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Washington, DC Oral History Project 
Transcription of Interview with Nkechi Feaster on March 4, 2013, at the Martin Luther King, Jr., 

Memorial Library, Washington, D.C. 
 

[00:00:00] 
 
Anna F. Kaplan: Today is March 4th, 2013. We are in the Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial 
Library, downstairs on the A level. Um, I’m Anna Kaplan interviewing, please state your name. 
 
Nkechi Feaster: Nkechi Feaster. 
 
AFK: And do I have your permission to record this interview? 
 
NF: Yes. 
 
AFK: So, I want to start out, just tell me a little bit about yourself. 
 
NF: Um, oh, that’s a really open question. Um [laughs], just because I like to talk about myself. I 
am 37 years old, I’m a single parent, I’m a writer, I have been in admin for eleven years although 
I’m laid off at the moment. Um, I’ve been homeless twice. Once early 2000 for a little less than 
two years. Was in transitional housing for almost four years, maintained employment and 
apartments until 2010 I think it was. I think that was my last ev—when I got evicted. Stayed in 
the shelter for about a year, single parent. My son is eighteen, a college student. Yeah, I think 
that’s generally what I can tell you about me. 
 
AFK: When did you come to D.C.? 
 
NF: Oh, I’ve been in D.C. since (pause) wow, when did I come to D.C.? OK, I moved from 
North Carolina to Maryland in ’98, December of ’98. I actually came to D.C. when I went into 
the shelter the first time, and that was, I believe October of 2000. No, it was ’99, was ’99, yep. 
So that’s how long I’ve actually been in the city, in D.C. in ’99.  
 
AFK: What was D.C. like back then? 
 
NF: Oh, exciting. It was very interesting to me because I was born here but I didn’t grow up 
here, you know, I was raised in South Carolina since I was four years old. I left when I was about 
seventeen. Stayed in North Carolina for a while, then came to D.C., so by that time, you know, 
I’d always wanted to come back up here. I didn’t like growing up in the country, it’s too slow for 
me. I think the city was already in my blood. So it was—the pace just wasn’t enough for me. 
And—and I always say I’m too ambitious for South Carolina. There just—the opportunities that 
I wanted to explore career-wise I didn’t feel were there.  

So D.C. was, it was a whole new ballgame. It was exciting, it was—things to do and I 
could order something to eat at two o’clock in the morning, you know, there were just so much 
more opportunities in so many different ways that it was great just being here, you know, the—
the government mecca of the world and [claps] all of that. And then I found how big the cultural 
community, the arts community, was here and for my career, how much opportunity was there, 
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you know, for that. Things for my son to get involved—it was just so much possibility than I’d 
grown up with. So in and of itself, that was enough to have me hooked. Definitely. 
 
AFK: And how has it changed? 
 
[0:03:58] 
 
NF: D.C. has become harder. It’s become harder to survive. It’s become harder to, you know, not 
let it beat you, that—that whole thing, and I think it’s, you know, you’ve seen the movie, the 
country kid moves to the big city to make it and doesn’t want to leave without making it. And—
and I think that’s where I am. What I think makes it difficult is (pause) you know, I’m all about a 
fair share, a fair, you know, a good try. As long as I give the effort, I should be able to do 
anything that I set my mind to. I’m not one looking for a hand-out, I’ve no problem working 
hard, you know, I’ll haul lumber, I’ll work in an office, whatever it takes, whatever I need to do. 
But D.C. does not offer the same services that gave me assistance in the past. There’re a lot more 
ways that have come up that block my path, that hinder me, road blocks, there are more instead 
of ways to help me get to that place.  

Because—my goal is—I don’t have to have to become a millionaire. Yes, it would be 
great, but I would be happy affording a condo, a car, insurance, paying a cable bill. Those—that 
would be wonderful, you know, running—running my online magazine. That’s—right now that’s 
my biggest dream. I don’t have—I never have to make it to Hollywood. Hollywood is not—I’m 
not a Hollywood person, but that’s not where my dreams lie, I don’t want to become world 
famous, I want to live a comfortable life. And with gentrification and housing issues and how the 
homeless community is not treated well or respected, you know, how men are getting hired at a 
higher—faster rate in corporate America than women. There are so many ways that are telling 
me D.C. doesn’t want me to make it. That it—it kind of feels like I’m not wanted here, you 
know, and it’s the shape of things today. 

But, I—I’m stubborn. It’s my strongest attribute. Yes, it’s a positive thing, stubbornness 
is not a negative, it’s absolutely a positive because I won’t be beaten that easy, I’m not going 
anywhere.  
 
AFK: What were some of the services that helped you before? 
 
[0:06:51] 
 
NF: Transitional programs. I was in a program that housed me, my rent was subsidized and I 
could also pay a portion towards a savings that I would get once I moved. Or I could use it if I 
got behind on my rent, you know. So that was great, they helped me find programs for my son to 
get in. As a single parent, I felt that was very important. I wanted to find things for my son to do 
that would help pick up the slack of his father not being in his life. They helped me do that. I 
found—got him into a great public school. Elementary and middle schools were fantastic, D.C. 
public schools. They helped me get some training. I got paralegal certification from AU through 
a program, a non-profit in D.C. I—I got scholarships to help pay for that program from being on 
TANF [Temporary Assistance for Needy Families]. These are things—they’re services that were 
set up given the situation I was in that were built to help me. And that’s what I wanted. I wanted 
help getting back on my feet. I found assistance getting office clothes once I started working in 



 6 

corporate America. I found assistance getting birth certificates and child—I’m sorry, Social 
Security cards. You know, paperwork that I needed once I went into the shelter and after I got 
evicted lost a lot of different things.  
 
[0:08:35] 
 

There were services to help me do so many things that I think in a way people got 
dependent on those services being there. Not on the services themselves, not on the services to 
live for them instead of going out to work, you know, but they were there to help, and that’s what 
they did. They helped me climb up. They helped me get out of the rut I was in. They helped me 
get to a stable setting, they helped me get to a point where I was growing into a middle-class 
citizen and—and I think that’s what they were there to do, which I think is awesome. But now 
with government cuts and, you know, the—the—things going on in the city now, a lot of those 
services, if they’re still around, they can’t offer the same assistance that they did then. So it’s 
much harder. I’ve had periods now where I’ve had to sit in my house because I couldn’t go 
anywhere because no transportation was available for me. Most of the services who give out 
transportation is only for those with children, school-aged children, which is understandable. But 
think about the people in my situation where if I had a job, I could be out of my situation, if I had 
a livable wage. But if I can’t even get to an interview because I don’t have transportation, then 
I’m still going to suck on those services instead of moving to become a citizen who can pay 
taxes, a citizen who can add aid to the city by going to the movies, going shopping, exploring the 
arts, that sort—that type of thing. These services are crucial and they’re not there anymore. 
Because—or they can’t do the things that they used to because they don’t have the money 
anymore.  
 
[0:10:29] 
 

So, you know, a lot of people need a lot of different things to come out of this situation. 
Some people need more than me. Some people need help with mental situations. Some people 
have educational barriers. I don’t have those things. I need help getting back on my feet. I don’t 
have a—I can keep a job. I can keep a good job, you know. But if I can’t get the assistance, the 
minor steps to get back on that plateau, then I think it aids to the suffering of the city. If those 
services are kept there, if the money in those programs who do the things that do help people, if 
the money is kept there, then I think—then just trimming the fat, so-to-speak, the people who are 
less vulnerable to—to homelessness like me who if all I had was a job, but those minor things, if 
the services were there to take care of that, then I could get back on my feet and the money that’s 
needed to help homelessness could go to the services for people who are more vulnerable, who 
have education barriers, mental barriers, maybe (pause) as far as being felons or things of that 
nature. I think that’s one of the biggest issues that I see now, at this stage, is the services aren’t 
what they used to be. And I think if they were, it could really help out the people who are less 
vulnerable like me. 
 
AFK: Why do you think services have decreased over the years? 
 
[0:12:08] 
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NF: The money is not there. It’s just not there anymore. I think it started when, um, Bush was in 
office. I don’t remember the year, but I remember when it started happening. I was still using 
those services. And I moved up since then, where I didn’t need those services. But now that I’m 
back in the situation again and my situation is worse than it was before, I need those services to 
help me get back on my feet, and they don’t have the money anymore. 
 It’s surprising that that would be where the city would choose to cut money from because 
it’s something that helps the citizens. It’s something that helps those in need. And I honestly 
understand the wanting to stop the “welfare generational family mindedness” that has gone on 
for so long. I totally understand it. I understand the rules that have changed in order to stop that. 
But some of the things that have been cut I don’t think should be cut. Some of the programs that 
have been cut I don’t think should have been cut. Money taken away from and programs 
revamping trying to make the budget easier but making the services worse. It—it’s come in so 
many ways that it’s hard to now sit and say, “Well, if you fix this one thing then everything will 
be as it was.” No. There are many, many, many, many different things that need to be addressed. 
And I think, in all honesty, I think there are changes that can be made to some of these programs 
that can be given aid that will kind of aid to what the city is going towards.  

It’s expanding, you know, the income may not be growing, but the desire to attract higher 
income, more revenue, that’s where the city is going. It’s not a bad thing. I think it’s—it’s 
evolution. It’s where you should be headed. You want things to grow in your area, you want 
things to get better. If you’re not a small town, then of course you want those things. But when 
you concentrate more on things growing to the point where people who have been citizens all 
their lives can’t be citizens in that city anymore, it’s wrong. It’s wrong. And that’s where I think 
the changes need to be made so there’s a better way for the city to grow without hurting the 
people who already live here.  
 
AFK: How do you see the gentrification in that picture? What role does it play in this? 
 
[0:15:17] 
 
NF: Major. I see a major role. And I don’t know the textbook definition of gentrification. Most 
of the time when I’ve heard it, it’s been race related. The way I’ve thought of it, seen it in the 
city over the past—since early 2000, I feel it’s financial. If you can’t afford—if you don’t make 
$80,000 a year or more, we don’t want you here. We want the condos going up, we want the 
townhouses going up, we don’t want public housing going up, we don’t want subsidized rent, we 
want the rent control to go out to there, we want, you know, those type of things. The—when I 
moved here, this was one of the most expensive cities I’d ever lived in. I remember walking into 
the grocery store and had a heart attack the first time I saw how much a can of corn cost. It 
was—it was crazy. But now, middle-class is—it’s one of the areas where middle-class is 
definitely almost wiped off the map, which [clears throat] the gentrification that’s gone on, it’s—
it’s, you know, I say it’s financial, but I think that goes directly to race because African 
Americans, Hispanic Americans, you know, we don’t make as much as Caucasians or Jewish or 
some other races. Period. Across the board, not just in the city. So, if we attract a higher income, 
then it’ll automatically get rid of the races that may not—if—you know, if that’s the way that it’s 
trying to (pause) I’m not stating that right, but if that’s the mindset [claps] of gentrification that’s 
gone on in the city, then it’s definitely going to work.  
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[0:17:23] 
 

You’re going to have your stragglers like me because, like I said, I’m not going 
anywhere, but, um, I remember, early 2000, I was in transitional housing in the downtown area 
and I saw the condos starting to go up. And I was like, “Oh, that’s a nice building. I wonder what 
they look like?” And then I heard about the rent and I was like, “Whoa.” And then I heard—then 
I saw multiple buildings in the Gallery Place area going up and they’re all looking for the same 
type of rent. And then I saw the changes on H Street going about. Which is good, but then I saw 
one of the most expensive buildings already in the city, Center Square, they went up. And they 
were—like I said, they were already one of the most expensive buildings in the city. So, if 
they’re going up, townhouses are going up, condos are going up, homes are going up. Not 
apartment buildings. Not four to six units. Not anything less than $900s. $900 is a deal now. 
Studios cost more than that.  
 
[0:18:41] 
 

So, I see the—it’s running rampant, drifting—it started downtown and then you saw it 
going into the Northeast area. Now it’s trickling into the Southeast area with Homeland Security 
coming up in—near one of the poorest neighborhoods in the history of the city, Barry Farms. 
They’re not going to stay there. They are not going to replace it with what is affordable to the 
families who live there. It’s not going to happen. I don’t see that. OK, that’s fine. Why not put 
something further into Southeast that those families can afford? I don’t understand it. I—I don’t 
understand it. And I don’t think I ever will. I don’t believe it’s fair, I never will believe it’s fair. I 
think there should be more options for more variety of people. It’s unrealistic to believe everyone 
in one area makes over a certain amount. Unless that amount is $20,000 a year, totally 
unrealistic. To push those people away into other areas and want them bused in to work in the 
fast-food restaurants and the grocery stores and the movie theaters, because that’s where the 
people who make the income you want them, you know, that you desire, they’re still going to go 
out and do those things so you need people to work those jobs. You don’t want them to live here, 
you want to bus them in so the people who make the income you want are the only ones living 
in—it’s unreal. Something has to be done for the lower classes. And the middle classes. And the 
higher classes can keep what they have. I think that’s the fair way to go about it. I always have 
and I always will. 
 
AFK: What do you see happening to the families that used to live in these areas that are getting 
priced out? 
 
[0:20:52] 
 
NF: Um, the ones that I’ve know, I’ve known coworkers go from, dwindled down from two cars 
to one car. I’ve seen them go from—I’ve known families to have to get rid of pets. I’ve known 
families to make those type of changes. I’ve also read of other people having to go on welfare, 
having to start getting food stamps, and people who never thought that they would be in a 
position to have to do those things. One friend, you know, he had a six-figure salary every year. 
He was doing great. He lived in Center Square, you know, was doing wonderful. The recession 



 9 

came in, he got laid off, savings lasted six months, he ended up in a shelter. And that’s a typical 
story over the past five years or so. It’s—it’s a common phenom going on now.  
 It’s hard for everyone that I know, right now, regardless of what that income may be. 
Regardless of if no one in their home lost a job. It’s hard for everyone because regardless of 
keeping a job or not, prices still go up. So, incomes haven’t gone up that much. I was in one job 
where in the two-and-a-half years I was there, staff didn’t get raises. And that’s happening in a 
lot of positions in corporate America. But it doesn’t stop the economy from—I’m sorry, for the 
price of living to go up. It doesn’t stop it. So you still have to put out the money for day-to-day 
living. So it definitely becomes much more of a struggle than it has to.  
 
[0:23:00] 
 
 You know, the blame can be put—has been put on Bush. The blame has been put on 
Obama. The blame has been put on the war—wars. It’s been put on the oil prices [claps], the gas 
prices. It’s been put on the housing crisis. And regardless of what it has been put on, um, it’s 
hard out there for everyone. Although I see in some ways people starting to come around, people 
starting to bounce back. I know numerous people who since they got laid off they went and 
learned another trade. It was a perfect time to go to school to learn something new since there 
was no hiring going on. I know plenty of people who went from—once they had to leave 
corporate America, went to the arts community. They had a passion already, photography or 
painting, and started growing that in a business way. So, I’ve seen people expand in a different 
way than they may have before, in a way they may not have thought was an option or may be an 
option later on down the road. 
 I think I’ve seen many different situations across the spectrum from one end to the other. 
So, but now I think there is continuous growth. It’s slow, sometimes debilitating, but I think it is 
evident. That’s a matter of change. Eventually it has to change and it is starting to. Definitely. 
 
AFK: How do you see the city, um, reacting to people who are being evicted and who are 
homeless? 
 
[0:25:06] 
 
NF: Oh, I don’t really think they care. I really do believe that right now the focus of the city is on 
developers rather than citizens. Because that’s what the city is concentrating on. It’s growth, it’s 
expansion, it’s building, it’s, you know, that’s the direction it wants to go. That’s where D.C. 
wants to go. So, that’s—its target is how can we grow, how can we become bigger, how can we, 
um, what can we cut from here so we can grow, so we can get bigger, so we can move out those 
families who don’t make $80,000 a year. It’s sad but it’s true.  
 With 801, D.C. General, and CCNV all being on the chopping block, I don’t see anything 
that’s being done to try to keep those places open, to try to keep those services on for the people 
who really do need them right now. And even the people who work in, work directly with those 
places, the—the management getting the people in and making sure their needs are met, that—
that sort of thing, that’s not up to par either. Things could be handled a lot better than they are 
being handled. We are—I see the whole Mitch Snyder struggle thing going on again, but it’s not 
just for CCNV, it’s many different shelters in the area are in immediate danger of the 
government saying, “OK, we’re going to pull the rug out from under you now.” Just because 
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they don’t want the element in the city. They don’t want to deal with it. It’s easier just to not deal 
with it. That’s just—you know, if we close it down then hopefully by the horde they’ll just move 
out of the city and go somewhere else.  
 
[0:27:21] 
 

But what I don’t think they’ll realize is, again, people like me, I’m not going anywhere. 
People who are going to stay in the city in the parks, on the streets, on the sidewalks, eventually 
moving into certain neighborhoods and so on. You’re not going to get everyone out of the city 
that you don’t want here, so you have to do something for some elements of that population to 
stay. Because they’re not going anywhere. They’re going to fight it, but I think, being in this 
community now, we’re going to fight it, too. We’re going to fight to see something happen. A 
movement is going on. (pause) Not because it’s—well, just because it’s wrong. Just because so 
many are being affected by the city’s nonchalance, the not caring, the promises not being kept. 
It’s gone on too far, it’s gone on too long, and people are getting tired of it. People want to see a 
change. That’s why we’ve been through so many mayors. Every election there’s a new mayor. 
You know why? Because no one’s changing the way we need it to change. So, they—they’re 
moving in the direction that they want to and we’re going to try to keep them on course the way 
they should be. 
 
AFK: What do you think that course is? What is your kind of vision for the future? 
 
[0:29:04] 
 
NF: Well, um, I—I don’t mind the city growing. I don’t mind the townhouses and the condos, I 
mean, my dream is, I want a condo in D.C., even if I have five houses somewhere else, if I ever 
get to that point. But I want a home in D.C. that I can always comes back to even if I move 
somewhere else. I want a home in D.C. This is where I was born, so in some way I want to stay, 
which is why I’m not going anywhere. As a pattern I’m going to keep saying that. But, you 
know, I think, I think a balance can be met. I think there can be a balance and my part is joining 
some of the organizations in the city that are advocated—advocating for housing the 
homelessness, for it to continue, for that to expand and grow and not just the things that the city 
is expanding and growing on. 
 I am actually the campaign manager for Charles Cruz, who is—has been in D.C. General, 
that’s where me met. He’s a homeless man who started advocating and saw where things weren’t 
right, they’re not going right, it’s not—shouldn’t be like this, things should be better set up to 
serve people in our position. Because, again, he like me, if we have a livable wage, we wouldn’t 
be homeless. If we had—could’ve found a job, you know, quicker than we did, we wouldn’t’ve 
lost the places that we did. He was the one I was talking about used to live in Center Square and 
ended up in a shelter. But I’m his campaign manager and that’s something that we’re going to 
concentrate on. That’s one of the things I want to work on, is the programs that can cater to 
people in my position who, like I said, are less vulnerable to homelessness, who, if we had a 
livable wage, I want to target the programs that do or claim to assist in that. Because one of the 
issues that I found with signing with DOAS [Department of Administrative Services] to find a 
job. If I have a resume that says I’ve be a—I’ve worked in a law firm, a lobbying firm, I’ve been 
in legal government or law my whole career, eleven years, why is DOAS sending me jobs to 
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CVS, TJ Maxx? Number one, that income wouldn’t’ve helped me keep the apartment I already 
had. That income is not enough for me to get an apartment in the city. Why are they not sending 
me corporate jobs? Why are they not sending me even a file clerk with a temp service? I don’t 
understand why that’s not better set up for the people who are signed up with them.  
 
[0:32:09] 
 
 So, there are things of that nature, and there are plenty of non-profits in the city that I 
want to take a look at also. And I think that’s how citizens can help bring attention to it. It’s—I 
think the government works the same way as a man: they’re only going to do what you let them 
do. So if you tell them—stay on them about, “No, we need this, not that. No, we need this, not 
that.” Now, you’re not going to get away from them catering to developers. Because let’s face it, 
like I said, every city must grow and if that’s the direction the city feels they need to take, then 
that’s the direction they’re going to take. But, if we let the city know as a whole, as a 
community, come together, different organizations, different non-profits, different communities, 
different schools, different people, period, come together and let the city know that’s not enough 
for the people who live here. It’s not enough. Help us. That’s what you’re charged to do. Help 
us. Then they have to start paying some type of attention to it. They have to get on that ball. 
They have to. Or, I think, at this point, the people of America, period, with corporate America 
going the way it’s going with the government going the way it’s going, if everyone in America 
could just wipe out their whole cabinet, probably some people from the president all the way 
down to the sheriff in some places, if we could just wipe the slate clean and put all new people in 
there, because people are sick and tired. Sick and tired.  

So, I think a fight is coming. I think it’ll be peaceful, I think it’ll be strong, I think it’ll be 
ongoing, I think it’ll be in some cases a knock-out, on some cases it’ll drag on for the whole 
eight rounds. But we’re tired. We’re tired of the mistreatment. We elected these officials. You 
wouldn’t be in office without us. So, why am I sitting here waving my hands for you to pay 
attention? See me. Hear me. And constantly being ignored. It’s not right. It’s not right. We want 
to change it and we’re going to do our best to do that, to change it, to make those changes. So, 
it’s coming, change is coming. And hopefully the next time it comes around it’ll be in our favor, 
the people’s favor. Where I think it should be. 
 
AFK: What is SHARC’s [Shelter, Housing, and Respectful Change] role in this? 
 
[0:35:13] 
 
NF: SHARC is, I think, one of the biggest advocates for housing homelessness that I’ve seen 
almost anywhere. Eric Sheptock himself, I see him everywhere, you know, the meetings I hear 
about and pop up at, he’s already there. Or if I’m talking—just three people in a group, he’s one 
of the people, and if somebody mentions something, “Oh yeah, I already heard about that.” Or, 
there’ve been plenty of times where he’s brought people to Charles’s attention and was like, 
“Oh, you’ve got to meet this person, you know, I think they’d be great for you to work with. 
They’ve been great for us to work with. And you should come to this meeting.” SHARC has 
been adamant about not just the issues at CCNV itself, which is one of the biggest fights that 
they have taken on, but they have been adamant about the fairness for the people, the homeless 
community, the housing issues. They’ve been adamant, which I think is a very healthy way to be. 
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Not—you don’t have to be militant. If it gets to that point, it can be understandable. I understand 
where the Black Panthers came from. I understand where Malcolm X came from. I understand it. 
But adamant, constant, staying on top of it, staying on it, this is what it’s about. That’s what 
SHARC—that’s what I’ve seen of SHARC in the short time that I’ve know of them. That’s what 
they have been adamant about fairness for the homeless community. And I think that’s what it 
takes. I think that’s what it takes. Not being satisfied with status quo. And that’s what SHARC’s 
role in this whole city has been. That’s what I’ve seen, adamant, being (pause) serious about the 
changes that need to be made.  
 
AFK: What do you think is the importance of the homeless and homeless shelters being located 
in downtown D.C.? 
 
[0:37:27] 
 
NF: I think it’s a central, a central location. Um, (pause) I think they should be in all four 
corners, but, like I said, D.C. has the most services, like I said before, of any place I’ve ever 
lived. Which is understandable, it’s the nation’s capital. So, they are all over the city, they are in 
all areas, these services, these locations are in all areas of the city. So to have the homeless 
population be centralized so they can be easier to get to those many different locations of the 
services that are still available for them, I think that’s a very big importance. And you already 
have a place that they can be housed. They’re—it already exists. You don’t have to build 
anything. You gotta fix it up, but it’s already there. Why not just keep it going? Why not just 
keep the place that is standing now to stay for what it is already equipped to do? I—I think it’s 
very important for downtown to have locations for the homeless community because they can—
it’s easier for them to reach out to more places in the city.  

And—and being that so many non-profits and churches and organizations know that a 
homeless community is downtown, on National Volunteer Day I was actually in the park and 
there were multiple trucks that came up and gave away food, I saw shoes, I saw clothes, I saw 
bags of toiletries. And they all came to the park because they knew that’s where the homeless 
community was. So, I think it’s important to keep that element going, you know, keep that going. 
And some of these places were churches in Maryland, non-profits in Virginia. They came that far 
into the city because they knew that’s where the homeless community was. That’s where the 
people that they wanted to serve, they knew where they were. They knew where to go, and that’s 
where they were. Why not keep them there? Why not give them something better in the same 
area so people can continue coming to them and give them more serves, and give them more 
things to help them. I think it’s very important. 
 
AFK: What is it like being homeless in D.C.? 
 
[0:40:21] 
 
NF: Ughh. Um (pause) the first time I was homeless, now granted the first time was more 
because of me rather than the economy, but the first time it was much easier to deal with. The 
first time I had to make changes in me. Rather than my situation. So, it was easier to get 
assistance with the things that I needed. It was easier to deal with the situation, it was easier to 
find help picking up the slack. And it was more of a (pause) it wasn’t a cakewalk, but it was 
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easier to get on my feet. Because so many things were available to me given the situation I was 
in. This time was much harder. Much, much, much harder. Even now, I’m in the Rapid 
Rehousing Program and I’m still not employed and it’s almost two-and-a-half years that I 
haven’t been employed, and even though I have an apartment now, I still feel homeless because 
the services aren’t there. It’s much harder now than it was because, like I said, so many of these 
programs, the money has been cut, the staff isn’t there, they can’t afford to do the things that 
they once did before. And it’s definitely more of a struggle. I never expected my situation to last 
as long as it’s lasted. I never expected it to be as hard as it’s gotten. And I’ve had some pretty 
dire moments there. I think the most readily available service is getting food. But even that 
(pause) because my child is no longer in the home, there are certain places I can’t go anymore to 
receive food. And as much food as I can get from these places, if you give me pancake mix in the 
bag of food that I have, where am I going to get the eggs and the milk to make the pancakes? 
Services don’t give those out. So how do I get the eggs and the milk if I don’t get food stamps, if 
all I have is the places in the city that give food, how do I get enough food to actually make a 
meal? You know, I have to eat the soup and the crackers or the canned beans or the canned meat 
and what if I don’t even have a can opener and I don’t have income.  
 
[0:43:31] 
 

I’m going through situations now where because I can’t get transportation, if I should get 
twenty dollars, do I put a seven-day bus pass on my card? Do I go to the grocery store? Or what? 
What do I do with it? And (pause) yeah, it’s much harder. It’s much, much harder. And it’s 
surprising that it’s as difficult as it is. It’s very surprising. Now, like I said, I don’t have a lot of 
issues—[woman interrupts to ask directions to a room]—I don’t have the same issues as a lot of 
other people may have, childcare problems, educational barriers, things of that nature. But I 
should have had better help getting back on my feet than I’ve had. There should’ve been—you 
know, as great as my case manager is, there’s only so much that she can do. She—my case 
manager has made—found a way for me to make sure I get to my employment specialist every 
week. She has been great in setting that up to help me find a job. But she won’t be able to give 
me transportation to get to an interview. Because her particular—my particular program doesn’t 
do that. Other programs do. Mine doesn’t. So, what good is it? It only stretches but so far. And if 
I get an interview and can’t get there, what good was the employment specialist that she greatly 
set me up with? It—it’s for not, you know. 

So, it shouldn’t be this hard to get the help. I’m not asking for a handout. I’m not asking 
for someone to paint my way. I’m not asking for someone to do anything for me but assist me. 
That’s what I think the services were made for in the first place. But now they’re not equipped to 
do that. And that makes it harder. So you have even more people on the homelessness list just 
because they can’t get the services to take care of what they need to take care of to get out of 
their situation. It’s—it’s bad. It’s bad. Yeah. 
 
AFK: What are the differences that you see in being a homeless wor—a homeless woman versus 
being a homeless man? 
 
[0:46:29] 
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NF: [Clears throat] That was actually surprising. Um (pause) there are more programs set up to 
assist single mothers than single fathers. I’ve known one father go to some of the places he was 
referred to to look for employment and was told, “Because you’re not a felon, we can’t assist 
you.” That’s great for felons, that there is somewhere—multiple places for them to go to find 
employment. That’s wonderful. But he had to be a felon to get assistance because he’s a man. In 
other cases, there are many programs in the city, transitional housing, different work programs, 
that have helped many of the young mothers that I know of, but they wouldn’t take on the single 
fathers that I’ve known. Because they’re fathers, the mothers aren’t there. They’re the ones 
providing for—why? Why is that? Childcare has been harder for them than for women. Why? 
Why is that? And—and you know, it’s interesting that on the flipside, you know they’re saying 
we’re out of the recession and jobs are hiring, but I believe the percentage is four percent that 
men are getting hired faster than women. (pause) It’s a man’s world. But, if you’re homeless, you 
need to be working, we shouldn’t be helping you.  

It’s—that’s the picture that I’ve seen. That’s what I’ve seen. And that’s so unfair. Men 
have gotten hit by this economy and recession just as much as women. Why aren’t these services 
set up to help them? And if you claim your program is to help families and the head of the 
household happens to be a man, why shouldn’t he get the same assistance that a woman is 
getting? Why is he not in the same transitional program that is taking women? If you’re giving 
them an apartment, it’s not a dormitory-style, so you’re not worried about them congregating in 
the same area, why can’t he get a one-bedroom for him and his daughter? Why can’t he and his 
newborn, six-year—six-month-old child have the one-bedroom apartment? You’d rather a 
woman be in there. That’s ridiculous. That’s ridiculous.  
 
[0:49:25] 
 

And these are men who, you know, you’re always going to have that one—that element, 
they don’t want to work for anything, that want everything handed to them. I don’t want to do 
any—I don’t want to go look for a job, I want enough checks coming in where I can sit here and 
just receive. You definitely do have that element, it exists. But you also have a different element 
that just wants help. Give me a little leeway, give me some leg room, give me something to help 
me get out of this situation. And I haven’t seen it for fathers. And it—you know, I was telling 
someone else about it and they were surprised by that. Why wouldn’t the same programs assist 
fathers? I don’t know. But I think it’s another change that needs to come about, also. 
 
AFK: What are some of the stereotypes that you’ve, um, had to combat being homeless and been 
receiving help from agencies? 
 
NF: Um, one of the biggest is the programs that say, “We can help you find a job” or something 
to that nature. Well, these programs, you know, they help with interviewing skills, résumé 
writing, dress-for-success, things of that nature. I’ve been in corporate America for eleven years, 
this is not where I’m lacking. That’s not what I need. So, when I come in, you know, and I can 
already write a résumé, and during a mock interview I do wonderful, you know, that type of 
thing. It’s, “Why are you here?” “Oh, because your program said you could help me find a job.” 
But I have to go through the steps of the things I already know how to do in order for you to help 
me.  
 



 15 

[0:51:37] 
 
 I have seen many people—I don’t have a problem talking about my situation. I don’t 
have a problem letting it be known. I—I believe in networking, so if you don’t know what I’m 
trying to do, how do I know you can help me? How do you know you can’t help me? So, I don’t 
have a problem telling people that I’m homeless or I’m jobless or whatever the case may be. So, 
when I’m in a suit, you know, I’m dressed more for corporate America than anything and I say, 
“Oh, I live in the shelter.” “Wow! Really? You don’t look like you live in a shelter.” “Yeah, I 
don’t have a shopping cart, it’s not filled to capacity.” I—actually, out of the people I know who 
live in a shelter I don’t know anyone who has a shopping cart. Maybe a stroller. I have seen, um, 
I think those are the most common for me. But another one is going into (pause) it’s happened, 
going to the Virginia Williams Center [the Virginia Williams Family Resource Center in D.C.], 
it’s happened going to the DHS [Department of Human Services], it’s happened going to 
recertify for food stamps, it’s happened at some—a few other places I’ve been to receive 
services: “If you’re here, then that means you don’t want to work for what you need to work 
for.” So, I’m not listened to, I’m dismissed and, you know, then I have to say, “Wait a minute. 
Let me sit you down and explain to you intelligently that you’re not going to treat me like that.” 
That’s when the surprise, “Oh, I’m so sorry.” You should’ve been sorry enough not to treat 
someone like that to begin with.  
 
[0:53:30] 
 

No one person has a look. Types don’t have a look—one look. There is no type that has 
one look. Even—I know nerds who are gorgeous, types don’t have one look. You cannot 
generalize people like that and treat them any kind of way. And I’ve seen that in, like I said, the 
many places that offer services to people. If you’re here to receive the service, then you’re less-
than, you’re sorry, or that must mean you don’t have an education, or that must mean you have 
fifteen kids. I’ve gotten all of that before. And—and (pause) the way it was brought or it may not 
have been expressed orally in derogatory terms or necessarily in a finger-waving—you know, 
wagging in my face like [mimics finger-wagging]. But, to generalize is wrong. To do that to 
someone because if I am used to working, I’m used to having a job, I’m used to taking care of 
myself, my family myself, and now I have to come to get services for everything I need. That 
puts you in a place of feeling less-than already. You’re not, but it’s hard to not feel that 
insecurity.  
 
[0:55:09] 
 

I’ve known lawyers who couldn’t get a job when the recession first hit and went into 
depression mode. Had the education, had the track record of being a good attorney, but it’s a 
blow to the ego. It’s definitely—I don’t need you making me feel worse because I’m coming to 
you for help. That’s what your job is! If I go into McDonald’s, I don’t expect them to serve me 
pizza. That’s their job, to give me McNuggets and—and a McFlurry, that’s your job. So, if 
you’re here to give people services, why are you downing them? Why are you treating them less-
than? You’re here to help, that’s your capacity, that’s—it’s in the job title! Why are you treating 
people like that? And—and I think that one has angered me, that one has made me write a letter 
to a supervisor—I’m a letter-writer. Yeah, I don’t—I’m not going to get loud and violent orally 
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and want to fight—I want to fight, but that’s not my nature, to make a scene, to make a fuss. I’m 
going to hit you. Legally. Properly. Corporately, you know, I’m going to go to your boss, your 
supervisor or something to that—that nature. But that’s—that’s always been my feeling about 
that, that we’re here to receive services. And it’s your job to get us those services. Why are you 
treating people like a piece of crap because they’re (pause) so wrong. And I think those are the 
biggest stereotypes I’ve seen as far as—as homelessness is concerned. 
 
AFK: What would you tell a group of homeless people, um, about the importance of being an 
advocate for yourself and for other homeless people? 
 
[0:57:26] 
 
NF: Well, I have a perfect example for that. The Rapid Rehousing Program was brought about, 
and it’s thought to be a save-all for all homelessness. It’s (pause) a subsidy-type program where 
your rent is based on your income for four months, after four months—that your first month’s 
rent, security deposit, they give you furniture, four months your rent is subsidized and you only 
pay thirty percent of the subsidy. Excellent program, excellent idea. But for a mother working 
while—has three kids, or a mother who is in school with three kids, she’s going to nursing 
school, she’s got another year to go, she has a high school diploma, no degree. Nursing is a great 
career, she’s got a year to go, but only four months in this program. (Pause) So, does she quit 
school? Go get a job? Where’s she going to work? McDonald’s? She’s—she has three kids. 
McDonalds is not going to cover the rent four months. Doesn’t work. For a single person who is 
homeless, no kids, able to work, that program can work. It can definitely work for a single 
homeless person. It’s not built for families.  

And I think when this program was thought of, it was like, “This is great! This is perfect. 
This is exactly what we need to solve this issue in this city.” But that’s because people didn’t 
let—come down to the hearings and let them know, “Look, this is my situation. This is what I 
went through, this is what didn’t work, this is what I would want to see more of, this is what we 
need less of. This is what you not being in the situation, maybe have never been in the situation, 
do not understand.” I think some of the things that are thought of are thought of by people who 
have never been in the situation.  
 
[0:59:46] 
 

I remember speaking to a case manager and she was talking about a training she had gone 
to for a new program. And basically the program wanted the case managers to do everything: 
take the client where they needed to go regardless of doctors appointment, training. But I’m a 
case manager, I have a hundred clients, how am I going to do that? And you’re not giving me 
gas. But this person sat down and thought that this would be a great idea for case managers to 
follow, because they’ve never been a case manager. Or they’ve never been in a situation where 
they even needed a case manager. You have these ideas that are thought of by people who’ve 
never been in the situation or never known anyone in the situation. So if we don’t go down to let 
our government know what it’s like being in this situation, what we need to get out of this 
situation, what services are important to us so we survive the situation, then they’re going to 
continue thinking up things that they think are great that don’t work for everyone.  
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[1:01:10] 
 

And (pause) no one thing works for everyone. I think you need variety, which is another 
reason why whether you’re a homeless man who’s been on the streets for twelve years or a 
mother of two five-year-olds who lost your job and can’t seem to find another one, is divorced, 
you know, everyone in between, everyone go to the budget hearings, go to the meetings that they 
have downtown, go let them know what’s working, what’s not working, what you don’t want to 
see happen, what shouldn’t happen, what needs to ha—they need to hear from the people that 
they’re serving. Because once they get voted and get into office, they don’t have time. So you go 
to their job, go to the budget hearings, go to hearings, they’re public hearings, most of them are 
public. There’s at least one public hearing for every organization, every council in D.C. 
government. GO. Talk. Spill the beans. Don’t be ashamed of your situation. If you want it to 
change, they have to know how they can change it. They have to know what’s not going to work 
for the people who live here.  

So I think it’s extremely important that they hear from the homeless community or the 
impoverished community in the least because they have no idea what we go through. They have 
no idea what it takes to get out of this situation. They have no idea how it hurts us when they cut 
these programs or cut the money to these programs. Or say we don’t need this anymore or, you 
know, we’re going to put all these eggs into this basket instead of having, you know, spreading 
them—what good is the Easter egg hunt if all the eggs are in the middle of the yard in a basket? 
Hide them. Spread them around. I think it’s very important for the community to go down and let 
their voices be heard. (Pause) You’re—you can think your vote itself doesn’t count all you want, 
but your voice does. Definitely does.  
 
[1:03:35] 
 
AFK: Well, those are all of my questions. Is there a question that you wished I had asked you?  
 
NF: No. I think you did very well. 
 
AFK: OK. Well, thank you. 
 
NF: No problem. Thank you. 
 
[1:03:48 – End] 


