Vanessa was raised in Bakersfield, an hour away from Los Angeles.

“I have an older sister, then there’s me, and | have a younger brother. We grew
up in a toxic household. My parents were caught up in addiction. My dad left.
My mom struggled throughout her life. She battled a lot of different mental
illnesses.

Seeing her life didn’t make it easy for me to do better. It’s what | was used to.
We didn’t have a huge support system inside our household. We couldn’t go to
my mom for anything. But | know she wanted better for us. | didn’t want her
life, but | started to repeat the cycle.

Meet Vanessa

| heard of Gracenter in 2015 from my sister who was in the program. At the time, | was living in our
hometown. | was so unhappy. | had a job | hated. | didn’t have any kids or any relationships. | didn’t have
any goals for myself other than going through the motions. | was dealing with depression. | was also
dealing with low confidence in myself because | knew | wasn’t where | wanted to be. | didn’t want to
deal with life. | was feeling lost. | didn’t know what | wanted to do with my life. | started drinking more. |
felt like the only thing for me to do was drink in my spare time. It was a downward spiral after that. |
was living day by day.

Finally, | stopped fighting. | let myself feel my embarrassment and shame. | admitted | needed help. |
had nothing to lose. | said to myself, | am worthy of a lot more. | am worthy of love. | am worthy of
success. | hadn’t felt like that until | hit rock bottom. Mentally, | was ready. Physically, | was ready.

My sister put me in contact with Sandra. We spoke about once a week for three months before | started

the program. | shared my story and struggles with her. She called to tell me there’s a space whenever I'm
able to come. | took a train, then a bus, then an Uber. When | was on the Golden Gate Bridge, | couldn’t

believe it. | finally made it to my fresh start. | saw the city, and | glowed. It was all about the feeling that
it was my time to shine.

| had my bags and was nervous as | walked up the steps. | had a lot of questions. | wondered if the girls
would like me, if | would fit in, if the program would work. | had a huge suitcase. | overpacked, for sure.
Sandra came to welcome me, and | was able to put a face to the name and the voice. She encouraged
me to take time to get to know the women, the house, and the grounds. The women in the program
approached me and helped me get used to how the house works.

During the first few weeks, | focused on myself.
| met with Sandra twice a week. It was
someone else besides myself giving me power.
I had a lot of opportunities. | had a lot of
support. Not only from Gracenter and the
women at Gracenter, but from the people |
was introduced to and the opportunities they

provided.

| was invited to go on a retreat to open up
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bonded while we spoke with others in recovery. She became a close friend. And that retreat helped me
figure out my first goal. | wanted to find a job to give myself a challenge. | created my resume and
searched for a career | wanted to get started in. Sandra suggested an on-call position to try it out and still
be able to balance other parts of the program. | hadn’t known that was possible.

| contacted Friendship House, a Native American addiction treatment facility, about an on-call position.
They hired me immediately. That helped me see myself as a leader, and carry myself toward a higher
power. | didn’t have that before. Because my dad is Native American and wasn’t around when | was
growing up, | wasn’t tied to that identity culturally or spiritually. | thought because | was Native, | was
supposed to already know certain things about being Native. | shared with my coworkers that | wanted
to learn more about my roots. They were arms wide open to teach me anything.

The women at Friendship House invited me to my first sweat, which is a cleanse for the whole body with
burning coals while singing and praying. It’s very sacred, very beautiful, very powerful. It’s hard because
it’s so hot and emotional. | thought | might not be able to finish, but when | did, | felt so light and at
peace. | was more connected to the others. It made me feel closer to myself. | gained confidence in who |

was. It brought my spirituality into my recovery. This experience was only possible because of
Gracenter.

One time | mentioned to Sandra that | wanted to
give back to the community with the idea of
providing food for the unhoused. She told me it
was a great idea and that | was in charge of it.
We went to the store and bought groceries for
sandwiches and fruit for sides. Just being able to
be in the position to give back made me feel so
happy. It shocked me to be on the other side at
that point of my journey already. It sticks with
me because | had never done that before. And
then to be the leader and have the experience
of interacting with those we were serving.

Vanessa (front center) and other women from Unforgettable. That could be any one of us at any time.
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Because | had started at Gracenter with the mindset that | didn’t have anything, | was able to start
completely fresh. For me, the most important parts were the fundamental goals like opening a bank
account, going back to school, and having a constant support system. Sandra helped me take care of
some debt | had. She helped me organize who | should pay, when, and how. | was just getting my feet on
the ground. | attended city college. After city college, | got a second job. | started a savings account. |
could tell | was getting closer to finding happiness.

It was once in a lifetime to get the time, knowledge, and resources to focus on myself and build the life
I hoped was possible. Not many people can take 6 months, a year, or two years to work on themselves.
When | was able to go to Gracenter, | wanted to make the most of that. | knew that wasn’t something
that was able to happen all the time. | wanted to make that time count.




It’s been 8 years since | started the program. I’'ve always stayed connected to Gracenter as it was such a
big part of my life. Recently, | started working at Gracenter on-call. It’s a complete full circle. The
moment | step back into the house, it all comes back to me. It’s such a peaceful place. | have so much
love for being there and being able to talk with Sr. Marguerite and the other sisters. I've been in the
same position as the women who are there. It now gets to be me who gives our residents boosts and
reassures them why they’re there like others did for me. It’s a sisterhood.

I’'m a completely different person than before Gracenter.
| have a whole new outlook on life. | was looking at the
glass half empty, and now I look at it half full. I'm blessed
to have a family of my own now. When | was ready to find
someone, | knew what | wanted, and | wasn’t going to
settle for anything less than that. | have beenin a
relationship with my fiancé now for 5 years. We have a 3-
year-old daughter. We're all so healthy. We're taken care
of in all aspects. Life is great. | just know if | never was at
Gracenter, my life would never be this. This was the
answer | was searching for.”

Vanessa with her fiancé and daughter



