
Lost in Identity: Encounters with Boston's Homeless 
 
 
 Sharon approached me in the halls of our church, all smiles and excitement.  “John 
is telling the greatest story about you right now.  I loved it.  Some guy had you watch his 
stuff and then people started giving you money; they thought you were homeless.  How 
hilarious!  That’s so like you, always spaced out and forgetting to comb your hair.” 
 “Funny, I don’t remember the story that way.  I think you might have a couple 
stories mixed up into one.” 
 “Oh, who cares?  It’s a great story.  Don’t ruin it.”  On that note, she floated off 
down the hallway, her merriment unaffected by my sour grapes. 
 Her flippant reminder of those stories threw me back a decade to my freshman year 
of college.  I was a free spirit, an anti-authority agnostic long-hair from a small Mormon 
community in Utah.  But I had just got religion.  And the transition--maybe that word is 
more accurate than conversion--was not yet complete.  I still walked and talked like a long-
hair, but I was kinder now and tried to be unselfish.  And I prayed some, trying to know 
who I was.  My friendships with Boston’s homeless—now only an anecdote at this 
Mormon equivalent of a cocktail party—had helped to define me in that transitional period.  
 As fate would have it, John and I had to visit Kirsten that night on church-related 
matters.  John admitted in the car that Kirsten was indeed the source of his story.  He 
winced playfully when I told him the stories had been jumbled.  He plead for beautiful 
rather than historical narratives. 

Once I had the two of them together, I tried to explain what had happened to my 
stories.  I had indeed been mistaken for a homeless person and I had in fact brooded over a 
temporarily vacant perch while its vagrant owner ran some errands.  But only the first 
encounter had been amusing. 
 College had been good to me.  Nothing seemed too pressing, and not even 
unimportant things intruded on the hours before ten.  I often ambled to the Freshman 
Union in search of a buffet breakfast, paid for by the donations of rich dead men, well after 
nine o’clock.  My routine was so relaxed that I had difficulty distinguishing weekends from 
weekdays.   
 I staggered out of my room one morning, wearing my comfortable green sweater 
with more holes than hems, and a pair of equally impoverished jeans.  I think I remembered 
to don my rope-soled espadrilles, the footwear barely thicker than my callused soles.  My 
shoulder-length blond hair, washed daily but preserved from the adultery of comb and 
brush for nearly four years, flowed lazily about my face.   Sometimes it caught in the stubble 
I could never remember to excise.  The Yard was nearly empty, and it dawned on me that 
the College was on vacation and the Union was closing tomorrow, which was… Sunday?  
 Content to shuffle absently along my route, confident that no one would arrest my 
progress, I set off for breakfast.  Lost in the enjoyment of my peripatetic solitude, I almost 
hit the middle-aged woman with the shopping bag and unseasonably thick clothing—layer 
after layer of feeble fabrics united by the poor stitching of disadvantaged Asian laborers.  
She was substantial really, a comfortable cross between obesity and grandmotherly 
hospitality.  Her face had seen too much sun, and I guessed that the weathering was not 
from years surfing in Maui.  The wrinkles and pigment changes reminded me of the future 
of my own fair skin, and I winced.  
 “Sorry,” I mumbled good-naturedly. 
 “No problem.  How’s it going?  Place looks totally empty.” 



 “Yeah, I was just wondering about that.  I think everyone is on vacation or 
something.  Great weather, though, eh?” 
 I touched her upper arm invitingly, indicating my desire to continue on my way.  
Her arm and face responded immediately, and we resumed my easy pace, passing the red 
brick bastion of architectural simplicity that served as an undergraduate library.  
 “You bet.  Can’t complain.  You from around here?” 
 “Well, I wouldn’t say that.  I guess I’ve been here for about six months.  Before that 
I was from Montana and Utah.  I miss the mountains, but I sure like this place too.  It’s 
kinda city, though, isn’t it?” 
 “I guess so.  I grew up in Philadelphia, so I’ve always been in cities like this.  I just 
got to Cambridge.  So far I like it, but I don’t know yet for sure.” 
 “It grows on you.  Not everyone is super friendly here, but I like it anyway.  
Sometimes I wish I were back West, but other times I’m glad to be out here.  What brings 
you to this crazy place?” I asked, uncertain how to recognize her, whether idiosyncratic 
academic, concerned college parent, or just an unobtrusive tourist. 
 “Just trying out a new place.  You know.  Just trying out a new place.  So how is it 
here?” 
 “Nice, like I said, but a little crazy.  What do you mean?” 
 “You know.  It.  People.  Are they generous?” 
 “I don’t know.  They’re a little colder than back West, but not too bad.” 
 “How much do you get in a day?  Is it enough to live on?” 
 “I guess they treat me solid here,” not wanting to explain the intricacies of needs-
blind admission and needs-based scholarships. 
 “Where are the best places to go?” 
 “Huh?” I let slip, beginning to appreciate that we were chatting at cross purposes. 
 “For money, you know, panhandling.  You said they treat you solid here.” 
 I burst out laughing, struggling to regain my composure, hoping not to offend my 
newfound friend.  “I’m sorry, I totally misunderstood you.  I don’t panhandle.  I’m actually 
a student here.  Welcome to Harvard Square.  I don’t have any cash, but you’ve gotta join 
me for breakfast.” 

 After a few moments of awkward smiles, she allowed me to be a mess with a 
home, I allowed her to be one without, and we headed off to breakfast.  She was hungry.  
She devoured pancakes, sausage and eggs, then filled her sagging bag with fruit and pastries.  
She nodded nervously but kindly as she arose from the table, bidding adieu as she surged 
back to a more straightforward world where homeless means homeless and Harvard means 
Harvard.  I forgot to ask her name. 

A few months later, it happened again.  The second time I was mistaken for a 
homeless man was not funny.  It hurt and confused me. 

 CL and I were pals of a sort.  Every week, as I passed from the sacred 
precincts of the academic cloister to the bustling undulations of Harvard Square, he sat 
beside the Congregational Church, all smiles but few teeth, black leather boots with a ratty 
glued-on ankle chain, and a tan fedora smooth and stiff with the accumulated sweat and 
dust of his urbanity.  Sometimes he had an old guitar, little more than an overweight ukulele.  
And sometimes he would strum and sing, his rough voice searching awkwardly for notes 
while his anxious eyes reached awkwardly for attention.  I would sometimes stop and listen, 
mesmerized by the rough rustling of his eroded vocal cords.  Occasionally we would talk. 
 We didn’t speak about where we came from or where we went.  He did not know I 
slept in a warm room a few hundred yards from his recording studio, and I didn’t ask which 



shelter he used or whether SSI was his benefactor. I never asked what CL meant.  We knew 
that we were both free somehow, and that was enough.  Sometimes we talked about the 
weather, sometimes we wondered about music and outer space, basketball and politics.  But 
mostly we recognized each other’s existence, he affirming my disheveled collegiate presence, 
I sharing his jumbled homelessness. 
 Once, in spring, I approached the intersection of streets that described his precincts 
and found him delighting with his nose and eyes in a humble flower in a waxed paper cup.  
The flower looked like us—jagged leaves with blotched but lively colors attached tenuously 
to a solid green stalk.  But it was thirsty, CL informed me, and would I protect his studio 
while he sneaked into a convenience store in search of life-giving water for his newfound 
friend.  I readily acquiesced:  I was early to work and had nothing till then.  Happily, almost 
greedily, CL acknowledged my assistance and dashed down the street.  
 Nonchalantly, I lay my book bag down next to his attaché, a dirty black duffel 
plastered with syllables of a medication CL could never afford.  The zipper head slumped 
exhausted against the canvas, only poorly overlapping the teeth it had ever to feed.  The 
corpulent ukulele sagged into the contours of this black bag.  The scratches on its Formica 
armor were smooth, like the Appalachians, ground by the elements as it passed through 
time and the ceaseless rubbing of CL’s cracked, callused hands.  To its side lay a wire-bound 
notebook.  Eight-and-a-half-by-eleven decaying inches of processed trees with awkwardly 
scrawled initials carved in their bark.  Some of the glyphs may have been attempts at musical 
notation, staves and dismembered Daddy Longlegs; some were shaking words and syllables 
of rough-hewn contours, concatenated lyrically.  I could not interpret them, but I relished 
their clumsy and aggressive existence. 
 My fascination with his tools was interrupted abruptly.  I felt with a gasp that I was 
in B cinema and Panavision’s brilliant color instantly drained to grainy black-and-white 
pallor.  I tensed with surprise, ready to jump, but I was already on my bottom, seated on the 
throne of CL’s kingdom.  I scanned the faces of passersby to see whether they had noticed 
the change.  I found my answer.  They were not aware of the change, they were its 
instruments.  Each face, straining anxiously to avoid my gaze, joined the overwhelming 
chorus of postures, gaits, and glances.  “You do not exist.  You are filth,” came the refrain, 
sung in a humming harmony of voices.  Each tensing of the back, each missed step and 
hurried pace told me that I was intruding, that I did not belong in the human family.   

Eyes scanned the sidewalk to avoid stumbles, and hearts prayed that the color of my 
pant leg was just some chalk on the buckling bricks-that-would-be-cobblestones.  When 
they realized that the cotton was flesh-filled, they stiffened, both body and mind.  And 
erased me.  They never stepped on me or stumbled over me, preferring to interact thus 
with the stray bricks which stuck up an inch above their compatriots.  Perhaps they rejected 
so deeply that their brains never even interpreted the points of light reflected by my 
precariously physical body. 
 Anger, dismay, but mostly pain leapt into my throat and heated my temples and 
cheeks.  I strained to catch my existence the way old fat men struggle to catch their breath.  
For what seemed thirty minutes I simply sat stunned, searching the thronging masses for 
some affirmation of my reality, some admission that I could rejoin the human race. I found 
none.  I tried to be rational, to remember that Boston just isn’t Georgia.  People don’t greet 
each other here.  But this was deeper.  Before, when I was in college, people most assuredly 
did not greet me, but they recognized me.  Even in our Northeastern hurry, we knew each 
other, felt unconsciously our identity.  Now they did not know me.  Or would not. 



 CL’s guitar became refuse, the duffel a rotting compost.  And I sat on my throne, 
the prince of putrefaction, draped in the stench of my neediness.  I was ashamed of my 
worn clothing, of my long, knotted hair and stubbled cheeks and chin.  Retro-hippie was a 
bitter sarcasm to my eyes and tongue and mind.  I knew neither college nor learning.  I did 
not recall scholarships and dorms.  I decayed and I ached. 
 I don’t know how long I sat that way, lost not in thought but in shame, grasping 
clumsily for existence. CL did finally return, his small, sparkling eyes ensconced in chafed, 
ruddy cheeks.  And his hands, those hands of erosive force, held his treasure.  How soon 
would its contours be swallowed up in the memory of his knotted hands.  The flower was 
no comelier, but it was bathed, more than could be said for the two humans staring it down. 
 “Thanks,” he said dismissively, his attention absorbed, like his water, by the hungry 
roots of this new love.  I vacated the throne for the king returned from exile.  I mumbled 
something about “No problem,” too uncertain of myself to say more.  Then, for a moment, 
I knew him, hungry for reciprocation, and I fled. 
 Thus was I confused twice for a homeless man.  From these stories arose the funny 
tale of my accidentally lucrative day.  I have been trying to understand why my good, kind, 
socially responsible friends would make my painful revelation into an empty, amusing 
anecdote. 
 A simple explanation for their behavior is guilt: accepting my pain those years ago 
means recognizing the current pain of the homeless whose existence we negate.  Our sins of 
omission become conscious, damnable.  So the story gets cleaned up:  the suffering of 
homelessness becomes the incongruous humor of a modern sitcom. 
 Another reason might be our current hunger to make people laugh, the hope that 
we can entertain with giggly gossip rather than delve deeply into philosophic and moral 
issues.  I have certainly seen that phenomenon before, and it may have contributed in part 
to this narrative metamorphosis. 
 But I have also come to believe that something about identity was at stake.  These 
were stories of lost identity, times of misplaced position.  In the funny story, I was in 
control:  I had a breakfast to share and residential security to parade.  The confused 
homeless woman was powerless, by token of her neediness, to threaten my identity, and my 
friends and I laughed.  In the expurgated version of the story, my identity was safe and I 
profited financially from people's misperceptions. In the true, sad version, I was powerless, 
unable to do more than struggle for my existence.  Those who mistook me had identities 
carefully secured by our social system; their threat to my personhood was real.  Here is the 
disturbing revelation:  my identity was not guaranteed to me.  People could take it away. 
 And my friends know, I think instinctively, that their identity is just as fragile as 
mine. We depend on our position, our access to or exercise of power to define us.  We are 
financially secure, meticulously and expensively educated lawyers, doctors and businessmen.  
Some of us are scholars.  But if our context were misplaced, we would be nothing more 
than existential leaves blowing aimlessly in the wind.  And that is what we fear.  That is 
perhaps why my friends could not or would not remember my stories.  We do not want to 
lose ourselves. 


