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Tommy
Age: 53
Hometown: South Bend, In-
dianaHomeless off and on 26 
years

Doreen
Age: 46
Hometown: Illinois
Homeless four months
Location: Rainbow Grocery, 

Tommy: We’re married. We met 
on a corner.

Doreen: Hyde and Golden Gate.
T: I was just rolling by on my wheel-

chair and I saw her standing there. And 
I asked her, because I smoke a lot of 
weed, I asked her if she wanted to party. 

She said yes. And I’m a chef — or I used 
to be — so I started fixing her a lot of 
meals. And here she is right now.

We used to stay at the Harlan 
Hotel. That’s at Geary and Larkin. We 
were there for five or six years and 
then we got into a little problem with 
each other. The hotel tricked her into 
signing a restraining order against me 
and they put her in another hotel. But 
then she couldn’t pay her rent, and so 
she had to go homeless.

D: I was a caregiver. I was paying 
rent. But all my clients were in the 
[first] hotel. I was 86ed. And they 
knew that, so when they kicked me 
out, that was all of my income.

T: I have a room. But I sleep out 
here with her. My place is full of bed 
bugs. I haven’t slept there in like two 
months.

We stay up on Van Ness between 
Geary and O’Farrell. We just run up on 
it one night, and the police don’t both-
er us. We sleep in a doorway.

D: There’s a partial roof so the wind 
don’t get us.

T: We usually try to get to bed 
before 11 p.m. That way we get up, we 
have to get up by 7 a.m. because we’re 
in a doorway. The stores open and we 
have to move along.  

We’re trying to get affordable 
housing. We’re on a list, so we can get 
inside and be together.

Every day we go to St. Anthony’s 
and Glide to get something to eat. We 
sell Street Sheets out here, it’s like our 
survival thing.

Street Sheets, like today, we’ve 
been out here since 9:30 this morning 
[it was 4 p.m. at that time]. She only 
made $13. And I made $10. Six and a 
half hours.

D: Some days it’s a little more. 
Some days, it’s even less than that.

T: I panhandle all the time. She can’t 
do it. Panhandling, people think it’s 
easy. It’s not easy. I’ve been Tazed, I’ve 
been spit on. People have even tried to 
grab me and wrestle me to the ground. 

And I’m in a wheelchair! But I can han-
dle it. If someone does that to her, I’ll 
just go berserk. So it’s best if I do it.

Here at Rainbow, all the workers 
know us. They don’t bother us as long as 
we don’t go on the property. They even 
let me charge up my chair sometimes.

I got a night spot if this spot don’t 
work out. I can go to Mason and 
Geary, or Sutter and Powell, at that 
Walgreen’s. There’s more people there, 
and it all depends what you’re asking 
for. And you have to mean what you’re 
asking for. If you’re hungry for food, 
you ask for a meal. I have to be sincere 
in how I’m asking.

I tell them, I don’t drink or do 
drugs. I’m just out here trying to get 
something to eat like everyone else. 
And sometimes they laugh. And that’s  
not funny. And I gotta hold back.

We even give other panhandlers 
some money when we have it. If we 
give extra food, we pass it onto them.

D: It’s like a union, sort of. Every-
one looks out for each other.

I’ve been homeless before. I was 
homeless in Illinois. I lost my job and 
I was on unemployment. I asked my 
landlord if I could get extra time, but 
the unemployment check came the 
week after my rent was due. So I had to 
go outside.

Now, it’s harder. It’s harder when 
you’ve been inside before.

T: And when you get older.
I got a son here. I don’t really do 

shelters. I don’t ask him for much 
because his life is his life. But we do 
go over there to take showers. He’s on 
Turk Street. I got two sons, they live in 
the same building. Three sons, actually.

I don’t really ask them for anything. 
When they were younger, I didn’t re-
ally ask them for anything. I’ve always 
been a loner-type person.

My family’s poor. They don’t got 
much. The thing of it is, I’m not going 
to lean on them. Even if they wanted to 
help me I wouldn’t let them. They don’t 
really have the money to help me.
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Erin
Age: 21
Hometown: California
Homeless 11 months
Location: Civic Center

I’m from a little town in Marin called 
Novato. It’s not as high class there as 
people would think. I was a military 
brat. My father was in the Coast Guard, 
so we moved around a lot. When we 
came back here, like three years ago, I 
found this man, we found each other 
actually, and we thought we were 
soulmates. Nothing could ever tear us 
apart. We decided to move to New York 
together, which is where he was from. I 
lived there for a year and half, doing my 
thing, enjoying life. I partied a lot but 
I worked a lot, too. I lost a lot of jobs. I 
worked at this sports bar on Long Island 
for about six months. I was a hostess. 
They had like 55 TVs there. And two 
bars. It was the second or third busiest 
restaurant on Long Island. It was nice. 

But me and the guy broke up, which 

was hard. It was like this part of me was 
suddenly gone, and I kind of lost myself 
for a while. I went out to Seattle to get 
clean. I had a really good job at Red 
Lobster that paid $10 an hour just for 
opening and closing doors, and greeting 
people when they came in. It was a good 
time. I had my shit together then. 

At the same time, I had just got out 
of that relationship, which lasted three 
years, and I couldn’t get a grasp on tak-
ing care of myself. It was like part of me 
disappeared and I kept looking for it. I 
went back to my immature ways. I felt a 
sense of freedom, and I wanted to party. 

Ever since November 2014 I’ve been 
homeless off and on. Couch surfing. I’ve 
been in San Francisco about a month. 
The weather couldn’t be better here. 
Definitely better than Seattle. Being 
homeless in the rain isn’t much fun. But 
the wind and fog here can sure mess up 
your day. 

I haven’t made any friends yet. I 
found a roadside buddy, but I keep 
losing him. He’s like my boyfriend — I 
don’t even know what to call him. I’m 

very socially awkward. It’s hard for me 
to talk to people. I rely on my buddy to 
make money. We panhandle or find little 
knickknacks on the street to bargain 
with. Like, “Hey, can I trade this bag of 
food I found for your soaps and razors?” 

I’ve never been so grateful for those 
times in my life when I had a roof over 
my head or food in my stomach or a 
family who loved me and never gave up 
on me. But I got to the point where me 
and my family just didn’t see eye to eye. 
We’re different. They don’t understand 
why I’m out here or why I live the way I 
do. So I distance myself from them. At 
the same time, I try to stay in touch. But 
it’s hard because my bag got stolen and 
I don’t have a cell phone right now. They 
know I’m here though. I have this feel-
ing inside where I know they’re sending 
their thoughts and prayers. And that’s a 
good feeling, but it makes me sad, too. 

Throughout my experiences I’ve 
grown a lot stronger. I’ve found out 
what my strengths and weaknesses are. 
Mainly my weaknesses. I couldn’t be 
more thankful though.


