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A brightly embellished snake 
pops out initially upon first 
look at the painting currently 
on display in the ACC office. 
Further inspection reveals two 
backsides, one black and the 
other white, alongside one 
another from the mid-back 
down to the calves. An apple 
joins them together in the 
foreground of a scene set in 
nature, “It’s me and him,” 
Starr explains, referring to her 
partner. She defers to him to 
describe the piece of art 
further. “It is obviously an 
interpretation of the story of 
Adam and Eve” Robert says, 
“but outside the guidelines of 

that, I see two people from two different worlds bonded with 
love. Nothing was interrupting that until a form tried to disrupt 
their love for each other.”  

“The heart represents unity and marriage,” Starr adds.  In typical 

Safe Haven in a Canvas 

Tuesday, May 1, is Valley Gives Day! Please help homeless 
women get off the streets by donating to Amherst Community 
Connections on Tuesday, May 1. Our goal is to raise $5000 for 5 
homeless women. 

Early Bird Special! Want to double 
your giving? If you donate between 
6-9 am, we could get twice as much! 
If you donate $25, we could get $50! 

Please go to https://www.valley-
gives.org/organizations/amherst-
community-connections or scan the     

code on the right to donate.  

“The Garden of Eden” by 
Starr 
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While interning at ACC, I believe I gained valuable 
skills that I will be able to use while continuing my 
education, in my future career, and also in my 
personal life.  Although I have always known that I 
wanted to work for a non-profit organization in one 
way or another, I have decided that I would like to 
work as a social justice journalist. Amherst 
Community Connections advocates for people who 
do not have the ability to do so for themselves, and 
the basic premise of being a journalist is functioning 
as an overseer of those whose power or position 
most affect citizens. Journalists are even sometimes 
referred to as “watch dogs” because we try to 
provide a voice to the voiceless. I was able to 
incorporate my writing skills as a journalist and my 
job of being an advocate to the homeless through 
interviews and casework to compile information 
about problems that affect the homeless participants 
we work with.  

One of my favorite projects I worked on at ACC was 
fighting against the proposed PVTA fare hike and 
route changes. I was able to work directly with our 
participants through interviews to hear about their 
feelings toward the proposed PVTA changes. I then 
brought their opinions directly to the local 
newspaper as well as state and local representatives. 
Telling the untold stories of people who are 
vulnerable and oppressed shines the light on 
injustice and inequality and I discovered it is 
something I am very passionate about.  

There is no better feeling than knowing I am 
helping someone who is struggling in the 
community I am part of, but unlike donating money 
or clothes, I am donating my time which gives me 
the chance to directly see how much my help 
impacts the homeless participants we work with. I 
will never forget when a participant I had been job 
searching with came in with the biggest smile 
because he had been fired for a job I had helped him 
fill out an application for. Although these victories 
do not come without losses and frustration, I have 
learned how to overcome obstacles Continued… 
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artist fashion, she is her own biggest critic—“I’m 
pleased but I still see some things that bother me 
here and there.”  

The seed was planted early on in Starr, as she would 
watch her mother painting into the late hours of the 
night when she was younger. “She used to sit there 
for hours,” Starr remembers. “She’d be there with 
her ruler, just making straight lines. But she’s 
making them real awkward. I used to ask her where 
that is. She’d tell me ‘its my home, Boston.’” 

Starr remembers realizing her artistic side once she 
started “letting go.” “The Garden of Eden” is Starr’s 
first painting since she rediscovered the love she had 
for making art. A domestic violence situation she 
was experiencing in a previous relationship was 
what got her into her art initially. Painting and 
drawing were her ways to cope with the abuse she 
was suffering through. “It was the only thing that 
took me away from the heartache. To me, my 
drawings were a way to get out—it was a gateway, 
to get away from the drama of the real world.”  

Her rediscovery was on a bit of a whim, after telling 
Robert that she knew how to draw and paint. “It was 
something I hadn’t done in a while,” she explains. “I 
didn’t need to. I wasn’t being abused.” Now Starr 
tries to paint every night—bringing to life fairies, 
nature, side profiles of people, and her children in 
her piece of art. “Now I get to enjoy it as an 
expression of myself rather than an escape,” Starr 
reflects. “It saved me from a lot of things though.” 

Written by Daniella Colombo 

Starr with her artwork in the ACC office 

My Exuberant Highs and 
Frustrating Lows 
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today i discovered love. 
of all things i discovered life. 
i rediscovered myself. all in so many different ways. 
the colors of life are so vivid, vast, amazing. 
i now see how i will recreate my experience. 
today i am grateful for all experiences bad and good. 
today i am love. today all my dreams came true. 
today i am everything i hope to be more of in the 
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future. 
today starts my good and positive future. 
today i lose all judgment. 
today i watch the watcher. today i am the ultimate 
observer of this experience.  
the old me has retired. i am like the sunrise, all things 
anew. 
i will shine by love even in utter chaos of this bad 
world we live in. 
i will smile more and laugh and create laughter. 
today i became love. today someone smiled back at 
me. 
today i lose all resentment. today i am not angry. 
today i focus on receiving the love from those i love 
and care for. 
today i focus on getting the people i love back in my 
life. 
today i focus on making them happy. today negative 
focus is nonexistent. 
today i became happy. today i started living. 
today i love everyone. today i faced the dark head on. 
it stood right in front of me. today i made beautiful. 
today someone said hi to me 
today i took on the whole world and won. i am an 
artist of this experience. 
today i discovered i am source and love. today i won. 
today i discovered my music is my passion, love, and 
source of universal happiness. 
today i am blessed by god. today the angels are with 
me as always. 
today i do not lose. today i see people and beings do 
not care, i love all, life, and beings 
love, love, love, today i am love 
 
Scott Cooney, January 2016 
 
Scott--aka Sunryze or Scooter, came to ACC in 2015. His 
recent untimely death saddened all of us. Being a poet and 

thinker, he lived larger than life. He along with Robert 
Hicks started our Wednesday Incubator Workshop series. 

He envisioned a place where people can exchange and 
express freely of their ideas and artistic talents in a 

supportive environment. For the past three years, ACC 
draws presenters and attendees from the area with 

engaging topics and activities. We thank Scott for being 
one of the founding members of the Incubator Workshop 

series. May you rest in peace. 
 

today i discovered love 
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with a 
determined, 
“I can 
handle this” 
mind set.  

One 
challenge 
that I found 
most 
frustrating 
at ACC was 
working 
with some 
participants 
that were 
not very 
motivated 
to get their 

life back on track. The frustrating part would be 
putting in numerous hours of job searching, or 
apartment searching with some participants and 
they would not do their part in following up and 
putting in the effort. Although this would be very 
frustrating, we would never give up and it would be 
my job to keep encouraging them to try harder!  

I would like to thank Hwei-Ling for giving me this 
eye opening and life changing opportunity. I would 
also like to thank Lillian Coleman for teaching me 
the ropes of ACC. Lastly, I would like to thank all of 
the awesome participants I got to meet and work 
with at ACC!      

Written by Alex Shore 
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ACC’s MISSION 

ACC’s mission is to empower, 
advocate for, and assist those in 
need. We strive to provide help 

with issues affecting individuals’ 
abilities to lead a stable and 

productive life. We can assist in… 

•Disability Applications 
 

•Housing & Job Searches 
 

•Free Cell Phone Applications 
 

•Food Stamps & Fuel Assistance 
 

•$ for rent, meds, utilities, etc. 
 

•SSI/SSDI Benefits 
 

•Debt/Credit Issues 
 

•CORI issues and more! 
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Though the public perception of 
homelessness often concerns men, 
women make up a large portion of 
the nation’s homeless population. 
However, their struggles with 
homelessness are unique and 
often go 
unnoticed, as 
life on the 
streets makes 
them more 
vulnerable to 
sexual 
violence than 
their male 
counterparts. 
To make 
matters 
worse, sexual 
abuse within 
homeless 
shelters is also prevalent, and also 
relatively unnoticed.  

While shelters provide necessary 
physical protections to homeless 
individuals, homeless women are 
particularly vulnerable to 
experiencing sexual assault in 
some way within shelters. 
According to the National 
Network to End Domestic 
Violence, more than 90 percent of 
homeless women have 
experienced extreme physical or 
sexual abuse at some point in their 
lives. These abuses are just one of 

Sexual Abuse in 
Shelters: The 

Hidden Struggle 
of Homeless 

Women 
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many factors that increase 
homeless women’s vulnerability 
to future sexual abuse.  

This is an unfortunate reality for 
homeless women that is 
perpetrated by inadequate 
practices in shelters. In some 
cases, sexual assault policies are 
not visibly posted for residents to 
see and are less likely to be taken 
seriously, or a zero-tolerance 
policy is not strictly enforced. In 
other cases, staff are not 
adequately trained to mediate 
cases of sexual abuse, which can 
lead to further traumatization of 

the victim. There are also extreme 
cases where staff themselves have 
perpetrated sexual violence on 
women in shelters. 

If homeless shelters do not have 
strict policies and trainings that 
they abide by, women and other 
vulnerable individuals might turn 
to acquaintances or strangers for 
housing, sometimes in exchange 
for sex. This forces women to 
place themselves in more 
vulnerable situations and can 
expose them to greater risk of 
abuse.  

Continued…  
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In light of this, it is important to 
recognize practical solutions that 
can be implemented to prevent 
further sexual abuse of homeless 
women. Firstly, shelter residents 
must be taught their rights. It is 
unacceptable that women have to 
accept sexual violence in turn for 
shelter. Shelter guests should be 
made aware that they are 
allowed to demand that policies 
on sexual violence be posted in 
public areas of the shelter and 
that they be strictly enforced. In 
addition, if shelter staff are not 
helpful and exacerbate the 
trauma, there are resources 
beyond the shelter that are there 
to help.  

Victims of sexual assault or 
harassment can file legal orders 
to prevent harassment of any 
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kind, including that of a sexual nature. In 
Massachusetts, survivors of sexual abuse can file a 
Harassment Prevention Order (258E) if they have 
experienced 3 or more acts of sexual harassment 
from the same person, been forced or threatened into 
having sex, or have experienced sexual assault or 
other criminal acts towards them. Shelter residents 
deserve to know that these laws exist and they 
should be empowered to act on them if needed.  

With this in mind, shelter residents cannot be 
expected to take on these actions unsupported by 
others. The process of pursuing a legal restraining 
order can be strenuous 
and can lead to further 
victimization. Therefore, 
shelters must make it a 
priority to train staff to be 
educated on how to deal 
with guests’ experiences of 
sexual trauma, whether 
they occurred before  their 
arrival at the shelter or 
during their stay. In 
addition, shelters must 
thoroughly enforce zero-
tolerance policies that 
prohibit sexual assault, 
and these policies should 
be displayed in all public 
areas. 

Shelters are critical to 
keeping homeless women off the streets. However, if 
women do not even feel safe from sexual abuse 
within these shelters, they will be more likely to turn 
to other living situations that make them more 
vulnerable to abuse. Rules against sexual harassment 
and assault need to be strictly enforced by staff in 
order to make shelters safer for all guests.  

Are you experiencing abuse? Looking for emergency 
shelter? Call Safe Passage, emergency shelter for adults 
and children experiencing abuse, today: (413) 586-5066, 
or (888) 345-5282 (toll free) 

Written by Sonaali Pandiri 
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Whitney Lang greeted ACC with a bright smile on 
a cloudy Thursday morning. A passionate card-
magician, he carried a pack of playing cards in his 
hand and was eager to show us his self-taught 
tricks. Today, he also had particularly exciting 
news: a new apartment.  
 

Whitney 
became 
homeless last 
year and has 
been 
working 
with ACC 
since 
December 
2017 to gain 
resources on 
employment, 
housing, and 
other needs. 
ACC posts 
housing 
listings in the 
office lobby 
to provide 
clients with 

the easiest 
access to housing resources. After months of 
proactive work, Whitney has now found a 
comfortable living situation. As part of ACC’s 
rewards program, he received a Dollar Tree gift 
card and a beautiful blanket handmade by a 
previous ACC client - the perfect housewarming 
gifts.  
 
What struck us about Whitney was not just his 
warm attitude after finding housing, but also his 
ability to remain optimistic during his most 
challenging moments. We wanted to learn more 
about how he stayed hopeful through his 
hardships and any advice he has for others 
experiencing homelessness.  

Interview with Whitney 
Lang: An Inspiration of 

Hope 

Whitney in the ACC office with a congratulations 
blanket for being accepted into housing! 

Continued…  
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Amherst 
community 

connections 
AmherstCommunityConnections.net 

 

May events 

5/16: Spring is Here – A 
Sing Along Floyd 

Williams 

 

5/23: Can I Work if I get 
SSI?, Winnie Siano 

 

5/30: New Year 
Resolution – Act II, Dr. 

Rick Martin 

 

6/6: Growing Up & Being 
Homeless, Tim Scalona 

 

 

The following Incubator Meetings 
are on Wednesdays from 10 to 

11:30 am at the ACC office 
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Do you care to share how you 
became homeless? 
 
I became homeless because I wanted 
to live life. I was sheltered away 
from the world and I was scared to 
come out and face it and one day I 
just wanted to be a part of the world 
and I came out here. No matter if I 
was going to go through 
homelessness or suffer being on the 
street. I didn’t know that there was 
people that would take care of you 
and help you. I didn’t know shelters 
existed. I took a chance being 
homeless. I just wanted to live.  
 
People don’t know that you can 
make it and there’s help out there. 
They just don’t know. I was blind, I 
believed the world wanted to 
destroy me if I came out here, [that] 
there’s no way to survive, and all 
that was a lie. 
 

How did you stay hopeful in your 
situation of homelessness?  
 
It’s hard to stay hopeful, but at some 
point there’s always a light, always 
someone there to help you at every 
turn to push you forward. There’s no 
such thing as game over, the end. I 
learned that. As long as you work 
hard and keep pushing forward, 
there’s a way out. And that’s what 
made me believe in being hopeful.  
 
What are your steps to get housing? 
How did you achieve your housing 
goal? 
 
I found out about ACC through my 
job at Stop and Shop. When I came 
here, that’s when I got help, when 
my eyes were open that I can be 
helped. I didn’t know anything 
about housing. I was clueless.  
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There’s an onslaught of 
numbers and places, no matter 
whether its another place or 
online. Amherst Community 
Connections has a whole list of 
housing listings on the bulletin 
board. It’s up to you to call. I 
was pushed by Hwei-Ling to 
call these places and go online. 
 
What advice do you have for 
those experiencing 
homelessness?  
 
Don’t give up. It’s gonna hit 
you at a point that you want to 
give up and nothing’s going to 
open up to you. And really 
that’s the time you have to 
fight and not give up. The 
harder you fight, the closer you 
are to your goal.  
 

There is no doubt that 
Whitney, like others who 
experience homelessness, 
struggled in unimaginable 
ways. However, his persistence 
to remain hopeful allowed him 
to keep seeking resources and 
never lose sight of his end goal. 
His story serves as an 
inspiration to others who feel 
that there’s no way out of their 
situation, and a reminder that 
there are always people who 
want to help.  
 
Whitney will be performing 
magic at the Amherst Farmers 
Market starting April 21st 
from 10-2 near the musician 
stand. We don’t doubt that if 
you come for the magic show, 
you’ll stay for his smile! 
 
Written by Sonaali Pandiri 
 
 

Don’t forget to give on 
May 1 


