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Thank you for taking the time to read our book, “30 
Women, 30 Stories.” The personal accounts contained 
throughout these pages portray transformations 
that most people would find impossible to accom-
plish. It is surprising that these women survived 
the lives they lived before coming to Marian House. 
I certainly know that what did not kill them, most 
likely would have killed me. I am thankful to these 
30 women who, because of their strength and per-
severance, are now able and willing to share their 
stories of triumph. My hope is that everyone who 
takes the time to read through these pages becomes 
a more compassionate individual with a stronger 
belief in the capacity for change by those who con-
sciously strive to accomplish it.

When hired as the Executive Director of Marian 
House in 2007, I feared that the position would not 
be the right fit for me, as it would not involve direct 
client service to the same extent as my previous pro-
fessional roles. What I had not considered was that 
I would be working in the same building where our 
women lived. We would share the halls, the phone 
lines, the coffee pot, holiday celebrations—and I 
would have the opportunity to hear their stories and 
interact with them daily. 

5 years later, I can say unequivocally that my time 
at Marian House has been a true blessing. There is 
nothing more fulfilling than helping someone to 
become aware of the beauty they possess and the 
light that is contained inside of them. The light is 
just waiting to shine out . . . and once a person be-
comes aware of its existence, the light within them 
becomes a beacon of hope pouring out onto those 
around them. This light shines bright at Marian 
House, causing people to stop and be in awe of the 
many successes our women experience. 

Fearful, excited, and hopeful, women come to 
Marian House with many anxieties, as I did when 

Marian House residents Gwen, Linda, Nakeiya, 
and Robin created this quilt in honor of the 
organization’s 30th anniversary. It is inspired in 
part by Marian House’s Value Statement, which 
reads: “Marian House values the innate dignity of 
each human being. Within a culture of respect and 
understanding of the human condition, the values 
of patience, trust, honesty, and integrity direct 
all our interactions and endeavors.” Thank you to 
artist Faustine Davis for leading the quilt-making 
project.

“The women Marian House serves 

are some of the strongest women 

I have ever had the privilege to 

meet. This book gives them a 

platform upon which to display 

that strength to the world.”

Katie Allston

Foreword



I first arrived. Once through the doors, for most 
these anxieties naturally melt away. As you will 
read throughout this book, Marian House is, first 
and foremost, a home. A place of safety, caring, and 
kindness, where the simplest things like a friendly 
greeting and the use of a person’s name resonate 
deeper than most people can imagine. These simple 
courtesies, the ones so many of us take for granted 
each day, transcend the fear the women feel and be-
gin to heal their pain. To our women, such an inter-
action says, “someone truly cares about me, and not 
because they want something in return.” For many 
of the women we nurture, no one has ever cared for 
them the way they are cared for in this special house. 

After a decade working in human services, I 
thought I had heard every sad story. I did not think 
anything I could ever hear again would shock me. 
Then, I started to learn about the women Marian 
House serves. As the Marian House logo depicts, 
our women are breaking free of their confines. Their 
restraints may be poverty, addiction, homelessness, 
mental illness, the stigma of incarceration, or memo-
ries of trauma and neglect, or, as in most cases, 
they may suffer from a combination of these pains 
and labels. They are breaking free from whatever is 
holding them in their past. Undoubtedly, you will 
find the accounts of the women’s lives in this book 
gripping, and their struggles will pull on your heart-
strings. If you find yourself more aware and sensi-
tive to the obstacles they and many others face and 
become a believer in the ability to overcome adversi-
ties, then our mission in producing this book will be 
accomplished.

To be a part of any portion of the Marian House 
story is a privilege and an honor. But the Marian 
House story is not mine to tell. It is Carol’s, Sharon’s, 
Evania’s . . . I hope you find that this book and the 
stories it contains capture the beauty, depth, and 

warmth of these women. To think that once they did 
not know they possessed these qualities . . . but lived 
a life of pain, shame, and regret . . . will never cease to 
amaze me . . . and I hope now, you. 

Katie Allston, LCSW-C
Executive Director, Marian House 
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Katie Allston in Marian House’s courtyard.



30 Women, 30 Stories, created on the occasion of 
Marian House’s 30th anniversary, not only cel-
ebrates the incredible journeys of women served by 
the organization over the past three decades, but 
also functions as a primer on the correlated issues of 
addiction, mental illness, trauma, homelessness, and 
incarceration. 

Too often, these concerns are regarded in isolation 
from one another, without due sensitivity to their 
interrelated qualities. As the women’s stories make 
clear, one ailment is rarely separate from another: a 
childhood trauma sets off a depression, this leads to 
substance abuse and addiction, which in turn leads 
to homelessness and incarceration—a composite of 
challenges that can seem overwhelming.

But these stories prove hope is possible, and 
transformation and recovery real. It is never easy, 
and as observed by Marian House’s Executive Direc-
tor Katie Allston in her Foreword, is often awe-in-
spiring. Contrary to commonly held views on those 
suffering from the disease of addiction and other 
difficulties, the women in this book should not be 
seen as profligates but rather as heroes.

Their courage is evident in their stories, and also 
in their willingness to share their agonizing experi-
ences with the public. 

The project began in early 2011, when Marian 
House alumnae were invited to participate. The 
30 women who responded were asked to submit 
themselves to recorded interviews, take part in 
photography sessions, and grant permission for 
Marian House to use their interviews and images for 
publication in various formats. They all agreed.

30 Women, 30 Stories is a book, but also a project 
that includes a traveling exhibition of Marshall 
Clarke’s beautiful portrait photographs, and a DVD 
addressing the five target issues of this project 
(the disease of addiction, mental illness, trauma, 

Painting by Rhonda, a current resident at Marian 
House, inspired by 30 Women, 30 Stories.

“The experiences shared in this 

book are as inspiring as they are 

informative.”

Peter Bruun

Introduction



homelessness, and incarceration). Each project 
component is intended to be informative, serving as 
a jumping-off point for dialogue and sharing of per-
spectives. Our goal is to get people to understand 
the issues, and talk about them.

Through this book and the related audio stories, 
exhibition, and DVD, we seek to reach several audi-
ences, including policymakers who have it in their 
power to create laws to help women such as those 
who come to Marian House. We also want experts, 
advocates, and practitioners to use 30 Women, 30 
Stories to carry out their own public education and 
advocacy campaigns. As for women and men whose 
lives echo those of the women in this book, they 
too can take courage and find hope from others who 
have been in their situation. Finally, we trust anyone 
who reads this book, listens to the audio stories, or 
attends an exhibition will be inspired to believe posi-
tive change in people is genuinely possible.

Though organized by issue, the book’s categoriza-
tions are necessarily loose; as noted above, the vari-
ous ailments are intertwined. This complex interplay 
becomes abundantly clear when reading each narra-
tive, thus making our groupings somewhat arbitrary. 
However, our goal is to allow each subject a moment 
to rise to the surface as the primary object of con-
sideration. In this way, each focus area is not unlike 
a musician in a tight jazz group, taking its turn as 
soloist while the others continue to play. 

While the analogy to upbeat music may not be 
quite fitting to describe afflictions as devastating 
as addiction or trauma, it is apt when considering 
treatment. As one woman’s trajectory of recovery 
after another makes clear, it is never just one thing 
that makes a difference: not sobriety alone, nor hav-
ing a safe home, nor psychological counseling or ap-
propriate medication. The Marian House approach is 
that of a team, in which a community of support and 

range of protocols are brought in to play. In its way, 
it is music-making, and the song it sings is the magic 
it works on women’s lives. 

As more than one woman noted in her interview, 
we need more Marian Houses.

Peter Bruun
Project Director, 30 Women, 30 Stories

Concurrently with the release of this book, the Marian House 
website features audio stories—edited excerpts from the 
women’s interviews. When scanned on your mobile device, 
the barcode here will take you directly to the audio stories. 
We encourage you to look and listen all at the same time.
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Despite a preponderance of evidence, years of re-
search, and formal declarations by medical authori-
ties that addiction is a chronic disease, those suffer-
ing from addiction are still widely considered to be 
somehow unfit, deserving whatever ill comes their 
way. The narratives contained in this section suggest 
otherwise.

As with cancer and depression before it, addiction 
remains something of a taboo affliction. Those af-
fected by it are often treated as pariahs. As stated in 
a 2011 article that appeared in Counselor magazine, 

“Addiction as a disease classification has suffered al-
most as much as our patients with the disease have 
over the years.”1 One need look no further than the 
ill-conceived “Just Say No” public health campaign of 
the 1980s and early 1990s for evidence of faulty un-
derstanding of the nature of addiction. The phrase 
itself implies that drug use is simply and exclusively 
a matter of choice; by inference, those who do not 

“just say no” are weak or morally deficient. 
When the founders of Marian House wrote grant 

requests seeking support to establish the organiza-
tion in the late 1970s, no mention was made of their 
intention to address problems of substance abuse or 
addiction. Those to be helped are called “ex-offenders” 
or “homeless women,” and services to be offered are 
described as “safe housing after release,” “social ser-
vices,” or “job counseling, training and sustained en-
couragement.” This omission may not be significant 
(addiction was perhaps less prevalent or recognized 
a condition for those first served by Marian House), 
but one may infer the possibility of guardedness, 
given society’s attitude toward this widely misunder-
stood chronic disease. 

Paradoxically, drug use today is both at the 
heart of and peripheral to what ails women whose 
journeys are shared throughout this book. In story 
after story, using drugs or addiction is described 
as the problem: “It was daily drug use, and it was a 

“Addiction, like other chronic 

diseases, is a primary disease 

which can be progressive and 

relapsing. It is characterized by a 

loss of control, with compulsive 

and continued use despite 

negative consequences. Treatment 

programs need to stop having 

patients ‘successfully complete 

treatment.’  We do not state that 

patients with hypertension or 

asthma ‘successfully completed 

treatment.’ ” 

Thomas Cargiulo, Director of the 

Maryland Alcohol and Drug Abuse 

Administration

Addiction

Honesty by Gwen; detail of quilt created by 
Marian House residents.
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life of despair” (Audrey Fisher); “I was a drug addict” 
(Chrystal Wesby); “Drug addiction is such a powerful 
thing” (Denise Matthews); “My addiction life was 
hell” (Gail Chapman-Robinson); “In active addiction, 
my life was just a mess” (Rita Chapman). And while 
the impact of substance abuse and addiction is real, 
it also tends to mask underlying problems—the very 
problems the founders of Marian House set out to 
confront.

Though perhaps savvy of the founders to down-
play substance abuse as an issue to be addressed, it 
was not a false position to take. Indeed, substance 
abuse and the problems of active addiction are 
almost always a symptom of other issues demand-
ing attention: the negative effects of trauma; the 
increased risk of drug use resulting from mental 
illness; the life complications resulting from incar-
ceration or homelessness. The founders did not skirt 
around a primary issue; rather, they went straight to 
the complex core.

In this first section of 30 Women, 30 Stories, we 
share the experiences of eight women who suffer 
from the disease of addiction. Their narratives defy 
misconceptions about addiction—the notion that 
only deficient people succumb to the disease; over-
coming addiction is simply a matter of abstinence; 
addicted people cannot be helped and should never 
be trusted. When Rita Chapman claims “you can 
equate” her and her sister Gail to “the Kennedys 
because all of them are in public service too,” she is 
being sincere. Their stories point out the prospect 
not only of recovery and redemption for anyone who 
suffers from addiction, but also of those in recovery 
becoming inspirations and role models for the rest 
of us. 

1. “Addiction: The New Definition”; by Stuart Gitlow, Coun-
selor Magazine; October 5, 2011 

Greg Warren is President and CEO of Baltimore Substance Abuse Systems (bSAS), 
an organization seeking to ensure that Baltimore residents receive comprehensive, high-
quality services proven to prevent and reduce substance abuse. Mr. Warren shares the 
following thoughts:

On what people should know about addiction: “Our public health system has largely been 
blind to the pain and suffering felt by individuals with addiction. As with other chronic dis-
eases like diabetes and high blood pressure, addiction recovery needs a lifetime of commit-
ment and support. Addiction can’t be solved by attending a 28-day program or outpatient 
services alone.”

On Baltimore City and the recovery community: “Baltimore City should be known for the 
thousands of individuals who have become resilient and healthy. Thinking that our city 
can be characterized by shows like ‘Homicide’ and ‘The Wire’ does a disservice to recovery 
individuals. It is my belief that there are many more individuals in recovery then those in 
active addiction.”

On what we can do: “We are a country and a city that prides itself on the hope of opportu-
nity and second chances. We love to hear stories when the underdog has surpassed all odds 
and succeeded. We need to reach out to those suffering in active addiction and let them 
know that treatment works, recovery is possible, and a hopeful future is possible.”



“Being able to walk into the 

person that I know I can be, 

that’s an accomplishment. 

Because being in active 

addiction is like a prison.”



Gail has survived much, including the loss of  
one son with whom she reconciled shortly before 
he died, and a dramatic awakening to the need  
of becoming clean and sober for herself. Visit 
www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear more.

First time at Marian House: February 3, 1988–
April 12, 1988
Second time at Marian House: September 26, 
1995–May 18, 1996

“I think I started using because of peer pressure. 
My mother didn’t drink or anything; it wasn’t 
in our home. Everyone else around me was do-
ing it, and it looked like fun. You start using at 
an early age, and your development stops.

“I was an IV drug user—I used heroin and 
cocaine . . . My addiction life was hell. I didn’t 
have a stable place to live, my son was with my 
family, and I was just using drugs.

“As my addiction progressed, I stopped work-
ing altogether . . . I just used drugs. My family 
tried to intervene. The first time I came to Mar-
ian House it was, ‘You need to do something 
with yourself, you can do better than this, your 
son needs you.’ This was my family talking to 
me. When I left Marian House the first time I 
continued to use drugs.

“One day I put the drugs in me, I didn’t feel 
them, and that day was the first day in many 
years that I really looked at myself. I asked God 
to help me. So I went to get some help . . . The 
first time I went to Marian House it was for 

everybody else, and the second time was my 
decision.

“So I ended up going to Mercy Hospital’s 
detox. I stayed there for 28 days. I called Marian 
House, and they knew me there, and that’s how 
I came back to Marian House for the second 
time.

“I would go to Narcotics Anonymous meetings 
every day—I got a sponsor, I got a home group. 
I began to volunteer at a housing program where 
I would do intakes for people that were HIV 
positive that were looking for housing.

“After eight months, I left Marian House. My 
son came back to live with me, and I went to 
school. Everyone had helped me so much, and I 
just wanted to help other people . . .

“I got my Masters in addiction counseling in 
2003 . . . I became lead counselor at my job. Right 
now I manage an outpatient adult and adoles-
cent substance abuse program where I’ve got a 
staff of 10 people. I’m living better than I have 
before in my whole life. Drug addition is an ugly 
thing, and I’m just so grateful that I don’t live 
that way anymore.

“I celebrated 16 years of recovery yesterday.” 

Gail Chapman-Robinson 

Gail plays with her 3-year old dog, Narnay, in her 
home. Of her sobriety, she says, “Now I am free to 
be me.”
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“Marian House was a stable 

house . . . It’s just a real good 

place for people that need 

help and that’s what they do 

here.” 



Rita and Gail Chapman-Robinson are sisters. 
Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear them 
talk about their relationship and the importance 
of looking out for each other as family.

Start Date Marian House: December 8, 1997
End Date Marian House: November 24, 2000

“I came into Marian House because of my sister 
[Gail Chapman-Robinson]. I went into the same 
28-day program.

“The first time I smoked cocaine, I was like, 
‘Gosh, this is good’ . . . What I did had nothing 
to do with my sister, it was just something that 
people around you did. By the time it became a 
problem it was too late.

“In active addiction, my life was just a mess  
. . . I just lived day to day. It wasn’t a good life 
before Marian House, before treatment.

“When my sister was in active addiction, 
her son was with her boyfriend’s sister; that’s 
how I came to get him. He came to live with 
me, and I used with him. As a family, we made 
a decision that we weren’t going to leave him 
with Gail . . . but then he was in it over at my 
house too.

“And I went into treatment. There are some 
things about who I am and why I did what I did 
that are still to this day kind of fuzzy.

“I was going to be put out of my home and 

that was the only reason I went into treatment. 
I was like, ‘I can’t get the rent,’ so the last night 
we got high and everything because I was going 
to be put out the next day. And that’s why I 
surrendered. In the rooms of Narcotics Anony-
mous, they say it doesn’t matter why you come 
here as long as you come.

“I look at myself as a person who tries to do 
the right thing, and I don’t always succeed. But 
I like to say, ‘Let’s do it the way they say to do it; 
let’s stay on the path.’

“At Marian House, I had an opportunity to 
get into a housing program. I lived in a house 
for 2 years, and after I had the opportunity to 
purchase the house. That was a huge step for 
me. That was always a dream for me—to have 
a house. 

“Then I followed my sister Gail . . . I became a 
counselor in 2006. In 2008, I got my Masters.

“Our mother died in 2009: all of her children 
are public servants. We all work for the State—
so you can equate us to the Kennedys because 
all of them are public servants too.”

Rita Chapman

Rita works for the Maryland State Department of 
Education Division of Rehabilitation Services as a 
Vocational Rehabilitation Technical Specialist. She 
has won many awards and displays them proudly 
in her office. 
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“I knew that God didn’t 

create me to be living in 

the street doing all kinds of 

crazy, degrading things.”



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Denise talk about deciding to apply to Marian 
House, and her feelings once she had become a 
resident in the program.

Start Date Marian House: July 15, 2002
End Date Marian House: April 17, 2003

“I started using at a very young age. For most 
of my teenage years, I lived with my father. He 
was a good provider and he was a wonderful 
person, but a lot of things I would have learned 
from my mother, she just wasn’t there to teach 
me. So I kind of went towards the streets.

“Drug addiction is such a powerful thing. I 
wouldn’t wish it on anybody. I had never lived 
in my adult life without using drugs. What 
drugs do for you is help you to not deal with 
reality. I never wanted to feel any feelings . . . I 
didn’t want to feel anything but happy. If I 
didn’t feel happy, I always wanted to change the 
way I felt. So that’s why I used.

“Marian House was exactly what I needed. It 
was a big decision for me to leave home and 
leave the kids, but that’s what I needed to do 
to get myself together to be able to take care 
of them.

“I knew I needed structure in my life. Every-
thing was structured at Marian House. We had 
a chore that we had to do twice a week, and 

laundry was once a week, and we had to cook 
and eat dinner at 6 pm every day—cooking 
for all those women in the house, cooking for 
my four children would be no problem. Almost 
everything that I’ve learned about living, I have 
learned from the Marian House.

“As soon as I started to get all of the drugs out 
of my system, my head started to clear up and I 
wanted to go to school; I got my GED. In 2008, I 
was back in school for my prerequisites so I can 
do nursing. I say I’ll be in school another 3 years.

“I went to court to get the kids. I presented 
all the stuff from Marian House and the drug 
treatment program I was in and that I had a 
house for them to move into. The judge gave 
them back to me. Once we all were together, we 
were well on our way. They say that recovery is 
for the whole family. I am just so glad that they 
were so young when I decided to get it together.”

Denise Matthews

Marian House residents enjoying a light moment 
while working in the kitchen; chores, work  
assignments, and structured days are all part of 
the recovery process at Marian House—some-
thing Denise puts in practice today as an employee 
of an elder care company.
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Chrystal feared she had acquired AIDS during her 
addiction. Hear her share her experience with 
getting tested and other stories from her life at 
www.marianhouse.org/stories.

Start Date Marian House: May 9, 1994
End Date Marian House: June 1, 1997

“Before I got to the Marian House I can’t ever 
remember not using drugs. At the age of 33 I 
started using them intravenously. By the time I 
was 35, I was pregnant with my second child and 
my oldest child was then 17. My son was born 
addicted to heroin, and he went through with-
drawals and even then I didn’t stop. I was home-
less, hopeless, and helpless . . . living in people’s 
basements with rats in them. I would leave my 
son by himself while I would go out copping, 
and come back and he would be on the floor 
screaming where he had fallen out of the bed.

“I don’t want anybody to think that I woke 
up one day and I was in recovery. This was a 
process. A process is slow—it does not come 
overnight. It takes time, and it takes a lot of 
work, and that’s what I did. I worked.

“I cried for the first 6 months after being 
clean. I cried and cried and cried, and I was at 
a meeting and this guy asked me, ‘Do you find 
yourself crying all the time?’ He said, ‘Because 
you have done drugs for so long—it was your 

best friend, now you can’t do them anymore, 
and you miss it because that’s all you know and 
now it is gone.’ I’ll never forget, he went out the 
next day and used and overdosed.

“The program at Marian House I would rec-
ommend to anyone because if you want it, you 
can definitely get it there. I was sitting down-
stairs looking at TV one day and Father Sam 
came in and said, ‘Hey what’s going on?’ I said, 
‘Nothing,’ and he said, ‘Well it should be because 
recovery is hard work.’ I got right up and went 
to meeting. And for my first 5 years that’s all I 
did—I went to meetings.

“You could not have told me in a million years 
that I would be the person that I am today. I 
love who I am . . . I am so good to me, but more 
importantly I am good to others. I have not 
forgotten the pain of active addiction; it is still 
just as fresh as it was yesterday.”

Chrystal Wesby

The Walter E. Washington Convention Center, 
where Chrystal now works as the Manager of the 
Meeting Services Department. “I am responsible 
for all the room setups, ballroom setups, and 
exhibit halls setups.”
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“I don’t want to minimize the 

fact that I was a drug addict: 

I was a drug addict. I was 

so low that I would look up 

and the curb looked like a 

skyscraper—that’s how low 

I was.”
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“Today, I can make clean 

choices, because I’m in my 

right state of mind . . . When 

you’re doing right, God’s 

just everywhere letting you 

shine.” 



Elizabeth both resisted and appreciated the 
structure offered by Marian House when she was 
a resident. Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories 
to hear her talk about her interactions with the 
staff, as well as her achieving an education.

Start Date Marian House: October 8, 2007
End Date Marian House: October 2, 2008

“When I first got arrested, I knew I was sick and 
tired. Have you ever heard of God putting you 
in exile? That’s what he done to me. And I had 
my chance to tell God how I felt and what I 
wanted out of life, and he started shifting and 
shaping me . . . I’ve been hurt and abused, and I 
said, ‘Never again.’ I was incarcerated, and I said, 
‘Never again’ . . . 

“I had a parole hearing. I told the commis-
sioner, ‘I’m not a bad person, I just have a prob-
lem and that’s my only problem. Other than 
that I’m not a bad person.’ I spoke to him, and I 
told him how I felt and what I needed. I ex-
plained, ‘I’ve never been in any type of program, 
and I would like some programs to help me get 
past all this.’ And he said, ‘I’m gonna put some 
things in motion for you.’

“Before I came to the Marian House, I never 
had a program in my life. When I came in the 
program, I was missing some stuff—missing me. 
Even though I used drugs and stuff like that for 
a long time, I had good in me that I had lost.

“Marian House helped me put it back in place. 

They didn’t judge me, they just helped me. I 
really think it’s a wonderful program because 
they really helped me set some goals that really 
weren’t in place. Now it’s back in place. I got a 
chance to get back with some positive people to 
show me some stuff to stay positive, instead of 
being ashamed.

“Ain’t it something when someone can see 
more in you than you see in yourself? Marian 
House taught me how to love myself—and I 
learned how to love myself . . . I had to learn how 
to love myself, and it worked.”

Elizabeth Smith

Elizabeth works as a Weekend and Overnight 
Supervisor at Marian House and also is in pursuit 
of her GED. She is shown here in the study room 
at Marian House.
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Start Date Marian House: July 21, 2005
End Date Marian House: January 15, 2007

“At age 21 my life had just become so over-
whelming to me. I just wanted to escape. I 
couldn’t take it anymore. I can remember when 
I first tried heroin, it was like I had instantly 
fallen in love. It gave me this feeling of eupho-
ria—that pretty much nothing even mattered 
because I had found a new best friend. From 
that point on it was downhill.

“My life was a wreck—just a total wreck. It 
was just daily drug use, and it was a life of de-
spair.  I felt like I lived in a black hole. My whole 
life was consumed with drugs. It was almost as 
though nothing else existed.

“It took a long time for me to actually go to 
jail. I think that was the turning point for me 
because, even though I was on drugs, jail was 
just utterly disgusting to me. That was my rock 
bottom. It took probably a few months after I 
had gotten out until I actually decided that I 
was going to go into treatment. The thing with 
me was I went into treatment a lot of different 
times, and then would go back home and do 

the same thing all over again. This time I knew 
that I had to do something different. I went to 
a 28-day treatment center. While there, I went 
into my counselor’s office and told her I didn’t 
want to go home—I wanted to go to the Mar-
ian House.

“I was not the ideal client. I broke, I think, 
just about every rule that Marian House had 
ever created. I was always testing the waters, 
always trying to see what I could get away with. 
I was given an angel as a counselor . . . I can 
remember when I first met her I said to myself, 
‘She is going to be a pushover.’  She was any-
thing but a pushover. I truly believe if it wasn’t 
for her, I would not have made it to this point. 
She saw through all the masks that I wore every 
day, and she would gradually tear the mask off 
for me.

“When I first got to Marian house, I was not 
a very nice person. I can say that I actually like 
me now. And I can also say that it’s all due to 
the Marian House because they taught me how 
to live in a normal way.”

Audrey Fisher

Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear  
Audrey talk about regaining a relationship with 
her daughter and grandchildren, learning to live  
a structured life, and her struggle with and ulti-
mate appreciation for Marian House staff. 

There is a spot in Audrey’s stairwell that she calls 
“Sister Mel Lane”—Sister Mel, a staff member at 
Marian House, gave her the artwork that hangs 
on the wall. Audrey says, “Sister Mel always saw 
more in me than I saw in myself. She really made 
an impact on my life.”
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“Marian House provided 

me with everything that I 

needed to start a new life. 

All of the staff members 

were instrumental—It was 

almost like a chess game 

where everybody had their 

position.”
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Donna recognized she needed to entirely re- 
make herself in the process of recovery. Visit 
www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear her talk 
about her journey from alcoholism to sober  
homeowner, professional, and family member, 
and the gratitude she feels for Marian House.

Start Date Marian House: August 5, 2002
End Date Marian House: May 29, 2004

“In high school, we used to drink. It was just 
something we did. I was still top in my class in 
high school. It started off recreationally. It went 
from that to going to college to the grain alco-
hol parties . . . It escalated when I got older. I got 
pregnant, and it was no fairy tale no more. 

“Before I got to Marian House I was at a 28-
day treatment program. I was there for alcohol 
abuse. I needed to be detoxed, and I needed to 
find a new way of life. I knew that after I left I 
still needed further treatment. 

“You learn in treatment you have to change 
people, places, and things. I had been in treat-
ment before but because I didn’t know about 
where else to go I wound up going back home. 
And soon after being home I was back to drink-
ing again because of the environment I was in. 

“You might do the 7-day detox, or 28 days, 
and then the supports are gone  . . . You could go 
to a transitional house, but that requires you 
pay money—who has money coming straight 
out of treatment? Who has money when you 

don’t have a GED? The problem is not having 
enough programs like Marian House.

“When I got to Marian House it was just like 
I thought it would be and better. I got to move 
into a small room, and after so many months 
you get the big room. And then after you do 
that, then you’re on your way to the next level 
to Marian House II.

“I liked that when I was at Marian House 
they worked on things. Things like dental work, 
eyeglasses they helped with, clothing . . . They 
helped you out with a bus pass. I had to be 
accountable for where I was going and what 
I was doing. We had responsibilities. We had 
to do the kitchen, clean the bathroom, you 
know . . . keeping Marian House looking nice.

“When I moved to Marian House II, I really 
started sprouting out. I went back to school. I 
was working. This was another stepping stone 
to moving to my own home. I am thankful that 
the Marian House was here.”

Donna Jackson

Donna is a proud homeowner. She worked hard to 
earn her house through the Habitat for Humanity 
program. She comments, “This house was a shell 
when I moved in; you wouldn’t believe it from the 
way it is now.” 
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“My biggest accomplishment 

is forgiving myself and 

giving myself a chance.”
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“Lawmakers, they waste a lot 

of our money on programs 

that are not working. So 

treat the person—treat the 

addict. I guarantee you that 

our city and our state will 

prosper.”



Linette worked hard on developing self-esteem 
and learning how to stand up for herself and live 
without drugs. Hear her talk about her achieve-
ments by visiting www.marianhouse.org/stories.

Start Date Marian House: March 2, 1998
End Date Marian House: April 1, 1999

“I started using drugs when I was 14. I didn’t 
like myself. I didn’t like who I was. That’s why I 
used...to cover the feelings that I had of myself. 
I knew if I got high, I didn’t have to feel.

“I was addicted to heroine and crack cocaine. 
I was homeless. My family had given up on me, 
and I just didn’t have the will to live anymore. 
I was prostituting, I was using drugs, I was 
stealing, I was doing whatever I had to do to 
get high. I was completely suicidal. When I got 
to that point, I realized I needed help. I didn’t 
want to live the way I was living anymore.

“I went into treatment. My treatment coun-
selor told me about the Marian House. They 
hugged me, they loved me, they helped me 
build my life.

“Now I’m back in the workforce. I am still 
with the State of Maryland. I’ve been with the 
State of Maryland for 11 years, so I’ve been 
working consistently since I left Marian House.

“When I was out there smoking crack, you 
didn’t know I was a high school graduate with 
some college courses . . . that I was a dancer, a 

singer. All you saw was the addict. When you 
see the addict, the first thing you want to do is 
lock them up. Then you put them in jail. They 
do their time, you throw them back out, they’re 
back on the drugs, they’re back sleeping under 
the bridges. That’s money wasted.

“I go to work, and those people don’t know 
that I smoked crack, they don’t know I’m 14 
years clean. They don’t know that about me. So 
the same thing you see in me is in other people. 
If you treat them well, people will start feeling 
good about themselves.

“You can’t lock me up for 30 days and leave 
me to go find a job—What am I going to wear? 
I’m looking in the mirror, and all I’m seeing is 
that ugly, dirty, crackhead monster that you 
called me—So how am I going to sit in front of 
you for a job interview? I don’t have nothing to 
work with. The Marian House saw through all 
that. That’s what the lawmakers need to do.”

Linette Parrine-Waters

Linette works for the Department of Juvenile 
Services. She believes she can have a positive  
impact with some of the teens she comes in con-
tact with—helping them recognize their worth 
and that change is possible.
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Involvement with the criminal justice system affects 
many of the women whose stories are featured in 
this book; included in this section are six women’s 
tales where incarceration looms large as part of their 
journey with addiction. 

Their experiences conform to problems within 
today’s criminal justice system: exploding recidivism 
and imprisonment rates; the need for more effective 
pathways to treatment; the obstacle a prison record 
presents to successful employment; and more. 

Economic analysis has shown imprisonment does 
not make sense as a cost-effective means of ad-
dressing illicit drug dependence. According to a 2011 
report, “every $1 spent on treatment brings $7 in 
benefits to society” and “prison only generates $0.37 
for each dollar spent.” The report concludes, “At a 
time when public expenditures are being given close 
scrutiny, there is a strong economic argument to be 
made for investing in substance abuse treatment 
rather than incarceration.”1

Despite incarceration becoming a turning point 
for some of the women—a judge insisting Trina 
Selden enter a long-term residential program; Paris 
Turner coming into contact with RESTART (Re-entry 
Enforcement Services Targeting Addiction, Rehabili-
tation, and Treatment)—the criminal justice system 
is not currently effective in supporting successful 
re-entry to society: “67% of recently incarcerated 
women were not directed to re-entry services upon 
release” in Baltimore City in 2003, according to one 
report2; a separate report notes, “Substance abuse, 
vocational training, and educational programs are 
available to a small fraction of those being released.”3 

Paris Turner’s history of repeat offenses (“I boost-
ed, I got caught, I did 30 days; I came home, boosted 
again, got caught . . . It just kept repeating itself . . .”) 
offers but one example of someone who may have 
benefitted from support services not only upon 

“Black and white people use illicit 

drugs at about the same rate, 

but blacks are more likely to be 

incarcerated for drug offenses. 

Treatment, not incarceration, is 

needed for those who are addicted 

to and convicted of possession of 

illicit drugs.”

Monique L. Dixon

Incarceration

Freedom by Nakeiya;  detail of quilt created 
by Marian House residents.
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release from jail, but also as part of her involvement 
within the criminal justice system. Observes one 
report: “Those who participated in substance abuse 
treatment programs while in prison were less likely 
to use drugs after release than those who did not 
participate.”4 

In the stories to follow, the women sketch tales 
full of painful memories of incarceration: “I was 
terrified” (Chanta Whiting), “It’s hell” (Karen 
Floyd); frustration: “I kept applying for jobs, and 
nobody would hire me and it was because of my 
background . . . I started not wanting to put that an-
swer on there that says, ‘Have you been convicted of 
a crime?’ ” (Paris Turner); and appreciation for the 
remarkable contrast Marian House offered: “When I 
first got here to Marian House, I felt an overwhelm-
ing sense of relief” (Karen Floyd). The women are 
angry: “How do you expect one to be productive if 
you are putting up all of these barriers? Stop build-
ing prisons and build rehabs or places for the youth 
to go!” (Trina Selden). They also are motivated to 
work for change, as we see with Trina Selden found-
ing an organization that serves ex-offenders and 
advocates for policy reform.

That these and the other Marian House women 
were able to first overcome burdens presented by 
current policies and then translate their own nega-
tive experiences into positive contributions speaks 
volumes about their strengths. Living testimonies 
of success, their feelings and thoughts deserve to be 
heard. As stated in one recent report, “It is our hope 
that listening to the experiences of those prison-
ers . . . will point the way to policy innovations that 
are empirically grounded, pragmatic, and reflective 
of the realities of re-entry.”5

1. Still Serving Time: Struggling with Homelessness, Incar-
ceration & Re-Entry in Baltimore, October 2011 report issued by 
Health Care for the Homeless, Inc., p.21

2. Still Serving Time: Struggling with Homelessness, Incar-
ceration & Re-Entry in Baltimore, October 2011 report issued by 
Health Care for the Homeless, Inc., p.7  

3. Baltimore Prisoners Experiences Returning Home, March 
2004 report issued by Urban Institute, p.7

4. Baltimore Prisoners Experiences Returning Home, March 
2004 report issued by Urban Institute, p.2

5. Baltimore Prisoners Experiences Returning Home, March 
2004 report issued by Urban Institute, p.1

Monique L. Dixon, J.D., is the Deputy Director of Programs and the Direc-
tor of the Criminal and Juvenile Justice Program of Open Society Institute-Baltimore. Ms. 
Dixon offers the following thoughts:

On addiction as a public health rather than criminal concern: “Society relies too heavily 
upon the criminal justice system to address drug addiction. As a result, people who are 
addicted to illicit drugs find themselves in prison cells instead of treatment programs. This 
country must change its approach to addressing illicit drug use. A public health approach 
views drug addiction as a chronic disease that requires treatment. Relapse is part of a 
chronic disease. But, the justice system often punishes people who relapse by returning 
them to prison.”

On what people should know about re-entry: “Individuals who are incarcerated for a drug 
offense often re-enter communities with two burdens, a criminal record and an untreated 
drug addiction, which block access to housing and employment opportunities. Many em-
ployers do not hire people with criminal records, even if the records are old and unrelated 
to relevant job responsibilities. Everyone deserves a second chance. There are re-entry or-
ganizations in Baltimore that provide treatment, job training and other services to people 
returning from prison. But, more programs are needed to serve the approximately 9,000 
people who return to Baltimore from prison each year.”



“When you do drugs, you 

do things that’s not even in 

your character.”



Lesly tried to get into Marian House twice, lying 
the first time and not entering the program then. 
Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear her 
talk about her life, including how finally telling 
the truth helped her the second time she went to 
Marian House. 

Start Date Marian House: February 17, 2004
End Date Marian House: September 19, 2005

“I had been locked up for buying drugs. I stayed 
in jail for 2 weeks. It taught me a lesson, being 
locked up for 2 weeks.

“My mother told me I had a choice: I could 
either get myself together or I won’t see my son 
again. So I came to Marian House. I was a hard 
pill to swallow . . . a hard egg to crack. But the 
staff stuck with me.

“Marian House showed me how to be who 
I am again—without drugs. Drugs hide that 
person you are; it makes you somebody else. 
The teaching, and the learning, and the transi-
tioning at Marian House showed me patience. 
It taught me how to love myself so that I could 
love my son. The guidance at the Marian House 
brought me closer to my mom—My mom is a 
recovering addict also.

“My mom and my son still are a big part of 
my life.

“Once I got my own apartment, I was actually 
scared to move into it because I was so used 
to this comfort zone with the Marian House. I 

overcame my fears by joining my church. I was 
really afraid of going back out. I was scared to 
death because I no longer had Marian House 
supervision over my head.

“The biggest challenge is not using again and 
basically just getting back into independent 
living, because you’re so dependent on that 
substance to help you live. It’s still a struggle. It 
really is. My biggest accomplishment is staying 
clean. I’m still standing . . .

“My life basically is centered around my 
church and what’s going on with my church. I’m 
on five different ministries. I am an usher.  
I sing in the choir. I’m on the Courtesy Guild. 
I’m on New Members Committee, and I’m the 
Vice President of the Usher Board, and my son 
sings in the choir.

“Follow the rules, and you just can’t imagine 
how far you could go. There’s no better way of 
living than being sober and clean.”

Lesly Bailey-Johnson

Garden of Prayer Baptist Church, the church to 
which Lesly belongs. “I really didn’t care for the 
Narcotics Anonymous meetings, so I joined the 
church.”

28 / 29

N
ic

ol
e 

Ja
rr

et
t P

ho
to

gr
ap

hy
, L

LC



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Monica talk about how recovery has helped her 
develop healthy relationships with family and 
friends, and hear her views on what works and 
what needs to be done at a societal level with 
treatment and recovery.

Start Date Marian House: July 14, 1998
End Date Marian House: January 15, 1999

“I started using drugs when I was 14. I started 
with marijuana and alcohol. I used pills and 
then the hard stuff, heroin and cocaine. I used 
for about 20 to 24 years.

“I was incarcerated for 4 years, 6 months, 
and 20 days. Got clean by going cold turkey in 
prison . . . sweating it out and that kind of thing. 
If it is not a life or death situation, you don’t get 
much medical treatment. You have to kick your 
habit cold turkey. 

“Before coming out of prison, I was intro-
duced to the opportunity to come to the Marian 
House. So I took that opportunity.

“It was just a blessing to be at Marian House. 
They showed me to my room, and I was amazed 
because it was only one person to a room. It 
was good to have your own room and have a 
little bit of privacy. It was really nice.

“A lot of the programs around the city basi-
cally just treat the disease and not the indi-
vidual. Baltimore City substance abuse services 
focus too much on the bed space or the bed 

slot, so to speak, trying to get people in and out. 
Services need to give them not just treatment, 
but recovery. It’s one thing to be in treatment 
for 28 days, but it’s another to be in recovery 
for a year. Nothing in your life can happen in 
28 days. That’s just scratching the surface. Only 
if you learn good emotional management over 
time can you survive your emotions and recover 
consistently. 

“The person I was when I was using was nasty. 
I was a very unlikable person. When people saw 
me coming, they would go the opposite direc-
tion because I was just nasty and evil and mean; 
just mean-spirited. Today I am not that same 
person.

“Today I work in the Department of Social 
Services doing assessments for mothers and 
children who are addicted to drugs and their 
family members. Getting them adequate treat-
ment. Making sure they too enjoy the process 
of recovery like I have.

“We are people first; and because we are 
people first, we need to be treated as people.”

Monica Scott 

Monica, enrolled in 2012 as a candidate for a Bach-
elors Degree from the University of Maryland, 
is pictured at a library studying. After leaving 
Marian House, she earned an Associates Degree in 
Human Services, Addiction Counseling.
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“I can get treatment, you can 

give me housing, but if I’m 

not trained or educated to do 

something, then I am going 

to revert back to doing what 

I used to do.”  
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“How do you expect one to be 

productive if you are putting 

up all of these barriers? 

Stop building prisons and 

build rehabs or places for the 

youth to go.”  



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear Trina 
talk about difficulty finding work with a criminal 
record, her relationship with her family, working 
for Out for Justice, and more.

Start Date Marian House: August 26, 2002
End Date Marian House: October 9, 2004

“I came to the Marian House because I didn’t 
have a choice—I had gotten two 12-year sen-
tences. The judge stipulated I had to get into a 
long-term residential program before I could go 
for modification. Then I wrote Marian House.

“I bucked the whole time, like I didn’t need 
the Marian House. But I learned a lot about 
myself. If I would have kept doing things my 
way without the structure, I would have landed 
back in prison, possibly doing 24 years right 
now. Marian House cared about me more than I 
cared for myself. They held my hand until I was 
able to do things on my own.

“Now I am the Executive Director of a pro-
gram called Out for Justice. It is led by a group 
of ex-offenders who are trying to change unjust 
laws and policies that hinder successful re-entry. 
I am working for people who don’t have a voice 
of their own.

“I remember how I felt because I had to kick 
my addiction on a floor in Central Booking. As 
cold and depressing as that was, I think back 

about that . . . I was kind of relieved when the 
police locked me up.

“I remember my mom used to get high. She 
was using, and I think my oldest brother was 
using, and they were always together. My us-
ing was probably because I was looking for the 
relationship she had with my brother that I 
didn’t have with her. Using was probably a way 
to get that.

“After prison, I wanted to work with kids.  
I couldn’t because of my felonies. It was all drug 
charges, and they told me that I couldn’t. That 
was one of the reasons I wanted to be involved 
with Out for Justice. On job interviews, they say 
it won’t matter if you check that box saying you 
were incarcerated, but it does. So that’s where 
the advocacy part came in with Out for Justice.

“There are no bad people—People just make 
bad choices. Everyone deserves a second 
chance. A lot of the people that sit around 
the table in Annapolis probably did the same 
things but just didn’t get caught. Marian 
House knows we are good people, but it is con-
vincing those other folks.” 

Trina Selden

Trina, a proud mother and grandmother, works 
hard to help her family and others. She is pictured 
here (from left to right) with Khaniyah (age 5), 
Kay Shawn (age 4), Jordyn (age 2), and Khimanni 
(age 16).
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“I think that the people in the 

government . . . should take 

from stories like mine that 

people like me don’t want 

to be where we are in the 

streets using drugs.”



Paris has reunited with her family since living at 
Marian House. Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories 
to hear her talk about her struggle to locate her 
lost children, and her decision to take respon-
sibility for her choices in life, both positive and 
negative. 

Start Date Marian House: September 20, 2007
End Date Marian House: July 28, 2008

“My mom passed away when I was 19. She 
passed away of cancer. I was going through this 
emotional trauma, and that’s when I started us-
ing. I needed something to take me away.

“Before I came to Marian House I was coming 
from incarceration. Prison was a vicious roller 
coaster . . . I boosted, I got caught, I did 30 days; 
I came home, boosted again, got caught . . . It 
just kept repeating itself.

“I had a lot of aspirations. I wanted to re-
unite with my children, I wanted to get a job, I 
wanted a house. I had these great dreams and 
goals . . . I never not thought about them, even 
when I was using.

“The last time I got incarcerated, I found  
the program called the RESTART program, and 
I did all the things that they asked me to do.  
I had to do so many things before I could get 
released; but they did give me a release date, 
and so that’s when I wrote to the Marian House 
program. I took myself straight through the 
door, and it was the best transition that I ever 
made in my life.

“I actually got to be structured without being 
in an incarcerated setting. I learned how to 
cook, I learned how to speak out, I learned how 
to take criticism, I learned how to be on time, 
and I learned responsibility with my finances. I 
learned so many things on how to live life.

“I kept applying for jobs, and nobody would 
hire me and it was because of my background. I 
started not wanting to put that answer on there 
that says, ‘Have you been convicted of a crime?’ 
I knew that I was qualified for these jobs that I 
was applying for.

“I finally got a job. We would clean the dorms 
while the kids were going on summer vacation. 
It was the worst job I’ve ever had in my entire 
life. My fingers were bleeding from scrubbing 
and scraping, my nails were breaking, and I 
cried every day.

“I put forth my best effort. So now I have the 
house, I have a car, I have a job, I have my family, 
and I am a complete person. For 24 years, I used 
and was incarcerated and didn’t know how to 
live. Being clean and sober to me is everything.” 

Paris Turner

Paris with her friend Audrey Fisher, who was also 
a resident at Marian House—Women supporting 
women is a powerful component of the Marian 
House experience. “We all keep in contact from 
the Marian House,” Paris says.
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Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Karen talk about her experience of the criminal 
justice system, her feelings about its flaws, and 
how Marian House gave her the knowledge to 
cope with people and places that otherwise might 
threaten her recovery.

Start Date Marian House: May 1, 2003
End Date Marian House: October 4, 2004

“When I first got here to Marian House, I felt 
an overwhelming sense of relief. I could not 
believe how beautiful Marian House was, how 
clean it was, and how warm and receptive the 
people were. After being incarcerated for 8 
months, you are not used to privacy; so having 
my own room, I remember crying every day for 
almost a week. 

“When you go to jail, at first it’s hell because 
when you go in you’re dealing with withdrawal 
and there is no medication; you just have to 
rough it. After about a week or two, you know 
you’re not going home; you resign yourself that 
you’re going to be here, and you make the best 
out of the situation . . . Not a place I would like 
to go back to or see family or friends in.

“Alcoholism runs in my family, so I probably 
knew about drinking from a wee baby on up. 
I experimented with marijuana and it just 
progressed. I started trying cocaine and then 
ultimately heroin and crack.

“I have been in 13 recovery programs; some, 
multiple times, over and over again. It’s hard 

to believe in yourself when you have failed 
that many times, but when you come through 
the door at Marian House, the staff are not 
concerned about that—they truly believe that 
everyone who enters the door can make it. The 
main ingredient at Marian House is love.

“My relationships with family and friends 
have changed since I’ve been in recovery. My 
family is proud of me, friends acknowledge 
my accomplishments—even my church family. 
They’ve seen me up and down and in and out, 
and they just rejoice when they see me.

“We don’t have nearly enough programs like 
Marian House. Programs that work need to be 
supported—they need to get funding, so they 
can expand and meet the needs of the people.

“The criminal justice system is a system that 
is broken. The rate of recidivism is high be-
cause people have nowhere else to go. A lot of 
people keep coming back because there is no 
place to go except back to that environment 
where you used or where you sold. There are so 
many people out there that are in need, and the 
recovery places that are available just cannot 
accommodate all.”

Karen Floyd 

At the time this photograph was taken, Karen was 
working on a degree in Business Administration, 
expecting to receive her diploma in May of 2012. 
Accomplishments since graduating from Marian 
House include serving as a member of the organi-
zation’s Board of Directors.
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“Nine years of sobriety is 

quite an accomplishment 

for someone who was in 

addiction for over 20 to 30 

years.”  
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“I didn’t have to accept 

that I am never going to be 

anything—Knowing that 

I had the power to change 

my life and that there was 

a better way made me feel 

good.” 



Start Date Marian House: October 4, 1999
End Date Marian House: May 24, 2000

“I came from a family where drugs and alcohol 
were always around. I used with my mother for 
14 years. My grandmother used to always tell 
me, ‘You’re just like your mother.’

“My experience with being in the penal system 
was I got arrested for narcotics. I was 18 years 
old, and that was my first experience. The 
second time, I went to Jessup. I was terrified 
because you’re always told stories about the 
women . . . being locked in a cell and not being 
able to get up and leave when you want to, not 
being able to bathe when you want to. Comes a 
point when you’re there that you start talking to 
yourself—or, well, I did. Just trying to keep my 
sanity because I was seeing people hang them-
selves, and I just didn’t want to be that weak.

“I got released on October 1, 1999, and I 
moved into the Marian House on October 4, 
1999. From that day, my life has taken on some-
thing that I would never have believed could 
have happened.

“At first, I kind of rebelled against the pro-

gram, coming straight from jail. It took me a 
while to get used to the constructive criticism 
and all that type of stuff—the curfews, prepar-
ing meals, and being around a whole bunch 
of women outside of prison: that took a lot of 
getting used to.

“With the one-on-one counseling I got to get 
a lot of things out. I had a lot of pain, a lot of 
anger inside of me, and my counselor helped 
me; not to get over it, but to be able to deal 
with it just a little bit better each day.

“No one at Marian House gave up on me, and 
I was rebelling a lot. I was very grateful for the 
opportunities that they afforded me. I was able 
to go back to school and work on my GED; I got 
computer skills. They brought a lot of structure 
into my life.

“I learned that I have very big heart, that I 
care. I learned that I wasn’t a bad person like 
my grandmother always told me I was.” 

Chanta Whiting

Chanta began living on the streets at age 13.  
Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear her  
talk about when she came to Marian House; how 
she learned to set and accomplish goals; and the 
events leading to her incarceration and subse-
quent decision to recreate herself and her life.

Chanta in her home: “It feels wonderful to be 
a homeowner because I don’t have to abide by 
anybody’s rules but mine.”
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The problem of homelessness is widespread. “An 
estimated 1.6 million people access homeless shelter 
services” each year nationally, and “there are approx-
imately 124,000 chronically homeless individuals in 
the United States,” according to a March 2010 brief 
released by the National Alliance to End Homeless-
ness.1 In Baltimore alone, “more than 4,000 people 
experience homelessness on any given night.”2 

Though many experience homelessness for only 
a brief time, “chronically homeless people have 
disabilities such as serious mental illness, chronic 
substance use disorders, or chronic medical issues 
and are homeless repeatedly or for long periods of 
time.”3 Solutions must couple “housing with sup-
portive services that target the specific needs of an 
individual or family.”4

As the six tales in this section illustrate, Marian 
House effectively provides such services. The wom-
en’s experiences shed light on the spiritual, physical, 
and psychological costs associated with homeless-
ness, and the impact Marian House’s supportive 
transitional and permanent housing has had in help-
ing the women turn their lives around.

At the most basic level, homelessness is dehu-
manizing: “I had to display this hard person that 
didn’t want to care” (Kendra Gatling); “I had no zest 
for life at all; I didn’t care if I lived or died” (Helena 
Weathers); “I just felt like nobody cared about me” 
(Deneen Houze). Additionally, homelessness com-
pounds other problems, including the risk of incar-
ceration. According to one report, “The connection 
between homelessness and incarceration is bidirec-
tional: incarceration can lead to homelessness, and 
homelessness often results in incarceration.”5 

Homelessness is a corollary to a life in chaos: “I 
was a junkie living on the streets; I had nowhere 
to go” (Cynthia Kopec); “I was addicted to drugs 
and alcohol, homeless, mentally unstable, and just 

“Research and experience over 

the past 20 years has shown 

that there is a cost-effective 

solution to chronic homelessness 

known as permanent supportive 

housing.”  

National Alliance to End 

Homelessness

Homelessness

Hope by Robin; detail of quilt created by 
Marian House residents.
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going through a lot of mental difficulties” (Helena 
Weathers); “I was incarcerated and I was homeless” 
(Rowena Gore-Simmons). As such, housing needs to 
be addressed as fully as every other condition facing 
the women who come to Marian House.

Studies show programs offering supportive hous-
ing that “include health care, substance abuse treat-
ment, mental health treatment, employment coun-
seling, connections with mainstream benefits like 
Medicaid”6 and other such services have a significant 
positive impact not just on the afflicted individu-
als but on society as a whole: “A study of homeless 
people in New York City with serious mental illness 
found that providing permanent supportive housing 
to the individuals directly resulted in a 60% decrease 
in emergency shelter use for clients . . . Research on 
the overall costs to the taxpayer of permanent sup-
portive housing has consistently found the costs to 
the taxpayers to be about the same or lower than 
having a chronically homeless individual sleep in an 
emergency shelter.”7

For individuals who receive services such as those 
offered by Marian House, the results are transforma-
tive: “Me coming to Marian House was an interven-
tion from God” (Rowena Gore-Simmons); “Marian 
House broke into that hard shell and got to the core 
of what was wrong” (Kendra Gatling). For Cynthia 
Kopec, being at Marian House after living on the 
streets had a profound psychological impact: “The 
day I got to Marian House and saw the facility and 
met everybody, I saw my own room . . . I knew I was 
safe, I knew I could get the help that I needed.”

It is little wonder the women who benefitted 
from the opportunity to restore their lives through 
Marian House express exasperation at the state  
of current inadequate resources. “You hear the poli-
ticians say they want the drug addicts and the home-
less to get help, but the help is so hard to find”  

(Cynthia Kopec); “As many vacant houses as they 
have in Baltimore City, if they could just rebuild 
some of those houses and open up some more 
homeless shelters for people like us” (Willette Fair).

Willette Fair observes of her own journey, “I came 
from living in somebody’s basement on a sofa up to 
having my own apartment unit; sleeping in my own 
bed, having my own kitchen and bathroom.” Solu-
tions exist, leaving one wondering why they are not 
more aggressively pursued.

1. Chronic Homelessness: Policy Solutions, March 2012 report 
issued by National Alliance to End Homelessness, p.1

2. Still Serving Time: Struggling with Homelessness, Incar-
ceration & Re-Entry in Baltimore, October 2011 report issued by 
Health Care for the Homeless, Inc., p.3

3. Chronic Homelessness: Policy Solutions, March 2012 report 
issued by National Alliance to End Homelessness, p.1

4. Chronic Homelessness: Policy Solutions, March 2012 report 
issued by National Alliance to End Homelessness, p.2

5. Still Serving Time: Struggling with Homelessness, Incar-
ceration & Re-Entry in Baltimore, October 2011 report issued by 
Health Care for the Homeless, Inc., p.3

6. Chronic Homelessness: Policy Solutions, March 2012 report 
issued by National Alliance to End Homelessness, p.2

7. Chronic Homelessness: Policy Solutions, March 2012 report 
issued by National Alliance to End Homelessness, p.2

Kate Briddell is Director of the Homeless Services Program at the Mayor’s Office 
of Human Services in Baltimore City. Ms. Briddell offers the following thoughts:

On the relationship between housing and addiction recovery: “It’s hard to get and stay clean 
when you don’t have a home. When the Housing First pilot program was launched in Bal-
timore City, a man who’d lived on the streets for over a decade, and who had been a heroin 
addict, detoxed himself almost immediately after moving into his apartment. He said he 
didn’t need to self-medicate anymore. This is a remarkable example of the hope that hav-
ing housing can bring to someone.”

On what people should know about those with addiction and housing: “Relapse happens. 
Programs that don’t allow for the possibility of a ‘slip’ do their clients a disservice. People 
in recovery often have a hard time distinguishing between ‘making a mistake’ and ‘being a 
mistake.’ Losing your housing because you made a mistake feeds into the ‘being a mistake’ 
concept.” 

On what can be done to alleviate chronic homelessness: “Treatment-on-demand is impera-
tive—whenever anyone is ready to access drug treatment, they should have the ability to 
do so. More in-patient beds are necessary, especially for those who are homeless . . . And if 
we want people to live in safe, decent, and sanitary conditions, we have to work to create 
housing units that are affordable.  Currently, the Housing Wage [how much one has to 
earn in order for housing to be 30% of one’s expenses] for a studio apartment in the Balti-
more area is $17.44/hour.”



“I see a homeless person on 

the street I’m like: ‘I don’t 

get it!  I don’t get it! There’s 

somewhere you can go.’”



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Willette talk about her transformation and how 
much she loves her life today, despite struggles 
finding a job with a criminal record.

Start Date Marian House: July 20, 2006
End Date Marian House: May 15, 2007

“I was in active addiction, and through my ad-
diction I was in prison. I was in prison for 3 
years. It was not good. Prison is not a happy 
place to be.

“I was paroled here to the Marian House. I 
heard about the program from different friends 
who had gotten clean in the past—they kept 
saying ‘Once you go to the Marian House they 
can help you live a better life.’ Had it not been 
for prison and for Marian House accepting me 
into the program I wouldn’t be able to live the 
life that I am living today.

“I began to open up. I came in a little closed-
minded, which is something that prison does 
to you. My lost dreams were awakened . . . I was 
able to achieve some of my goals. Through the 
counseling sessions, I learned about who I was 
and what the disease had done to me.

“I suffered from a lot of abandonment is-
sues, low self-esteem, trying to fit in with other 
people. I think that’s where I started. That led 
me into 20 years of active addiction. It took 
over 20 years of my life away from me.

“Marian House helped me get my values and 
my morals back. That was blown out the win-
dow once I started using drugs. When I came 
here, they awakened that stuff in me again, and 
I stand firmly on those values today. 

“I left Marian House with a job dealing with 
recovering addicts. I was to monitor people who 
were in recovery or just were trying to get clean 
and change their lives. And that’s pretty much 
what I do today.

“I came from living in somebody’s basement 
on a sofa up to having my own apartment unit; 
sleeping in my own bed, having my own kitchen 
and bathroom.

“As many vacant houses as they have in Bal-
timore City, if they could just rebuild some of 
those houses and open up some more homeless 
shelters for people like us . . . some of us who 
have no hope. If they would just extend them-
selves for people who sleep on the streets.” 

Willette Fair 

Willette with her grandchildren at Druid Hill 
Park in Baltimore: “I wasn’t able to be there as a 
mother for my son . . . that’s what grandchildren 
are—they’re your second chance.”
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“I kept saying to myself, 

‘There’s something wrong with 

these people; they keep telling 

me I look pretty, they keep 

hugging me . . . they must not 

know what’s going on. They 

must not know that I am a 

drug abuser—a crack head.’”	



Start Date Marian House: December 3, 2001
End Date Marian House: May 28, 2004

“I never had a relationship with my mother 
because she was a dope fiend. I was somewhat 
ashamed of her but at the time I took care of 
her when she was dying of cancer, I grew to 
know her as a person—as my mother—and I 
grew to love her as she died.

“I became angry with God; I felt like He took 
my mother away at a time when I just got to 
know her, and that’s what started me doing 
drugs. Before that, I was living a good life—I 
was raised in the Church. I knew the good life 
prior to me doing drugs. I just decided that I 
didn’t want to live like that anymore.

“The moment that I think my addiction 
really hit me was when I became homeless. I 
was in the streets all the time. I was prostitut-
ing; in and out of cars with strangers, people I 
didn’t know. That was the bottom. And I knew 
that just wasn’t me and that I really wanted to 
change my life.

“When I came to Marian House, I was so 
broken. I just felt like nobody cared about me. 

Nobody loved me—I didn’t love myself. When 
I arrived, I just felt so much love from all the 
staff and the women. They loved me so much—
they loved me until I could love myself.

“With people loving me, I learned I love  
me, and then I could also love someone else . . .  
I didn’t know how to do that prior to Marian 
House.

“I became a staff member at Marian House for 
a while. It was so good because I was able to see 
the women coming in . . . I was able to tell them 
my story.

“There is a young lady at Marian House now 
who was using with me. We used drugs a lot 
of years together, and she’s here now. I told 
her I am so happy that she’s here, and she just 
hugged me and she got a little teary-eyed. I said, 
‘Girl, I am here for you—I am here to help you.’ 
I let her know I was proud of her because that’s 
what people did for me.”

Deneen Houze

Deneen photographed in Marian House’s front 
courtyard. As with many alumnae, she feels at 
home whenever she returns. Deneen currently 
works as a hair stylist and lives in her own home 
she acquired through Habitat for Humanity.

Deneen knows she has hurt her family over 
the years, and is doing the best she can to heal 
wounds. Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to 
hear her talk about her relationship with her 
family, and more about her transformation from 
homeless drug addict to successful community 
member. 
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Start Date Marian House: May 24, 2000
End Date Marian House: May 3, 2004

“I was addicted to drugs and alcohol, homeless, 
mentally unstable, and just going through a lot 
of mental difficulties.

“I went to a shelter and from there they 
referred me to the Marian House. I was tired; I 
was tired of living the way that I was living.

“When I came to Marian House, I was an aw-
ful, awful person. I had no rules, I had no respect 
for authority at all. I just had no zest for life at 
all; I didn’t care whether I lived or died. I fought 
because I was torn between living the life that I 
had been comfortable with and getting straight. 
I fought real hard. I just wanted to do things my 
way. It was like I had never had a positive role 
model in my life, someone to tell me this is not 
acceptable, that is not acceptable. I’d never felt 
love from anyone, so I didn’t know how to ac-
cept the love that they were offering me.

“I was successful in the program. I think 
it’s everything that they did right. They were 
patient, kind, loving, very supportive. I saw 
that they were not going to give up on me, and 

I began to respect what they were doing, what 
they stood for, and what they believed in.

“When I left Marian House to move into my 
own place, it was a challenge. These people had 
become my family and my support system. I 
did not think I would make it out there without 
them, but they had faith in me and said ‘You 
can do this’; so I got my own place with my chil-
dren, and I just focused on my sobriety.

“When I became sober, I realized that I 
wanted to help people like me. I worked with 
the homeless and mentally ill. I do a lot of 
advocacy work for the homeless. It’s a lot to 
do. We’re making strides, but every day we get 
more homeless people. It feels so good every 
day doing the things that I am doing to help get 
people back into society.” 

Helena Weathers 

Helena is pictured here with some of her children 
and her husband during a regular get together at 
her home. “I have five wonderful children,” she 
says. “We have a great relationship.”

Coming from a difficult family situation, Helena 
had trouble accepting love and support from 
Marian House staff, and difficulty giving herself 
a chance. Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to 
hear more.  
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“Happiness eluded me all my 

life until I got to the Marian 

House. I just want to give 

back to those who have 

helped me along the way.” 
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“It felt really good the first 

time I realized that I was 

looking someone in the eye—

that I wasn’t staring down 

at the ground.”



Start Date Marian House: November 8, 2006
End Date Marian House: October 16, 2007

“I was homeless, jobless, penniless, and hope-
less. I had been using drugs for about 28 years. 
At the end, I was a junkie living on the streets; 
I had nowhere to go. I wanted to get my life to-
gether, and I wanted my family back in my life.  
I wasn’t raised to be a junkie. I came from a very 
good family.

“The day I got to Marian House and saw the 
facility and met everybody, I saw my own room. 
When I came here, it was like a tremendous 
weight was lifted off my shoulder. I knew I was 
safe, I knew I could get the help that I needed.

“I came with nothing, I came with maybe 3 
days worth of clothes, and they gave me clothes 
and they gave me all the personal items that I 
needed. I got back a sense of self.

“I had to get used to not being out running 
the streets every day . . . to a routine again—get-
ting up in the morning and eating breakfast 
and getting dressed and going to classes and 
following rules.

“The staff and the women just made it so 
easy. The respect that I felt from everyone here. 

The safe atmosphere and the camaraderie. The 
closeness with the staff. I went to classes, I 
went to counseling . . . I really focused on the 
counseling a lot, to deal with the feelings that I 
have been trying to numb for so many years.

“I just started to feel more confident in my re-
covery, more confident in myself. I got back my 
family, my self-respect, my dignity, my pride. 
Just recently, I moved into my own apartment 
(without roommates) for the first time in 11 
years. It’s so exciting. The whole process of 
saving the money, of looking for places. I have 
my routine: I get up in the morning; I shower, 
eat, and dress; then I go to work. I come home 
and I’ll make dinner, I’ll make some phone calls. 
And it’s normal.

“You hear the politicians say they want the 
drug addicts and the homeless to get help, but 
the help is so hard to find. I don’t know many 
junkies that have health insurance. I say, put 
more emphasis on education and rehabilitation 
instead of trying to fight a war you can’t win. 
As long as there are drugs, there will be drug 
addicts.”  

Cynthia Kopec

Cynthia has many cherished memories of Marian 
House: the warmth of the people; the celebration 
of holidays. Visit www.maranhouse.org/stories  
to hear her talk about her Marian House days, 
and how the program helped her learn from her 
failed recovery attempts from her past.

One of the first sights Cynthia and each woman 
who comes to Marian House see upon arriving 
are the caryatid statues standing in the front 
courtyard. Notes Cynthia, “Coming to the Marian 
House was one of the happiest days of my life.”
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“Penniless, jobless, hopeless, 

and homeless. God, please 

rescue me.”



Liquis nos num velent 
augiam irit ad te 
magna feugue core ta-
tions equipis molenis 
nisim vel ulla feugait 
dolessim 

Kendra’s story of transformation is dramatic. 
Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear her 
tell her story of relationships with the staff and 
women of Marian House, her growing into a car-
ing person, and more.

Start Date Marian House: April 24, 2000
End Date Marian House: January 2, 2001

“When I got to the Marian House I was a mess. 
I had no direction. I had no structure . I had no 
idea of who I was. I didn’t know how to have 
relationships with people. I was just a wreck.

“I had been neglected at a young age. My 
mother was caught up in the grips of addiction. 
I didn’t want to admit that I needed some guid-
ance and some structure in my life. Instead, I 
needed the drugs. But eventually I realized I did 
need some guidance.

“My core was really a child crying out. I just 
wanted to be loved, and nurtured, and cared 
about, but from my outer shell I had to display 
this hard person that didn’t want to care.

“Marian House pretty much took my hand. I 
learned how to cook . . . I began to be responsi-
ble. They taught me how to take care of myself. 
We had house meetings we were required to 
attend, and it was mandatory that we went to 
school if we did not have our GED. They made 
sure I went to Narcotics Anonymous meetings. 

“We had classes to learn how to dress for in-
terviews, how to communicate during an inter-
view, and how to write a resume. I thought that 

once you were caught up in the structure you 
would not have time for life, but building that 
structure was just a beautiful thing. It became 
my life; it became my world.

“I had violent tendencies; I had a really bad 
attitude problem. I found that the females that 
I was being argumentative with were the same 
ones that were there for me when I needed 
them. They pretty much carried me with no 
resentments, and it taught me how to not have 
resentments. It taught me how to appreciate 
and build relationships.

“I remember a couple occasions where I just 
cried out because I finally realized that I was 
powerless, not just over my addiction but 
over people, places, and things; and because I 
wanted to control everything and everybody. I 
remember when I realized that I was power-
less—I just dropped down and started crying. It 
was a beautiful feeling to let all of that off my 
shoulders and off my chest.”

Kendra Gatling

Kendra spent time in this abandoned house with 
no air conditioning or heat before entering Mar-
ian House. She now has two children, a husband, 
and owns her own home and two cars. “I’ve come a 
long way since the days of living in this place.”
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One of the challenges Rowena lives with is being 
HIV positive. Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories 
to hear her talk about coming to grips with this 
reality, how she creates and lives by her own defi-
nitions of success, and more.

Start Date Marian House: March 3, 2003
End Date Marian House: April 23, 2004

“I was incarcerated and I was homeless; and I 
had four kids. Two of my kids were in foster 
care, and the other two were in kinship care.

“The worst experience of my life was being 
incarcerated and losing my kids. It was just a 
bad experience. It made me feel worthless, use-
less; and it made me feel like I had messed up 
everything, messed up my whole life due to my 
drug addiction.

“After I was incarcerated, I came back to Balti-
more and went into the shelter, and I got to Mar-
ian House through the shelter. Me coming to the 
Marian House was an intervention from God.

“It was very structured, which was very good 
for me. It was bumpy being there, but I did my 
best to try to follow the rules and to partici-
pate. My goal was to get my GED while I was 
there—which I did—and to be able to get my 
kids, have a job, and start my life with my kids 
and my husband.

“Marian House is a great time for you to be 
able to step back and take a look at your whole 

life from the beginning to see what happened 
that put you in this position where you are. If 
you just take the time to focus on yourself, and 
heal, you can mend some wounds. Being at 
Marian House is a time for healing.

“Marian House guided me to where I am 
today. I have my family; I opened up a nonprofit 
organization for women that helps with transi-
tioning women from homelessness to self-suf-
ficiency. It’s not Marian House: no way; but 
it’s what I would call a derivative from Marian 
House.

“There are a lot of homeless people and there 
are so many boarded-up houses. Policymak-
ers really need to start looking at some of the 
models of housing that have been successful 
and start housing these people; stop sopping up 
resources and monies just so the homeless can 
be in and out the door. If you can’t stop some-
one from using drugs but yet they are housed 
and taking care of themselves, then what’s the 
harm? The harm is not giving them housing.”  

Rowena Gore-Simmons

“I am much calmer now than when I walked into 
Marian House . . . I don’t try to put too much on 
my plate.”
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“There should be small 

Marian Houses all over the 

world.”  
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“Mental illnesses can lead to drug abuse.” This 
straightforward assertion from Comorbidity: Addic-
tion and Other Mental Illnesses, a report issued by the 
National Institutes of Health’s National Institute on 
Drug Abuse (NIDA)1, underplays the complexity of 
recognizing and effectively treating mental health 
disorders and diseases, including addiction.

In just about every instance, the Marian House 
alumnae whose stories follow in this section spent 
years suffering from mental illness that was either 
undiagnosed or untreated: Mary Bonds suffering 

“from major depression” following a childhood trau-
ma; Terona Hopkins being “really, really depressed” 
and it leading her “down the wrong path of life”; 
Terri Randolph-Spence, who was “diagnosed bipolar” 
at an early age but who came from a family “that 
pushed everything under the carpet”—the examples 
go on and on. 

The consequences of failing to attend to men-
tal illness are consistently devastating: “I didn’t 
know I could get help with, like, depression, so I 
was turning to different things to fill the void… I 
knew it was a matter of time before I was headed to 
the morgue . . .” (Sharon Cannon); “I was just plain 
lost . . . I would use coke to numb my feelings . . . ” 
(Nalisha Gibbs). In these and other instances, the 
women’s turning to drugs only added to their prob-
lems, as addiction itself became a primary disease 
with which they needed to cope, and which in turn 
exacerbated or activated other mental health disor-
ders.

The savage relationship between drug abuse and 
other mental health complications is well document-
ed. According to the NIDA report, “Many people who 
regularly abuse drugs are also diagnosed with men-
tal disorders and vice versa.”2 The report goes on to 
note, “Certain mental disorders are established risk 
factors for subsequent drug abuse—and vice versa.”3 
It is little wonder the Marian House alumnae experi-

“One in five people experience 

mental illness. There is significant 

work to be done to maximize the 

availability of mental health  

resources and services to meet the 

need in our communities.”

Jane Plapinger

Mental Illness

Truth by Nakeiya; detail of quilt created by 
Marian House residents.
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ence their falls as downward spirals, with one bad 
situation engendering another: “I just thought, ‘I’m 
gonna get drunk and feel good for a short time.’ But 
later on you feel just as bad as you did before you 
drank” (Mary Bonds).

Effective treatment begins with recognizing that 
the disease of addiction is itself a form of mental 
illness, and one that co-occurs with other mental 
health conditions. Physiologically, drug-induced 
changes in brain structure and function “occur in 
some of the same brain areas that are disrupted in 
other mental disorders, such as depression, anxiety, 
or schizophrenia.”4 Little wonder it can be “difficult 
to disentangle the overlapping symptoms of drug 
addiction and other mental illnesses.”5

NIDA’s assertion that “correct diagnosis is critical 
to ensuring appropriate and effective treatment”6 is 
well supported by the experiences the women had 
with Marian House: “I’m so glad I came here to the 
Marian House . . . They give you the psychological 
help that you need . . . I do have bipolar disorder, I do 
have PTSD . . . that counseling here and that extra 
boost that I needed, it really helped . . .” (Nalisha 
Gibbs); “They hooked me up with a therapist and 
a psychiatrist so I could get my medications and 
receive my therapy treatment . . .” (Terri Randolph-
Spence); “They knew I was depressed, and they tried 
to help me every way possible . . .” (Mary Bonds). 
Each woman’s complex collection of issues was rec-
ognized for what it was, and as a consequence they 
each found understanding, effective support, and 
ultimately control over their own lives. 

Remaining alert to the likelihood of comorbidity 
(the concurrent presence of more than one mental 
disease or disorder) is critical to successful treat-
ment. “Failure to treat a comorbid disorder can 
jeopardize a patient’s chance of recovery,”7 notes the 
NIDA report, and anecdotes in this section—from 

Nalisha Gibbs’ plea to “those running the city to be 
more sympathetic with people who have substance 
abuse problems” to Mary Bonds’ insistence on 
listening “to people that are supportive . . . some-
body that has your back like the staff at Marian 
House . . .”—underscore just how important it is to 
comprehend the nuances of mental illness, and not 
vilify those who suffer from it.

1. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.3

2. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.2

3. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.1

4. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.1

5. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.1

6. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.1

7. Comorbidity: Addiction and Other Mental Illnesses, a 
September 2010 report issued by the National Institutes of 
Health’s National Institute on Drug Abuse, p.1

Jane Plapinger is President & CEO of Baltimore Mental Health Systems, a non-
profit agency established by Baltimore City to perform the governmental function of man-
aging the City’s Public Mental Health System. Ms. Plapinger offers the following thoughts:

On the potential of those with mental illness and substance abuse problems: “People with 
mental illness want to be participating members of their communities as family members, 
employees, neighbors and friends. Many people experiencing mental illness have expe-
rienced positive transformation and there are many others who are eager to realize their 
own vision for recovery.”

On the importance of effective services being widely available: “The community mental 
health system has made great advances in treatment technology and best practices that 
have been demonstrated to be effective in supporting individuals with mental illness in 
their recovery. While a variety of these effective interventions are available, they are not 
yet available in sufficient quantity to ensure that all members of our communities in need 
of these approaches have access to them.”

On what the general public needs to understand: “People often misperceive that a given 
label or mental health condition defines someone’s entire life or their potential. The truth 
is there is hope that individuals who experience mental illness or substance use issues have 
the potential to realize their personal vision for their lives.”



Terri experienced and recovered from a re- 
lapse after graduating from Marian House; visit 
www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear her talk 
about her experience finding her way back to 
being clean, as well as her relationship with her 
family, including grieving her mother’s death, 
and more. 

Start Date Marian House: January 30, 2008
End Date Marian House: September 19, 2009

“My life was a complete train wreck. I started 
using around the age of 16, just with mari-
juana and drinking, and eventually progressed 
around the age of 21 to where I was using 
cocaine. Later down the road I started using 
heroin and crack cocaine.

“When I was younger I was diagnosed bipolar. 
I had tried to commit suicide several times. I 
came from a family that pushed everything un-
der the carpet. Nobody really wanted to say that 
they had a child that had problems with addic-
tion and problems with mental illness. When 
I got older, I knew I had these problems, and I 
did my best to address them.

“Unfortunately, it really got worse after my 
mom died. I lost my job and started getting 
into trouble, going in and out of prison. It 
gave me the opportunity to think about what 
I wanted to do, and that’s when I signed up for 
Marian House.

“I was so scared because I didn’t know what 
to expect. But once I got there everyone was 
welcoming to me. It really made me feel good. 

I never had relationships with women. That 
was something that was hard for me to handle 
because of my past. I was able to talk about 
situations that happened in my childhood like 
the sexual abuse and the mental abuse. 

“Marian House helped me work through 
that. They also helped me with looking for a 
job. They sent me to a place to redo my admin-
istrative skills. They also hooked me up with a 
therapist and a psychiatrist so I could get my 
medications and receive my therapy treatment.

“I’m now married and I have a year clean. My 
husband’s family is very supportive of me. My 
husband is absolutely wonderful. I still use 
some of the tools Marian House gave me. I do 
things to nurture myself. Right now I have a re-
ally great life. I’m getting ready to go to school 
for my Associates Degree in Applied Science. I 
bake and I sell cakes . . . I go and I walk a mile or 
two every morning . . . I’m just really happy.

“I used to be uncomfortable with being with 
myself. I’m comfortable in my own skin, and 
that used to be an unpleasant place for me.”

Terri Randolph-Spence

Terri and her husband on their wedding day. She 
is now studying to be a chemical dependency 
counselor. She comments, “Stress is always gonna 
be here, and I do everything I can to avoid it.”
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“If you have a mental illness, 

you need to take those 

medications and stay on them, 

and go see your doctor and 

your therapist. Otherwise, 

you’re going to seek out 

other things to make you feel 

better.” 
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“It was dark, it was scary, 

and it was just exhausting. It 

was so devastating when you 

lose that self-control. It’s 

like you want control, but 

you can’t get control of your 

life.”



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Sharon recall when she realized she “was ready” 
and gave herself over to inpatient drug treatment, 
prior to coming to Marian House.

Start Date Marian House: October 1, 2003
End Date Marian House: December 29, 2006

“My life was a life of struggles, addictions, 
losses, grief and abuse, abandonment. I lost my 
mother at the early age of 15. I went into a deep 
depression from losing my mom, and it caused 
me to not want to have my life.

“I had my daughter and my son at the age 
of 17. I thought a baby would fill up the void 
of love, but it didn’t. That’s when I felt my life 
started to go downhill. I felt like a failure, and 
I felt like I wasn’t worthy of nothing, but that 
was the way my mind was because I didn’t have 
the psychological help.

“It’s just a hopeless state of mind . . . I was 
caring of others but not for myself. I felt like 
everything around me was just falling apart. I 
couldn’t find the actual face of who I was.

“When I began to use drugs it was recreation-
al. But it became a monster, a beast. It took 
everything I had. I didn’t know I could get help 
with, like, depression, so I was turning to differ-
ent things to fill that void. I knew it was a mat-
ter of time before I was headed to the morgue.

“One day, I walked to my church . . . It’s like 

something was carrying me. I fell on my knees 
and started crying out to God and crying 
uncontrollable tears. And I now know that was 
repentance.

“I was in treatment for, like, 32 days. And 
then I was ready to move on to Marian House. I 
got educated. I learned about the disease of ad-
diction. I learned about the meetings. And then 
the counselor got me to write a letter to my 
mother, and there was a lot of healing.

“I worked. I went to school. I did everything 
I needed to do. I couldn’t believe that I was 
actually moving from dependency to being 
independent.

“I knew I was getting better, but I didn’t real-
ize all the impact that Marian House played in 
my life until I actually left out the door. They 
brought back my values that had been there as 
a young child when my mother was here. They 
rebuilt them and helped me regain them. They 
lifted me from the gutter to the reality of the 
full map of what life is really about.” 

Sharon Cannon 

Sharon is pictured at her home with her husband, 
Mark, after church on a Sunday. They are very  
active in their church community.
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“I’d say, listen to people that 

are supportive . . . somebody 

that has your back like 

the staff at Marian 

House . . . There are people 

out there that will help…”



Start Date Marian House: November 1, 1987
End Date Marian House: May 2, 1988

“I was molested when I was young and I suffer 
from major depression. That was caught like 
when I was in high school. I ran away from home 
a lot of times because I wanted to get away. 

“I have an addiction problem too: alcohol-
ism—and that didn’t help with the depression. I 
would get clean and sober for a while, and then I 
would go off again and get even more depressed 
than usual. And it just got to be a problem.

“Alcoholism was a struggle. I just thought, 
‘I’m gonna get drunk and feel good for a short 
time.’ But later on you feel just as bad as you did 
before you drank. But I guess the main thing 
would be the depression.

“I heard about Marian House from a social 
worker in a hospital. Once I was there, it was a 
safe place. Even if you screwed up, which I did a 
thousand times, they were always there for you. 
They knew I was depressed, and they tried to 
help me every way possible.

“I really started majorly getting myself off 
alcohol completely. I made it a year, and then I 

made it a whole other year, and it was like, ‘Wow, 
this is getting good.’ And now it’s gotten to be 10 
years and 7 months. Now when I think of hav-
ing a drink I just think, ‘No, do something else, 
don’t screw it up, even if you’re depressed.’

“I pay my bills on time and I’m more respon-
sible than I ever was. I’ve learned things about 
banking. I do my own grocery shopping. I do 
my own clothes shopping. I got my place, a roof 
over my head . . . I have a closet, chair, television, 
kitchen, and everything.

“I was a stubborn person, a hard head. Now 
I try to listen to people. If you listen to people, 
you can get an idea of how their advice will 
work with you.”

Mary Bonds

Mary had a difficult period prior to her time at Mar-
ian House, going in and out of hospitals, receiving 
electric shock therapy, and living through mul-
tiple failed recovery attempts. Hear her talk about 
these experiences and her evolving relationship 
with her family at www.marianhouse.org/stories.

Mary with her cat at home surrounded by her 
own furniture and cherished possessions: “Even 
though it’s a small area I have it decorated the way 
I like it.”
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Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear  
Nalisha talk about her experiences with educa-
tional success once in recovery, parenting, and 
more. 

Start Date Marian House: September 29, 2008
End Date Marian House: May 14, 2009

“I came from a broken home. I was raised in a 
physically and mentally abusive way. There’s a 
stigma attached to being depressed or having 
bipolar disorder, people used to make fun of me, 
so I didn’t want to take the medication. I was 
embarrassed about the stigma of it.

“Basically, my life before Marian House was 
riddled with drug abuse, prostitution . . . I was 
just plain lost. I would use the coke to numb 
my feelings.

“I had my surrender in 2008. I was walking 
the street. I got out of this man’s car, and I had 
money, I had my drugs, I had food, I had ciga-
rettes: I had everything—but I wasn’t happy.  
I sat on a church step and bawled my eyes out. 
I told God, ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ and I told 
him that I can’t do it by myself . . . . I was alone; 
I was afraid, scared . . . That next day I turned 
myself in.

“I’m so glad I came here to the Marian House. 
They give you the psychological help that you 
need. I do have bipolar disorder, I do have PTSD 

(post-traumatic stress disorder). And getting 
that counseling here and that extra boost that I 
needed, it really helped.

“I used to wake up in the middle of the night 
when I first got to Marian House and pace the 
floor all night long. That was my trauma and my 
anxiety. It was hard for me to adjust at first, but 
once I got on my proper medications, and once 
I followed up with the therapy, I really got much 
better with it, because I would stop waking up 
in the middle of the night and I would stop pac-
ing the floor . . .

“Things are now instilled in me—I know 
the proper way of getting help now. I’m not 
ashamed to go fill a prescription of psychotropic 
medicine because I know that’s what I need. 

“My calling is to help somebody else since 
somebody else helped me. I volunteer in the 
same community I helped tear down. That was 
another big point in my life: to actually go back 
to the community and help somebody else in 
the community that I helped tear down.” 

Nalisha Gibbs 

Nalisha is studying at the Baltimore Studio of Hair 
Design. She credits having received her GED while 
at Marian House as a personal turning point: “I 
know if I can achieve that, I am down to achieve 
anything in life.”
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“I would urge those 

running the city to be more 

sympathetic with people 

who have mental health 

problems and not be so quick 

to judge them as throw-

aways—I don’t think I’m a 

throwaway.”

62 / 63



“One thing that I can say is 

that God knew what he was 

doing when he put these 

walls together. That’s a 

definite. There’s nothing like 

Marian House.” 



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Terona talk about her struggles, discoveries, and 
determination, including the time she went to 
Baltimore’s City Hall and did not leave until the 
Mayor’s Office found her a place to live.

Start Date Marian House: November 18, 2002
End Date Marian House: July 8, 2003

“I’ve been really, really depressed, and it led me 
down the wrong path of life.

“Before I got to Marian House, I was broke 
down, homeless . . . two kids. I started running 
the streets and got caught up in the drug game; 
my life was in turmoil until I got 2 years in 
prison. It was then that I started hearing about 
the Marian House from word-of-mouth. That’s 
when I started to contact the Marian House.

“Once you are inside Marian House, you have 
plenty of women to talk to about your prob-
lems. All I knew before I got to Marian House 
was how to stay alive and get one, that’s it. I 
never knew they could offer this much love and 
stability. It’s been a long road for me, it has . . .

“When I got out of prison in 2002, Marian 
House didn’t have any beds, so I had to live with 
my sister, on North Avenue. I didn’t want to, 
but I didn’t have anywhere to lay my head. The 
atmosphere of being in drug-infested North 
Avenue, I just couldn’t do it; I kept calling the 
Marian House every hour on the hour just try-
ing to get into the building.

“I walked up to Marian House in the pouring 
down rain. I kept calling on the phone until 
they told me how to get here, and it was pour-
ing down rain. When I arrived, I was soaking 
wet. I said, ‘I just really need y’all to help me; I 
ain’t going to survive.’ And it wasn’t an act and 
it wasn’t a show—it was the truth.

“The one-on-one counseling and affection 
that you get at the Marian House from the 
staff is so wonderful. I learned independence, 
I learned how to take care of myself, and I 
learned to be on time. Since the Marian House, 
I’ve been working since 2003, and, mind you, I 
had never worked in my life before.

“I’m never ever picking up again. I’m gonna 
stay clean thanks to God and the Marian House. 
With me staying connected to the Marian 
House there is growth for me, and I love them.”

Terona Hopkins

Terona earned her GED and celebrated her gradu-
ation at Marian House. “It was time for me to 
leave the Marian House, but I didn’t have my GED 
yet, so I scheduled classes to come back till I got 
my high school diploma.”
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“I grew up in a home where there was a lot of 
abuse from both my mother and her boyfriend, 
and I grew up with low self-esteem.” Thus 
begins Tammi Shuron Jones’ tale of decline 
into addiction, homelessness, and incarceration. 
Tammi’s life was derailed by trauma, as were the 
lives of the other women featured in this sec-
tion of the book. 

Be it from sexual abuse, such as with Doreen 
Cooke and Carol Smith; or another devas-
tating event, such as Cynthia Hall suffering 
catastrophic burns as a 3-year-old child; or an 
un-named emotionally dislodging recollection, 
such as with Evania Chapman who needed to 

“get in touch with some of the pain and some of 
the things from my childhood,” trauma is often 
linked to addiction. Substance use becomes, for 
these women and others, a form of self-medi-
cation. As Carol Smith notes in her story, “I 
pretty much used anything that would take me 
out of myself.”

Experiencing trauma leads not only to ad-
diction, but also to a host of other psychologi-
cal problems: Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
(PTSD), complex PTSD, dissociation, depression, 
and more.1 We see these and similar conditions 
in the women’s stories: “I would have terrible 
flashbacks” (Carol Smith); “I didn’t remember 
the pain” (Cynthia Hall). When trauma is pres-
ent, clinicians’ understanding of the impact it 
has on clients is a critical aspect of recovery.

The success of the approach taken at Marian 
House to address the complexities of trauma 
is clear from the women’s testimonies. For 
example, perhaps the most fundamentally de-
structive impact from trauma is a loss of sense 

“The ways in which helping profes-

sionals address and respond to a 

client’s history of trauma play a 

critical role in the adult survivor’s 

recovery.”

Carolyn Knight

Trauma

Patience by Linda; detail of quilt by Marian 
House residents.



of identity—a feeling of alienation both from 
self and community. The lives of the women 
in this section were rife with such disaffection 
prior to entering Marian House, and time and 
time again they credit Marian House for return-
ing themselves to themselves: “Marian House 
was the foundation” (Tammi Shuron Jones); 

“Marian House helped me grow up” (Evania 
Chapman); “Marian House gave me back to me” 
(Doreen Cooke). 

What is Marian House doing right? 
First, the Marian House staff brings sensitiv-

ity to the effects of trauma. For example, one 
common coping mechanism used by survivors 
of sexual abuse or other childhood trauma is 
dissociation, whereby feelings and sometimes 
even memories of what happened are cut off 
from conscious awareness.2 Survivors might 
make light of, simply mention in passing, or 
have no memory at all of the traumatic events 
they experienced. We see this downplaying in 
Doreen Cooke’s story, where she mentions only 
incidentally the fact of her rape, and in Evania 
Chapman, who vaguely refers to “some of the 
pain and some of the things from my child-
hood.”  Competent clinicians know to be on the 
lookout for indicators of trauma even when 
survivors do not directly disclose such a history. 

Second, appropriate protocols are essential. 
Supportive relationships at both the indi-
vidual and communal level are key; establish-
ing rapport and trust through genuine caring 
and listening creates a baseline for successful 
treatment. The women’s comments are rife 
with appreciation for these qualities within 

Marian House: “They really cared about where 
I came from” (Evania Chapman); “I felt warmed 
and welcomed” (Doreen Cooke). Once safety is 
established, processing the trauma can begin.

The stories in this section come alive with 
the promise of overcoming trauma and its asso-
ciated conditions of addiction, low self-esteem, 
depression, and more. The ability of the staff at 
Marian House to help women reframe trauma 
as Carol Smith does (“I now think of myself as a 
survivor and not a victim”) makes all the differ-
ence. With successful recovery, the women are 
empowered to give back, perhaps in ways oth-
ers cannot, as exemplified by Doreen Cooke’s 
extraordinary experience with a young victim of 

sexual abuse, reaching her in precisely the right 
therapeutic way because of her own story.

The women whose narratives are shared in 
this section are not the only ones in this book 
with histories of childhood trauma, but they 
epitomize the essential need for comprehensive 
approaches to treatment.

1. Carolyn Knight, Introduction to Working with Adult Survi-
vors of Childhood Trauma: Techniques and Strategies (Thomson 
Brooks/Cole, 2009), p.9

2. Carolyn Knight, Introduction to Working with Adult Survi-
vors of Childhood Trauma: Techniques and Strategies (Thomson 
Brooks/Cole, 2009), p.13

66 / 67

Dr. Carolyn Knight is Professor of Social Work, School of Social Work, 
UMBC, and author of the book Introduction to Working with Adult Survivors of Childhood 
Trauma, written to serve as a primer for providers who often find themselves on the front 
lines of treating trauma survivors. Dr. Knight offers the following thoughts:

On the relationship between trauma and addiction: “Those with addiction and trauma in 
their histories have used—often unintentionally—their addiction to ‘escape’ the traumatic 
experience and its associated feelings. Trauma typically leaves its victims with overwhelm-
ing feelings of powerlessness. Being clean and sober is empowering and therefore very 
therapeutic.”

On what professionals should know about trauma: “Normalizing and validating survivors’ 
feelings and experiences can go a long way towards minimizing the effects of the trauma.”

On what needs to be done differently: “ ‘If you see something, say something.’ This same 
slogan that we see in train stations and airports can be applied to trauma . . . If you see some-
thing ‘off’ with a child, or a family, say something, report your concerns to the proper au-
thorities. Exploitation of children almost never occurs in a vacuum. Prevention is the key.”



“I really had some deep-

seated psychological trauma 

that I needed to work 

through . . . I’m thankful that 

I have tools and that I have 

people.”



Start Date Marian House: August 27, 2007
End Date Marian House: May 30, 2008

“As a child I was sexually abused. This abuse 
went on for years before my mom put a stop to 
it, but this was in the sixties, so they didn’t tell 
you when someone touches you inappropriately 
to tell someone. I still lived in fear for years.

“I rebelled against my abuser and everything 
he believed in. Whatever he didn’t like . . . He 
hated the city: I moved to the city. All these 
things I intentionally did to hurt him, not real-
izing all the while that I was killing myself.

“He was an alcoholic. So I decided I’m not go-
ing to drink, I’m going to take drugs. He hated 
drugs.

“Heroin and cocaine were my primary drugs 
of choice, but I pretty much used anything that 
would take me out of myself. The only way I 
was able to have what I would call a normal 
heterosexual relationship was if I was drunk 
on alcohol or high on drugs; otherwise I would 
have terrible flashbacks of the sexual abuse that 
I endured.

“I was incarcerated. I’d get out and do good 
for a couple years, and then I would start using 
again. I also had some minor attempts at treat-

ment through methadone programs, which 
never lasted and never worked. I would always 
return to using . . . I really didn’t have any educa-
tion on the disease of addiction.

“I walked through the doors of Marian 
House . . . I really didn’t know what I was walk-
ing into. The amount of love I would be shown 
and the changes that I would go through. I felt 
like I belonged for the first time in my life.

“I did the mandatory addictions program. 
I also attended intensive outpatient therapy. 
I had a counselor there who was excellent. And 
it was suggested that I see a therapist for the 
sexual abuse. I also attended a group there that 
they had for sexual abuse survivors, and I now 
think of myself as a survivor and not a victim. 

“The tools that Marian House gives are so 
powerful, I learned so much about the disease 
of addiction. Marian House was my first real 
recovery program other than going into the 
emergency room and getting 3- to 4-day detox. 
I might not even be alive today if it weren’t for 
people like them.”

Carol Smith

Carol’s experiences of trauma growing up stand 
in sharp contrast to her current success as a 
professional. Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories 
to hear her talk about her trauma, years of addic-
tion, and present day accomplishments. 

Carol has an apprenticeship with Enterprise Elec-
tric. She is a proud member of the International 
Brotherhood of Electrical Workers Union. 
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“Years ago I would get high, 

I wanted to use drugs over 

anything . . . Now I am a 

much stronger person—just 

learning about me.”



Tammi has both witnessed and been subject to 
abusive relationships. Hear her talk about her 
transformation (including the significance of 
the 12 steps of Narcotics Anonymous) and her 
current success with a healthy life for her and her 
family at www.marianhouse.org/stories.

First time at Marian House: June 27, 2000– 
July 9, 2001
Second time at Marian House: March 11, 2003–
March 17, 2005

“Before I got to the Marian House, I came from 
jail. Before I went to jail, I was addicted to 
drugs. I grew up in a home where there was a 
lot of abuse from both my mother and her boy-
friend, and I grew up with low self-esteem.

“I wound up being in the same predicament 
my mother was in—an abusive relationship. 
And that went on for years. And as the years 
went on, I got addicted to drugs, going back 
and forth to jail. I got incarcerated, and that is 
when I found out about the Marian House. And 
I wrote the Marian House and asked them, ‘Can 
I be accepted?’ 

“When I came to the Marian House the first 
time, I used to cry a lot. I was so broken I was 
crying a lot. The staff would ask me why I 
was crying, and I didn’t even know why I was 
crying . . . I guess my spirit was so broken from 
all the bruising I took from my kids’ father and 
my low self-esteem.

“I stayed at Marian House the first time and 
got employed, went to counseling, and got 
back with my children’s father. I left the Mar-
ian House, and the cycle started all over again. 
I started using drugs again, got evicted, went 
back to jail. I wrote the Marian House, and they 
said sure I can come back, because I left on 
good terms.

“They said I needed to do something differ-
ent. They focused more on the abuse. They gave 
me suggestions to go for counseling and take 
self-esteem classes, and that’s what I did. I had 
to take anger management, address my low 
self-esteem.

“It took some work, mending and building 
back up. I’m more confident today. Low self-es-
teem has its days, but it don’t stay there. I don’t 
allow it to settle and let myself wallow in it. I 
recognize it, and I move on and do what I can to 
better the situation or to better myself.

“Marian House was the foundation . . . just 
dealing with life on life’s terms without using a 
drug, learning about me and getting informa-
tion about how to survive my emotions.”

Tammi Shuron-Jones 

Tammi plays with her grandson Daizon Jones, 3 
months old, as her husband Bernard looks on. Of 
her life now as a family member, she says, “I know 
I am a good mother, and I say thank God I did the 
work in that area.”
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Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear  
Cynthia share her feelings about the criminal 
justice system, her efforts to mend relationships 
with her family, and more.

Cynthia now works on weekends at Marian House. 
“For anyone who thinks that this program cannot 
work: it can work. It’s a whole lot of us that’s do-
ing it, and we’re doing pretty well.”
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Start Date Marian House: February 17, 2004
End Date Marian House: September 19, 2005

“When I was 3, I got burned playing with 
matches. I had set the house on fire. I was in 
the hospital for like a year and a half. I was on 
such hard medicines from me getting burned. I 
didn’t remember the pain. I still don’t remem-
ber the pain. I remember being in this hospital 
for a long time. They said that they had to give 
me medicine to forget the pain. That was basi-
cally the beginning for me.

“As an adult, my mom had me going to 
therapy. I think I was about 34. I was going to 
therapy and seeing a psychiatrist—because my 
mother was not having it. And somehow when 
my mom died in ’98, that’s when the addiction 
actually took off.

“It was really bad at that time for me. I fell 
right into the trap. I started stealing. My first 
time getting locked up in my whole life was in 
2001. I was just lost. But the drugs, theft, they 
all go together. It was devastation for my whole 
family. My children were devastated. I was out 
there getting high . . . I was incarcerated. My sur-
vival skills were to go back after jail and start 
stealing again and I would get locked up again.

“When you come home from jail, it’s like 
you’re already screwed up in the brain. Depres-
sion is already on. You’re trying to figure out 
how you can get on track. You go back to your 
old ways—we know how to do bad, we know 
how to screw up, but to be able to do good?

“When I first came to Marian House, I just 
thought that it was just gonna be magic. It 
didn’t happen that way. It took a process. I kept 
striving and kept striving. I had a wonderful 
counselor. Everybody here was just willing to 
help me. It makes you want to do right. You 
can’t come here and not want to do right. I 
have mad love for this program . . . mad love 
and respect for the staff because they gave me 
a chance.

“I am not proud to say that I would go into 
stores and steal stuff. But I’m not a thief today. 
I am so thankful that I am able to be a produc-
tive person in society, give back to the one 
program that gave me a chance.”

Cynthia Hall



“I think if you sit down and 

talk to a person and hear 

somebody’s story—hear 

about where they’ve been 

and what they are trying 

to do today—you’d want to 

give a person a chance.”
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“You know, when you start 

using that’s when your 

maturity level stops. And I 

started using when I was 15.”



Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear 
Evania share her journey, including a story about 
a particularly meaningful mask-making exercise 
she experienced while at Marian House.

Start Date Marian House: October 11, 2006
End Date Marian House: September 26, 2008

“I had been using drugs and alcohol for 37 years. 
I had been in countless treatment centers—in 
and out of detoxes, in all types of programs. It’s 
just been a whole history of revolving doors. 

“I went to a treatment facility with the idea 
that I was going in for 7 days . . . 7 days turned 
into 14 days, and 14 days turned into 24 days. 
After being there, they asked me to escort one 
of the girls to the Marian House. They let me 
tour the facility. When I got upstairs, I actually 
fell in love. It was just something about the 
spirit of the place.

“When I got to Marian House, I still didn’t 
believe in myself. But once I met the staff, they 
made you feel welcome. They really cared about 
where I came from. We had sessions with a 
counselor, and I was able really to get in touch 
with some of the pain and some of the things 
from my childhood. I had a lot of good therapy.

“Even though I was the age that I was, I didn’t 
know anything about responsibility. I thought I 
paid bills, but I didn’t—I never really paid bills. 
I always relied on family members or somebody 

else to do that for me. It was not so much just 
being dependent on the alcohol but being de-
pendent on society as a whole to be responsible 
for me. 

“Marian House helped me grow up. I needed 
somebody that was nurturing, but also had 
the ability to not allow me to manipulate them. 
They show you a lot of tough love here, but 
most of all they have your best interests.  You 
get people to help you with your job. You got 
mental health. You got social work. And then 
they teach you . . . 

“I reunited with my girls after being in Mar-
ian House for 11 months. The staff helped me 
with parenting issues—about boundaries and 
effective ways of discussing certain issues. We 
had sessions where they allowed my children 
to talk about some of their hurt. We got some 
really good therapy.

“I am trying to do what Marian House has 
done for me with my children. I’m really grate-
ful for where I am. All I got to do is look back at 
where I came from and I’m real grateful.”

Evania Chapman

Evania has an eye for decorating. One day she 
plans to have her own home but has made her 
rented space cozy and welcoming. 
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Visit www.marianhouse.org/stories to hear Do-
reen talk about her relationship with her mother 
and daughter, and how she draws upon her past 
experiences as not only a source of strength 
today, but also as a resource to help other people 
cope with hardship.

Doreen has a little piece of Marian House in her 
home in the form of a plant that was given to her 
by Father Terry. It stood about 4 feet tall when 
she received it and is now about 8 feet tall. She 
likes to sit near her plants to reflect on life.
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Start Date Marian House: January 6, 1998
End Date Marian House: August 5, 1998

“I kind of knew I had to change my life. I just 
didn’t know how to because I had been out 
there for maybe 30 years of my life. I had been 
arrested out there, prostituting, just living 
wrong . . . I knew it was wrong. I just couldn’t 
find my way out of wrong.

“I came here through the front door not know-
ing what to expect, but when I came through 
the door of Marian House I just felt like I was 
in a place where people cared. I felt warmed and 
welcomed. This was my family. They nurtured 
me, and they helped me, and they cried with me, 
and they laughed with me, and they just showed 
me a new way of life with structure.

“Marian House taught me how to laugh 
again—there was nothing funny in my life. It 
taught me how to cry when things were good 
and when they were bad. It just opened up all 
my senses again. It gave me life. It gave me back 
to me.

“When I left here, I worked with children and 
addiction. I was able to share my story with 

those children, which was a blessing that made 
those children open up to me. I talk about my 
rape and every time I shared my deep, dark se-
crets with people that are like me, it’s a blessing 
for me and it’s a blessing to them.

“I’ve sat in a padded room with a little girl 
who had been molested. And she wouldn’t talk 
to anybody. I sat on the floor with her and I 
asked her the question, ‘Did somebody touch 
you?’ She never said anything, but her eyes 
were talking to me, and I said, ‘You know, I got 
raped when I was little too and I was afraid to 
tell somebody.’ And that little girl ended up tell-
ing me what had happened to her. 

“People need help. They need help mentally, 
physically, and spiritually; not to be locked in a 
box or cell because the mind is where our dis-
ease is. There need to be programs . . . a place for 
people to go and share how they’re feeling.

“If I can give someone a shot of hope or a 
smile so they can believe it could get better, 
then my work is done.”

Doreen Cooke



“We need more people who 

are concerned and want to 

give a helping hand.”

76 / 77



Marian House, a non-profit organization located in 
the Better Waverly neighborhood of Baltimore City, 
has the following mission:

“Marian House is a holistic, healing community for 
women and their children who are in need of housing 
and support services. We provide a safe, loving environ-
ment that challenges women to respect and love them-
selves, confront emotional and socio-economic issues, 
and transition to stable and independent lives.”

As the stories in this book demonstrate, the orga-
nization has been succeeding at what it sets out to 
do, helping over 1,000 women since 1982 move from 
dependence to independence. 

As early as 1978, working under the auspices of 
the Sisters of Mercy, Province of Baltimore, Sister 
Margaret Beatty (then serving as chaplain at the 
Women’s Detention Center) began to seek funding 
to address, as stated in numerous grant letters, “the 
need for a residence for homeless women.” She 
and a colleague, Jane Harrison, who in 1978 was a 

“volunteer who has worked with me this past year,” 
met with “great frustration because there is so little 
available in terms of support services specifically 
geared for poor women.”

Her letter to funders continues: “In addition to 
safe housing after their release, these women need 
job counseling, training and sustained encourage-
ment.”

And so the vision for Marian House was born. 
Originally under the aegis of Sisters of Mercy, by 

1980 the School Sisters of Notre Dame had joined in, 
with Sister Josanna Abromaitis working alongside 
Sister Margaret “to establish and implement the 
Marian House residence and program.” The contours 
of the new organization had by this time become 
more clearly defined as a residence that would “offer 
15–20 women a four-month education-training- 
employment program with additional support ser-

The former St. Bernard’s convent on Gorsuch 
Avenue has been expanded and renovated since 
Marian House opened there in 1982, but remains 
the headquarters of the agency to this day. Upon 
entering the front doors all visitors are greeted by 
a sign stating, “Peace to all who enter here.”

“There’s not a word to describe 

what the Marian House can do. It’s 

like a supernatural word. It’s not 

a word you could just put together, 

or you could just make up.”

Sharon Cannon, Marian House 

Alumna

About Marian House



vices which include individual and group counseling, 
social services and intensive follow-up.”

The initial focus of the founders was procuring 
a building. Correspondences from the time identify 
community resistance as a barrier needing to be 
overcome; wherever the location, the founders had 
to address the obstacle of neighborhood discomfort. 
City Council Member Mary Pat Clarke, then and 
now a supporter of Marian House, was instrumental 
in pursuing options. By early 1981, with Mary Pat 
Clarke’s support and the agreement of St. Bernard’s 
Parish Council, it was determined “St. Bernard’s 
Convent at 949 Gorsuch Avenue” would become 
home to Marian House.

With the location resolved, the remaining months 
prior to Marian House’s beginning operations were 
put toward preparing the building for occupancy. 
Fund-raising for renovations and programming 
became a central concern. In the second half of 1981, 
the first Executive Director, Sister Mary Graf, was 
hired, and she and the board of directors, established 
in December 1980, worked together to complete 
fund-raising for capital and operating needs.

On April 12, 1982, Marian House officially opened.
Four Executive Directors and 30 years later, 

Marian House has proven its value, growing in 
scope steadily over that time: In 1985, Marian 
House—having “provided a second chance to over 
100 women”—received Loyola College’s Milch Award 
for Excellence of Accomplishment; in 1992, under 
its second Executive Director, Sister Augusta Reilly, 
RSM, Marian House purchased three row houses 
in the vicinity of the program center and launched 
Marian House II, an extension of the transitional 
housing program for women to continue receiving 
support beyond their initial stay at 949 Gorsuch 
Avenue. In 1994 Marian House II expanded to an 
additional location in the Pen Lucy neighborhood; 

in 1996, Marian House, through the contribution of 
two donors, was able to purchase rather than lease 
the Program Center location at 949 Gorsuch Avenue. 
In 2001, the Program Center expanded with the 
addition of 2,500 square feet, allowing for a Great 
Room, Education Center, Family Tower with four 
apartments, and 14 additional bedrooms.

Under Sister Loretta Rosendale, SSND, the third 
Executive Director, Marian House began providing 
permanent housing with support services with its 
first Shelter Plus Care grant in 2003. In 2005, Mar-
ian House was awarded the Seal of Excellence from 
Maryland Association of Nonprofit Organizations. 
This same year, Marian House began the process of 
acquiring and renovating an empty school building 
across the street from the Program Center on Gor-
such Avenue, a tax credit project aimed at providing 
affordable housing for special needs populations. 
In 2007, under the fourth Executive Director, Katie 
Allston, Marian House opened the 19-unit apart-
ment building known as Serenity Place—the project 
won awards in 2008 from the Affordable Housing 
Tax Credit Coalition and the Housing Association 
of Nonprofit Developers. In 2010, Marian House 
opened an additional row house to serve women in 
Marian House II, thereby expanding bed capacity by 
33%, and was chosen by Bank of America as the 2011 
Baltimore Neighborhood Builder in their national 
Neighborhood Excellence Initiative. In 2012, Marian 
House was awarded annual Shelter Plus Care fund-
ing of more than $500,000 to expand its permanent 
supportive housing services to homeless women 
who have children in their care.

Marian House’s history of expansion illuminates 
the value the organization has in the community—it 
exists today as a beacon of hope for women in need, 
and as a model to be replicated in Baltimore City 
and other urban centers. That it all began with just a 

few visionary, bold, and determined women speaks 
volumes on what is possible when individuals set 
their mind to something: in this way, the founders’ 
journeys and those of the women whose stories are 
related in this book share something in common. 
More than anything else, those who have lived and 
worked within Marian House’s walls since its found-
ing have made it the distinctive place it is. 
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Founded by the Sisters of Mercy and School Sisters of 
Notre Dame, Marian House continues as a sponsored 
work of the two sister communities. The two com-
munities make up the organization’s corporate board 
with reserved powers, and play an ongoing role with 
Marian House through representation on the Board 
of Directors, financial support, and service as staff 
and volunteers. This sponsorship guarantees that 
the charisms of both communities endure as guiding 
forces to Marian House’s mission and activities.

If you or someone you know is in need of support services, 
please visit www.marianhouse.org for a list of some of the 
many resources besides Marian House available throughout 
the Baltimore Region.
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