
                                  
 

 
I was volunteering at the hospital yesterday.  ER 
was busy and doing the best they could to get 
people seen by the medical staff.  So many 
people must use the ER because they have no 
health insurance that wait times can be long. 
While I was there, I met a homeless man, 
carrying a guitar.  He came into the hospital and 
sat outside the lobby doors.  He didn’t look well, 
and he was very wet and shoeless. I asked him 
if he was OK, and he said that he didn’t feel 
well.  He seemed to be sleepy and not on drugs 

or alcohol.  (Falling asleep is one of the signs of hyperthermia.)  I asked him to come inside 
where it was warmer.  When he got inside, he was going to sit on the floor because he was so 
wet, and he didn’t think he should sit on the furniture. He was so young.  I had seen him around 
Newport, and I had once given him a dollar for playing his guitar. I told him to sit on the couch 
because he was a valuable person and shouldn’t think he had to sit on the floor; so, he 
did.  The furniture by the lobby door and in the ER is designed to withstand wet and bodily 
fluids. I asked him if he needed medical attention.  He said, “Maybe.”  I didn’t think he could 
walk that far, and I wasn’t sure I could get him in a wheel chair.  I walked down to ER and told 
them I had a medical situation in the lobby, and I wasn’t sure if it was an emergency; I needed 
someone to help him. They said they would call security to help.  
 
The lady in charge of security yesterday is very nice.  When she showed up, she thought I 
wanted him escorted out.  I said, “DO NOT THROW HIM OUT!”  She said she would take him 
to the ER.  As he walked down the hall with her, he left wet foot prints down the hall; that is 
how wet he was.  He carried his guitar everywhere he went--probably his only 
possession.  She came back up to tell me that they were going to get him warm.   
 
I was very busy yesterday, with lots of people with questions, and lots of people who wanted 
to pet and talk to Ginger, the therapy dog. About an hour later, I went down to ER to check on 
the young man. He was still sitting there.  I asked the check-in staff member if he was going 
to be seen soon.  She said she thought so.  I told her that if he needed a place inside to go 
that night, I would pay for a motel room.  He COULD NOT GO BACK OUTSIDE THAT NIGHT. 
She said that I shouldn’t start doing that.  I said that I understood, but he had to have shelter 
that night.  She said she would tell the social worker, but he was in a meeting.  The young man 
got up and came up to me.  He said, “Lady you don’t have to do that.”  I said I knew that, but 
he couldn’t go out so wet in the cold.  His blanket was grasped tightly in his hand; it was 
soaking wet.  He said he had to go back; the other people he lived with were wet and cold, 
too.  I gasped, thinking of a community of homeless, all wet and cold in the unusually cold 
weather.  I said, “There are more cold and wet people you live with?”  He said, yes, and he 
had to get back and help them.  He was so gentle and sweet.  I went into mother-mode.   
 
“If you were my son, I would want someone to feel about him like I feel about you.”  Something 
in him responded, and he nodded, yes.  Good, I got through to him.  I said, “The mom in me 
wants you to go sit down and wait to be helped.  You could get very sick if you go back out 
now.  You go sit down and wait to be helped (firm mom voice, and a point to the chair).” He 



went back to the chair.  He was still leaving wet footprints.  I looked at those footprints and 
thought, There, but for the grace of God, go I—something we say in Mass.   
 
I told the receptionist not to let him go out while he was so wet and cold.  She said she would 
get the social worker.  She interrupted the social worker in his meeting and sent him out to 
me.  He came out, and I told him the young man had to be dry and warmed up before they let 
him go.  I told him that the man had friends out there, wet and cold, that he was worried about. 
The social worker promised me he would talk to the man.  He handed me a pamphlet about 
an organization that helps the homeless. 
 
I went back to the front desk.  I sat down and had a short cry.  Those wet footprints made me 
think about a verse in the Bible about how we never know when we meet Jesus, because 
Jesus is in all of us.  Soon, it was time to go home, and I called the ER.  He was still there, 
waiting to be seen.  I told them I had to go home, but I was worried that he would be sent back 
out, cold and wet.  She took my phone number.  At this point, I could have gotten him home, 
dried him out, and taken him back! I knew Peter would feel like me because he has put up a 
guy like that in a motel room for the night before. 
 
Why am I sharing my story?  It weighs on my heart that we have so many homeless in our 
community.  They are wet and cold.  They are hopeless and feel unworthy.  Many are drug or 
alcohol addicted, BUT NOT ALL.  Most have psychological and/or emotional 
disabilities.  Some are autistic. It is just not acceptable that we have people in this county who 
are living like that!   
 
Wet. Cold.  Hopeless.  We have to do better. –Phyllis O’Boyle 
 


