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Celebrating Recovery: Virginia’s Story !
On Nov. 14, the Vermont Eagle published 
an article announcing my citation for 
operating a motor vehicle while under 
suspension. When I was made aware of this 
front-page article, I felt like I was punched 
in the stomach. I felt embarrassed and 
humiliated. I felt discouraged and helpless. !
I am certainly not perfect. Clearly, I make 
mistakes. I am human, but I have worked 
way too hard and accomplished far too 
much to allow my flaws to publicly drown 
out my accomplishments and the value of 
my journey. So, when asked how they could 
rectify the situation, I asked for a front-page 
article again, but this time, I would be the 
author. !
For those of you who do not know who I am 
today, please let me take this opportunity to 
re-introduce myself. My name is Virginia 
and I live in Waltham, Vermont. I have 
three amazing, talented, brilliant and caring 
children that I love more than anything in 
this world. 
  
The gratitude I feel being able to be their 
mom again is overwhelming. I have a great 
relationship with my family and never take 
a minute of life for granted. My parents 
have been the legal guardians of my three 
children since 2013 when I was not healthy 

enough to care for them. I am so incredibly 
grateful for them both and what they had 
done for my children when I was not able 
to. I could never possibly repay them or 
show them enough gratitude. My children 
have been very safe, loved and well taken 
c a r e o f w h i l e u n d e r m y p a r e n t s ’ 
guardianship. They are growing into 
intelligent, vibrant and capable young 
people and I do owe so much of that to my 
parents. They have never given up on me, 
even in times when everyone would have 
understood if they had.  
(Continued on page 3) 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Sean’s Story: A New Hope !
I grew up in Ferguson Missouri. My family 
didn’t have much but my grandmother 
operated a church during the first 10 years 
of my life, and I learned from her that it’s 
important to be helpful. My mother was 
also a great example and the idea of helping 
people is something that has stayed with 
me. She was always donating clothes and 
toys so they could have a chance to be used 
and cherished. Following her example, I 
raised money for Puerto Rico after 
Hurricane Maria, volunteered at a homeless 
shelter, and became an ESL tutor for 
immigrants. I always thought of these 
things as extracurricular activities and 
never thought of being helpful as a potential 
career. That sentiment changed last 
September when I was an overnight 
volunteer at a homeless shelter nearby my 
college. 
 

One of the residents was having a rough 
week and I stayed up until about 3 am 
talking to him. When he ended the 
conversation in order to get some sleep 
before he had to get his daughters ready for 
school in four hours, he said that it felt good 
for someone to just listen to him, and he 
thanked me. The gravity of that moment 
didn’t hit me immediately, but a week later 
that moment had changed my thoughts of 
my upcoming career plan. I was no longer 
leaning towards a career in a museum or an 
art gallery. That conversation opened my 
eyes to the pressure that homelessness can 

have on a person. My advisor was very 
support ive , and she to ld me that 
AmeriCorps would be something worth 
looking into. !
I did just that, and a little less than five 
months later I began serving at the John 
Graham Shelter. It has been a wonderful 
experience and although I’m not even 
halfway done with my service, I believe that 
I made the right decision to come to 
Vermont from Missouri. The staff has 
c r e a t e d a n u r t u r i n g a n d t r u s t i n g 
environment that allows me to feel 
confident, while at the same time not scared 
to ask for help. I’m extremely proud of the 
events I’ve helped plan at the shelter, and I 
enjoy getting to constantly try new things. 
Working with the residents has had some 
speed bumps, but it has been so rich and 
rewarding. Talking and sharing meals with 
the families and individuals is something 
that I’ll always cherish. Who knows what 
the future holds but coming to the John 
Graham Shelter and the experiences that 
I’ve had here is something that I’ll always 
carry with me. 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“Talking and sharing meals 
with the families and 

individuals is something 
that I’ll always cherish.”
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Virginia’s Story, Continued !
I am part of a community that supports one 
another, a community that is understanding 
and believes in the idea that it takes a 
village. I have made so many great friends 
and built countless everlasting relationships 
since I moved to Vergennes in June 2017. I 
have regained my confidence and am proud 
of who I am. I have my dignity back. My 
sobriety has blessed me with a life that at 
one point I didn’t believe was possible. !
In the past I struggled with drug addiction, 
which led to many serious legal issues 
ranging from retail thefts to prostitution 
charges to drug sales.  I continued to 
attempt recovery while battling my struggle 
with relapse. There was a point in 2013 
during my active heroin addiction that I 
believed I would never survive. I was living 
like a wild animal, feeding my addiction by 
whatever means necessary. I was alone, 
running from the law, having warrants in 
multiple states, bad decisions upon more 
bad decisions, selling my body, risking my 
life…. just to feed my addiction. !
The thought of life ever being normal again 
was a fantasy. If it wasn’t for my mother 
calling the state police daily, begging them 
to find me, I am not sure if I would be alive 
today. I was arrested in Burlington and so 
began a roller-coaster of short bits of 
sobriety and multiple trips to rehab. Finally, 
in 2015 I found a program that I will be 
forever grateful for. After completing the 
Phoenix House Tapestry Program in 
November 2015, I returned to the 
community with 11 months of sobriety and 
began rebuilding my life. !
I felt like I was on top of the world, that 
there was no looking back. I had beat my 
addiction, and I could close that chapter. 
That is where I made a crucial mistake. I 

told myself I got this and lost focus on the 
importance of my recovery supports. In 
A u g u s t 2 0 1 6 , I e x p e r i e n c e d s o m e 
unexpected, life-changing events and found 
myself spiraling out of control at the mercy 
of a relapse. I again found myself at rock 
bottom, living in a homeless prevention 
center apartment in downtown Rutland, 
failing miserably at maintaining my 
sobriety. How was I going to stay sober and 
get my life back when I was immersed in 
the very things that were killing me? 

I have forever changed the lives of my 
children by my selfish choices. I own all of 
it, every little last thing. Yes, I own it. Yes, I 
own my past, but more importantly, I own 
who I am today. Today, I am proud of the 
woman I am when I look in the mirror. !
In June 2017, I successfully completed 
treatment at the Serenity House in 
Wallingford, Vermont, promising myself 
this would be the last time I would go to 
rehab. Since my discharge on June 22, 
2017, I have worked incredibly hard toward 
the goal of maintaining my sobriety, 
rebuilding my life and my relationships 
with my children, family and community. 
While the article in the Eagle publicized my 
f laws, this week I would l ike the 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o p u b l i c i z e m y 
accomplishments and my strengths.  My life 
has been everything but easy over the last 

!3

“My sobriety has 
blessed me with a 
life that I didn't 

believe was 
possible.”
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18 months. Upon my discharge from the 
Serenity House in June 2017, I swallowed 
my pride and came to Vergennes to reside 
at the John Graham Shelter. At that point, I 
really had nothing to lose. Within four days, 
I was employed full time at 3 Squares Café 
as a barista. I developed everlasting 
relationships with both co-workers and 
customers. I received a promotion at the 
café and soon moved into my own space at 
the Emerson House in Vergennes.  The staff 
at John Graham were and still are 
monumental in my recovery. The patience, 
empathy and compassion I was shown 
during my four months at the shelter is 
something I will forever be grateful for. !
I attended AA meetings regularly and met 
so many wonderful, supportive people. The 
camaraderie I felt from the strong women I 
began to meet was so inspirational. The love 
and support I felt from the people around 
me continued to motivate me through the 
hardest times of my life. I am so grateful 
that I am still here today. I value people and 
relationships, not stuff and things. My 
journey has humbled me to the core and 
created a spark for genuinely being a good 
human. !
My story represents commitment, patience, 
hard work and dedication. I have regained 
my confidence, self-respect and dignity as a 
mother and as a woman. It has been a long, 
painful journey, but by trusting the process 
and being my best me every day, I have 
accomplished so much. I am an active 
mother in my children’s lives daily and am 
currently in the process of regaining legal 
guardianship. I am an active, educated 
member of a community that I love. I have 
a stable, loving, structured home that I plan 
to grow old in. I make mistakes; I am only 
human, but today I have so much more to 
celebrate than my flaws. 

There is so much more to me than a court 
citation. I see the world in color again. I am 
proud of who I am. I am sober. I am me. I 
would like to challenge you to join me in 
celebrating recovery and building each 
other up, rather than finding flaws and 
passing judgment. 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  A Joyous Holiday! !
Families and individuals at John Graham’s 

five houses celebrated a safe and happy 
holidays together. Board Member and chef 
Rux Martin served up prime rib and local 

churches donated turkeys and all the fixins 
for three seatings on Christmas Day. The 

children especially enjoyed the trees at each 
house and the many gifts beneath them. 

Deep gratitude to the hundreds of 
individuals, churches, community 

organizations and businesses who made 
this a special day for so many.
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5th Annual Sleep Out Helps Families Move Home !
MIDDLEBURY — More than 50 people 
b r a v e d t h e s n o w e l e m e n t s n e a r 
Middlebury’s Otter Creek falls on the night 
of Dec. 1 for the John Graham Housing and 
Services fifth annual  vigil and sleep out to 
end homelessness, an overnight camping 
event to support housing for homeless 
families. !
A cold, heavy snow fell throughout the 
night, sometimes nearly collapsing the 
tents, but more people than ever made it 
through until morning. They were greeted 
with snow and freezing rain, a warm fire 
and enjoyed coffee and doughnuts knowing 
they had raised more than $54,000. !
John Graham Housing and Services Co-
directors Kate Schirmer-Smith and Pete 
Kellerman thanked all who slept out, 
donated, sponsored and attended the vigil. 
Supporters pitched more than 20 tents — 
each with one to six sleepers —  

on Marble Works commercial district 
property above the falls. Participants 
converged on the scene after having 
participated in a candlelight vigil on the 
town park and having dined on a home-
cooked supper at St. Stephen’s Church. !
More local businesses than ever sponsored 
the sleep out and more young folks got 
involved — including large contingents 
from the Walden Project, Vergennes Union 
High School Honor Students, and the 
Champlain Valley Unitarian Universalist 
Society’s Youth Group. It was great to see 
young and old alike becoming involved so 
that no one is left outside. All funds go to 
provide housing to homeless families and 
individuals. !
It’s not too late to help. People who would 
l i k e t o d o n a t e c a n d o s o a t 
johngrahamshelter.org/sleepout. 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http://johngrahamshelter.org/sleepout
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Fifth Annual Sleep Out to End Homelessness
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Thanks to all who slept out and donated so that 
homeless families can move home in 2019!


