
 

 

When I Was a Child 

       A Blueprint for Solving Homelessness Across America 

         By the Homeless  

 

 With J. Biondolillo  



 

 

     Dedication  
Miles Stephen Smith  

March 21, 1984-November 4, 2016  

This project is dedicated to Miles Smith who, from age 12, saw the homeless and those in need 
and wanted to help. Miles embraced the homeless taking care to provide: food, pocket money 
and supplies for their pets. Miles worked to make their lives better without judgment. His 
loving heart and compassion for the homeless is a wonderful reminder of the lives we can 
touch and the change we can effect one life at a time.   



 

 

Preface  

The seed for this journey, understanding homelessness, was planted on a cold February 
night when I was in college. I had stopped off to get a cup of coffee on my way to class. A 
homeless man wanted to use the bathroom in the coffee shop.  

“It’s only for customers,” he was told.  

“But I got to go bad!”  

The man was asked to leave. I just watched. I did not understand.  As I came out of the 
coffee shop, the man was relieving himself against the building. I looked up at the revolving 
clock at the bank in the adjacent lot. The clock read, 5:00 pm, and underneath the time was 
the temperature, four degrees.   

2016 

I was very disturbed by the presidential campaign of 2016. Like so many, I just wanted it 
to be over. I happened to turn the television on one evening and an interview was being given. 
The topic? Health Care. “We are not going to leave people to die in the streets,” the 
interviewee said. I just sat on my couch with my mouth open. Was this person so ignorant, so 
arrogant that he did not know that we already had Americans literally dying on our streets? 
Once again, the memory of the homeless man from the coffee shop came rushing over me.  

I spent the last few months of 2016 researching the Point in Time Census conducted 
each January across the country. It is not just a literal counting of the homeless, but an 
extensive research study examining the details of homelessness. The numbers are staggering. 
The reasons for homelessness are as varied as the more than 567,715 persons experiencing 
homelessness. But still, I did not I understand until I pulled up the sidewalk and began to learn.  

I would like to introduce you to some of the men and women I met on my journey as I 
attempted to understand the epidemic of homelessness in America and provide you the 
blueprint for solving homelessness as offer by the homeless themselves. 
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Chapter 1  
Lost in Miami  

I am still a fan of paper maps. My friends joke about this with me and tease me about 
not using GPS. “But GPS does not work in the desert,” I tell them. “What if I am lost out west on 
a photo shoot? I need a paper map.” So, I carry paper maps with me whenever I travel.  

When I arrived in Miami on January 27, 2017, my rental car came with GPS so I was 
willing to give it a try. But Miami has an interesting layout. I was looking for 12th street. There 
are two, depending upon the direction in which you are going. Of course, I didn’t realize this 
until GPS continually took me in the wrong direction. I wondered what I was doing and thought,  
“Maybe this project isn’t such a good idea.”  

Frustrated, I pulled over to read my trusty map. My phone was pinging. I ignored it. It 
pinged again. I focused on finding my location on the map. It pinged again. Finally, in 
exasperation I picked it up. My daily readings had downloaded. I opened them. Hebrews. 
Today’s story was about Abraham. He is lost. He cannot find his way. He decides to take his 
journey on faith. This immediately calmed me. If Abraham could do it, so could I.   

I found my location on the map and drove around the corner where I saw a police 
officer. I parked the car and got out to ask for directions. She asked me why I was looking for 
that particular street. I explained that I was from Charleston, SC and that I was working on a 
photo-documentary on homelessness in America. She nodded. She shared with me her 
experience working on homeless detail and then assisted me with directions and various 
locations where I would encounter some of the homeless.   
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Chapter 2   
Lessons in Miami  

Brian, “Rusty” as his friends call him, is a Marine, a Vietnam Veteran, a prisoner of war. 
His tour of duty began on October 23, 1965. It lasted 49 months, 3 weeks and 4 days. Brian’s 
service included being a force recon sniper and a long range reconnaissance soldier. As he 
began to talk about the torture he endured as a prisoner of war, his eyes filled with tears. He 
removed his cap and asked me to feel the plate in his head. He is permanently disabled.  

“I fought for my country and I came home hated for it. People don’t care about you. 
They don’t want to know what is inside of you.” Brian took refuge with his beloved wife. He said 
that too became a double-edged sword because she was African American. Still, he regarded 
himself as lucky to have survived the horrors of Vietnam and to be with the love of his life. After 
her death he said he had no reason to keep going. He was done caring about life, especially his 
own.   

Brian’s final ranking as a Marine: Master Sergeant.   

“When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be like my father. He was my best friend, a Marine Pilot.”  
______________________________  

Miami, like so many other cities across the country, lacks affordable housing. Many 
places require not only a first month’s rent and security deposit, but a last month’s rent as well. 
It adds up to thousands of dollars. If you are homeless, it is insurmountable. Florida is also one 
of twenty states that require letters of support from the community to build affordable housing 
units. Translation: If the community doesn’t want it, it isn’t going to happen. Florida has had 
millions of dollars stolen through the tax credit program for affordable housing. (An excellent 
resource into the abuses of this program can be seen in the documentary: Poverty, Politics and 
Profits.)  

Maria was lying on a mattress under a bridge when I met her in downtown Miami. She 
had on a red sweatshirt, earrings and bracelets. I sat down on the sidewalk next to her so we 
could talk. Maria’s last job was as a secretary, but she has been unable to find and keep 
affordable housing. “I have been able to pay rent for a month, but after that month, I am 
homeless again.” She looked over at her few belongings and pointed out that she can’t take 
what little she has to work with her.   

Maria is polylingual. When I asked her what she wanted to be when she was a child, she 
answered, “When I was in the fourth grade, I lived in New York. I went on a field trip to the 
United Nations. The lady said to be a translator, you had to speak several languages. I learned 
French and Creole.”   

______________________________  
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When the rain pours down in Miami, the homeless take shelter under bridges and 
overpasses. Stephen and his dog Bella were trying to keep dry under an overpass on Sunday 
morning when I came along. Stephen is 23 and was born in Moscow. His dog Bella is a Pitbull 
mix, a rescue that greeted me with kisses. Stephen came to the United States with his parents 
when he was 3 years old. He repeatedly stole from his parents. They in turn kicked him out of 
the house. He is unsure of where his dad is living now. His mom is in Texas. Stephen was home 
schooled but without proof that he finished high school, he cannot go on to community college. 
He also has no identification which is against the law and makes it difficult to get a job. Stephen 
said he wishes that his mom would at least provide him his ID, but she will not speak to him. 
Without an address, where would she send it?  

His friend Cedric was ill that day. I watched as he vomited in the street. The air was 
damp, rain dripping from the overpass. The cement, where they were camped out trying to get 
some sleep, was cold. Some folks from a local church came by handing out Ziploc bags with a 
few basic supplies: a sandwich, aspirin, Kleenex. I grabbed the last two for Stephen and Cedric. I 
could tell that they just wanted to rest so I didn’t stay long. I finished our conversation by asking 
Stephen what he wanted to be when he was younger.  

“I wanted to be a mechanic.”  

I walked back out into the rain to get into my rental car. Stephen and Cedric pulled a 
blanket over their heads.  

______________________________  

Bonnie is a 73 year old retired school teacher. She taught English during the 1960’s 
when a teacher’s pay was about $6500 a year. She cannot afford housing even with her pension 
and social security. We talked about literature and education. I asked her if she missed her 
books. “I do but my cataracts are so bad, I can’t see to read anymore.”  

“Surely, with that kind of disability, there should be housing for you?  

“They want me to go into an assisted living shelter. Trouble is, if I go and another shelter 
needs people to fill the beds there, I could get moved again.”  

“What do you mean?”  

“They’ve got to fill the beds to get federal funding. Some of the places they want to put 
you here have horrible conditions, infestations, poor sanitation. I would rather be out here. 
There are some who are real success stories. Some make it. Some learn to live out here and 
some, well, you never know what happens to them.”  

Back at the hotel I thought about Bonnie. I thought about her education and the 
hundreds, perhaps thousands of students that she would have taught over the course of her 
career. Now she is living on the street and going blind. I thought about Cedric as the rain 
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continued to pour down. I thought about Brian, an honored prisoner of war.  I thought about 
Maria, 39 years old and able to speak three languages. What are we doing wrong?  

______________________________  

Terry was panhandling in downtown Miami. I rolled my window down and asked him to 
walk over to the parking lot so I could park.   

“Hi. I’m Joanna. I was hoping you would talk with me for a few minutes.”  

“Sure.”  

I explained what I was doing in Miami and he was willing to share a bit of his story with 
me. Terry decided to strike out on his own while he was still a teen when the beatings at home 
got to be more than he could endure.  

 
“I have been homeless most of my life. I thought I could handle things on my own. I 

couldn’t. Here I am and I still can’t handle day to day life but I am a good person. I treat people 
the way I want to be treated.” Terry said he would like to be treated better because his 
homelessness does not make him any less of a person.    

“Just one more question. What did you want to be when you were a child?”  

“I wanted to be a football player or a boxer.  
______________________________  

The next day I was up early. I met Grant who had just “celebrated” his 52nd birthday. He 
also shared that he had grown up in an abusive home. He tried to live with various relatives over 
the years, but that had become problematic. Grant had been sleeping on sidewalks for months.   

In a soft-spoken voice he said, “I am a good person. This is no life. I am in pain. I’m tired. 
I hope if I ever see you again, it is not like this.”  

“Grant? When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be an artist.”  
______________________________  

Rodney came to America thirty-four years ago from Jamaica. He said he had a nice life, a 
house and a wife. When Rodney’s marriage deteriorated, he stayed with his brother for a while.  

Devastated by his divorce, he has been homeless off and on ever since.  He spends most 
of his days sitting on the streets reading the Psalms.  

I asked him what he wanted to be when he was a child.  
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“I wanted to work in the field of biology.”  
______________________________  

I rarely met someone who was unwilling to talk with me. More often than not, the 
homeless were stunned that I wanted to sit down and talk with them. On my third day in 
Miami, I decided to get out of downtown, although I could have stayed there for weeks and still 
would not have spoken with all of the homeless.   

I took a drive to Miami Beach. Along the way, I spotted another panhandler. I turned my 

car around and shouted out the window, “Hi! Will you talk with me?” The man said nothing. I 

pulled into a restaurant parking lot and got out of the car. “You want to talk to me?”  

“Sure. Why not?  

“Because I am one of the dregs of society.”  

“I’m Joanna. Who are you?”  

“My name is Christopher.”  

“Well Christopher, you haven’t proven that you are one of the dregs of society to me.  
Let’s talk.”  

Christopher 53, grew up in Miami. He appeared to have some kind of skin condition that 
I took to be just another infection from staying on the street without having access to regular 
bathing or staying in an infested shelter. I explained my project and he didn’t waste any time 
adding to my education.  

“I am an alcoholic. I started drinking when I was a senior in college. I went to college at 
Chapel Hill. I had good parents. I played soccer.” Like so many with addictions, Christopher 
continues to struggle. He belongs to AA, does well for a while, and then relapses. He was honest 
about how he came to be homeless. “I have had opportunities. I wasted them.”  

Every corner that we turn can take us in the wrong direction.  
______________________________  

Thank you to Cheryl, Michael, Rich, Irving, Alberto, Victor, Jigi, Henry, Robert, Jessie, Angie, 
Enrique, Mahlik and Kyle for talking with me. I hope things change quickly and for the better.   
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Just the Facts  

*567,715 people in America are homeless. This is an increase of 2.7% or 14,885 people from 
just a year ago. 

 
*356,422 people are staying in emergency shelters and transitional housing 

*211,293 people are living on the street, under bridges, in cars, parks or tents. 
*343,187 homeless persons are male 

*219,911 homeless persons are female 
*3255 homeless persons are transgender 

*107,069 of our homeless are children under the age of 18 
*37,085 of our homeless are veterans 

 
The states with the highest number of homeless persons: 

                            California (151,278)        New York (92,091)                Florida (28,328) 
    Washington State (21,577)        Texas (25,848)                      Massachusetts (18,471) 
                Oregon (15,876)              Pennsylvania (13,199)   Georgia (10,443)      
                                              Ohio (10,345)    Illinois (10,199)       
Housing and Urban development repeatedly blames the increase in the homeless 
population on the western states when it is clear that is a NATIONAL crisis across the 
board as 21 states had increases in their homeless populations over the last year.                 
  

The top 12 reasons for homelessness: 
*Domestic Violence/Abuse 

*Loss of a job 
*Death of a spouse/loved one 

*Aged out of foster care 
*Veteran 

*Catastrophic Illness 
*Loss of a home or apartment 

(Foreclosure, Fire, Natural Disaster)  
*Physical Disability 

*Difficulty with the law 
*Emotional or mental illness 
*Substance or alcohol abuse 

Statistics from the PIT 2019 

In addition, we have 38.1 million Americans living at or below the poverty level. More than 70 
percent of full-time workers say that they live paycheck to paycheck. (Report from Career 
Builder) We have 1.7 million Americans who have no running water in their homes. We have 
47.6 million Americans who live at least one hour away from a medical trauma center.  

    “…I just want to wake up in the morning and turn the coffee pot on.” Raymond, Seattle.  
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Chapter 3  
God’s Got This  

Hartsfield-Jackson Airport in Atlanta was my connection to nearly everywhere. On my 
way to my second city, Las Vegas, I still hadn’t gotten the fact that this journey was on God’s 
radar. I was “wringing my hands” as my best friend used to say. I still had such an unsure feeling 
about the project. I decided to go to the restroom and then grab a mocha latte. I would think 
things through. I headed into the restroom taking my uncertainty with me. On my way out, I 
spotted the bathroom attendant. She was a lovely, older woman. She smiled at me and on her 
blouse was a large button that read, “God’s Got This!”  

Las Vegas…Hidden Dangers Underground  

I arrived in Las Vegas in the afternoon. After checking into my hotel, I grabbed my small 
notebook and camera. I set out onto the Las Vegas strip on foot. There were all kinds of people 
handing out flyers and promos on the strip; efforts to get you to go into this casino or that. Ken 
however, was handing out wooden cars and trucks. When he tried to give me one, I told him 
that I did not have any children. He was a volunteer for Toys for Smiles, a non-profit that gives 
hand-made toys to any child in need. The organization hands them out on the strip in an effort 
to get others to donate to their organization. We introduced ourselves and he asked if I was in 
Vegas on business. I again explained about my photo-documentary and that I hoped to help 
educate others about homelessness. Ken asked where I was going. When I said I was headed to 
the tunnels, he suggested that I wait. He would escort me when he was done handing out the 
toys.    

We headed into the first tunnel. No-one was home. The second? Not so safe. We met a 
couple of folks outside the second tunnel with a little dog. Ken offered to come back with 
vaccinations for the dog. In addition to working with Toys for Smiles and the homeless, Ken also 
works with a group called, streetdogs.org, which is a non-profit that helps provide vet care and 
vaccinations to the pets of the homeless.  

Continuing on, we met Sarah. She and her boyfriend moved from the tunnels to an 
underpass near the trains because the tunnels had gotten to be too dangerous. Sarah asked if 
we could help with food, something I find incredibly upsetting. So, of course we helped. Ken 
had hoped to meet up with a homeless friend he had not seen in a while, but on that day we 
could not find him.  

From there, we drove over to a building just a few blocks off the strip, a place called Pink 
E’s, an old pool hall that had been abandoned for years. The homeless had been living inside. 
Still cold at night, the folks living there would make small fires in an effort to stay warm. When 
we arrived, a work crew was closing the place down, boarding it up with steel. As we looked 
through the barred windows, we could see many possessions still inside.  
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I was grateful to have met Ken. Without him, I would not have met Sarah. I would have 
gone into the tunnels alone. Ken shared that there had been recent murders of the homeless as 
they slept at night. Someone had been bludgeoning them to death with a commercial grade 
hammer. I proceeded with caution. I remember thinking that my caution was not in any way a 
reflection on our homeless, but on everyone else.  

I had established a good mental map for where I needed to go to talk with the homeless 
and take their portraits. I started at one of the shelters. A line had been forming for breakfast. I 
approached a man who was sitting on the sidewalk reading Citizen Hughes. Dennis, 59 years 
old, grew up in San Diego. His job required that he move to Nevada to work as a regional sales 
rep selling home tile and stone. Dennis had what many would consider an ordinary life. Earning 
six figures a year, he had a home, wife and family. But Dennis carried with him the scars of child 
abuse. The emotional pain kept surfacing until he finally had a nervous breakdown and lost 
everything. Suffering from panic attacks, he is now unable to work. Dennis said his 
homelessness is periodic.  

______________________________  

Nikki, 65, was waiting outside the shelter to have breakfast. She was wearing a winter 
jacket and was wrapped in a blanket. “I had to go during the night. I wet myself. It happens 
sometimes.” Nikki has lived in New York, Florida, Arizona, California, and Nevada. She said she 
has made some poor choices, but was doing alright. She was living with her friend Josephine 
until she passed away. With no financial resources to accommodate the rent and nowhere else 
to go, Nikki landed on the street.   

“I hope things get better for you.”  

“I do too. This is awful.”  

“Nikki? When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I liked Sociology a lot. I would have liked to have worked in that.”  
______________________________  

“I’ve given up.” That is what John, age 44 told me. He worked in construction until an 
accident left him disabled with seizures. John has been living on the street for 16 years.  
Originally from Houston, John said he was adopted, but has never gotten along with his siblings. 
He has no contact with any family and no resources to draw from.  

“When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a general contractor. I did it for a while.”  
______________________________  
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I was walking around another area known to the homeless, when I looked down at what 
one person was drawing; cartoon characters.   

“Hey, that’s good. Can I see?” That is how I met Keir, a comic book artist. “If you can 
draw like that how did you come to be out here?” I caught myself and added, “If you don’t mind 
my asking?”  

“No, it’s ok.” Keir began to tell me about the death of his mother, the unfinished 
business between them. He felt a great deal of guilt and his grief would not subside. He had 
been on the street for about a year, drinking mostly. But today, he was clean-shaven, showered 
and dressed. He said he has been working to get off the street and as he put it, “get back in the 
game.”  

______________________________  

Vegas was rough. There were times when I just needed to walk and not talk to anyone. I 
had learned about the homeless being murdered. I had come across a homeless man whose 
face had been beaten black and blue. I listened to others shout abusive sentiments at the 
homeless. I live in Charleston, SC. It is a gentle, loving city. When I stop into the Wal-Mart, Ms. 
Betty gives me a hug and tells me to have blessed day. Vegas was sad, depressing, and even 
angry. Thank heaven for Michael and Steven.  

They were looking for cigarette butts in the trash. That grossed me out, so I walked up 
to them and gave them money for cigarettes. “Don’t do that! You don’t know what you will 
catch.” Michael smiled at me. He looked like Keith Richard’s younger brother. He had a guitar, a 
really fine guitar at that. I asked them how they ended up homeless. Michael admitted that he 
lost all that he had including jobs, an RV and his possessions because he is “undisciplined. “ I did 
not ask him to explain.   

Steven, on the other hand, worked for General Motors for 32 years and has a business 
degree. He became homeless after repeatedly trying to help his brother who had problems 
with the law.  

Michael, upbeat and still smiling, asked me what I wanted to hear them play.  

“What do you know?”   

“The Stones, Zeppelin, The Who.”  

“I love them all. You Choose.”  Michael and Steven played one of the best renditions of 
Going to California that I have ever heard.  

“Tell me, when you were a kid, what did you want to be?”  
Steven said, “I wanted to be a cowboy.”   
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“I wanted to be a fireman,” Michael laughed. “We play on the bridge by Caesar’s Palace 
almost every night. Come see us.”  

______________________________  

Brian was on his way from Oklahoma to Redding, California, when his money ran out in 
Las Vegas. He holds a bachelor’s degree from Oklahoma State. Brian spent five years of his 
childhood homeless, but thought an education would keep him from that fate as an adult. He 
has worked mainly as a tradesman. His troubles began when he defaulted on his student loans. 
His wages were garnished so severely that he could no longer pay his rent. Brian was not taught 
how to keep his finances in order or how to seek help when his bills became overwhelming. He 
would like to get to his aunt’s house in California to try and start over. His dream is to start a 
program called, “Waste Not Futures, Waste Not Freedoms.” The program would teach young 
people how to conduct their finances and work off student debt.   

“What did you want to be when you were a child?”  

“I wanted to go into the military.”  
______________________________  

“Doc” has been in Las Vegas for twenty years. When I asked him if he would talk with 
me, he was hesitant. Another man that was sitting with him chose to “take a walk.”   

“What’s your name?”  

 “You can call me Doc.” I could hear his friend laughing as he walked away.  

Originally from Buffalo, New York, Doc said his grandfather was a Deacon in the church. 
As I listened, I noticed how impeccable his grammar was. When I asked him about it, he told me 
that he spent all of his spare time as a child in the library. “I wanted to be a lawyer. I still go to 
the library. I love to read.”  

Doc tries to get day work, but commented on the prejudicial nature of the system. He 
commented on the people in charge and the dehumanizing nature in which the homeless are 
treated. When I asked him about the shelters, he was quick to say that the shelters are also 
dehumanizing and unsanitary. He shared that the relationship between police and the 
homeless is adversarial. He spoke of “housekeeping” where police and work crews are 
dispatched to remove any unattended belongings by throwing them into dump trucks and 
hauling them away. “They can’t take your things if you are here, but that means that even if you 
go to somewhere to use the bathroom, you could come back and your things could be gone.”  

I walked over to my car. “Hey,” I called back. “What’s your given name?  

“Dennis.”  
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“What’s wrong with Dennis?”  

“You know, like the Menace!”  

We both laughed.  
______________________________  

The following morning, I headed to the airport at 3:30 am to catch the red eye back east. 
When I arrived in Atlanta to make my connection, I turned on my phone. Ken had sent an email. 
The attachment was a link to the morning news with a photo of Pink E’s burning to the ground.   

   Thank you to John, Clarence, and Tiemer for sharing part of your lives with me.   
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“My community was called a mendicant order, begging, living off alms. Today, begging is 
shameful to the middle class, a scandal to think everyone can and should work for a living.  The 
homeless person on the street is surrounded by the emotional shadows of reprobation.  

Yet the most spiritual activities are funded by begging: public radio and television, charities, 
programs for the disadvantaged, medicine, education. Even today many who enter the most 
meaningful professions become mendicants.  

If we are not beggars, we might ask ourselves if we have any spirituality in our lives.”  

Thomas Moore   
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Chapter 4 Los Angeles…We Share Our Blessings  

Skid Row is one of the saddest places in all of the United States. Block after block, the 
homeless have taken over the streets. The homeless total over 134,000 in California with the 
highest concentrations of homeless people in Los Angeles County (2017 PIT). I met some of the 
most amazing people there. I was cautioned by the homeless on where to go, where to be 
vigilant, and where NOT to go. Someone asked me if I had had any problems with anyone. I 
laughed and said, “Only with the LA police. I parked in front of their building and got yelled at. 
The police officer was a bit relentless. Totally unnecessary. All he had to do was ask me to move 
the car.” But the homeless? Let’s meet Old School.  

A tent belonging to “Old School” was set up next to his friend, Marion, their tents on the 
sidewalk. Marion had a really comfortable looking easy chair outside of his tent. He was taking 
in the morning sun. Old School had a folding chair. I was about to “pull up the sidewalk,” as I 
have come to call sitting down on the sidewalk, when Old School said, “No. I am a gentleman. 
You sit here.” He gave me his chair and he grabbed another, smaller folding chair for himself.  
Once again, I explained my photo-documentary and with that, we were deep in conversation.  

Old School never knew his father. He was raised in Washington, D.C. where he lived with 
his mother and brothers. At age 13, his mom had a stroke that left her paralyzed. Old School 
knew they didn’t have any food in the house and worried that his family would be split up if 
anyone found out.  He thought about what to do. He had four paper bags from the grocery 
store. Old School took them down to the grocer, opened the bags in a cart and began to fill 
them with as much food as they could hold.  “Remember, back then, there were no cameras. I 
just walked out of the store. No one stopped me because the food was in the bags.”   

“Sounds like you were a clever kid.”  

“I was a clever kid. The problem was that then rent was due. I stole to pay the rent. I’m 
sorry that I stole.”  

From the perspective of a thirteen year old child, Old School was trying to keep his 
family together. He finished high school, taking on odd jobs working as a caddie at a golf course, 
and taking on a paper route. Ultimately, it was not enough. He ended up stealing and was 
caught. His family was torn apart.    

Old School’s mother has long since passed away. He has a brother in jail, and another in 
a shelter. Amazingly, his spirits are high. He loves to write.   

I asked him, “When you were a child what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a musician.”  

“Just wondered. Why do they call you Old School?”  
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“Because I love to sing the old blues.” Then he kissed me on the hand and told me to 

come back and visit.  
        ______________________________  
  

At 32, Lewis has been living just off Skid Row for five years. He said his mistakes put him 
on the street. He said he still has hope for the future and very much wants a different life. 
“We’re not lazy. It’s not easy being out here.” Lewis said his faith carries him through most 
days. He looked thin to me. As a Sicilian, who grew up watching her mother share plates of 
goodies whenever anyone came to visit, I have a habit of wanting to feed everyone. Not having 
any food, I gave Lewis some money instead.   
  

“This is so you can eat.”  
  

A short time later I was interviewing Sonya a block away. Out of the corner of my eye, I 
saw Lewis approach a man with a brown paper bag. They began talking. Lewis took food out of 
the bag and handed it to him.  

  
“Lewis?”  
  
“What? You blessed me, so now I’m blessing him.”  
  

        ______________________________  
    

“When I was child I wanted to be a dancer.”   
  

Sonya lost her job, her home and her family to addiction. She is now sober and on a 
waiting list for housing.  “People walk by like you are not even here. They don’t realize how 
easily they could be in the same place as me. It’s hard when you have no grounding. It is a 
battle just to eat every day. It’s scary out here.” When night falls, Sonya doesn’t leave the spot 
she occupies on the sidewalk, not even to go to the bathroom. “I hear the screams. I don’t 
move.”  
        ______________________________  
  

Harvey is a college graduate of the University of Southern California. He has been 
homeless for about eight years after his home in San Bernardino was lost to a fire. He said that 
when he was a child he loved trucks and went on trips with his uncle who was a truck driver. 
For thirty years, he had a career driving a bus for Greyhound. Harvey said he was doing alright 
even after his house burned because he had his job. Then, he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s. 
“You can’t drive a bus with Parkinson’s.” He said the medications for the disease made him 
lethargic and spacey, so he quit taking them.   
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We talked about his future and possible solutions for those who are homeless. Harvey 
said that he wrote letters to various officials in L.A. suggesting tiny housing which would 
provide affordable housing and sanitary living conditions. The letters he received back said that 
the city was going in a different direction.  

______________________________  

Phuc was evacuated in 1975 from Vietnam during the fall of Saigon along with his entire 
family. His father was a South Vietnamese General. They were evacuated on a Vietnamese 
battleship to Manila where he and his family were assisted by the Merchant Marines. From 
there, they were sent to Guam. Catholic Charities sponsored the family bringing them to the 
United States.   

Phuc did not say what happened to his father once they arrived in the states. In America 
he was given the English name Tony. He spoke of his mother with fondness and said that his 
family remained close until her death. He no longer has a relationship with his siblings and is 
homeless. Phuc has had jobs that include working at the Rosehill Cemetery. He is currently out 
of work. Phuc has never been back to Vietnam.  

“I am homeless here, but I would be dead there.”  
______________________________  

Andre has been in Los Angeles all of his life. “Born and Bred.” Andre finished high school 
and loves computers. “I’m a geek!” Andre worked in home support services until he lost his job. 
His job included his housing…no job…no housing.  

“When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a doctor.”  
______________________________  

Robert is 70. Born and raised in Mississippi, Robert served in the Navy as a machinist. He 
has been living on the streets of Los Angeles since 1966.   

“Back in the day, drugs and alcohol were what everyone was doing. I wanted to belong 
so I joined the group. It’s hard when you have been in a certain lifestyle to change. No matter 
what life you have, you get comfortable in it.”  

______________________________  

I thought about what Robert said. He’s right. We do get used to living a certain way. We 
are creatures of habit. Change is hard. I thought about how many people I know who have 
stayed in a job because they are afraid to change. I thought about friends who have stayed in 
bad relationships because they are afraid of being alone. How many things do we not do 
because we are afraid? I began to think about how tough you have to be in order to survive 
being homeless.  
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 The homeless experience a rapid deterioration in their health.  

Respiratory/Lung issues associated with toxins in the air.  

Spinal and bone problems from sleeping or standing on concrete for hours on end.  

Skin diseases and rashes from being exposed to too much sun, or cold; not being able to take 
regular showers or wear clean clothes.  

Kidney issues due to dehydration especially those in warm climates.  

Bladder problems from lack of access to toilets.  

Tooth decay and gum disease from lack of proper dental care and from not having enough 
money for a toothbrush and toothpaste.  

Vitamin deficiencies due to lack of proper nutrition.  

Physical and mental exhaustion which contribute to mental illness and stress related disorders.   
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Chapter 5  
“No-one is going to mess with you.”  

I decided to drive to Atlanta so that I wouldn’t have to rent a car. I was staying at the 
downtown Hampton Inn in the hope that I would be within walking distance to some of the 
shelters. When I arrived in the afternoon I could see the Hampton as I approached the city. The 
one way streets took me round and round until I finally figured out that the hotel parking was 
underground! I checked in, and with several hours of daylight remaining, I set out in search of 
those who would talk with me. I was immediately turned down by the first two people I met, a 
rare occurrence. Suspicions can run high depending upon how badly someone has been treated 
and how long they have been living on the street. They wanted to know who I was with and had 
a hard time believing I was just by myself. So, I walked into an area where people were waiting 
for the bus. There were tables and chairs arranged in a small park-like area.   

Dennis was sitting at one of the tables. He has been on the street for a year and a half. 
His sixteen-year marriage fell apart, and although he was managing, things continued to go 
south when he lost his job.   

Dennis holds a two-year business degree. He said he has not been able to find a business 
related job, so he works the graveyard shift at the convention center. He doesn’t earn enough 
to pay what is needed to get back into an apartment. He was not bitter or angry. He just wants 
an opportunity to start over.  

Then I asked what I had come to ask everyone that I met, “When you were a child, what 
did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be in the Marines. But when I applied, I was turned down because I am 
color blind.”  

______________________________  

Anthony would become my guardian angel in Atlanta. Initially, he too was skeptical 
about talking with me. I wondered if it was something about Atlanta.  

“I’m Joanna. I am from Charleston, S.C. and I am working on a photo-documentary 
about people who don’t have permanent housing.”  

He didn’t say anything. I sat down at the table with him. After a few moments he said, 
“I’m Anthony. See that building?” He pointed to Georgia Power. “I used to work in that 
building.”   

“What happened?”  

“I lost my job.  
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I waited.  

“My girlfriend died.”  

“I am sorry.   

Anthony lost his job because he was filled with such grief that he could not function for 
a time. “People don’t understand. She had a daughter but I didn’t think it was right for me to 
stay in the apartment with her.” His eyes filled with tears. This had become a common 
occurrence. Once the flood gates are opened, the wounds are open again and the grief that was 
never dealt with pours out. Work has been difficult to get because he never finished high 
school.  Anthony sometimes gets work at the convention center when they need labor to set up 
or take down events. It isn’t enough to pay for an apartment.  

Leaving grief untreated, yes, UNTREATED, destroys. Anthony has been homeless for 
seventeen years. You might be tempted to think, “Well he should, or if I were him, I would never 
have let my life fall apart like that. If I were him I would…”  The fact is, we are not Anthony. We 
cannot judge others based upon what we think we might do or by what we can do.  

______________________________  

The next morning I looked out of my hotel window. Several homeless men were sleeping 
on the concrete across the street. I hurried down to the street level and walked over to them. 
Two were sleeping. I did not wake them. One of the things I had learned up to this point was 
how physically exhausted the homeless are. But a third man was awake so I sat down beside 
him and introduced myself.  

“Hi. I’m Joanna. I was hoping you would talk with me about not having permanent 
housing. I was wondering how you came to be on the street.”  

“I have some emotional problems. I just got out of the hospital.”  

“What’s your name?”  

“Dee.”  

“What about family?” Dee explained that his family will have nothing to do with him 
since his hospital stays. He said he has no friends and has been unable to find work.   

“I go to the shelter to eat. They let me shower.” But like so many cities, these shelters 
are not a step toward permanent housing. Dee has been living on the street for nearly two 
years. He says he has accepted this as his life. He sees no hope.  

Dee is 34 years old.  
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I consulted my paper map and walked toward one of the shelters to gather more 
interviews and photographs. It was a night shelter which means the homeless are not allowed 
inside during the day, not even to use the bathroom. As I approached, I could hear someone 
calling me.  

“Joanna. What are you doing over here?” It was Anthony.  

“I came over here to get more interviews and portraits.”  

“No. You’re going to sit right here.” He pointed to the brick wall that lined the sidewalk.  
“I will get people to come over here to talk with you.”  

I hopped up on the brick wall and one by one, Anthony lined up those willing to share a 
part of their lives and allow me to take their portraits. For a day and a half, Anthony walked me 
to and from my hotel. “No one is going to mess with you,” he said.  

Poverty can take away hope. It can distort how one thinks. Dynta grew up in poverty. In 
his twenties, his answer to poverty was to sell drugs. “I saw a way to make some money.” Dynta 
served time for selling drugs, but that was fourteen years ago. “I paid my debt to society. I am 
constantly paying for who I once was. I want to fit in and be welcome on the inside of the 
building.” He said that he would like to get a job and a place to live so he can see his family 
again and make amends. Dynta had been working at a Burger King but had trouble meeting the 
demands and constraints of the shelter even though he had a job. He said he keeps trying but 
“no-one is hiring felons.”   

“What did you want to be when you were a child?”  

“I wanted to be a doctor.” He smiled when he said it, a fond memory.  

______________________________  

At 55 years old, Felton has been living on the street for six months. Born in 
Massachusetts, he has lived in Atlanta since 1972. Felton finished high school and attended 
college for two years. He worked for Sealy Mattress for thirteen years. He has had various other 
jobs until he made some mistakes and was arrested. He did not elaborate, but as a result, lost 
his last job and his living space. He is now doing temp work.  

Felton does not want his family to see him in his current circumstances. He is hopeful 
that he can turn things around.  

______________________________  

Milton has been living in Atlanta since 1995. He is permanently disabled due to a car 
accident. The apartment house he was living in was sold and he cannot find another apartment 
that he can afford. Milton did not finish high school so the work he can get does not pay much.  
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Growing up, his mother was a drinker. His father would not support them. Milton was 
rebellious and was arrested in his twenties for breaking and entering and possession of 
marijuana. “I am not who I used to be.”  

“When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a policeman.”  
______________________________  

At one point, I realized that I was sitting on this brick wall body to body with so many 
that have had difficulties with the law. Some looked like they could bench-press 250 lbs. It 
didn’t matter. They were humble, engaging. We were talking and laughing. As I finished talking 
with each person, they hugged me. When I relayed this particular day to a good friend, he 
reminded me that people are more than their mistakes, more than their felonies.   

______________________________  

Alavandise is working to earn his GED. He has been homeless for about a year and a half. 
His birth mom was a drug addict. He and his five siblings were split up and put into foster care. 
Alavandise was adopted at age 5, but his adoptive parents beat him. When he couldn’t handle it 
anymore, Alvandise ran away. Eventually, he tried to go back home, but his adoptive parents 
told him to get his things and leave for good. He has no idea where his siblings are.  

“When you were younger, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a lawyer.”  

“You still can.”  
______________________________  

Homelessness is a difficult subject and it is hard to see on our streets. But that is nothing 
compared to hearing the pain in the voices of those who are homeless. There were many 
occasions where I had all I could do to keep my composure when someone I was sitting with 
was crying, especially the men.  

Lawrence was born on December 31st, the last day of the year; a day for hope, 
anticipation and faith as we look ahead to the New Year. But Lawrence told me that his faith is 
gone and he sees no hope for the future. He crushed his ankle in a construction accident and 
was given Percocet for the pain. He got addicted to the painkillers and lost his home. He can no 
longer work construction.   

Although he has a brother and sister, he does not know where they are. I knew there 
was more to that part of his life, but as I did with everyone with whom I spoke, I listened. I 
gathered the information that they were willing and able to share with me. I did not press.  
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Lawrence allowed me to take his photo but did not want to see it, tears streaming down his 
cheeks. I asked the one question that either brought a smile or dead silence:  

“What did you want to be when you were a child?”  

“I wanted to be a truck driver. I was fascinated by the size of the trucks.”  

Today, it was a smile.  
______________________________  

Walter taught me just how dysfunctional our current systems are. He has been on and 
off the streets for nearly twenty years. He has a high school education, has been married, 
divorced and currently tries to work out of the day labor pool. I asked him if he had any help. 
Walter is on a list, waiting for someone to be assigned to him so that he can get help paying his 
bills. He said he wasn’t sure how to manage his social security check. Often he did not have 
enough at the end of the month to pay the rent. Walter is living on the street waiting for 
someone to help him budget his money. At 65, Walter is fragile, dirty and most of all, 
exhausted.   

We had been sitting on a bench at a church. As we were talking, a young man came over 
and told us that if we didn’t have permission to sit on the bench, we would have to leave. We 
started to exit the property and Walter turned to me and said, “See. Even the church doesn’t 
want us.”  

“Walter, the church may not, but God does. Frankly, God will take you over most of us.”  

I was done. In that single moment of judgment, I was done. When you are homeless, 
nearly every place you want to go, you are not welcome. I wanted to help, but how? I packed 
up and started home. HOME. Such a treasured place. I had the luxury of going home. I drove in 
silence. Night had fallen, but I kept on. It was well after 1:00 am when I arrived. I unlocked the 
door, then locked it again behind me. I made coffee. I turned on Turner Classic Movies. It took 
me two days before I could download the images and transcribe my notes.  

I am still thinking about you Walter. Dear God, I am still thinking about you.  
______________________________  

God Bless all that took time to talk with me including: Glen, Marcus, Keith, Roy, Tim, 
Christopher, and Abraham.  
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Everyone has a story.  
Everyone deserves the benefit of the doubt.  

Everyone makes mistakes.  
Mistakes should not be a life sentence.  

We need to get out of the judgment business.  
In a country where it is estimated that we discard 40% of our food, no-one should be hungry.  

Poverty is NOT a state of mind.  
We are all one catastrophic event away from homelessness.  

The homeless are resourceful. They are tough. They are survivors.  
The homeless are not invisible. Just because someone walks past them as though they are not 

there, doesn’t change the fact that they are there.  
Saying hello to a homeless person doesn’t cost anything.  

Copyright 2018 All Rights Reserved   
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Chapter 6  
Salt Lake City…“So shines a good deed in a weary world.” Willy Wonka  

Salt Lake City has an enormous homeless population. The city also has an enormous 
drug epidemic compounding the homeless situation. Sometimes, wandering around with a 
camera is not welcome by all, especially in areas where the people are living in overwhelmingly 
stressful conditions. I decided to test the waters by walking through Pioneer Park. I immediately 
spotted a beautiful dog, perhaps a German Shepard mix.  She looked young but incredibly well 
behaved, something I could never say about my own dogs. I approached the owner and asked 
him about the dog. He told me that the dog was the pup of the service dog he had in Iraq. He 
explained how hard it was to get his service dog out of Iraq, saying that the dogs service us, 
save us and then get left behind. He was relieved when he finally got his dog back to the US.  
Seeing my camera, he asked me what I was doing in Salt Lake. I gave him the short version. 
Bradley had just arrived in Salt Lake. His friend agreed to pick him up at the park when he was 
done with work. As we began to part, he asked me to wait.   

“I have something for you. In my civilian life I am a jeweler. I mine stones and sell them 
wholesale.” He took out a box from his luggage, opened it and handed me a beautiful garnet.  

“I can’t take this from you.”  

“Yes. You’re trying to do something good. I was homeless for five years before I went 
into the service.”  

______________________________  

Ross had been in foster care since the age of 5. “I remember the day DSS came and took 
me and my little brother. I was taking a nap. My little brother was in his bed. The police came 
and broke down the door.”  

Ross’s mom was a drug user, who committed suicide. He never knew his biological 
father.  Ross has a high school diploma and once he aged out of foster care, he went into the 
Job Corps to learn a trade. At one point, he had a full-time job, but he had to give it up because 
the routine made him feel claustrophobic. He said he has difficulty functioning in a day to day 
routine. “Some things that I’ve witnessed have made me who I am. “ Ross has now been 
homeless for seven years.  

______________________________  

“I find things to sell in the trash. I’m tired. This is getting old.” At 30, Matthew has been 
on the street for seven years battling drug addiction. I met him in a parking lot after he had just 
received a text from his mom saying that she didn’t want to be around someone who was high. 
He sat under a tree crying. “I want a regular job.” Matthew hinted at having been in jail. He said 
he hates being indoors because it makes him feel like a caged animal. “If I can help someone 
like me, it’ll be alright. I want to find someone who wants what I want.”  
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When I asked him what he wanted to be when he was a child.  He replied, “I’ve spent 
my whole life wondering.”      

______________________________  

Robert removed his cap. I tried not to gasp at the egg size tumor growing out of his 
head. He worked for an oil company in Houston for twenty-five years and was exposed to 
radiation. Robert said he is now disabled and cannot get compensation from the company that 
he worked for. They will not acknowledge that the tumor is a result of radiation exposure.  
Compounding his physical health issues, he has suffered from anxiety for decades, the result of 
the severe beatings he endured from his father when he was a child.  

He spoke about his life quoting, “What we are witnessing is man’s inhumanity to man.”  

The day I met him all he wanted was a fresh cup of coffee. “I can do that. Robert, when 
you were a kid, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a psychiatrist.”  
______________________________  

Draft card #28. “I knew my number would come up. So I joined after high school.” Terry 
is a Vietnam Veteran. He served as a helicopter mechanic during his tour of duty. After the war, 
he went to school for landscape design. He said he did well for a while until he started to use 
drugs.  His family doesn’t want anything to do with him because of the drug use. He said the 
war changed him, but he is not angry. “All people have goodness in them.”  
Terry has an enlarged heart. He was waiting to see if anything can be done to help him.  

______________________________  

Of all of those I had met so far on this incredible journey, Anthony was the saddest 
person I had encountered.   

“I have felt like an outcast my whole life.” Anthony did not finish high school. He 
bounced from school to school. His father was in the military. At 15, he left home later 
reconnecting with some of his family including his mom. He married and had two beautiful 
daughters. Anthony has been diagnosed with Bi-Polar Disorder with psychotic episodes. He said 
as long as he stays on his meds, he is perfectly functional. He and his wife were driving home 
from one of his doctor’s appointments when they were in an accident. His wife was killed.   

His brother, who was moving to Oregon, offered Anthony and his two daughters a place 
with his family. But Anthony had promised his wife that the girls would not be moved around. 
They would finish school in Utah. He was trying to keep that promise. Eventually, Anthony 
realized that he needed help. He went to social services and, instead of help, his girls were 
removed from him. He sat crying with me as he showed me pictures of his girls. “God put me 
here to take care of my kids. They were clean, fed, and in school. I asked for help and they took 
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away my only reason for being.” He said that if he hadn’t asked for help, they would still be 
together. “I should have gone to Oregon. I have had trouble with the law since they took my 
kids. I am not who they think I am.  I am who the system has made me. I have no purpose. This 
is what I have been reduced to.” He pointed to his bicycle and his few belongings.  

He said when he was a child he wanted to be an architect. “I wanted to build things that 
people could be happy in.”  

______________________________  

Gary moved around before landing in Salt Lake. His mom has died as well as his brother.  
According to Gary, his dad is “worthless.” He said that after his mom died, his life deteriorated. 
“I don’t care about myself.” Gary seemed to be at a cross road. With no help, he is facing an 
uncertain future.   

“The longer you stay out here, the harder it is going to be.” Gary didn’t answer. “You 
don’t belong out here.” But even if Gary went back to the town he used to live in he would still 
be homeless and without a job. From his perspective, Salt Lake City was as good a place to be as 
anywhere. He shrugged and lowered his head.   

“What did you want to be when you were a kid?”  

“I wanted to be a construction worker.”  
______________________________  

Thank you to Jeff, Chad, Ron, Fred, Lucy and the folks in Pioneer Park, who, one Friday morning, 
invited me to join them. “Sit down. You’re welcome here.”  
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  “Love never dies, as long as there is someone to remember.” Leo Buscaglia  

One of the things I learned was how much grief counseling is needed and how little is 
available. Grief suffocates. Grief paralyzes. We need grief counseling not only for the loss of a 
loved one, but for the loss of the lives people once had, the homes, the jobs.  Coming from a 
large Sicilian family, death is as common as weddings and babies. We love. We laugh. We cry. 
We pray. Yes, some deaths, some situations have been more difficult than others, but we have 
always had support. I remember some years ago when one of my cousins needed a van that 
could be customized to fit her wheel chair and outfitted with controls so she could drive with 
only her hands. The whole family, aunts, uncles, cousins…we all chipped in to make that 
happen. As Edwin, a gentleman I met in New York said to me plainly one day, “The resources 
you have, I don’t have.”    
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Chapter 7  
Starvation is closer thank you think.  

No matter what city I was in, the hardest thing I encountered was the hunger. In a 
country where it is estimated that we waste up to 40% of our food supply, no one should be 
hungry. On one of my flights out west, a man who sat next to me told me that he worked in 
agriculture, potato farming. I asked him if the potatoes that were unacceptable to take to the 
stores were ever given to food banks.   

“The potatoes can be perfectly good but if they have a mark on them, they are piled up 
to rot in the fields.”    

“Why don’t the farmers take them to the local food banks?”  

“The farmers can’t afford to hire truckers to take them to the food banks and the food 
banks can’t afford to come and pick them up. So, they rot in the fields.”  

In city after city, I was told that in addition to staying physically safe, one of the hardest 
things about being homeless was getting enough to eat.  

“Some restaurants throw perfectly good food away. I know when some of them do that.  
I try to get to it before the rats do.” (Mandy, Chicago)   

In New York City, some of the homeless I saw were clearly starving. Yes, starving. The 
thing that struck me was the number of people who were not asking for money, but for food.  

New York City…”Today You Are My Guest”  

Just one event can send your life tumbling. Edwin’s mother was struggling financially. 
His brother was involved with selling drugs. Edwin got caught up in it and eventually had 
trouble with the law. But he did have a job, an apartment and was working to make a better 
life. Then, the unthinkable, a diagnosis of cancer. While trying to cope with his cancer 
treatments, Edwin lost his job and his apartment. His family would not help him.  

Although Edwin has been in remission from Non- Hodgkin’s Lymphoma for three years, 
he is still in the fight of his life battling homelessness.  His mother has died. He last heard that 
his brother was out west, but does not know if he is still living.   

Edwin said that when he tells prospective employers that he is homeless, they don’t 
want to take a chance and hire him. A police record also makes finding meaningful employment 
difficult. Edwin has done work at a butcher shop, a packaging assembly line, and has had work 
setting up and taking down sporting events. He said he loves to cook and would like to work in a 
fine dining restaurant. Edwin does not ask passersby for money but for food. “What is sad is 
when people walk by like I am not here. They walk by and laugh at homeless people.  
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In one sentence Edwin put everything into perspective. “The resources you have, I don’t 
have.”  

______________________________  

My entire visit to New York City was accompanied by rain. I met Shawn sitting on a piece 
of cardboard in the rain. Stationed stateside in Alaska, he served four years in the Army. Shawn 
had no support growing up and thought the service would be a good way to establish long-term 
stability. However, the military was not to be a life-time career choice. Shawn is waiting for 
housing for homeless vets. Shawn is divorced. He has spent time working on fishing boats. But 
the work was not steady. Housing just isn’t affordable when your income varies.   

Shawn loves to read and would like to move to Oklahoma to work with his brother. He 
said he was once interviewed by a student who wanted to know how to break the stereotyping 
of the homeless.    

“That’s the million dollar question isn’t it?”  

“What did you want to be when you were a child?”  

“I probably wanted to be a doctor. I haven’t thought about that for a long time.”  

______________________________  

Nathan has been homeless for about a year and a half. His parents are deceased. 
Problems began when his identity was stolen and he could not untangle the damage the theft 
caused. Nathan is college educated and has worked on films, and written for television. He is 
currently trying to make contacts with those he knows that may be able to help him. Nathan 
commented on the drugs, crime and violence in New York City. “Sometimes, it is hell on earth.”  

I asked, “When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I expected to work for Marvel Comics. I have written for them but, I have not done the  
illustrations.”  

______________________________  

John is an Army veteran. He is living on the streets as he waits for the VA to get his 
paperwork processed for homeless vets. On April 4, 2014 his wife and daughter were killed in 
an accident. His grief cost him his job and home.   

“I gave up. I want to be with my family and I can’t. You think, get up and get a job but 
then you don’t want to get up. You know you’re never going to be happy again.”  

John was recently robbed, a common theme in every city that I visited. “I don’t care but 
they stole the only picture I had of my daughter.”  
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          ______________________________  

The rain was miserable and I needed to clear my head. The one thing I have always done 
when in New York City is go the Metropolitan Museum of Art so that I can visit with Mr. Van 
Gogh. But a ‘Starry Night’ is at the Modern Museum of Art, so I ducked in there. Apparently, a 
lot of folks were wanting out of the rain. Easy for so many. Just wait in line and pay for a ticket.   

The line moved quickly. The gentleman at the counter asked me what exhibits I wanted 
to see.  “I just want to take in Mr. Van Gogh’s Starry Night for a while.” And then not being able 
to resist, I shared a brief history of Van Gogh with him. He seemed genuinely interested. I could 
feel my spirits lifting. I handed him my credit card to pay for my ticket.  

“No. Put that away. Today, you are my guest.”  

A gentle act of kindness. This man had no idea what I was doing in New York. I still have 
the ticket.   
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The question is: Do you want to take a chance to do something good or do you 
want to be in the judgment business?   

Let me dispel the notion that if you give a homeless person a few dollars, they will buy 
drugs or alcohol with it.  

In addition to Lewis who bought food with the money I gave him while in L.A., and then shared 
it with Phuc,  

Another I was able to give a few dollars to:  

Bought food for his dog Bella;  
Wanted something cold to drink;  
Needed bus fare to pick up HIV meds;  
Wanted a cheeseburger;  
Wanted to stay in a shelter that costs $7.00 a night; Wanted 
to go to Chick-fil-A;  

One bought breakfast in Grand Central Station;  
One wanted to buy toilet paper;  
One wanted water (It was 103 degrees in Austin);  

One man had no water and didn’t want to take any money. But I insisted that he take a few 
dollars, the heat being in triple digits. A short time later he found me a few blocks away. “Here. 
I bought you one too” he said.  

Yet another bought breakfast;  
One bought a metro card;  
One bought a Starbucks coffee;  
One bought coffee, a metro pass and had enough to buy coffee the next morning;  
One woman just wanted to sleep in a bed at a hotel that allows you to rent in blocks of time; 
One bought head cold medicine…  

I am not naïve enough to think that everyone will use a few dollars well, but again, do you want 
to take a chance to do something good? Or, do you want to be in the judgment business?  
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Chapter 8 Austin… “I bought you one too.” 
 
As a young child, Robert suffered abuse when he was taken by his father across state 

lines. He was returned to his mother years later. However, she was unable to deal with Robert’s 
emotional problems. When he was 15 years old, she asked him to leave her home. Now at 50, 
his parents are dead. His grandmother has had a stroke. His grandfather committed suicide.   

He cried when I asked him about living on the street. “We are living out here like living in 
the wilderness. I have been getting so many tickets for sleeping on the ground. I have no place 
to go. I will die out here. I do not want to die out here. I never dreamed I would be on the street 
at 50. So many out here have lost their faith. I love God with all of my heart. I tell them we have 
got to believe. God did not bring us this far to drop us.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a minister.”  

Note: In Austin, the ordinance banning sleeping in public places has been lifted by the current 
mayor, granting much relief to the homeless. The physical and mental exhaustion is relentless 
when you are homeless. Thank you! 

______________________________  

Derek is armed with a high school education. He was diagnosed with Bi-Polar Disorder at 
age 19. His family will not let him live with them because he refuses to stay on medication. 
Derek said the medication makes him lethargic and foggy, unable to work. The side effects 
outweigh the benefits. He has been arrested and in jail since he has been living on the street. 
He said he misses his 10 year-old sister. Derek has a case worker and is waiting for housing.  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a Power Ranger.”  

______________________________  

So many of our homeless have had little support. Some have had no support. Their lives 
have had no guidance. I try to imagine navigating the world we live in without skills, without 
someone to turn to if only to bounce ideas off of. What is even more tragic are those who have 
been abused, neglected and intentionally ignored.   

Sharita did not finish high school. She has lived in a dysfunctional family her entire life. 
Sharita has tried to stay with her mother, but her mom continually tells her what a failure she 
is. “My family is upset with the world. My mom makes it harder, not easier. She drains me, my 
energy. Options are limited. My resources are limited.”  

Although drugs numbed the pain for a while, Sharita has now successfully completed 
rehab. She is trying to stay positive and look forward. Mistakes she made before she completed 
rehab are following her. At 27, she would just like to build a productive life.  
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“When I was a child, I wanted to be a veterinarian.”  
______________________________  

Kenneth was raised by his loving stepmother and his dad who owned a farm. Kenneth 
became a farm hand as a child. He dreamed of going to college, but he often missed school to 
work in his father’s fields. At 15 he ran away. His father brought him back to the farm and beat 
him as a reminder of what was expected of him. Kenneth earned his GED, but has not attended 
college. After leaving his father’s farm for good, he got a job. But Kenneth spent six years 
spending his paycheck on crack cocaine which landed him on the street. Looking for a new life, 
he went through rehab six times before being successful. “When I first started to change, it was 
scary.” Kenneth now has his own apartment and a service dog. He loves to watch westerns.  

Walking along the streets of Austin in the dead heat of July, I thought about how we 
condemn others so easily. Truth is, I have known many people who have a home to go to but 
their lives are in shambles. I can’t count the number of times over the past year and half that 
someone has said to me, with regard to the homeless, “They are all drug addicts. They are all 
alcoholics. They are all mentally ill.” The reality is that, while the reasons for homelessness vary, 
the numbers simply do not support this ignorant notion. The numbers run about 30% -37 % for 
the above mentioned. That means that the rest, some 60% - 63% of our homeless are homeless 
for other reasons. (Percentages from individual state and national PIT Census 2017)  

There was one situation that was the gold standard for ignorance along this journey and 
believe me, there were many. It was Sunday morning in Austin. I was on my way to 7th Street 
where a church service was to be given under the bridge. Just before I arrived, I met Chris, a 
college graduate with a Bachelor of Science degree in Business. He played college football. He 
had been living on the street for seven months but did not say why. The heat was intense, 
heading into triple digits. He had no water. I handed Chris a few dollars to get water but he 
didn’t want to take it. I insisted. With that, I continued walking over to 7th Street. Some of the 
homeless had gathered. The service comes with a meal and sometimes clothes and shoes. I had 
begun a conversation with Leon when I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Chris. “Here,” he said.  
“I got you one too.”  

I then spoke with the woman heading up the service. She explained that different 
churches come each week. As she was talking, a man approached us and asked us for water. 
Neither of us had any. I had drunk the water Chris had given me, so I handed him a few dollars 
to pop over to the convenience store.  

“Don’t give him that. He’ll just buy drugs with it!”   

“I’m sorry did you say you were giving this service?”  

“Yes.”  

“Then, I suggest you get out of the judgment business.”  
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“I’m not judging you.”  

“I don’t give a damn what you think of me, but you just lumped every homeless person 
into the same category. He didn’t ask us for money. He asked us for water!”  

Working to contain my anger, I turned and walked away. Something else I had learned 
by the time I had gotten to Austin is that once the homeless know you really care, they will 
jump to your defense in a heartbeat even if it hurts them, even if it means getting arrested. And 
they were watching.  

Leon quickly came up to me and said, “Some people just want to be able to check off 
their list, I did something good. I don’t come down here much.”    

He put his arm around me and we sat down together continuing our conversation. Leon 
has been on the street for four years. He had been living with his grandmother when their 
house burned down. There was no insurance. His grandmother has passed away.  His brother is 
deceased. Leon has been trying to save enough money to get a place of his own. He does temp 
work four days a week. He has a severe medical condition in the retina of his eyes. Leon was 
quick to share his recent medical records and appointment schedule with me. He said that even 
though the shelter has a place for folks who work full time, they won’t count him as full time. 
He has explained the situation with his eyes. He has to have one day a week for medical 
appointments. He doesn’t want to go blind. The shelter will not accommodate him.  

One of the other problems he is having is that the shelter only lets people in until 7:00 
pm. After work, Leon has to take the bus and pick up his pay. Day workers pick up their pay at 
the end of each work day.  It often runs him over the 7:00 pm curfew. He said he can provide 
verification that he was working, but the shelter will not accept the paper work. (He showed me 
recent documents from work.) So, on the nights that he doesn’t make it to the shelter by the 
7:00 pm curfew, he sleeps on the streets hidden from view so he does not get a “camping” 
ticket.   

______________________________  

The world is a hard place to grow up in when you have never known your father and 
your mom dies when you are 2 years old. For a time, Chancy lived with his sister. Eventually he 
was placed in a boy’s home. He has lived in Austin for twenty years. He has worked in 
restaurants around town and completed his GED. Chancy tried to escape the emotional pain of 
his life by using drugs. He said that he is trying to change that. “I want to get a job even if it is 
part-time. At first, getting off the street, and rehab seemed impossible but I have put in a fair 
amount of work. I don’t want to give up.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a fireman or a basketball coach.”  

Sadly, Richard also became a ward of the state at age 3 when his parents surrendered 
him. “They didn’t want me anymore. They wanted to party.” Richard has been on the streets off 
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and on since age 15. He speaks Spanish and loves the library. He is an artist. His portraits are 
beautiful. His original drawings show off incredible talent. He allowed me to buy one which I 
had matted and framed. Richard wants to work as a graphic designer, but he has never owned a 
computer and needs training.   

______________________________   
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I Want to Be Visible  

I don’t understand it,  
I don’t get it, It will 
continue if we let it.  

Poverty and Pain, No 
hope to gain,  When 
you’re homeless.  

Living on the street, Nothing 
to eat,  
Silent cries in the night,  
When you’re homeless.  

Never thought my dinner would come from the trash, Living 
in the shadow of the life I once had.  

I’m weary and I’m tired; trying 
not to give up.  
Some days it’s hard just to want to wake up.  

My friend lost his job and couldn’t pay the rent; He 
traded his apartment for living in a tent.  

The lady down the road couldn’t take another hit.  
Her man wasn’t fit so she split and called it quits. Now 
she lives in her van doing the best she can.  

Cancer paid me a visit.  
It took all I had to fix it. Now 
I’ve been dispossessed Of 
everything I own.  
Dear God, I’m alone.  

Another got turned away, 
on a Code Blue day,  which 
left Kenneth dead,  and 
yet it is said,   
NO ONE is responsible; HOW 
IS THAT POSSIBLE?  

I don’t understand in such a wealthy land how 
am I invisible?  
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I want to be accountable.  
So much is insurmountable 
I want a life that’s livable, I 
want to be VISIBLE.  

We’ve got to quit the judgment business, Better 
to be a bold witness,  
An agent of change one life at a time.  
It’s time to get behind those last in line.  

Homelessness is solvable.  
It really is possible, TO 
WIPE IT OUT!   
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Chapter 9  
Seattle…”Would you like to help the homeless?”  

My plane touched down in Seattle just in time for rush hour. I was doing double time as I 
passed through baggage claim reading the overhead signs directing me to the rental car pickup. 
I was focused. I was on a mission. I walked past a table loaded with flyers. No time. I was 
pressing on when I heard a voice from behind me, “Would you like to help the homeless?”  

 Dead stop.  

About face.  

I addressed the woman sitting behind the table. “You’re working with the homeless?” 

“Yes. I am.”  

I introduced myself. I shared my project with the woman explaining that I had no idea 
where I might locate people to talk with and take portraits. I only had a few days. After Seattle, I 
was on to Denver and then Albuquerque. Vanessa, clearly knowledgeable, helped me set up a 
plan to make the best use of my time. We plotted out various areas on my map.   

The next day, Vanessa met me at a community center and we talked as though we had 
known each other for years. Vanessa shared how the organization she volunteers for is working 
to help the homeless by providing food and resources to those just outside the Seattle city 
limits. She became homeless after she broke her ankles. The breaks were so severe, Vanessa 
could no longer stand on her feet ten hours a day as a chef. She shared the photos of her 
injuries. She lost her job and then of course her apartment. Now in her forties, Vanessa is 
enrolled in college earning a degree in Cyber Forensics.  She said that potential employers do 
not care if she has a cane. “They just want to know if my brain works and how fast my fingers 
can go across a keyboard.”  

She lives in her van with her husband who has Parkinson’s. Her mother suffers from 
advanced Alzheimer’s. She said even with a van it is not always safe to sleep at night so she and 
her husband takes turns sleeping or take naps during the day when she is not in school. “I’m not 
going to give in.” I asked Vanessa what she missed about not having a home.    

 “I miss not being able to take a hot shower whenever I want.  
  I miss not being able to do laundry; whatever size load I want,     
whether it is a full load or just a couple of pieces.  
 I miss being able to make a grilled cheese sandwich on a whim.  
 I miss being able to buy frozen or fresh vegetables that won’t go bad.  
 I miss having my clothes hang in a closet instead of stuffed in a bag.  
 I miss having my books in a bookcase.  
 I miss having a desk where I can do my homework.”         
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“I can’t believe that I almost didn’t meet you because I was in such a hurry.”  

“Funny,” she replied. “I have been so stressed and so busy it was the first time I had 
been to the airport to collect donations in a month.”  

______________________________  

Now 75 years old, Raymond’s home for the last four years has been under the overpass 
of Interstate 5. He became a ward of the state as a child after being severely abused by his 
parents. “My father was a wife beater who taught my mother how to be a child abuser. She was 
an educated woman. She was a teacher. I just want to wake up in the morning and turn the 
coffee pot on.”  

“Could I take your portrait?”  

“Just let me wipe my eyes so I don’t look like a cry baby.”  
______________________________  

Justin lost his housing when his mom died. The lease was in her name. He said he 
couldn’t afford the rent anyway. He has been living on the street for about a year and a half.  “I 
am 34 years old in my head, and 11 years old in my heart, but my body feels like it is 98.” Justin 
was raised in Seattle from the age of 2. He served in the army for three and a half years.  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a foundation director.”  
______________________________  

Sue was a certified nurse’s assistant for five years. She was a manager for a Burger King, 
has waited tables, done housekeeping and has been a short order cook. “I’ve done it all.” But 
Sue has been homeless off and on for seven years as she combats addiction.  She lacks 
resources to get long-term help on her own and then commented on the waiting lists she is on. 
Day to day living is a struggle as she waits for her name to come up on various lists for help.  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a hairdresser.”  
______________________________  

Seven months is a long time to live on the street when you have been employed all of 
your life. Jose was hit by a car and was hospitalized for twelve weeks. During that time he lost 
his job followed by his housing when he could no longer pay the rent. Prior to the accident, Jose 
had been laying floors for fifteen years.  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a policeman.”  
______________________________  

I met TJ at a park in downtown Seattle. He was whistling for a friend the way my dad 
used to when we were kids playing at the neighbors and he wanted us to come home. I hadn’t 
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heard that whistle in decades. It made me laugh so I approached TJ. He is originally from 
Chicago. Growing up he sang in a gospel choir. TJ said he was a stubborn child. He wouldn’t 
listen to his parents. TJ joined a gang which eventually landed him in jail. He never graduated 
high school.  

“I put my family through hell. My mama really tried. I have a beautiful mama and 
daddy.” TJ said he wants to make amends with his family. He has not seen them in a long time. 
He had a loving girlfriend for twelve years until she passed away. When I asked him about 
staying in the park or on the streets, he replied, “The park at night is hell on earth. I’m tired of 
this life.”  

______________________________  

I tried very hard to stay neutral as I went from city to city but that was difficult in 
Seattle. You can learn a great deal just by observing. I observed. I learned. I left. And it was NOT 
because of the homeless.    
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Worth (Noun)  

The value equivalent to that of someone or something under consideration: the level at which 
someone or something deserves to be valued or rated.  

What makes one person more valuable than another? Is it education, or the neighborhood in 
which someone lives? Is it what one looks like or how one speaks? Is it the family one comes 
from? Is it worldly goods one possesses? Perhaps it is how much money one has or the 
occupation one holds.   

Strip all of that away and what do we have? Value. Because we are human beings.   
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Chapter 10  
Denver…Hurricane Irma Takes Aim  

By the time I got to Denver, I had my eyes on the news at night as Hurricane Irma was 
taking shape. I had managed to travel to a couple of cities before and after Maria but Irma 
seemed like she could make Hugo look small. I had planned to go on to Albuquerque after 
Denver but that wasn’t to be and as Irma took aim, Denver got cut short. With the time I had, I 
met Ron.  

Ron has been in Denver for two years. He and his dog Custer, a rescue, have finally 
moved from living on the street to living in a hotel that allows him to “pay as he stays.”  Ron has 
scoliosis which has confined him to a wheel chair. His disability benefits are not enough to pay 
for proper housing. Prior to his disabilities, Ron worked as a chimney sweep, worked 
construction, worked as a roofer and has worked in shipping and receiving. Ron had an abusive 
step father but managed to graduate high school. He has no family support. He said the best 
part of his life was when he worked as an illusionist in Las Vegas.  

______________________________  

Brendon has suffered from drug addiction for six years. He has been through rehab six 
times. He said he started using drugs with his father who is now in jail. He loves his dad very 
much. They used to be best friends. During his childhood, they went camping and hiking. He 
said his dad is a good person and that addiction has changed him. “My dad is not my dad.”  

Brendon is covered by Medicaid which makes finding a long-term rehab facility difficult. 
“I don’t have $50K to get help.” Brendan suffers from anxiety and depression. “I am always 
worried. I never live in the moment. People don’t understand addiction. It gets hold of you. This 
is not living. This is not OK with me.”  

I asked Brendon why he visits his dad in jail given that he got him started using. His 
answer? “He’s my dad.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a paleontologist.”  
______________________________  

Pancreatic cancer stole the love of Michael’s life. With limited resources, he fell behind 
on the rent while trying to keep up with medical bills. He was eventually evicted. “After she 
died, I kind of gave up. I figured, what’s the point? I was a pest control operator for fifteen years 
before that.”  

Working as a commercial painter, Michael was traveling from place to place with his job 
until he broke his foot in January of 2017. The doctors were not sure that he would walk again. 
He hasn’t been able to get back on a ladder. Michael is currently homeless. He holds an 
Associate Degree in English and Organic Chemistry.  
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“When I was a child, I wanted to be in the service.”  
______________________________  

Roger once worked for a natural gas company in Kentucky. He met his wife on a blind 
date and they were married one month later. “I was crazy in love with my wife.” When she 
became ill their home was foreclosed on. They had no health insurance. Roger stayed with his 
wife night and day. He didn’t want to leave her alone. He lost his job and his children were sent 
to live with his sister. “I was raised honest” he told me. “I haven’t given up yet.” Roger is 
currently doing temp work.  

______________________________  

  Kathy, Billy, James, Cynthia, John (another veteran), Lisa, and Byron….Are you all ok?   
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 “Be the change you wish to see in the world.”  
  Gandhi   
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Chapter 11  
Washington, D.C….Miles Stephen Smith  

With Albuquerque out of the question, I made a mad dash from Denver back to 
Charleston. Hurricane Irma was just a day or so from making up her mind in which direction she 
would bring her path of destruction. After Hurricane Matthew last year, I wanted to be back on 
the island in case Irma had her sights set on us! As it turned out, we were spared Irma’s 
devastation. She only brushed us, thank God. So, after a brief clean up, I began to plan for the 
next city, Washington, D.C.  

The night before I was to leave for DC, the old familiar doubts about the project were 
trying to find their way back into my head. But earlier that day, I had listened to someone talk 
about why projects never get finished: doubt, insecurity. The speaker was saying that it is often 
when someone is just about to complete a project or work that they quit. I could not abandon 
the people who had trusted me with their stories, their portraits. I knew I had to keep going.  

A few days earlier, I had received a note on messenger from Dawn, a woman I had not 
heard from in years. I had tried to call her with the number she supplied, but no one answered.  

Packed and ready for my early morning flight, I turned on the television. Just as I was 
about to nod off, my phone rang. It was Dawn. “Holy cow Dawn! How are you?” She told me 
that she had been living in Florida for the past twelve years. She has retired and has been 
working with animal rescues. She was in the midst of building a new house and thankfully made 
it through Hurricane Irma just fine.   

And then I asked about her son, “How is Miles? What is he doing these days?” Nothing 
could have prepared me for her answer.  

“Joanna, Miles passed away a year ago. I found him. An aneurism. I had to call. Do you 
remember the pictures you took with him? I had them framed for him and he hung them in 
every house he has lived in.” I was speechless. “Do you know what he remembered about you? 
How good you were to the poor, the homeless, how you gave kids who didn’t have anything 
supplies and snacks. He’d say, ‘No one else does that Mom.’ ”  

I was blown away. Miles was about twelve when I knew him. What an extraordinary 
thing for a child to grasp. It’s true what they say about how one life touches so many others. 
Dawn and I hung up the phone with a promise to meet in 2018. I couldn’t sleep. I went for a run 
and waited until it was time to head to the airport at 4:00 am.   
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_____________________________  

“Daddy was a junkie.” Bruce did not mention his mother. He and his sisters were taken 
from their home by the Department of Social Services as children. His sisters were fortunate 
enough to be placed in a foster home together. He was not. For the most part, Bruce has been 
on the street since he was fourteen. He has never recovered from the trauma of being removed 
from his home and then separated from his sisters. His efforts to complete a GED failed. His 
efforts to complete a Job Corps program failed. Even obtaining a driver’s license was an 
overwhelming task.  Bruce worked as a painter, but lost that job during the recession.    

In a gentle voice he said, “I have been fighting all of my life. I don’t look down on people 
for what they’ve got. The only thing that gets in my head is the rejection out here. We were all 
children once. I’m strong. I’ll do what I have to do to survive. I count my blessings.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a professional boxer.”  
______________________________  

You can be 27 years old and have a body that operates like it is 90. Genetics plays a big 
part.  I was walking in front of the White House when I noticed a young man gasping for breath. 
I walked over to him. “Come on. Let’s sit in the shade. Just breathe easy. Take your time. Where 
are you going?”  

“I’m trying to get to the other side of town.”  

“Why are you out of breath?”  

“My heart. It’s like my dad’s.”  

After his father died of a heart condition, when he was just shy of his 12th birthday, 
Tyree lived with his sister. Unfortunately, that didn’t last long. He could not live with his mother 
because she was addicted to heroin. Tyree’s life was unstable and he never finished high 
school. His use of drugs accelerated the deterioration of his heart valves which were already 
weakened by genetics. In October of 2016, he had open-heart surgery to repair two valves. 
Tyree has been homeless off and on for years.   

I looked down at the ground. I could see that his ankles were swollen from water 
retention, not a good sign. The clock was ticking on this young man’s life and he knew it. He 
began to cry. “I have no support.”  

______________________________  
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Chuck served in the Army as a reservist but had also been on active duty. He said he 
once had a normal life, a wife, kids, a 401K. While on active duty, his daughter was killed in an 
automobile accident. His wife had an emotional breakdown. Their money was depleted paying 
for his daughter’s burial and his wife’s therapy. His marriage did not survive. “It’s pretty 
common after losing a child.”  

Chuck’s military service includes spending a year on the DMZ in Korea and as a medic in 
Iraq. He was seriously wounded in Iraq when an IED exploded.  He broke his neck and fractured 
his skull. He suffers from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.   

 Chuck is currently in dispute with the VA over his benefits.  

______________________________  

Sonny finished high school and used to work construction. He was close to his mom and 
said her death was a horrible blow. Trying to move on, Sonny moved in with his girlfriend, who 
had severe asthma. The temperature in the apartment that they were living in did not regulate 
properly and the temperature was consistently too hot. After repeated requests to lower the 
temperature in the apartment explaining that his girlfriend was suffering from severe asthma, 
Sonny said the landlord just gave them fans.  Not long afterward, his girlfriend passed away.   

Since Sonny’s name was not on the lease, the landlord refused to let him stay in the 
apartment taking over the lease. He came home from work and found that he was locked out. 
The landlord called the police.  Sonny was not even allowed to go in to get his possessions. He 
tried to explain to the police but they told him that given that his name was not on the lease, 
there was nothing they could do. He began to cry. “I try not to push my problems on anyone 
else. It is so upsetting. I can’t even talk about it.”  

______________________________  

Originally from Tennessee, Maisha lives in a tent on the streets of D.C. On May 6, 2015, 
Maisha fell and her injuries have left her disabled. Her boyfriend asked her to leave their 
apartment because he did not want the “burden” of caring for her. “Up until this happened I 
had been working since I was 16. I worked in housekeeping. I was a waitress. I even stocked 
bread in grocery stores.” Maisha said she had some family help but she came to D.C. because 
she needed medical care and prescription coverage she could not get in Tennessee. She has 
applied for housing assistance and hopes to be off the street soon. “I do everything I am 
supposed to do to get help. I am going to make the best of this bad situation.”  

It was clear that Maisha was in pain and I did not want to keep her long. But I did ask her 
what she wanted to be when she was a child.  

“I wanted to be a lawyer.”  
______________________________  
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Born and raised in Washington, D.C., Ray has been on the street since 2002. He was 
living with his girlfriend. When his relationship ended so did his housing. Like many Americans, 
Ray lived paycheck-to-paycheck. With no back up resources he found himself on the street. He 
lost his job when he was unable to keep himself up and be presentable for work. Ray is 
currently waiting for housing assistance.  

“When you were a child, what did you want to be?”  

“I wanted to be a professional baseball player. I played in Little League All Stars.”  

______________________________  

    Russell, Zjamal, Justin, Dawain…THANK YOU.   
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“Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a listening ear, an 
honest compliment, or the smallest act of caring, all of which have the potential to turn a life 
around.”  

Earnest Hemmingway   
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Chapter 12  
Chicago…”We have a check for you.”  

By the time October rolled around, I was concerned that the weather was going to turn 
and I still wanted to get to Chicago. Additionally, I was getting concerned about the cost of the 
documentary. After all, I had been crisscrossing the country since January. I thought about it as I 
drove to the bank to withdraw the amount I needed to cover the cost of the trip. I thought 
about all the folks I had met, all those who trusted me with their stories, their portraits. I 
thought about their pain and the lack of understanding surrounding homelessness. “Just do it,”  
I told myself. “You’re almost finished.”   

Gaby greeted me at the counter and we chatted away about the southern heat finally 
breaking and the flooding that came with Irma. When I arrived back home, Jane Eyre and Libby 
Georgia, AKA: The Naughty Sisters, (my kitties) were sleeping on the sofa. I started my 
afternoon coffee and turned on my computer to check email. An unfamiliar email was in my 
inbox. Because it had no attachment, I clicked on it.  

It read: “We are looking for Joanna Biondolillo. A former employer owes her money and 
we are trying to locate her. Please let us know if you know how to contact her.” The name of the 
employer, a phone number and contact person were also included. “OK,” I thought. “I’ll bite.” 
Throwing caution to the wind, I rang the number. A secretary picked up the phone and I gave 
her my name. After a brief hold I heard, “Hello?”  

“This is Joanna Biondolillo. I received your email.”  

“Yes. We have been trying to locate you. Thank goodness for Google! __________ owes 
you money. I have a check for you.”  

“Are you kidding?”  

“No. We sent it to your last known address at… but it was returned to us.”  

“That address was at least four states ago.”  

“I just need to know where to mail it. You’re going to want this check. It’s for…” The 
amount of the check was the exact amount I had taken out of the bank for the trip.  
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______________________________  

Michael lost the lower portion of his leg in Somalia while serving in the Army. He served 
in the military for six years. When he returned from active duty, he drove a cab but he could not 
meet his rent. He has been living on the street off and on for eight years. Michael said he misses 
having a bed to sleep in and a roof over his head that is his own. He is currently waiting for VA 
housing.   

“When I was a child I wanted to be a lawyer. I used to watch Perry Mason a lot.”  
______________________________  

Mandy is originally from Iowa. At age 10, her dad died of cancer. Her mother abandoned 
her and her siblings. They became wards of the state. Her mother died shortly afterward. 
Although Mandy aged out of foster care, she did earn a cosmetology license. She was living in 
Chicago with her boyfriend. He became physically abusive and tried to strangle her. After 
getting out of the hospital, she had nowhere to go. She reported on the conditions of the 
shelters.  “They have bed bugs and your stuff gets stolen. I’d rather sleep outside. People walk 
by me and tell me to get a job. I’ve tried. It isn’t easy. The only clothes I have I’ve got on. I don’t 
have a shower. It’s hard to stay clean. I am trying to stay safe.”  

Mandy said that in addition to staying safe, one of the hardest things about being 
homeless is not getting enough to eat. “The restaurants throw perfectly good food away. I 
know when some of them do that. I try to get to it before the rats do.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a teacher.”  
______________________________  

Storming Heaven, by Dan Brown was what Shane was reading when I came across him 
sitting on the sidewalk on the lower end of the Magnificent Mile. He said he loves to read and is 
often given books from a professional book reviewer who works close by. Shane works temp 
work but desperately wants to have a full time job. He explained.  

“This is not what I want. I want a life. When I was 22, I stole a car. I was with friends and 
we were being dumb. I never realized how much that would affect my future. After high school  
I was having so much fun. I regret not going into the military.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to go into the military.”  
______________________________  

When his mom was diagnosed with breast cancer, Eric quit his construction job and 
moved in with her to take care of her. She died three years ago and Eric has been homeless 
ever since. He and his mom had no back-up resources. His former boss hired someone in his 
absence, which Eric said he completely understands. Initially, with nowhere else to go, Eric 
went to the shelter.   
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“The shelter is disgusting. I won’t stay there. I would rather die on the street.” He 
showed me his arm and hand which are now permanently disfigured from an infection he 
contracted while homeless. He said that he is unsure if he could even work construction again.  

“I had a life. I worked construction. I don’t have family. I have no one to call. My mom 
didn’t raise a quitter. Quitting is not an option.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a firefighter.”  
______________________________  

Stan was a heavy equipment operator. He loved his job. After a workplace accident, he 
became disabled and he lost his housing. His marriage ended. “My family moved on. Everybody 
moved on.” I asked Stan what is the hardest thing about being homeless.  

“I miss getting up, saying goodbye to my family, going to work, having a life.”  

I commented on how many people walked by us as though we were invisible. “They 
think if they say hello to us that it is going to cost them something. A small thing like saying 
hello can be a really big thing to someone else.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to operate big equipment.”  
_____________________________  

Delayna is seven months pregnant and has been on the street for nearly three months. 
She said her boyfriend is working full-time to secure a place for them before the baby is born. 
Delayna was sexually abused as a child. She managed to graduate from high school but has no 
family support. She broke down in tears talking with me. “I know I smell. People don’t want to 
be around me. This is hard out here. People walk by you with their noses in the air.”  

“When I was a child, I wanted to be a lawyer.”  
______________________________  

Beverly is 66 years old. The building she was living in caught fire. She had been renting a 
room and cannot afford apartment rents. She has no family to help her so she takes refuge in 
the local shelters. Beverly was once a nurse’s aide. As we were talking, a gentleman stopped 
and said, “I seem to remember that you like peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.” He took a 
sandwich out of his bag, handed it to Beverly and wished her a good day.  

“When I was a child, I wanted to go into nursing.”  
______________________________  

Stop. Think about all that you have read. The answers to homelessness lie within the lives of 
our homeless.  
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 Part 2  

The homeless are telling us what they need to get back in the game. So, why won’t we let them 
play?  

“Sometimes we are so focused on what we want to do, that we miss the miracle of the 
moment.”  

 Joyce Meyers   
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Chapter 13  

I once had a teacher who approached a lesson like this:  

“Take your left hand and brush the chip off of your right shoulder.” The whole class 
looked around at one another.  

“Just do it. Now, with your right hand brush the chip off of your left shoulder. That’s a 
good start because in order to answer the next set of questions correctly, you have to look at 
things from a different point of view.” Had our teacher lost it?   

We were laughing and snickering. He waited. He repeated. “For the next set of 
questions you have to be open to looking at things differently. Otherwise, you will only come 
close to the answers. You may even have some thoughtful answers but you will not have the 
correct answers.”  

The entire class was confused. “Trust me. You don’t know what you don’t know.”  

“What?”  

“Forget what you think you know.”   

So, I say to you the reader, to go after homelessness in a meaningful way, we have to 
acknowledge that we don’t know what we don’t know. We need to attack homelessness in a 
way that may not involve our ideas, our perspective. The people with the answers are the 
homeless but I have found that well-meaning people want to attack this issue, this epidemic by 
excluding what the homeless are sharing with us. I have repeatedly heard, “I think we should…, 
Our city should…, If I were them I would…, We really need to…” Every city is approaching 
homelessness differently and yet, the counts are rising even if the numbers do not reflect it.   

Remember, the Point in Time Census counts are only an estimate. There are thousands 
of homeless people who do not get included in the official counts because of Housing and 
Urban Development’s rules when counting and reporting the homeless. We no longer have the 
luxury of trying this or that. People are literally dying. Once again, some of our homeless 
literally froze to death on our streets this past winter. One man froze to death after being 
turned away from a shelter. Another was found dead trying to stay warm in a Porta-Potty. 
Another was found dead in a trash dumpster.  

The homeless are saying the same things across the country, but we are not listening. 
So, the next set of pages are what the homeless taught me about helping them. To get to the 
solutions, we have to understand what is not working and why.   
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And if you find yourself after reading these pages still thinking, “Well that isn’t going to 
work in my city.” Or, “We’re going another way.” Ask yourself why? Forget government funding 
which requires endless reports. Acknowledge that the “in progress projects” in our cities and 
states may be addressing some things but still are missing the mark for the vast majority of our 
homeless. Forget that you have people “in charge” who think they know best. The homeless 
know best. It is ok. Isn’t it better to get as much of this resolved as possible rather than be 
concerned over whose ideas they are?  Like I said, there are a lot of well-meaning ideas out 
there, but maybe not the ones we need at this point, just not what the homeless are saying that 
they need. Working at an art show recently, I was sharing some of what I learned with a woman 
from Missouri who volunteers with the homeless. “We give them what WE think they need,” 
she said.  

 “Could a greater miracle take place than for each of us to see through each other’s eyes for an 
instant?”  

   Henry David Thoreau   
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What the homeless have shared are their experiences, their perceptions and realities. 
These are the things the homeless taught me about what it is like to be them, to be homeless.  I 
promised them that I would pass on to others, the world as they see it.   

This is NOT an attack on those working hard to effect change. Many social workers, 
advocates for the homeless, philanthropists and volunteers are working night and day to aid 
our homeless. They are subject to lack of funds, government constraints, city constraints, and 
social perceptions. Their jobs are becoming even harder as this epidemic grows. We can make 
their jobs easier by addressing the things that are not working and in turn, assist our homeless 
so they can return to productive lives. For some, they can begin to have a productive life. (Over 
114,000 of our homeless are children.)  

Chapter 14   
What is not working for our homeless and why.  

*The current night shelter system is dead. The homeless would rather die than spend 
another night in a shelter. Some have. For those who do not know, night shelters are shelters 
that allow the homeless to spend the night but then require them to leave by 7:00 am. While 
some may have showers or a meal, for many, the negatives outweigh the positives and they 
have stopped going to the shelters.   

The homeless have cited the following reasons as to why shelters are not working:  
*Bed bugs 
*Body lice 
*Other infestations 
*Theft 
*Fighting/Violence 
*Drug Use 
*Separation of families by gender 
*Dehumanizing treatment 
*Rules that won’t allow people to come in after a certain time even if they are working and can 
provide proof. 
*Rules that won’t allow the homeless to bring in food if they have it. 
*Rules that won’t allow pets. Often, a pet is all the family a homeless person has. 
*Mixed shelters, meaning people which require more services for things like addictions are 
mixed with people who have no addictions. 
*Lack of Counseling 

I met Arcola and her 2-year-old son on the streets of Chicago. She said the last time she 
stayed in the shelter, her son woke up covered in bed bug bites. She will not return to a shelter. 
“I will not do that to him.”  

 



 

56  

Factors that Further Complicate Homelessness:  

*Moving people from shelter to shelter in order to fill beds for funding, sometimes 
called rapid housing.  

*Enacting laws which make it harder to get food assistance. 

*Enacting laws which make it harder to get Medicaid. This also drives up the costs of 
medical care because the homeless are then forced to use the emergency room for all of their 
medical needs.  

*Mixing populations in shelters or housing for the homeless. Mixing people with 
addictions with people who have no addictions OR mixing people with mental health issues 
with people who have no mental health issues.  

* Safety issues/violence directed at our gay, lesbian and transgender homeless. The 
issue of physical safety for the LBGT community is so severe that many will not go near a shelter 
and often hide in the shadows of the rest of the homeless.  

*Attempts to house homeless persons in areas where there are limited transportation 
and job opportunities. This also limits their ability to obtain services such as day care, or to get 
to medical appointments, job interviews, counseling or something much simpler such as having 
access to a decent grocery store or laundry facility. Cost…if you don’t have enough money to 
buy a cup of coffee, how do you afford the bus day in and day out? If the city is providing 
transportation how long does that last?   

*Labeling the buildings. This screams out “YOU ARE HOMESLESS.” Oh, look over there 
that’s the building where the homeless live. These adults, like everyone else, deserve respect. 
Children deserve privacy.   

*Splitting up families. (Separating wives/girlfriends and children from 
husbands/boyfriends)  

*Separating the homeless from their pets. Think about Hurricane Katrina. People would 
not go the shelters because they could not take their pets with them. Why do we expect the 
homeless to give them up? If all you have in this world is a duffle bag with a few belongings and 
a pet, what is the likelihood that you are going to give up the only family you have?  

*Bulldozing their tent communities. This only drives the homeless underground. Some 
will move on to another city or state, which in many cities is the intent of bulldozing. Some just 
go further into hiding. The homeless will never trust us if we continue to destroy what little 
they have. Often these are attempts to appease the community. We have made it a crime to be 
poor, shameful to be in need. The homeless to some are less worthy. If their tents are bulldozed 



 

57  

and they can be pushed out of sight, the reality doesn’t have to be recognized.  *Ticketing the 
homeless for sleeping in a park or on the street. 

“We are living out here like in the wilderness. I have been getting so many tickets for 
sleeping on the ground. I have no place to go. I am going to die out here. I don’t want to die out 
here.” Robert, Austin, Texas.  

*Lack of grief counseling, not just for loved ones, but for the lives the homeless once 
had.  

*Having to go to multiple places over and over in order to remain on waiting lists or to 
get various documents/services.  

*Having to be literally seen and counted on the street by workers from various programs 
in order to be verified as homeless. Yes, there are programs that require you to be seen on the 
street so many nights in order to qualify for housing.  

*Not qualifying as a homeless individual/family if you have an opportunity to stay with 
someone you know temporarily. (Example: Your home burns down. You have no insurance. 
Even though someone may give you temporary shelter, you are still homeless. It is not your 
home or apartment.)  

*As you have read over and over, people losing their housing because they are unable to 
transfer a lease after a loved one became ill or died.  

*Endless waiting lists for counseling, housing, medical care and day care. In many cases 
the social workers and advocates simply have more people than they can help. We must help 
the social workers and the advocates.   

Some will not like this next set of observations. But the homeless are dead on.  

*The Voucher System/A Housing and Urban Development program. This is how it works: 

If a rent is $1,200.00 a month and someone can only pay $700.00 a month, a 
government voucher will pay for the remaining $500.00 a month. It sounds simple enough. But 
here are the underlying issues with this program.  

In addition to the 567,715 persons that were counted in the 2019 Point in Time Census, 
we have 38.1 million Americans who live at or below the poverty level. We also have an 
estimated 1.7 million Americans who do not have running water. All of these people can apply 
for housing assistance.   

The voucher system is done by lottery. You can apply for a voucher, but it could take 
years to obtain one. If you are homeless, how many years can you wait? If you have children, 
how long can you wait? Once obtained, one has only 90 days to find housing which will accept 
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the voucher or it is rescinded. Because so many places refuse to accept the vouchers, the 
rentals available are generally in poorer neighborhoods and often located in areas that have 
few job opportunities with possible advancement.   

Although two million households use vouchers, only one in four who need housing 
assistance get it. 11 million renter households are paying at least half of their monthly income 
toward rent. There are two and a half million evictions across the country every year.  (Statistics 
from Poverty, Politics and Profits, 2017 PIT, and HUD)  

*Affordable Housing 

The government issues billions of dollars in tax credits each year to build affordable 
housing. Credits are issued to the states and the states award the tax credits to developers 
based upon applications and bids for housing projects. Some states have diligent oversight. 
However some, have virtually no oversight. Take Florida, for instance. Some $34 million dollars 
ended up in accounts for businesses that did not exist, in personal properties owned by the 
developers both in the states and off shore and in various bank accounts. These funds were 
supposed to be used to build affordable housing. How did they do this?  

Simple. They inflated the cost of the building contracts. Example: If the cost of the 
project is roughly 12 million dollars, the contract would be altered to reflect 14 million dollars. 
Keep in mind that the profits are already built into the contracts.   

Additionally, there are twenty states which now require letters of support from the 
community to build affordable housing units. Translation: if your neighbors don’t want you, it 
isn’t going to happen. These letters are often enough to prevent affordable housing from being 
built.  

From 1996 to 2016 the number of affordable housing units being built dropped from 
70,220 to 58,735. But the cost has gone up by 66% even after adjusting for inflation.  
(Poverty, Politics and Profit)  

Affordable housing is necessary in every community for all walks of life. Many places 
now require a first and last month’s rent as well as security deposit. A person would have to 
work four to six months depending on salary to just get in the door. The average rent in Miami 
and Seattle is about $1600 a month, in Portland, Oregon it is about $1200, and in New York 
City, $2000+. These cities are not alone by a long shot, just try finding an apartment in 
California, or Texas, etc.   

It is incredible that billions of dollars of taxpayer money is provided to help its citizens 
and yet there have only been 7 audits in 29 years. (Poverty, Politics and Profit)  

Some developers are offended when the subject of auditing comes up. One person went 
so far as to tell me in anger, that they, the builders, monitor themselves. I am sure that some 
do. Some wouldn’t take a penny that does not belong to them. But if I were building a house, 
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wouldn’t I ask for a copy of the specs, a list of materials being used and detailed invoices? 
Wouldn’t I monitor the process so that I knew I was getting what I was paying for? Of course I 
would. It is good business and a sound practice. No one wants to see a program abused, 
especially one that is making efforts to help others. But the reality is that not everyone has 
integrity. And I don’t mean to belabor the obvious, but some people are simply not honest.   

The goal here is to educate. Therefore, we must look at the whole picture. A different 
perspective gives us a different view.    

What if we did the following?   
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Chapter 15  

                 A Blueprint for Solving Homelessness in America  
        By the Homeless  

Understand that our level of productivity and our “normal” may never be someone 
else’s, homeless or not. Some of the homeless have not engaged for years or decades with 
mainstream society. The longer someone is homeless, the less likely they are to reintegrate into 
the mainstream permanently.  Giving someone a place to live is only a beginning. How the 
building in which they live is organized will have an impact as to whether they are successful in 
keeping a roof over their heads for good.  

When we approach the homeless, we need to assess them with compassion, not 
judgment.  We should not assume that they are trying to rip us off or get something for 
nothing.  They have come to us for help and hope.  We need to make assessment and intake 
less bureaucratic and less humiliating.  

The homeless come in all different sizes, shapes, and ages. They come from different 
circumstances. Yet, so many of their stories are the same.  Some are fully functional, needing 
only a bit of support to make them independent.  Some, have been homeless longer and need 
more help.  Some are senior citizens with a wealth of life experience who can be role models 
and mentors to others. Some have families and won’t come to a facility if they fear their family 
will be split up.  All of them, however, need to have basic services accessible in one place with 
help to understand what services are available and what they must do to get them.   

Practical Solutions Through the Eyes of the Homeless: A 2-4 Year Plan  

To understand this concept, picture if you will a six-story building, pet friendly by the 
way! Floors 3, 4, 5, and 6 are apartments for one person or a couple. On the sixth floor are 
those who are fully functional. They may have a degree or license of some kind. These 
individuals can be back on their feet if some of the barriers are removed. They are given an 
apartment to get them started and receive whatever support services are required while they 
work and establish bank accounts, credit, references, and a two-year history with an 
established address. These individuals need minimal counseling services.   

People like Vanessa from Seattle, Mandy from Chicago and Leon from Austin, and Sonny 
from D.C. would be candidates for the top floor. There are literally thousands of individuals who 
need this type of support.  

On the fifth floor are those who are able to work part time, have finished high school, or 
have a trade. They need a bit more support with day-to-day integration. Their needs are greater 
perhaps because they have been homeless longer. Some will need more time to understand 
that they are going to be alright. Remember, change can be scary. These individuals need a case 
worker as well as counseling services, help with applying for a job, etc. With extra support they 
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will ease into a full-time job and perhaps decide to seek further education. There is time. This is 
a 2-4 year building.  

On the fourth floor are seniors, and those who have retired. These folks can be of 
incredible value to all of us. These folks are basically healthy and at one point had a career or a 
job. Again, they receive the same services rebuilding their credit, establishing bank accounts, 
etc. with particular attention to health services.  

Bonnie, the school teacher from Florida would be a perfect example of someone who 
would live on this floor.  

On the third floor are those who have no tools in the toolbox so, to speak.  Many of 
these individuals will be those who have aged out of the foster care system. On this floor, the 
goal is to earn a GED and then apply to college or a job training program. They need ongoing 
support. (Fourth floor residents can be invaluable to these folks.)  

While the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program (CFCIP) under Title I of the 
Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 is meant to provide funding for states to assist youth up 
to age 21, many of these children simply fall through the cracks. The reasons are too numerous 
to list here. And although the statistics do not show it, we have an alarming number of 
homeless college students. This floor would also be open to those who are attending college 
but have no place to live.  

On the second floor are families. Apartments range from 1-2 bedrooms based on the 
size of the family.   

On the first floor are services: general counseling, grief counseling, case workers, day 
care, laundry, post office boxes, legal services, medical/nurse practitioner who would come in 
once or twice a week, a meeting/community room, and a computer room. These are essentials. 
Tried applying for a job lately? How do you apply for job if the application is only available 
online and you have no access to a computer? How do children do homework? Email? The 
community room can be used for special classes in nutrition, keeping finances, parenting, etc.  

Year one is a transitional year as is year four. In year four, residents will be assisted in a 
search for permanent housing. They will be assisted with moving and getting utilities turned on 
and advised on other related matters. On moving day, they leave with two gifts, a laptop and a 
business card. The business card is that of a caseworker who specializes in transitional living. 
The option to utilize this service remains for one year. If an emergency arises or a situation that 
someone does not know how to handle, help will be a phone call away.   

Notice this building is not for intake and assessment. It is not for those who need help 
with addictions. It is not for those who need help with mental illness. It is not an emergency 
shelter. These are needs that must be met with separate buildings because they require 
specialty services. I cannot count the number of times a homeless person told me that they 
could get help or housing faster if they had an addiction or mental illness. The people described 
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in this building have the potential to be living their lives again in a relatively short amount of 
time.   

Think back on their words…  

”I hope if I ever see you again, it is not like this.”  
“This is not OK with me.”   
“I want a job even if it is part-time.”   
“I am not going to give in.”   
“I am a good person.”   
“This is awful.”   
“I want a regular job.”   
“Quitting is not an option.”   
“I am ready to get back in the game.”   

The things I have described here are not my ideas. They are what the homeless taught 
me. All I had to do was listen. This building is a home, an unmarked, lovely building with flowers 
growing out front and a small area of grass behind it so the children can play outside. On the 
weekends, adults can read a book or just lie on a blanket in the warm sun without fear until 
they want to come inside because finally, they can.  

Intake, assessment and emergency shelter should exist in a separate building. This 
building is short term, meaning, up to 72 hours. It is open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. 
Assessing needs and getting people back into a home within a few days will in many cases mean 
someone will not lose a job, or their family or their belongings. Tall order? You bet. But the 
alternatives have failed. 567,715 persons were counted in the PIT in 2019 estimate.   

We desperately need affordable residential programs for those suffering from addiction 
and mental health issues. These programs require specialized care for longer periods of time. I 
know what you are thinking…”We can’t force people…” I would be happy to address those 
issues with you. I know what else you’re thinking. “Expensive.”  Yes, you are right. I would be 
happy to sit down with you, and especially our law makers, and address these issues as well. 
The costs are far greater to continue on without a comprehensive program across the country.  

Cities and states are overwhelmed. Workers and advocates? Overwhelmed. When we 
will finally get it? When will we finally listen to what the homeless have to say?  

The numbers in this manual are from the 2019 Point in Time Census. The annual report 
to congress WAS NOT ISSUED until January 7, 2020, just two weeks before the 2020 homeless 
counts were to begin. Essentially, this renders the number useless in terms of effecting real 
change at the federal level. This is the third year in a row that the annual report has been 
released as congress was leaving Washington for the holiday break or as in the 2019 report, 
released in 2020.  Yet, HUD wants to blame the rise in homelessness on the western states and 
high cost housing. While housing costs are indeed a part of the issue, HUD is failing miserably.  
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Why the Counts are only estimates or as recent articles have reported, are just 
not accurate… 

The Point in Time Census provides a tremendous amount of information and the counts 
are needed. However, thousands of homeless individuals are left out of the official count. 
Homeless persons in the following categories do not get included in the official count. 

  Anyone who has found a friend to stay with for a night, therefore not on the street 
when the counts are being done; those who have managed to panhandle enough for a room at 
a cheap motel, also not counted. Anyone who is in the emergency room, in jail or anyone who 
has managed to get a voucher for a hotel through the city or country are not included. 
Additionally, those who may be staying in a hotel or temporary housing through FEMA 
programs after a natural disaster are not included in the official count. And of course, there are 
those who have simply given up and refuse to be counted. 

And then there are people like Maisha. She managed to get from Tennessee to D.C. 
Folks like her also change the count. She needed services she could not get in Tennessee but 
were offered in D.C. So, the count goes down by one in Tennessee and up by one in D.C. thus 
changing the state counts. The reality is however, that the overall national number stays the 
same. 

Final note: While on this continued journey, someone I know was admonishing the poor and 
the homeless. He was admonishing me for trying to understand. Since then, he has lost his job 
and his home. Homelessness knows no bounds. It reaches far and wide. Homelessness knows 
no age, educational or economic level. It can come when we least expect it and it usually does. 
But we can wipe it out by educating our communities, and by implementing this comprehensive 
and practical plan put forth by our homeless.  

www.wheniwasachildexhibit.com  
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…and if you are unsure about being your brother’s keeper, Charles Dickens can 
reassure you.  

By: Ingid Van Mater  

One of the most moving statements in this Christmas tale is by Marley’s ghost 
when despairing over “life’s opportunities misused.” Scrooge, trembling with fear 
and beginning to share in Marley’s guilt says, “But you were always a good man of 
business, Jacob.” Upon which the ghost cried out in anguish:  

“Business! Mankind was my business. The common welfare was my business; 
charity, mercy, forbearance and benevolence were all my business. The dealings 
of my trade were but a drop of water in the comprehensive ocean of my 
business!”   
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Epilogue  

Eighteen months ago, I set out to work on a simple photo-documentary. It proved to be 
anything but. The wealthiest nation on the planet has some of its citizens living under bridges, 
in the woods and in the streets wrapped in garbage bags in an effort to keep warm. Their lives 
are in limbo. Their stories are heartbreaking.  

I will never again be able to turn on a coffee pot without hearing Raymond, “…I just 
want to wake up in the morning and turn the coffee pot on.” Grateful for every meal, Mandy’s 
words rush over me. “The restaurants throw perfectly good food away. I know when some of 
them do that. I try to get to it before the rats do.”  

The man from the coffee shop will never know how that night has haunted me. Perhaps 
it was supposed to until I was finally able or ready to take this journey. I have no idea. I just 
know that we have got to stop judging. We have got to educate. We have got to “…look 
through each other’s eyes.”  

Long ago I gave up my comfort zone when I realized what it would cost me, how it 
would limit me. But it wasn’t until I “pulled up the sidewalk” that I began to see my existence in 
an even different light. I will continue to make efforts to pass on what I have learned. A promise 
is a promise. And I made one to all those who trusted me by sharing a part of their lives with 
me.   
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