Becca and Tom
Just a year after Tom and I were married, his employer offered him a promotion and transfer to manage the company’s office in Bismarck.  We were eager to move away from our hometown to venture out on our own.  We had worked hard to finish college and worked even harder to save up enough for a down payment on our first home.  Five years and 2 children later, we were infallible.  I worked part-time to avoid the high costs of having two boys in daycare and Tom usually worked fifty hours a week at his office.  We were the average young couple working hard, just trying to make it. Never did we think we could end up without a roof over our heads.
In an instant, our lives were turned upside-down.
Last winter Tom was in a car accident and since then he has dealt with chronic pain from the injuries.  It turned out that he also has two herniated disks in the lowest area of the spine. It has left him unable to work.  Some days he is unable to pull himself out of bed without help.  At first, I was able to balance my work schedule and family life while I cared for him after surgery.  Still, his chronic pain continued to worsen and eventually his “temporary” replacement at work inherited the job he was no longer able to do.  Even though the accident was not his fault, without Tom’s income, we were stuck waiting “patiently” for him to be approved for disability or to receive a settlement from the insurance. By spring, I had used up all of my vacation and sick leave.   Hours away at the clinics with Tom now meant I had to take a cut in my part-time income. Many of our bills went unpaid while we simply tried to survive.  In just a few short months, one of our cars was given back to the bank and we had received a shut-off notice for the heat and lights.  Thankfully, our other vehicle was older but paid for.  We barely had enough income to pay the mortgage and buy a tank of gas so I could drive Tom from our house to the clinic on the other side of town. 
I remember it like yesterday – the day I walked into Ruth Meiers Hospitality House to ask where I could get help with diapers and possibly some food for my boys. Thinking back, it seems more like a scene from a television show than something that would happen to me in real life.  I was embarrassed to be there asking for help, but the staff person was easy to talk to and she quickly put together two bags of food for us and gave me a list of the different places that serve hot meals to anyone in need. I didn’t have a family to turn to and those few kind words meant allot.
We had lived here in Bismarck for almost six years when our home was foreclosed.
I was brought up to believe that if you worked hard this could not happen, but it was happening, and it was happening to me, Tom and our sons, who were just two and three years old. We were HOMELESS, through no fault of our own.
The day we had to pack everything up and leave our house, I confided in a coworker the true reason I wasn’t able to come in to work that day.  Sarah kindly offered her living room so we wouldn’t have to sleep in our car.  Tom and I knew it was better than the alternative and that first night we were grateful just to have a roof over our heads. I couldn’t stop thinking about what we were going to do – certainly, we couldn’t expect to stay for very long.  It quickly became clear that Sarah’s two-bedroom apartment wasn’t large enough for three adults, four small children and a cat.  
My self esteem sunk to an all time low.  I was miserable because I could not take care of my kids the way I was supposed to…providing a stable home for my family was constantly on my mind.
I didn’t know how much longer we could continue the temporary living arrangement.  Tom was still in constant pain and needed another surgery, which we did not have the health insurance to cover. We needed somewhere to go – a place to regain our footing and save for a rental deposit.  I was exhausted and it was hard to see the light at the end of tunnel. 
We were completely out of resources and had nowhere else to turn. Family and friends back home had their own financial troubles and how would we even explain to them that we were homeless?

Tom and I went to see if there was a room available at Ruth Meiers Hospitality House.  We learned that there isn’t a family shelter, so Tom checked into the men’s emergency shelter at Ruth Meiers…while the boys and I were lucky enough to get the only open bedroom at their women and children’s shelter.  Although we were separated at night, the boys and I walked up to the men’s shelter every day and joined Tom for lunch in the Stone Soup Kitchen.  Together, we worked with the case managers at Ruth Meiers and began to see a small ray of hope.   Knowing my sons would have food in their tummy and a warm bed to snuggle up in was worth every bit of pride I sacrificed. 
While we stayed in the emergency shelters at Ruth Meiers, we received much more than hot meals and a warm bed.  Their positive outlook and network of local resources was amazing.  After three and a half months, we finally had received notice about Tom’s injury settlement and were able to settle into an affordable apartment, just in time for Thanksgiving.
There are still many hurdles we need to overcome. Knowing that the dedicated staff at Ruth Meiers Hospitality House is with us every step of the way, helps me see our destination and be able to believe that we'll get there.  
When most people think of the homeless, they're thinking of "them.”  The homeless seem to be different from ourselves….they are “others.” Until you have been there, homeless people are a hand outstretched on the sidewalk… people that have created their situation through making poor choices or being lazy. And most people would be surprised at how many of these "others" are in our community.  Families, couples, people with jobs and without….folks in recovery from all kinds of problems, mental and physical.  Whether you have family or not, no matter what your education level is or how hard you work, homelessness does not discriminate.  Anyone can become homeless; most of us are just a paycheck away….our family learned this lesson by living it and we can only imagine what would have happened without a place like Ruth Meiers to help us through.
