that.

School was good for me. I was always good as far

as school goes. They even used to call me a nerd.

The only thing, I was in Special Ed, and that was

because I'm left handed, so I wrote everything to the

left side. So they put me in Special Ed, which I only

really needed only a couple of months. And I wound up

in there until high school. And I kept asking my

mother to go to these meetings so I can get out of

Special Ed. I wasn’t handicapped and I felt ashamed.

I didn’t want to be there. I didn’t need to be there.

But she wouldn’t go. My mother wouldn t get up and go

to this meeting. I was only 15, and at 15,
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sign anything. So, being that she wouldn't go, I just
dropped out in 11th grade.

And I used to just roam the streets. Every day I
would sit on the train and ride the train back and
forth to the last stop. Then that got boring. I just
started not doing anything, just being lazy.

And once I got out of school, I just, like six
months after that, I signed up for Job Corps in
Buffalo, New York. Because you get bored just not
doing nothing. My mother was on drugs, so I just
wanted to get away. I left her at the age of 16 and
thought that I could go into Job Corps and make it,
but I couldn't make it in Job Corps. I worked there,
but before I went, my mother was cursing me out,
telling me how stupid I am, and if I'm not going to
make it here, I’m not going to make it anywhere. I

couldn't even call her without her cursing me. And I

came back. It was my birthday, so I wanted to see
her. I missed her. I came back and she didn't want
to pay for me to go back to Job Corps. And she was
still on the drugs, nothing changed.

She was already losing her apartment before I

even went to Job Corps because something had went down
with the landlord. The ceiling had fell on my head
from the bathroom. She never even took pictures. She
didn't take me to no hospital. My head was just
hurting

.

And, urn, after that, we were going into shelters
and hotels. Shelters, hotels. We was back and forth

all the time. But I always managed to stay with her.

I was always moving out of her house, coming back. I

used to move in with her sisters. At one time, I was

living at her sister, Alice's house. And I moved away

from there and moved with another one of my mother's

sisters, which is Anne. And I lived there for some

months, and I felt okay. But then, I didn't feel

okay, so I just went right back to my mother. I

always leave her and then wind up coming back. That's

where I show she didn't teach me independence 'cause I

think I would have been out a long time ago. And I'm

still with her.

When she was using drugs, I learned a lot about

crack, cocaine and marijuana. And she did all of

those. She even did dope. So, you know the kind of

mentality she got. Her brain is all fried up. Damn.

When she was on that crack, I would just, I’d do

anything. There was times I had to take my brothers,

my little baby brothers, and take them and hide, feed
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them and make sure that they have stuff, because she
didn't want to take her P.A. check and buy no food.

They took my brother and sisters from her, this
was after I got raped and she blamed me. Do you know
how many times I told that lady, 'Let me put them in
school'? ’cause I was getting ready to turn 18. I put
them in school. I made sure that they had clothes.
Then I would talk to drug dealers . I would get money
to put food in my mother ' s house for my brothers to
show her that I wasn't like her. I was a better
person. I would take care of my brothers and sisters.
I even had a boyfriend as a drug dealer. And I would
get whatever I wanted. I would even get stuff for my
brothers to make us look decent.

It even got to the point where I had to go out
there and sell crack. One time I did it, but I didn't
know what I was doing, and I got arrested. This is
when we was in and out of the shelter. I told the
police my mother was in a hotel and they came and
looked. And they could tell my brothers wasn't eating
and they gave me back all the money that I had made
from selling that crack. So I kept feeding my
brothers and my sisters. I took my brothers out to
eat. We went shopping and bought clothes. You know,

just every day stuff that regular people do. The
smile that was on their face, you couldn't take it

off, ’cause I made sure we had a good time, something
that we hadn't did in so long. They were so happy.
After that, I never in my life touched crack again,

never

.

At 17, I got my first job working as a counselor

in a computer center with these kids . They was good

children. I still have the bracelets that they bought

me. It was good. My mind was occupied. I was

working from 17 to 21. And then I got pregnant with

Cassandra, which is my first daughter.

But then my mother was living with some, you

know, drug addict, so I couldn't really stay with her

then because I was pregnant. So I would just, you

know, go back and forth to my aunt's. And when I had

my first daughter is when I started at the shelter.

The first time I went is when they put me in this

hotel in Queens, Elmhurst. And I mean I had just woke

up, and this security guard is sitting up in my room

and came to touch me. And I'm screaming, and, you

know, that was the first time I went into one, when I

had this man violate me. And then, they kicked me

out. I wanted to sue them because they didn’t have no

right to throw me out. They just threw me out because
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I reported something, and my mother wouldn't even back
me up with that. So, you know, once, every time
somebody just keep throwing you to the back burner as
if you don’t mean nothing, and I mean this is your
mother, you start to really not care about nothing.

So I went back to my sister's. Then she didn’t
want me there, so I went, I was going to the E.A.U.
every day. I got tired. You get so tired from being
in there. They treat people like dirt. You know,
like as if they wasn't no human being. To them you're
like lower than a curb. You don't have no bed to
sleep on. You have these chairs that you have to sit
up, and the cribs that they had in there, big, grown-
up people were sleeping in the cribs. So I was really
frustrated. I couldn't put up with that for so long.
I just wanted to be settled, that's it.

They placed me in this one-parent, one-child
shelter. You couldn’t have no men come and visit you
there. You had a curfew. You know, but it was nice.
It's good because you meet a lot of different mothers
in your age range. But then, it wasn't all that good
because them girls in there was just out to get you or
to get what you had. I would associate probably with
three to four girls, but that was it. I'm the scary
type. (Laughs.) I don't like to be around people
that I, you know, get strange feelings from. So I was
always by myself, because I didn’t want to, urn, get to
know these strange people. I was just so nervous. I

was always thinking somebody wanted to get me or they
might do something to me, so I just stayed away. I

was always doing what I had to do as far as coming to

see my counselor every week. I was trying to do

everything to get an apartment. But then I wasn't

getting nowhere.

I was there for six months. I liked it until

they told me to give up my daughter to have my son,

and I didn't want to do that. That's what I didn't

understand, I was pregnant when I went in there.

Then, I didn't even know how to talk to somebody or

even to tell someone how I felt. If I thought that

they was treating me wrong or I felt they was treating

me differently than they treated the other clients, I

never spoke on it . Maybe that ' s why I didn t get

nowhere. They was telling me that I need my name on

my birth certificate, but they wouldn't tell me how to

qo about doing it. They told me my mother or my

father had to do it. So, just because I didn't have a

name on a birth certificate, I couldn’t get no

apartment. I think that's ridiculous. So I just got

fed up. I just left. I couldn't put up with anything

more after that.
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Right after I left the shelter, I went to my
grandmother, my mother's mother. My grandmother had
made an agreement that she would help me take care of
my daughter while I’m having my son. And she did
that. That room she gave me was like an apartment.
It was so huge. She even helped me, she even, you
know, helped me buy me a full-size bed. when I came
home, I never seen a room so pretty like that because
she fixed it up. I even had a present there, you
know, for my son. My daughter, she was sleeping with
my grandmother and my grandfather. So I had the bed
by myself. I never had a room like that. (Laughs.)

It was like I was at my mother's house 'cause she
made me feel so much like she was my mother. Somebody
that was telling me, 'Lisa this is not right. Lisa
you have to do it like this. Lisa it's supposed to be
done like this.' That's how I started learning, and
that was at the age of 22. Learning practically
everything about being an adult, taking care of
babies, because I really didn't know, because my
mother never put me on the spot like that. So, I

didn't know how to change a baby. I didn't know how
to make a bottle, or wash them, you know, wash their
hair. Everything was so hard for me until I moved
with my grandmother, and she, you know, showed me a

lot of things.

And then, you know, my mom had got her apartment
out of the shelter system. And as soon as I heard she
got the apartment, I went running. And it seemed like
when I left my grandmother, I be making the wrong
choices

.

That was what, two years ago. I moved in like a

day after her. It's ten people living up in a two

bedroom. Me and my kids, we sleep all in one twin-

size bed. Me and all three of them. My mother have

her own room. And my brother sleeps there, and I have

another little brother that's there now. So it's like

ten people in the house, seven grown-ups and three

kids

.

And then I've been working. It's just $150 a

week, but it's something. You know, I could just

start saving little by little. And sometimes I be

feeling like quitting the job and get back on P.A.,

but I never wanted to be on P.A. I really never

wanted that. That’s why now, I'm trying to think

clearly and keep the job. I really might have to work

extra, extra hard to get where I want to get, and I m

willing to do that for my children. I have to cause
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I don’t want them to be like me, how I was. And I
think I'm doing a good job."

I asked Lisa about her relationships with her

children's fathers.

Well, with the men, it’s like everyone I get
with, it’s like a revenge thing that I just try to get
back at them. Every man, boyfriend or young man that
I’ve been with, there was always abuse. Physical
abuse. They would do it to me, and I would allow it,
because I never had nobody to sit down and say, 'Well,
Lisa, it’s not right to let a man violate you,' or
'Whenever you say 'no,' it’s 'no.' He’s not supposed
to put his hands on you.' That was never told to me.
All I was told is everything I say is a lie. (Cries.)

It’s how I grew up, just wanting to take that out
on men. It just seems like all the men that I get
with are, I’m looking for a father figure. That’s
what I’m looking for and they want to beat me or they
want to bruise me up. So my mentality is a little
messed up because, um, my mother and him. But I

don’t, um, I don’t blame it on men that didn't do it
to me.

I faced it. I faced it twice. And now I need
counseling because I have two girls. And I, I

wouldn’t want to end up in jail killing some man that,
you know, touched my daughter I felt was in a wrong
way. And it's hard for you to have had something like
that happen to you because sometimes I just blink
everything out, but that's only if my children is not

around when I can have some time and think.

I can be in my room and I can just block
everything out. It will just be black. I'm thinking.

I don't see nothing. All I can see is me hurting men.

When I'm thinking, I'm thinking of everything
negative, you know, the men that I have dealt with,

even my daughter's father that I'm with now. Anytime,

you know, he want to do something, first thing come to

Lisa's mind is she just going to hurt him bad. I just

want to hurt him, you know, 'cause of what happened to

me, but I can't because it wasn't him that did it to

me.

I don't want to, because I love men, you know, in

general. You know, so I try to think straight, but

then again, I don't be thinking straight, because

sometimes I can be the goodest person to be around,
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and then sometimes, you know, people just don't want
to be around me 'cause that attitude come up.

That's why I say I need the counseling. And it's
good when you know you have a problem and you want to
settle that problem. I'm not going out there like no
maniac (laughs) killing no one, because I have kids to
take care of. That's all I'm thinking of. You know,
something that my mother didn't think about. I know
seven children is hard to raise, but I have three, and
I’m 24. And I still feel if you can lay up and have
that many children, you got to take care of them.
It's your responsibility. You brung them here; you
raise them. You take care of them. You don't put
that on someone else.

Like two months ago, I had a fight with my
brother. And all I was looking at is he was one of
those men that hurted me. Me and him was fighting up
at my mother's house. I almost got to a knife. Then
my mother threw me and my kids out. She didn't say
nothing to him. So it's still like I feel I'm the
black sheep of the family. But my mother, I takes
good care of her. I love her and I love them all,
(cries) all seven of the kids, and she always kicked
me in my back. When birthdays come around, I give her
parties. When Christmas come around, I make sure she
got whatever she wanted. When Valentine's come
around, say her boyfriend forgot, I get her something.
I make sure that I'm there. That's why I’m still with
her, 'cause she my mother.

All I just think about is she's my mother. She is

my mom. She had me, I didn't have her. So, I never
disrespected her. 'Honor thy mother and father' no
matter what they do, you know. All the things
happened to me, I never even once raised my hand to my
mother. All I say is, God, you know, he'll deal with
her, because what can I really do? There's nothing I

can really do to her, but be her daughter and that's

it, and get some counseling and get on. I just hope I

don't ever explode. I try to keep myself cool, but

there's only so much a person can handle. And I'm

trying, but it seems like the more you try, the more

you get knocked down.

And my father I still call him, because he still

is my father. I calls him. He talks to my children.

And I might see him probably three times out of a

year. You know, we go visit, take presents. He just

didn't want to be a father. I feel, you know, to each

his own. I had my children and their father not

around, and maybe he just couldn't handle it, but I

still say, you can lay up in the bed and make the
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