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The First Interview 
 “I was cooking spaghetti one morning and the truck came 

around the corner and came at the weirdest angle of the 

window, smashed in and came through my family room...” 

Can you tell us your story?  
I’m Amber and I am fifty years 

old. I first got on the assisted 
housing program about fifteen 
years ago. I heard about it when I 
was staying at Churches United*. 
I was in and out of there between 
staying with friends and so-called 
boyfriends and I was on drugs 
and alcohol real heavy. 

My sons were adopted in 1997 
with an aunt on the father's side 
and then I became homeless. In 

the process of my addiction and 
stuff I became homeless. So as soon 
as I went to talk to the assisted 
housing program, I talked to Bill, 
and he said in order to get into this 
program you have to be clean. So I 
went over to this treatment at 
MECCA* and they placed me in a 
one bedroom. So I stayed there and 
I went to my meetings and I was 
still in my addiction, but it wasn’t as 
bad as when I was homeless. I had 
social workers. I have kept the same 

social workers. I also went to 
Broadlawns* for hospitalization 
or addiction and they put me on 
meds and I went to Sands*. I was 
in Sands two times because I 
almost overdosed on my meds to 
commit suicide. I was drunk and 
high at the time, so I put myself 
into Sands the second time. 

It was about the same 
situation. I was going to 
Broadlawns through a program 
called partial hospitalization and 

 
Our Goal with this magazine is to create awareness of the 
homeless community in Des Moines. To do that, we 
conducted interviews with residents of the assisted housing 
program who used to be homeless. We talked to people of 
all ages, races, and backgrounds and we ended up with 
stories of some of the most interesting people we have ever 
talked to. The conversations we had are meant to inspire a 
new wave of awareness in Des Moines about the homeless 
community. 
 
We also hope to break many of the stereotypes about the 
homeless community. In fact, none of the people we 
interviewed fit a uniform type. We sincerely hope that our 
magazine inspires a new wave of awareness and caring 
within our community 
 

- Blank Tales Team 
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we met every morning at seven, 
Monday through Friday. After I got 
on the assisted housing program, 
my mother had passed. My father 
had passed with me being 
homeless, and he was the one I had 
been staying with. And I couldn’t 
live with my mom because she 
didn’t trust me; it was kind of a 
‘tough love’ thing. If it wasn’t for 
the assisted housing program and 
me going through what I’ve been 
through and, um, trying to stay 
clean and live a sober life and to be 
a better person… It’s just a miracle 
on the assisted housing programs 
part. 

I’ve been in abusive 
relationships and you know it was 
due to our addictions and 
homelessness. I’ve stayed at 
abandoned houses and there were 
big spiders. They tore the house 
down now. It was just a difficult 
situation I had put myself in. 

Now I have moved about five 
times…in one place a truck came in 
through my apartment. I was 
cooking spaghetti one morning 
and the truck came around the 
corner and came at the weirdest 
angle of the window, smashed in 
and came through my family room. 
I ran out the door and all these 
bricks came down. If I had been on 
that couch, I would have been 
dead.  

They then moved me to another 
apartment within that week; they 
said it was temporary, moved over 
to the Woodland area. It was a nice 
big apartment, but the people 
downstairs had black mold. 

After three months of staying 
there, they (assisted housing 
program) finally moved me and it 
was something. They moved me to 

12th Street and I was with the 
assisted housing program, but it 
was like paying their own rent. It 
was one of their own properties. 
My son sometimes stayed with 
me. But they told me, ‘you cannot 
have a two bedroom, we want a 
family in this apartment,’ so then 
I moved out by Merle Hay. I don’t 
like it out there; I am planning on 
moving in April. 

 
Now I am a banquet server 

and I have been sober for three 
years now. I am a Sunday school 
teacher at Church at Amazing 
Grace at 53rd and Franklin. I 
work at Hy-Vee Hall through a 
temp service. I volunteer at a 
homeless meals site at 701 
Grand; I have been doing that for 
at least two years, too. I am 
concerned about homelessness 
and it brings me back to how 
much I have accomplished. I see 
other people, you know, I was in 
their situation and you know I 
never want to forget that God has 
brought me this far not to go 
back. Well, my age, too. I have 
come so far to even come back. 
Thank you God I am not in that 
situation anymore. I bring down 
clothes (to Career Closets). I am 
signed up for Career Closets*. In 
my younger years I had a lot of 
thefts on my criminal 
background, so a lot of jobs 
wouldn’t hire me because they 
frowned upon thefts. So I was 
going out to Evelyn Davis* and 
they were going to pay for my 
schooling for a CNA and I talked 
to a guy that works at the nursing 
home on Grand and he said I 
think you better get a new career 
because they frown about a 

criminal background. 
I was growing though all these 

classes. But, like, what if I get this 
certificate and then I don’t get a 
job? There’s no use of me getting 
a certificate and then getting let 
down on a job. Here I go through 
all this schooling then get denied 
a job. I just paid off my financial 
aid, I owed several thousands 
dollars for child support, I finally 
paid that off. I can now get my 
driver’s license. 

I am going to wait a year, try 
to get another apartment or 
house, get myself established and 
then go back to school. This time 
I either want to be a dog 
groomer, or a hair stylist. I was in 
American hairstyling in 1997 but 
I had to postpone that because I 
was homeless. The drug 
addiction led to the 
homelessness. That’s in the 
process of my kids being 
adopted. I was going through 
some court stuff. It was the sixth 
time, the seventh time I got on 
the assisted housing program. 
We had a group session at 
treatment and I had been using 
again so they decided to kick me 
out. I was at Churches United and 
I also stayed down at St. 
Joseph’s*. I was at the Y* for a 
while, got kicked out of there 
because my father beat me up 

(Continued) 
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while I was out and about. That wasn’t a good 
situation there.  

I’m just so glad now that I am out of the stress and 
free. I’m in church. I’m getting ready to move. And my 
sons are healthy and all but one are still in school and 
don’t have any kids. My oldest one is thirty. The other 
one is twenty-seven and my last one is eighteen. I’m 
just glad about that. I told him its time to man up and I 
don’t want you to go down the same path I went 
down. 

I was born and raised here in Des Moines, Iowa. My 
mother was white; my dad was black. I had a nice 
childhood but the drugs came in my later years. I 
graduated in ‘83 at East High School. I didn’t start 
indulging until I was in my 20s after my second son. 
I’ve learned from a lot of mistakes and it’s just a 
blessing to be where I’m at right now. I’m just 
thankful for the assisted housing program for giving 
me a chance to live and prosper. It took me a while to 
get there, but I’m glad to be where I’m at right now. If 
it weren’t for the assisted housing program, a lot of 
people would be homeless. I have talked to two ladies 
and now they’re on the assisted housing program. I 
tell people about how the assisted housing program 
can help you get off the streets, they’ve been a success 
and I enjoy everything they have done. I enjoy the 
structure they provide with social workers and 
counselors. They check on me monthly and I have a 
good group of social workers. Between that, the 
assisted housing program and Broadlawns, I am ok 

today. 
 

What does society need to do to help the 
Homeless Community? 

A lot of these vacant places should be fixed up and 
if someone had a lot of money, fixed them up then 
rented them out, they would get a good business in 
renting out these places to the homeless. There are so 
many vacancies that it would be extremely lucrative if 
someone were to rent them out. I also get concerned 
about a lot of veterans being homeless too, as I look 
down at Reggie’s Café*, I see the homeless youth. 

There needs to be a lot more centers for homeless 
youth. They need an education; they need to go back 

to school themselves so they can better 
themselves. Family structure is so important, as 
well as, you know, ‘cause there are a lot of single 
people out there that are lonely, there’s a lot of 
loneliness a lot of these places out there that if 
you were to just fix them up with little to nothing 
rent, there would be a lot less homeless people. 
You just have to provide the people with a place 
to go. I really can’t say. It takes a lot of 
compassion to help out the homeless. We need to 
take care of our own and help those people that 
are in need. We should love one another; we have 
to stop overlooking our own. 

 
BT 

Blank Tales was started by two juniors at 
Valley High School off of their own volition. 
That said, Blank Tales would love to give a 
special thanks to all the great people who 
help us produce each issue and all the 
people who read and support our magazine. 
We continue to have fun with every facet of 
this production and it wouldn't be possible 
without all the people who affect this 
magazine. 

We have been helped by many people 
whom we would like to thank including our 
principal David Maxwell, Tom Vance, 
formerly of Central Iowa Shelter and 
Services, and staff at assisted housing 
programs. We would also like to give credit 
to Alina Husain for the great cover design 
and the art on page 5. All of our profits will 
be donated to homeless aid organizations in 
Central Iowa. If you are wondering how to 
help us, we would first like to thank you, 
and secondly ask you to donate time, 
money, or any combination of both to any 
homeless aid organization in Central Iowa. 
They all do a great job and will put your 
resources to great work. 

 
--Blank Tales Team 

 

(Continued) 
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The Need to 
Get Around 

What’s your story? 
I'm Jim and I'm fifty-eight. I ended up getting 

married, had three kids, got divorced. Had 
another kid with a girlfriend that didn’t work 
out. Tried to start a business but that didn’t work 
out either. So I just left and started hitchhiking 
and riding trains to places all over the United 
States. Eventually I found this place here and 
decided to stay. Then Primary Healthcare* took 
me under with the assisted housing program 
after Bill offered to bring me in. I grew up in 
Minnesota. And I was married and had three 
kids. But then I moved to Colorado about eleven 
or twelve years ago. It was a painting business, 
but with the court cost and the cost of child 
support I wasn’t able to financially sustain my 
business. 

 

Do you still have any contact with your children? 
I now have contact with one of my daughters that 

lives in Florida. And since being with the assisted 
housing program, I have also started talking with my 
daughter in Colorado. I can’t really do anything until 
they let me back into their lives. After the divorce it was 
hard for the children to be with me, I lost the kids with 
the divorce. 

 
So you traveled by trains? 

I usually would stow away on grain trains, I got 
caught a couple times, but I was only thrown into jail 
once. But it was only five days in jail. I met a lot of 
people hitchhiking. I was just traveling around to see if I 
could find something different to do, but nothing really 

panned out. 
I would stay in each location for about two to three 

days. But then I found Des Moines and I started camping 
out by Merle Hay. I would work the corner with a sign 
and beg for money. A lot of people got to know me and 
they would pull over and give me money. I never really 

went hungry because I was able to get about fifty 
dollars a day. 

 

(Continued) 
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What’s your story?  
I’ve been struggling with homelessness since I 

was either fourteen or fifteen. My parents got on 
drugs and alcohol. My home tended to reflect that. 
My parents at times would kick me out, so I started 
staying at friends’ houses. 

I started becoming addicted to drugs and 
alcohol at a young age as well; I ran away from my 
parents a couple of times. I just felt like the world 
owed me something. Having that mind set, I 
became codependent and got into unhealthy 
relationships with guys. When I was fifteen, I 
ended up staying at a shelter here in town, at the 
Iowa Homeless Youth Center on Buchanan Street*. 
It specializes with teenagers. At the time they 
didn’t make me go home. They taught me how to 
be responsible. I think those types of houses are 
extremely important. 

So then I moved to Arizona when I was eighteen. 
If I ever had an apartment it was only for about 
thirty days because I could never be able to make 
next month’s rent. I ran away to Arizona and 
moved in with a boyfriend. He supported my living 
for about four years but then I ended up selling 
drugs on the streets out of my car. It was all just 
about how to survive. I was addicted to meth and 
was homeless for ten years in Arizona. 

Then while in Arizona I got pregnant with my 
daughter, and then she was born in Arizona. After 
the birth of my daughter I started to realize what 
life really was about. I then came back to Iowa and 
stayed with my mom’s boyfriend and then I got 
back on meth. So then I tried to live with my 
biological dad again but the alcoholism and the 
drug addiction with my dad made us bump heads. 
The hardest thing about it is that everyday you are 
carrying your entire life on your back. I was trying 
to stay a step ahead of the game so I would never 
get arrested or have my baby taken. You become 
numb. I then went to the homeless shelter off of 

(Continued) 

Why did you pick Des Moines? 
I felt comfortable with the area around me and I 

just decided that I was going to stay. I met a lot of 
people in the homeless community but I tried to 
always stay by myself because I think it’s easier 
to live on your own. 

Sometimes I feel like there is too much going 
on and I just need to get around. 

 
How did you get into the assisted housing 
program? 

There was a local café owner that saw me out 
on the corner and she called Bill from the 
assisted housing program and then Bill called 
Primary Healthcare to come and help me with my 
medical issues. 

I initially said no to Primary Healthcare, but 
then a year later I decided to take them on their 
offer because I was getting a lot older and I 
realized that I needed to get off the streets. So 
after that they had me fill out a lot of applications 
for public housing under Section 8 and so they 
decided to put me with the assisted housing 
program. 

So after getting the assisted housing program 
house I was able to get under Social Security 
Disability so now I just pay a percentage of my 
income towards the housing cost. 

 
What have you been doing since living with 
the assisted housing program? 

I have started collecting cans. I have a lot of 
arthritis throughout my body so some days I’m 
not able to do that. But it’s okay because I have 
disability. 

 
What would be the best thing society could 

do for the homeless? 
It would be best for society to give money to 

the programs that are out there to help the 
homeless. A lot of people don’t realize that 
homeless people don’t necessarily choose to be 
homeless. But even more important is the lack of 
respect the homeless get. Sometimes I feel ashamed 
to be homeless because people look at us 
differently and won’t treat us the same. 

 
BT 

THE LONG ROAD 

TO RECOVERY 
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Blank Tales is always 
happy to hear from you. 
We love suggestions more 
than you can imagine and 
beyond that, we just like 
to know that people are 
reading our magazine!! 
Feel free to send us an 
email with any ideas you 
have about our 
publication. 
We really believe in 
helping the homeless 
community and your help 
allows us to help even 
more! Email us any 
comments questions or 
concerns at 
blanktalesinfo@gmail.com 

We will get back to you as 
soon as we can! 

--Blank Tales Team 

Ingersoll and then left for Saint Joseph’s*. Then I got an apartment off of 29th and University, but then 
again I kept drinking so I couldn’t hold onto it for more than thirty days. 

That made me look at what my problems really were. So I needed something to teach me how to stop 
the cycle. So I got down to my core issues and I checked into House of Mercy*. House of Mercy is for 
women and children. They offer drug counseling. You can stay there for up to two years. It showed me 
how comfortable living on a budget can be. Oh, and the assisted housing program is amazing. Primary 
Healthcare* was my first step. They have an outreach program that got me in touch with the Shelter plus 

Care program I am on now. 
What really was special is that the people never judged you and it 

was really comfortable and easy they kind of take you under their 

wing. If it weren’t for the assisted housing program I would not know 
how to survive. 

 
Did you say you were in college? 

Yes, I went to college to be a dental assistant. I found that it was 
doable for me, and it was a weird feeling, so I started making the wrong 
type of friends. I didn’t finish my last two classes. In the mean time I am 
just trying to hold down employment. Nobody would hire me, but then 
I did Dress for Success* and they helped me get a job. So I got a job at a 
telemarketing company. I sold placement advertisement from business 
to business; I did that for a year. But then I decided to switch jobs and 
now I work at the used bookstore, and I still have my benefits. 

 
If you could do anything, what would you do? 

I would like to work with a dentist. I would like to have a car that 
actually runs. My dad’s car just broke down and he plays grandpa 
because he picks my daughter up from her school. I guess if you were 

to ask me this two years ago I would have said something differently. 
When you don’t have motivation to start off with, you can’t do 
anything. 

 
How did you get on drugs? 

One day I had a sleep over with a girl in eighth grade, and I was 
asked if I would like some meth, and next thing I knew I was on meth. 

It’s just a cycle and it was in my environment so I couldn’t really escape 
it. I preferred living with my dad because he was very stable. But my 

mom lived in Des Moines as well. She was an insurance agent. Her 
alcoholism got the best of her early on. 

My dad thought I was lying to him so I had to move in with her. So 
then I started living with my friends. It’s when I learned how to start 

(Continued) 
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Places to Donate  

Anawim Housing:  www.anawimhousing.org/ 

Broadlawns:  www.broadlawns.org/ 

Career Closets:  www.plymouthchurch.com/news/plymouth-
women-career-closet-moves-to-new-ymca/ 

Central Iowa Shelter and Services:  www.centraliowashelter.org/ 

Churches United for the Homeless:  www.churches-united.org/ 

Dress for Success:  desmoines.dressforsuccess.org/ 

Evelyn K. Davis Center for Working Families: 
www.evelynkdaviscenter.org/Pages/welcome.aspx 

House of Mercy: www.houseofmercydesmoines.org/ 

Iowa Homeless Youth Centers: iowahomelessyouth.org 

JOPPA Outreach:  www.joppaoutreach.org/ 

MECCA:  www.meccaservices.com/aboutus.html 

Primary Healthcare:  www.phcinc.net/ 

Reggie’s Place Coffee Shop/Connection Café:  
theconnectioncafe.org 

Sands:  www.broadlawns.org/inpatient-services.cfm 

St. Joseph’s:  www.dmdiocese.org/st-joseph-emergency-family-
shelter.cfm 

YMCA: www.dmymca.org/en/locations/ymca_supportive_housing_ 
campus 

WHO WE ARE AND WHAT WE DO 
The Blank Tales team is made up of high school students from around the metro. We set out with a 

goal of raising awareness of the homeless community as well as raising money to aid the homeless 

community. With each issue we strive to reach that goal.  
All of the money that is made from selling these magazines goes directly to a number of the homeless 

aid organizations around the metro. And by all we mean ALL: 100%, the 
whole shebang. While we ask that you put $1 in the jar for each issue you 
take, we realize that doing that isn't possible for everyone, thus we 
simply hope that you do the best you can. If you wish to donate more 
money beyond what you pay for the magazine, we ask that you simply 
donate that money to any homeless aid organization of your choice. We 
also hope to inspire others to do charitable work of their own! There is 
no feeling better than giving-- take it from us. It is a win-win: you get to 
help others and you get to feel good while doing that. So do it! Start your 
own charity! Donate to existing charities! Help those less fortunate than 
you! We dare you. 

Thanks a ton for reading! Come back for the next issue! 
--The Blank Tales Team 

fending for myself. 
 

When you went through counseling, 
what did you find to be the most 
helpful? 

Good counselor is really important. 
 

What have you learned? 
I’m glad I am halfway sane today 

because a lot of people just lose 
themselves. I didn’t see my son for ten 
years, but now I am able to see him. It’s 
unfortunate sometimes how the kids get 
used as tools between parents. I think 
the hardest thing in life for me is to learn 
that you can set expectations for 
yourself but not for other people. As long 
as I stay clean I will be all right, I think.  

Homelessness is a lot more than just 
not having a place to stay. I was never 
taught what a budget was, or what an 
allowance was. Drugs and alcohol played 
a big role in what I was focused on. 
Before you know it, you’re fifty years old 
and your comfort zone is your tent. 
People often have to numb themselves 
from the struggles of their lives. But Des 
Moines has the most amazing resources; 
Arizona only had churches to really help 
me survive. 

 
BT 

 

(Continued) 

Reach us at- 
blanktalesinfo@gmail.com 
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