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THERE IS NO WAY I COULD EVER BE  
HOMELESS 

BY JESSICA ZANE 

 
For over 15 years I lived in New York City 
and made a very good living as a corporate 
project manager. I came to the Valley in 
2000 to slow my life down and take care of 
my dad, a stroke survivor. I was an active, 
lively, working person who owned a house, 
started a successful housecleaning business, 
and participated in the community. I even 
went to grad school and earned my environ-
mental studies degree from Antioch Univer-
sity in Keene, NH, graduating in 2009. 
 
Then the economy fell apart.  I had a shiny 
new graduate degree but there were no jobs.  
After I took care of my beloved dad for 
nearly 15 years, he passed away. My life 
partner broke up with me. I’ve always 
struggled with depression, but within a 
year of not enough work, struggling to pay my rent, grieving my dad and my 
relationship, I slid into a deep, dark place. I kept thinking it wouldn’t last, I’d 
dealt with depression in the past, I was on medication for it, and more than 
anything, I’d always figured things out.  I was smart enough to put something 
together. Not this time.   
 
It’s a long story but the upshot is that I became homeless. When I first realized 
I was officially homeless my very first and rather unkind thought was “But I 
can’t be homeless! I don’t look homeless, I don’t smell homeless, I’m not pan-
handling on the street, I can’t possibly be one of ‘those’ people!” But I was. 
 
For over a year I didn’t live anywhere for more than two months. I strung to-
gether sublets, time on friends’ couches and even spent a few weeks sleeping in 
the back of my Subaru Forester.  I was always worried about, and looking for, 
my next housing situation. I found plugging into social services to be a hercule-
an task: finding out what was available, getting the paperwork together, meet-
ing the deadlines, showing up for appointments, following up on referrals. 
Food stamps never lasted the entire month and I didn’t always have a place to 
cook so I had to pay extra attention to how, what and where I was going to eat.  
Add on trying to get a job when you can’t even put a regular address on a re-
sume and life can feel literally impossible.  (see HOMELESS p5) 
 
 

Despite her situation, Jessica has never 

lost her good nature or infectious laugh. 
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What’s 
New?! 

 

 May 2nd—May 11th 
New office hours: M-F 8-
11:00 AM (drop in hours 
only). 

 

 May 2nd Amherst 
Spring Town Meeting 
begins.  ACC’s Housing 
Stabilization Project 
funding request will be 
voted on!  The Project 
aims to provide support-
ive housing to Amherst’s 
chronically homeless. 

 

 May 4th 10-11:15 AM 
Weekly Incubator Meet-
ing: R U Hearing Me? 
You are invited! 

 

 May 18th  10–11:15  AM 
Weekly Incubator Meet-
ing: Why and How to 
Get a Free Credit Re-
port.  Please Come! 

 

 May 30th  11-1:00  Free 
Memorial Day Lunch at 
UUSA. All are welcome. 
Food, games and crafts... 
fun!  

 

Amherst Community Connections 
121 North Pleasant Street, Amherst, MA 

Join us for our Memorial Day lunch! 

What’s Up?! 



As a graduating senior doing an internship with 

Amherst Community Connections, every Tues-

day and Thursday I work at ACC’s drop-in hours 

in the Jones Library to assist people with a varie-

ty of different tasks. The tasks range from hous-

ing searches, helping people with their resumes, 

or just lending an ear to listen to their stories. As 

the semester went along I started to see familiar 

faces from week to week. Many of the partici-

pants went from being strangers to people I 

knew quite well.  

One person I got to know really well is Dylan. To 

protect his privacy, Dylan’s real name will re-

main private. Dylan and I have worked together 

to fill out housing applications, and to also find housing that will accept certain housing vouchers. Over 

time I learned that Dylan has often dealt with anxiety issues. However, he expressed that he feels comfort-

able discussing matters with me in the library. This goes to show the effectiveness of having social service 

providers placed in a public setting. Since working with Dylan, he has received a housing voucher and is 

diligently looking for housing. He has visited a few rentals in Amherst and is weighing his options. Very 

soon, he’ll exit the homeless shelter and have his own place to call home. 

Another participant that I have frequently worked with is Vladimir. Vladimir is originally from Puerto Ri-

co, but has been living in Amherst for several decades. When asked if he thinks it’s beneficial for libraries 

to have social service providers, Vladimir exclaimed, “The more the merrier when it comes to sharing use-

ful information for people in need.” 

It can be daunting for many people to admit they need help, especially if it requires a person to go to an 

out-of-the-way place in an unfamiliar setting. This is one of the many benefits of having an open resource 

table set up at the Jones Library. The library is a place frequently visited by many of the homeless resi-

dents in Amherst, and has become a refuge for many. This makes the setting comfortable and relaxing for 

the participants. There has been a growing trend across the United States to place social service providers 

in libraries. It was found in a recent article in the Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in Libraries Jour-

nal that “collaboration between social workers and library staff greatly enhances public access to quality 

information on social services and reinforces the value of public libraries as a community resource.” 

Matt Berube, the Head of Information Services at the Jones Library, says he would highly recommend 

having social service providers at libraries across the country. Matt said “in the absence of Amherst Com-

munity Connections the librarians were really struggling to answer questions that individuals had about 

available community resources and since ACC has partnered with the library the participants are more 

easily connected to all of the resources that they need.” 

Many of the participants frequently come to my section of the library to ask about cell phone applications, 

Section 8 housing applications, and a variety of other issues. However, I believe my main asset to partici-

pants is my listening ear. People like to sit down and discuss their days, and I really enjoy listening and 

getting to know the participants. I believe this is the most important aspect to eliminating the stigma sur-

rounding homelessness. 

MY TIME AT THE JONES LIBRARY 
BY ELANA ROFFER 
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The beautiful Jones Library 



BE YOURSELF… EVEN IF IT 
INVOLVES SCORPIONS 
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Hearing about Mariela Isaac’s life story sounds like an edition of A 

Series of Unfortunate Events.  She’s experienced adversity during 

much of her life: moving to the United States from Puerto Rico, strug-

gling through homelessness, being assaulted multiple times, the 

deaths of loved ones, and a fight to keep her housing stemming from 

what she believes to be discrimination against her.   

Now, facing eviction, she’s decided to seek a new start by pursuing a 

career she’s thought about for a long time – funeral directing.  Mariela 

was recently accepted into Fine Mortuary College in Norwood, MA.  

She’s begun the process of finding affordable housing in the area with 

the hope of opening her own funeral home someday. 

Her funeral home will be one full of color, with flowers everywhere.  

She believes that funerals are a celebration of life and that a funeral 

home should remind people of that.  Mariela’s life experiences suit the 

mortuary business: she knows death, she knows heart ache, and she 

can help people through it.  To her, death is transformational, like a 

phoenix rising through the ashes; a new start, not just an ending.  

Mariela has a gift for appreciating those things that often go unappre-

ciated and one has to go no farther than her pets to see that quality.  

She is the proud owner of two scorpions and six tarantulas; at the 

time this was written she was receiving more tarantulas soon, so that 

number is probably higher now.  Confronting the fear that creepy-

crawlers normally inflict is important to her.  She loves her animals, 

she doesn’t know what she would do without them, and she’s learned 

to appreciate the beauty that much of the world misses out on.   

Tarantulas aren’t the only thing she loves; there is an array of species 

from the Orange Baboon to the Mexican Red Rump to the Purple Pink 

Toe to the Brazilian Pink Salmon Bird Eater.  Each species has its own 

unique beauty and personality.   Mariela hopes to collect 11 species, 

and maybe to breed some.  She also stresses it’s important to raise the 

tarantula’s from babies in order for them to be less dangerous.  The 

picture in the bottom-right is one of Mariela’s  babies that may grow 

to a size larger than an adult male’s hand.    

The average person is probably never going to have one pet tarantula 

or scorpion (let alone multiple of each) but Mariela is all about being 

true to oneself.  If she can find solace and joy in her pets (and she has) 

then all the power to her.  Her hope is to put the pain of the past be-

hind her and look towards a new beginning.  We can all learn a lesson 

from this tarantula-owning future funeral director; just be yourself 

and you’ll be better for it.   

Mariela working with one of our advocates, Evan. 

One of  Mariela’s baby tarantulas 

Mariela’s scorpion resting on her shoulder 

A Purple Pink Toe Tarantula 



THE POWER OF NETWORKING  
BY JANE BRAATEN 
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For many people, it takes having your wits about 
you but also a good network, to avoid homeless-
ness. For every person who finds themselves with-
out a place to live, there are many more who strug-
gle to keep their homes.  Connecting with others 
who can help find resources is often a big help in 
finding and keeping a home. 
 
With steady persistence, and by following the links 
between people, Daryl has been able to remain 
housed for several years after losing his family 
home.  When he found himself on his own several 
years ago, his family having moved off in different 
directions, he found that he was able to afford an 
apartment by helping with maintenance, and rent-
ing rooms to housemates.  
 
Unexpected costs can be a challenge. When the fuel 
bills were too high to pay one winter, the mailman 
mentioned, “There’s someone who holds drop-in 
hours at the Library on Tuesdays who can help with Fuel Assistance.” At the time, Hwei-Ling Greeney of ACC 
held drop-in hours for housing assistance at the Jones Library. With her help Daryl was able to apply for help 
with his bills. 
 
On another occasion, when a housemate left unexpectedly, Daryl was left to cover the whole month’s rent.  ACC 
facilitated emergency assistance from the town to cover the rent, as well as help with finding a new housemate.  
ACC has also supported him in other housemate searches, as people come and go. “I kept that house going for 
years,” he said. 
 
Last year, when someone left him in the lurch again Daryl was unable to make the rent and had to fall back on 
the last resort, the local shelter.  “I was in the shelter for 4 weeks, but it felt like 4 long years,” he said.  But soon 
he found a place to live again, by asking around and relying on the connections that he has made. 
 
For weeks, Daryl would come in to ACC's office daily.  He worked with staff filling out housing applications and 
checking Craig's list. He sent out numerous emails and made many phone calls, but there were few responses. It 
was very discouraging.  He felt like giving up. But too many sleepless nights at the shelter compelled him to 
buckle down, and he kept coming to the office, talking to people, and making calls.   
 
Then, one day, a friend who is a retired college professor gave him a tip about an acquaintance who was looking 
for someone to rent a room in her house. Daryl followed up on the lead, calling and setting up an on-site visit. 
The landlady had lost her husband, and needed some help with costs. So, thanks to his diligence and his ability 
to network and make friends, he has now left the homeless shelter.  He has a large room, with access to the liv-
ing areas as well as a kitchen to prepare hot meals, and a laundry room. He is enjoying the magnificent view of 
the mountains in south Amherst. It is conveniently located, about 5 minutes from downtown. “She’s a very car-
ing lady,” he says, who understands that we earn each other’s respect, and each other’s friendship. “She is like a 
sister.” She asks, “Have you eaten today?” 
 
When a person can work with others in the community to find housing, but also to keep the housing that they 
have worked so hard to find, everyone benefits.   

Daryl working with Jane 



HOMELESS 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1 

 
Being poor is incredibly expensive. I still had my car but if I couldn’t put 
gas in it then I had to come up with money for a bus. Taking a bus can 
mean it takes two hours one way just to get to an appointment on time – to 
meet with a therapist, to get to a library where I can get free wifi, to get to a 
job interview, to go to a food pantry.   
 
One can spend literally hours a day just on busses. And even with food 
stamps I couldn’t buy cheaper food in bulk because I couldn’t outlay that 
much money upfront and I didn’t have a place to store extra food anyway. I 
could no longer pay my car insurance 6 months in advance so my monthly 
payments went up. Now and then I could get a bit of freelance work but I 
still had to count every dollar so I could be prepared to pay for a sublet if 
one came along. Oh, and let’s not even talk about my student loans!  
 
Even so I was still 100 times more fortunate than so many of the new 
(other homeless) people I was meeting. I have great social skills, I am well-
educated, I have white privilege, and I know how to look for a job. But even 
with all of that I found that most of my energy went into just getting 
through the day. Was I really depressed or was I just having a normal reac-
tion of being overwhelmed by my life circumstances? I quickly realized that 
if it was difficult for me to negotiate this terrain it had to be even harder for 
someone with less life experience, or a disability, or an addiction, or who 
had just been homeless longer.  Once you get into this hole it is a Sisyphean 
task to get out.  
 
I suppose I am still technically “homeless.” The difference now is that I 
have stable housing because someone stepped forward in my life and gave 
me a place to live for free in their basement. I’ve been there for two years 
now and I still struggle with depression and continue to find life challeng-
ing on a regular basis. But I also work as much as I can manage, I’ve re-
made a supportive group of friends, and I’ve plugged into the peer move-
ment at the Western Mass Recovery Learning Community. I’m both a client 
of and a volunteer at Amherst Community Connections. I have nearly free 
healthcare and a regular therapist.  I still have a long way to go, but all of the 
progress I have made has everything to do with the fact I no longer have to worry about where I will sleep 
next week or next month.  I not only lived in the shoes of a “homeless person,” I actually owned them.  
 
Without long-term, stable housing it is nearly impossible to put one’s life back together.  The idea of 
“housing first” makes so much sense because having a place of one’s own is absolutely crucial to creating a 
sustainable life. Furthermore, the fact that the housing first philosophy includes ongoing social services 
means that people continue to get the support and community interaction they need to remake their lives.  
 
  
 MEET OUR STAFF 

KRISTEN CONNOR 
 

Kristen, an undergraduate student at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, came to Amherst Community 

Connections after she approached the supervisor at her previous internship looking for a position that would 

giver her more experience in her field of interest; social work. As a prospective candidate for degrees in both 

Psychology and Sociology, Kristen’s aspirations to become a social worker stem from enjoying working with 

people and helping others.  What she likes about it specifically is the connection between a person’s lived expe-

riences, their impact on the person, and the outcome. Additionally the disparity between research and practice 

in the context of social services is an area of interest to her. Despite so many services portrayed as readily availa-

ble, once you get down to it the reality of accessing those services is a lot further out of reach, and as a result of 

this many go without because of how challenging the system is to navigate. (See KRISTEN p.6) 
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A JESTER’S 
SPRING  

BY PAT CREASER 
 

On an early 

morning 

walk to my 

surprise, 

a cluster of 

crocuses met 

my eyes! 

 

Gusty winds 

were singing 

their songs, 

Joined by glaring rays of sun. 

Deep alto clouds of gray chimed 

along,  

Spewing sleet and snow just for 

fun!  

 

“Be gone, Be gone”  chirped the 

cardinal male, 

New life and Light is what we 

hale!   

 

Proudly prancing without a care, 

My canine friend sniffs the fresh 

Spring Air ! 



MEET OUR STAFF 
ANNA CHAIKEN 

Anna came to Amherst nearly two years ago when she entered the 

University of Massachusetts as a freshman looking to go somewhere 

she could come into herself as a young woman. Now a sophomore Bi-

ology major, Anna has settled into the Amherst community nicely 

and has found that she really enjoys it. Being a student in the Com-

monwealth Honors College, Anna found herself involved at Amherst 

Community Connections when she became interested in doing volun-

teer work and happened across a pamphlet about ACC in one of 

the Honor College’s buildings. After looking through the pam-

phlet she contacted Hwei-Ling, whom she recalls eagerly inviting 

her to “come on down,” offering to “put [her] right to work!” Which is exactly what happened when she came in 

to the drop-in-hours that first day and was thrust into casework. Anna never looked back, and now finds much 

of her time focused on researching legal resources and compiling a “cheat sheet” that participants can refer to 

for help with legal problems ranging from sealing records to getting legal counsel. 

 

Outside of ACC Anna enjoys playing Frisbee. She is also involved in the TEDx UMass Amherst group and is re-

sponsible for doing outreach for them. Her greatest passion, however, is photography, with film being her pre-

ferred medium. “My whole room is covered with prints of photos I have taken,” she says proudly. When asked if 

she develops her own she says, “I used to back home since my high school had a dark room, but since I came to 

college I haven’t been able to…”. “I’ve heard that there’s a dark room somewhere on campus that you can sign 

up or pay to use, but I just haven’t had the time to look into it,” she lamented, adding that while she doesn’t 

miss the smell of the chemicals, she misses the peacefulness of the dark room and the process of developing 

film under the dim red light, citing it as a kind of haven to her. As for the Amherst area, Anna speaks fondly of 

it, “I love the Cider Donuts, I never even knew they were a thing before coming here!” She also appreciates the 

safety and the general vibe of the Pioneer Valley.   Anna admits though that the vast quantities of snow during 

the winter and the high temperatures experienced during the summer took her by surprise and required some 

adjusting to. “It rains about two-thirds of the year there, and when it snows we rarely get more than a few inch-

es, even then everything shuts down. And during the summer it’s usually in the high-sixties to mid-seventies, 

it’s nothing like here.” The weather, however, doesn’t seem to be a deterrent to Anna since she hopes to stay in 

Massachusetts after she graduates, hoping to move closer to Boston and going into fields related to either ge-

netics or the environment. 
 
 

KRISTIN CONNOR   
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 5 

 

Coming from the seaside town of Nahant, MA, Kristen enjoys boating and 

being near the ocean. She also enjoys being active outside whether it’s 

hanging out with friends and family, running, or playing basketball. She 

also cites that as her reason for loving the area, “All the land and recrea-

tional area, the rural feel, and the beautiful scenery, it’s all great!” She did 

lament, however, that she does miss being near the water and the ocean, 

which she hopes to move back to in the future. 

Anna pictured as part of our staff profile series 

Kristen pictured as part of our staff profile series 
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