In her fieldstudy, "House for the Homeless: A Place to Hang Your Hat," first-year college student Ivana Nikolic documents the experiences of the residents of Ramsey House, a homeless shelter in her college town. As a refugee of Bosnia and a fieldworking student, Ivana set out to test her assumption that "helplessness is probably the most difficult position to be in." 
 
House for the Homeless: A Place to Hang Your Hat
by Ivana Nikolic
 
          I was only 13 years old when my parents, my younger brother, and I left our home in Bosnia in the heat of the war. We have lived as refugees for eight years now. During that time we have started our lives from the very beginning twice, with only three travel bags packed with our pictures and belongings reminding us that we led a normal life before. My parents, once well respected and successful, were either unemployed or struggling to get and keep any job that was offered to them. I was brought up in an environment that highly respected education, and soon I realized that school was my only way out. I realized early on that I can lose everything except for what I can carry within myself, and that was knowledge. Since then, I have been a kid on a mission, determined to succeed, never give up, and make the most of the opportunities that were given to me.
 
          Despite everything that happened to us, or maybe because of it, our family bonds grew stronger. We kept each other sane: we supported each other and never allowed each other to fall into despair. There were many times, though, when just as I thought that we hit the bottom, we would sink a little deeper. I learned that helplessness is probably the most difficult position to be in. After all, ever since the war our lives have been nothing but struggle, and we were in no position to change our situation. We were merely political puppets, suspended on the threads of the bloodthirsty puppet-masters dressed as politicians. I tend to think that my personal experiences have made me more responsive and sensitive to the misfortunes of others; however, they have also lowered my tolerance and understanding for those who seem to have given up trying. 
 
          When I moved to the United States two and a half years ago, homeless people were among the first to catch my attention. It broke my heart seeing them on the corners of the main roads, inhaling exhaust and the smell of burned rubber. Dirty and tired, they were holding signs offering to work for food and shelter. I knew how insecure, lost, scared, and lonely some of them must feel, since in a way I have been there too. I couldn’t understand. How could the same system that brought me here and gave my family a chance when nobody else would, fail so many other people? At first I thought that they were unfortunate people, run down by life or the system, who never found a way to blend in with the rest of society. As the time went by, my perspective changed.
 
          Most of the refugees that come to the United States don’t speak English. While I worked as a Bosnian interpreter and caseworker for a refugee resettlement organization, I met many Bosnian, Cuban, Somali, Russian, and Vietnamese refugees. The majority of them spoke little or no English, but they all found jobs within a month or two of their arrival in the United States. Therefore, finding a job was not as difficult as I had thought. That made me think that maybe unemployment was not the major problem of the homeless.
 
          I talked to some of my American friends. "Most of them are drug addicts, alcoholics, or both." "They don’t like rules and choose to live that life." "They don’t want to be helped." That seemed to be the common American public opinion of the homeless. I could not understand, and what was once sympathy grew into fear that stemmed from not understanding. I grew accustomed to seeing homeless people on the corners without paying much attention. Sometimes when I would run into them on my way back to my car, I would feel uneasy and often scared. It might be because I thought of them as being desperate. I saw them as people who had lost hope and meaning in life. I allowed myself to base my opinions on what I heard from other people, without ever trying to hear the stories of the homeless themselves. Actually, I never even read one book about them. But I felt ashamed. The more I thought about them, the more interested I was to hear some of the stories firsthand. Where are their families? Do they even have families? What did they do before they stepped into the homeless world? If they could, would they even want to get out of that culture? How many of them had had a misfortune or experienced a tragedy that pushed them so far, and how many chose to live that way? I was ready to listen. Thinking that listening to their stories would help me better understand their culture and that better understanding would diminish fear and stigma, I started volunteering in a homeless shelter.
 
A Place to Hang Your Hat
 
          It was 6:45 p.m. Wednesday, and as always, people were standing in a long line waiting for the doors to the Ramsey House to open. The building is located downtown, next to a health care center. I remember taking refugees to this health care center. There were always people standing and hanging around in front of the building and in the parking lots—one between the health care center and the front of the building and the other between the health care center and the Ramsey House. There were also always people waiting at the bus stop across the street. This was rare in other parts of the city, since public transportation was everybody’s worst nightmare. As I drove into the parking lot, it seemed that nothing had changed. I heard loud hip-hop and rap music coming from a radio on the shoulder of an old and sick-looking man. His hair was gray and braided. He wore a Jamaican-looking hat. Although he looked tired, his appearance projected an illusion of a young spirit. The others were standing in groups, talking and smoking. It was my third day volunteering, and some people recognized me. They greeted me politely as I walked toward the door. 
 
          The lobby of the Ramsey House smelled strongly of lemon-scented disinfectant. A large front desk separated the office space from the lobby. The lobby had 30 chairs arranged around a modern big-screen TV that was the focal point of the room. In one corner there were a couple of tables where some of the homeless sometimes played chess or cards. On one of the walls there was a display of pictures framed in glass. People of all ages and races were smiling and celebrating. I remembered how before I came, I expected to find a place saturated with religion, and the mere thought made me feel slightly uneasy. However, I was pleasantly surprised when I came. The lobby was saturated with hope and support. There were a lot of references to God, faith, and hope in motivational phrases such as "Ain’t nothin’ gonna come up today that me and the Lord can’t handle."
 
          The lobby walls had a display of quilts. One of the quilts had four quadrants, and each quadrant had a message. "Let your life shine. Integrity, love, peace" was embroidered on the upper half, and in the lower half there was a picture of a man playing with a dog bathed in sunshine. "Saint Francis" read the small letters next to the picture of the man. Above the reception desk there were pictures of Jesus Christ and a cross. On one side there was a sticker saying "Our staff does not support violence," and on the other side there was a sticker saying "There is no hope in dope." On the opposite wall there was a large black poster with white letters that read "Believe in the power of work." Next to this poster there was a bulletin board displaying messages in English and Spanish about job openings, TB tests, free job transportation, and other work-related matters. Right above the phone on the front desk there was a sign printed on simple white paper. "A place to hang your hat" was written in small black letters next to a picture of a simple hat on a hook. Just like that poster, this place was simple but carried a warm welcome.
 
          Every night after dinner, a volunteer minister held a Bible study. Everybody was welcome to join, but nobody was asked to come. There was also a service during the day, as part of the Chaplaincy Program that was oriented toward spiritual counseling, praying, and worship for guests, clients, and staff. There were neither crosses on every wall nor Bibles on every chair. I felt a strong presence of community and faith, but religion was subtle. 
 
          It was 7:00 p.m.—time to check in people for dinner. The air-conditioning was broken, and the whole place smelled strongly of lemon-scented disinfectant. The kitchen was large. It could seat about 70 people. A wall surrounded one area of the kitchen. This was where the people stood in a line. Lunch is served every day from 10:30 to 12:30 to anybody who stands in the line. However, dinner is served only to those who check in to spend the night. Ramsey House is a year-round shelter for women and men. Guests, as the staff refers to the homeless, have their own beds assigned, and they have to check in through the kitchen every night. Two security guards with metal detectors check everybody before they approach the check-in table. 
 
          It was my first time checking in people. I soon realized that this was probably the most diverse-looking group of people I ever saw classified under the same category—homeless. People from all age groups and racial groups were passing me their cards. Some of them were dressed nicer than I was, and I wondered how many times I passed them on the street never knowing where they went to sleep at night. Some were disabled, tired, and dirty; others looked sick. I was helping George, a full-time staff member. As people were checking in, he was joking with them. Most of them had a very high dose of respect for him, but at the same time they were reserved. He had a slightly militaristic tone of voice; you did not want to make him angry.
 
          I asked George about the people who come here. He told me that most of the people had a drug addiction problem. Some of them were "crackheads." Their families couldn’t trust them anymore or couldn’t withstand the torture of their addiction, so they abandoned them. "People here seldom speak of their families, probably because they’ve lost touch or realized their mistakes and are ashamed to talk about it. Some of them are infected. You know that, right?" asked George. I assumed that they were, although nobody told me that. A lot of the people in the shelter work and use the shelter as a way to save money until they have enough to move away. Their educational backgrounds vary greatly. There are those who can’t read and those who have master’s degrees. However, as much as their individual stories differed, and although all of them had their own reasons for being here, they all shared the same dream, and that was to move on. 
 
          A significant number of the people in the shelter were trying to get jobs, trying to stay clean of drugs, or trying to get their own apartments. I have a great deal of respect for people who have a goal in their lives, even if they are only short-term goals. When you reach the bottom of the social ladder, a goal or dream might be your most precious possession. That is what kept me going as a refugee. I realized early on that I can feel sorry for myself, or I can set a goal and instead of passively sitting around and complaining, I can work on achieving my goals. I found out that when I was busy thinking about the future and working on getting there, even the worst of troubles seemed less significant. I was too busy to think about them. They were just a thorn on my way to the stars. That is how I learned to respect people who have a goal or a dream. On their way to the fulfillment of their dreams, even if they never get there, they will move on. 
 
A Caravan Stop
 
          New people were checking in, others were leaving. There was a constant flux of people through the shelter. Close friendships were rare, and the occasional conversations between the homeless and me were very friendly but not personal. There was no time to be personal: people had to be fed, laundry had to be done. There was always something to keep me busy. I wondered whether the homeless saw the ritualistic nature of their evenings: check in, eat, listen to George read the rules of the shelter, take new linen, get a shower, chitchat a bit during the cigarette breaks, then lights out. One night, I was helping in the laundry room, and the endless stream of nameless yet familiar faces coming in and out of the sweaty, stuffy, and stinky room gave a slightly nomadic feel to the place. The shelter was a like a caravan stop for these people on a long, tiring journey. It was a temporary place of refuge—a place to hide from their vices as well as from the society that chooses to shun them. The fire alarm went off. Calmly, people started to move toward the entrance. Through the mumbling, I heard a couple of them joking, "Somebody tried to smoke one again."
 
          All of us were standing outside in the parking lot. The alarm was very loud. The Jamaican man brought down his radio, and a crackling sound mixed with a beat was pounding on asphalt. A young man in his 30s came and sat down next to me. His name was Alejandro. He was about five feet four and rather skinny. The skin on his hands was rough and broken. It was hard to imagine him doing hard labor, but his hands were his witnesses. I had met him earlier in the laundry room. It was difficult to understand his English, and the noise didn’t help either. I asked him where he was from. "Mexico," he said. "I came to America 20 years ago." He lived with his mother in California. "I like California," he said. "Everybody speak Spanish there, but they don’t pay good in California. Minimum wage four dollars. Here I get six." His eyes got teary when he mentioned his mother. I found out that his mother and all of his friends were still in California. He did not have anybody here. He carried a rolled-up job-search newspaper. He looked tired. The security guards came out and said that we needed to go back in now. I lost Alejandro in the crowd. I never saw him again. I find myself hoping that he found a job. 
 
Going Back into the World
          I met Solomon in the lobby another night. His English was proper and sophisticated, but he had a thick foreign accent. "Where are you from?" I asked. "Congo. I came to the U.S. two years ago." He was very calm when he talked. His hands barely moved, and even then it was in a slow, preaching manner. He revealed that back home he was a teacher, but here he doesn’t know what he will do. I tried to find out why he came here, but he was very reluctant to talk about his past. "Do you have family back home?" I asked. "My mother is still in Congo. She lives in a polygamous marriage. That is not good. There is too much rivalry. I have brothers in Europe, in Germany. I have not spoken to them in a long time," he said. He got very emotional, and as much as I wanted to find out more about his family and how he came here, I couldn’t. He was not interested in talking about it. He was not comfortable with my asking questions about him, his family, or his home. He spoke with a certain dose of mystic philosophy. "I like to observe all the people, women and men. All of them. I can see what a person is like by observing them. What makes one a gentleman and one a bum? If you observe people and their reactions carefully, you can find out what sort of an image you project on the world. You can find out who you would like to behave like—find your role models." He said he doesn’t like to talk. "You can find out more by observing," he said. 
 
          The whole conversation was somewhat surreal. Here he was, a young, healthy intellectual, sharing his life philosophy with a stranger in the loud and dirty lobby of a homeless shelter. He was stepping over every stereotype I had of homeless people. "A lot of bizarre things have happened since I decided to come to America. I just want to get my life together now. It will take time though," he said calmly. He stared at me with his large, tired eyes. I could feel his eyes dragging around my mind like little spies, trying to decipher what I was thinking.
Solomon had applied for a job as a bank teller and as a substitute teacher. Nobody had called him for an interview yet. I saw a glimpse of frustration in his eyes as he talked about how he would like to work as a bank teller just for a little while. I thought it was strange that he insisted on two very hard-to-get positions. I asked if he had considered any other options for employment, but he did not even want to talk about it. A bank teller, a substitute teacher, or nothing. It sounded like he did not consider any other positions because he used to be a teacher, and working in hard labor would be demeaning. He made a choice, but I have to admit that the choice seemed odd to me. My father, who had worked in an office all his life, is now working in maintenance, and as strange as it seems, he says that he is happy. He is happy because that job gave him stability, and therefore he doesn’t see it as demeaning. In the light of those experiences, I learned that sometimes one has to choose a small compromise for a greater purpose. I assumed that Solomon either had chosen not to compromise, even if that meant staying in the shelter longer, or had not yet come to terms with reality. And although I wanted Solomon to succeed, I doubted not his ability to do the job well but rather the ability of society to look past its stereotypes. 
 
          At one point he said he liked me. I did not know what to say. An uncomfortable "Thank you" came out of my mouth. Our conversation took a cold shower. "Thank you" was not what he was hoping to hear. I took the first chance I had to excuse myself and go help one of the staff members.
 
          Upstairs in the dorms, I met Hope. She was a young, white 18-year-old girl. I first met her a week ago, during my first night of volunteering. It was her first night in the shelter, too. She was scared and devastated to hear that she couldn’t have a night-light. She came from a shelter in another city that closed for the summer due to lack of funding and volunteer support. Hope had epilepsy. She told me she had to drop out of school because of her medical problems. She was on medication, so she has not had any seizures in a while. Her doctor told her that her brain was not fully developed at the time of birth and that if she had another seizure, she would die. Despite all of this, she was unusually talkative and happy. I wanted to find out how she ended up in a homeless shelter, since I remembered that when she came to the shelter, the first thing she tried to do was to call her mother. We sat down and talked. 
 
          She was sad because her best friend had left. She met him in the shelter. "I get along with all the guys. I get along better with guys than with girls. ’Cause guys don’t steal your boyfriends or talk about you behind your back." I tutor high school kids, and for a moment she was just one of those kids. She was worried about her image and wished for colorful and glittery pens. I was not sure whether she even thought about the fact that she is living in a homeless shelter and that she cannot stay there forever. "My best friend was a guy. Of course. Everybody said I was a ‘ho’ because I only hang out with guys. But I would still be a virgin if I had not been raped." She told me how one time she had to beat up a girl because she was dating her boyfriend. The girl was pregnant and lost the baby. "I felt really bad. She didn’t press charges or anything, ’cause I did not know. If I had known that she was pregnant, I wouldn’t have fought her in the first place." She seemed to be too calm talking about all of this. I was more upset just listening to her talk. I couldn’t understand how she could be so calm. I found out later that she also had impulse control disorder. This seemed to explain how she could beat up a girl so badly that she lost her baby. Still, she was very calm and relaxed, as if the girl had lost a shoe, not a baby. At that point, I started to doubt that she fully understood the consequences of her actions.
 
          Hope told me about her sister, who graduated from college and was living with her boyfriend. Her sister lived close by, and she was her best friend. "My sister is moving out ’cause they started going to church. They are not married, so she is going to move out and get her own place. I’m so happy ’cause she’s going to church now and all this other stuff. I am really happy for her. I told her maybe I’ll move in with her. She said ‘OK.’ Yeah, right!" Hope laughed as if this was so far away from possible that one could only laugh at how silly it was. I didn’t think that any of that was silly. Wouldn’t it be natural for her to live with her sister rather than spend nights in the homeless shelter? She should have already moved in. I didn’t quite understand. I wanted to find out more about her mother. I knew that her mother lived close by and she talked to her over the phone, which I assumed meant that their mother-daughter relationship was not entirely dead.
 
          Her mother lived in a neighboring town. Hope said her mother was a racist because she didn’t let her best friend, who was black, spend the night in their house. This made Hope angry, so one day she asked a friend from school, a black friend, to drop her off at home. She told her mom that he was her boyfriend. Her mom grounded her, but three weeks later she got a restraining order against Hope and Hope’s alleged boyfriend because Hope stood up to her. Hope told her mother that she was setting a bad example for her and that she was prejudiced. Well, her mom was not about to listen to her teenage daughter preach to her. Hope still calls her every day, and they talk. She still has great respect for her mother. "I still love my mom. She is the only mom I’ll ever have. I respect her thoughts, her wishes, but I told her, I said—I mean I was not trying to be mean or disrespectful, but I told her she couldn’t choose my friends or who I date anymore." Her mom got a restraining order against Hope, and it has to be in effect for three years before she can drop it. Unlike Hope, I was shocked, but that was not all. I found out that her father was dying of emphysema and a bleeding ulcer. He was on his deathbed, according to Hope. He was trying to find a trailer. He lived on his own. She seemed to be closer to her dad than to her mom. She got very emotional talking about her future without him, as if she had already buried him and was even more grateful for the days she had with him. 
 
          I was overwhelmed by Hope’s story. My mind was burdened with one question: "How can all this happen to one innocent, young human being?" Later, as our conversation continued, I started asking: "Is this really true?" Parts of her story didn’t seem to make sense. She told me that her dad bought her a 2000 Eclipse, but she had told me her dad didn’t even work, and since she has epilepsy, she cannot have a driver’s license until she is 21. I realized that even if she lied about the car, it didn’t change anything. She probably needed something to dream about, something to divert her attention from her situation, like the car and going off to college. "I will study journalism," she told me. And as crazy as it seemed to me, she talked about it as if it were nothing. There was not even the slightest doubt in her mind that she might not make it.
 
          I realized early in my study that I came into contact with only a very small number of homeless. The people who were allowed to stay in this shelter had to be clean of alcohol as well as of drugs. Whoever smelled of alcohol or appeared to be high would be kicked out of the shelter. Therefore, I realized that I might have seen only the cream of the crop. 
 
          However, I learned that one cannot make generalizations about the homeless. Indeed, the majority of the people in the shelter did have a drug addiction problem and were trying to get rid of the bad habit as well as the bad company. Some of them were more successful than others. They wanted to change and stop the never-ending cycle, or so they said. There, in the shelter, they were offered counseling, support, and programs dealing with drug addiction, and the people who worked there did not judge their character or morality. That is probably why they came there. Some of them, unable or unwilling to escape the vicious cycle of addiction, kept coming back. Here, being able to accept your mistakes and face your problems was considered to be a sign of a strong character. Some of the people in the shelter were mentally ill and couldn’t help themselves; others were physically disabled, unable to work, living on disability checks or waiting for them to come through. However, all of them—Solomon, Alejandro, Hope, and the others I met—dreamed of and lived for a life outside and after the shelter. For some it will never happen; for some that time will come sooner than they expected. As they sit in the lobby and wait for their time to come, what keeps them going? What helps them get up in the morning? For most it seemed to be the mere thought that tomorrow they might take their bag, start living, and go home. Maybe the fact that most of the people there appear to be strongly religious explains where this hope that they will make it comes from. Hope was the common thread that I found in this shelter.
 
          As lights were about to go off and I was walking down the stairs, I met one of the older men. He was carrying two large African woven fans and some decorative frames. He was wearing a bright, big smile on his face. "Where are you going?" I asked him. "I am moving. I got me a place through Community Village. I am going back into the world. I am going back to living," he said. "Good luck!" I said. "Thank you and good night." That night, in his eyes I saw the biggest flash of hope and happiness ever. 
 
Conclusion
 
          Shortly after the interview, Hope left the shelter. I heard from some of the women that her dad came and took her with him. Unfortunately, George told me that she was kicked out of the shelter. He did not know why, since he was not there that night. I hope that she found a way to live with her dad, mom, or sister. I felt she was too young to be there anyway. Solomon is still waiting to hear something from the bank or public school system. His frustration seems to grow with every day that passes.
 
          I tried to compare my own experiences to the experiences of the homeless. I shared similar experiences with some of them, and maybe that enabled me to sympathize with them. I learned that "homeless" describes a wide range of people, coming from different cultures, with a wide span of education and a wide variety of reasons for being in a shelter. Like me, most of the people had a goal or a dream and hoped that they would succeed and get rid of the need to depend on somebody. I realized that their hope was often rooted in their belief in a higher power. I always believed in myself; however, they have to learn to believe in themselves. But until they do, they put their fate in the hands of the Lord, meanwhile struggling to make it back to the real world. 
