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“He was nearly blind in his left
eye, and said left eyes were the tribal curse of the Finches.
Whenever he wanted to see something well, he turned his head and
looked from his right eye.”

 


From To Kill a Mockingbird, by
Harper Lee

 



Introduction

 


 Daniel Ford
drove the night shift at Joe’s Taxi. Little old ladies were not
needing hauling to the grocery store, beauty parlor or doctor’s
office, harried tourists weren’t frantic for last minute rides to
the airport, and folks down on their luck weren’t hopeful that
grabbing a seat on the afternoon Greyhound out of town might
somehow jump start their stalled-out lives.

It was a slower pace and the tips
were better. He picked up insomniacs, whack jobs and weirdoes and
steered them through the dark deserted streets. During those odd
hours (and occasionally pajama clad...) the dregs of humanity would
wash up from the depths like hermit crabs into the backseat of his
hack. He had a certain undeniable attraction to them. They were, to
some degree, his kindred spirits.

It was normally quiet after the
last driver on the evening shift turned in his keys and put his
sled to bed around 11:00PM. The dispatcher was off duty and the
night man had the cabstand to himself. There was a canvas cot
tucked away in a corner suitable for drifting off into meaningless
passages of popular fiction and those cockamamie dreams they
invariably induced.

Until around 1:30AM or so, when the
bars started closing and the telephones started ringing up. The
town drunks were often lost souls drowning in despair. Though
mostly harmless, it did displease Daniel whenever their levels of
intoxication forced bile or partially digested food particles
spewed on the rear floorboards of the cab. The boozehounds
typically muttered nonsensically to themselves. Once in awhile and
always against his better instincts, he attempted to engage an
alcoholic with severely impaired mental ability in relevant
discourse, but learned early on that it was better to keep his
thoughts private and focus on the business of driving.

According to him, inebriated young
females would also occasionally summons him for assistance in
escorting them safely home. He said one such lady (perhaps the
operative word there is tramp…) stumbled through the rear passenger
door of his taxi and started playing with herself. While her
harmless merriment seemed mirthful, others like her mostly sat
motionless and silent, with blank expressions on their shadowy
faces. His rear-view mirror reflected their empty detachment from
the world and simultaneously confirmed his own.

Such was Daniel Ford’s point of
view years ago, when, as a young man coming of age as they say
(whoever they are…) in 1975 or thereabouts, he began in earnest to
recognize the absurd vulnerability of his own
perspective.

Years later he revealed to me the
circumstances preceding and following those events. Those
discussions ultimately lead to his requesting my assistance in
transcribing his story.

 D.Y.

 


 



Part One: Amazing
Grace

 


“There are things which a man is
afraid to tell even to himself. Every decent man has any number of
such things stored away in his mind.”

 


Fyodor Dostoyevsky

 


I

 


Like Dagmar bumpers on a ’57
Cadillac Biarritz, Denise Lohan stood out from the other
“professional women” I occasionally ferried about our quaint
village by the sea. Her exotic appearance was impossible for me to
ignore. I tried my best to look away but failed in that regard.
Mirrors do not lie, and those reflecting an accurate view of the
past are especially bound to the truth.

Denise Lohan’s connection to fine
luxury foreign automobile collecting made her even more attractive
to a burgeoning enthusiast such as myself. So began my transition
from semi-detached admirer of the feminine mystique to flittering
moth, powerless against the warm yellow glow of the insect
repellant bulb flipped on and burning, as it were, outside her
glorious front stoop.

I soon learned the nature of
Denise’s means of support. Our small town, overpopulated with
shriveled up rich old hags, made it perfectly reasonable how a
young woman with the face of a Madonna would attract someone like
me with way too much time on his hands.

Covering a day shift and seated
behind the wheel of my cab, I was indulging in a cinnamon roll with
raisins and walnuts, freshly baked. While stuffing my face and
awaiting further instructions from headquarters or for a customer
on the street to flag a ride, I spotted Denise gliding along Ocean
Avenue in high heels. She entered and exited various shops carrying
large bags filled with packaged goods. Glancing up at passersby
between bites of my sugary pastry, her frequent comings and goings
were distracting, to say the least.

There was the sheerness of her
see-through blouse adorning her ample chest, and the long flowing
scarves strategically draped around her smooth tanned shoulders.
With her pressed slacks and leather pumps she looked classy and
relaxed, the way certain women just do. From a distance, her neatly
trimmed shoulder length auburn hair, with fiery red highlights ,
and her dark brown eyes flashed brilliantly in the early afternoon
sunlight. Errands completed, she quickly climbed into a British
Green 1963 Jaguar XKE Convertible parked across the street. I
caught a hint of her smile as she glanced in my direction, popped
the transmission into first gear and sped off.

And I thought to myself, “There
goes a woman you’ll never fuck.”

 


A few days later, during our
midmorning stroll along the Carmel beachfront, my canine Sam and I
were partaking in minor frolic and minding our respective
businesses. It was sunny and clear, and a gentle offshore breeze
was stirring the air. I bent over and gathered a stick littering
the white sand and tossed it mightily. The beast ignored my effort
to spur his vigorous exercise, preferring instead to continue his
emphatic sniffing of the decaying remains of a seagull entwined in
a pile of seaweed that had drifted ashore.

The surf was pounding but from the
opposite direction I heard someone whistling over the din. That
shrill noise followed a voice calling out from the road
above.

It was not clear, but I thought I
heard the person shout “Yoo hoo, hey there handsome fella!” I
turned around and the same individual was waving her arms. Was it a
distress signal? Or a maneuver seeking attention? As I was some
distance away, I smiled goofily (it was unlikely she could make out
my facial contortion from where she stood) and waved back. I
watched as she hiked her skirt and slid into the driver’s door of a
gleaming sports car. After adjusting her mirrors and turning the
key to ignite her motor, she turned the wheel and headed off down
Scenic Road. Was she the same woman I noticed a few days before on
Ocean Avenue? I strongly suspected she was.

The incident struck me as peculiar.
Why had this person waved, called out and then bolted off like a
common criminal? What was the purpose of her overtly friendly
gesture? Was it intended for Sam or me? Or was someone else
entirely unrelated situated nearby the target of her cat (dog...)
calling? Moreover, where was the magnificent green Jaguar roadster?
She pulled away in a red Porsche 911 Targa. It was a mysterious
encounter on several levels and all were equally
unsettling.

 


My dispatch to the corner of 7th
and Dolores a few days later brought with it some answers to my
growing curiosity.

“Unit 11, get off your ass and
climb out of that bucket of bolts. The lady who called it in said
she would not hear the horn honking from the street,” the voice
crackled in the two-way radio’s speaker.

The house was down a series of
steps, away from the street. I rang the bell. The door opened and
she was standing directly in front of me. Her skin was impeccable.
Her full red lips outlined perfect rows of gleaming white teeth. Up
close she was more beautiful than I imagined. I felt slightly
nauseous.

“Hi there! I finally got you! Give
me a second. I’m almost ready, okay?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll be in the
car. It’s parked just down the street, on the left,” I said as I
swung around to climb back up the stairway.

“Thanks. So, how’s your adorable
pup?” she asked before I could escape.

“Beg pardon? What? Oh! Um, fine, I
guess. So, where to? I think the dispatcher said Cannery Row?” I
muttered stupidly.

“Yes, please. I need to be at work
in fifteen minutes.”

It was clear to me now that this
woman had indeed yelled to at least one of us on the beach.
However, what prompted her unprovoked shout out was still puzzling
me. I wondered why she’d buzzed a cab and what had become of the
classic imports she’d been tooling around town in?

She asked if she could sit in the
front seat of the taxi with me. She said riding in the big backseat
all by herself made her feel lonely. It was against company rules;
some bullshit policy the boss said had something to do with
insurance liability. Normally I’d refuse such a request, but for
her I made an exception.

Her perfume filled the cab when she
jumped in next to me. It helped mask the salami and pepperoni odors
emanating from an unwrapped hoagie sitting perched on the bench
seat between us.

On the way over Carmel Hill to
Monterey she maintained a relaxed and friendly tone, while I
nervously responded in quick, tongue-tied clips.

“What were you doing at the beach
the other day?” she wondered.

“Walking my dog.”

“I love walking on the beach. It’s
so invigorating, isn’t it?”

“It’s nice.”

“It’s perfect for letting your
troubles wash away and tensions unwind. We’re fortunate to live
here. Carmel’s beautiful. Don’t you think?”

“Yes. It’s lovely.”

“How long have you lived in
town?”

“Not long.”

“Where were you
before?”

“Here and there.
Around.”

“So, what made you settle in
Carmel

The grisly mental image of
Hillary’s mug briefly appeared. “A love affair I
suppose.”

“How sweet. Is she still in the
picture?”

“Not really.”

“Still, it’s sad. I’m
sorry.”

The air was suddenly melancholic
and I let it linger on. Instead of replying to her wistfulness I
picked up the submarine sandwich stuffed with cold cuts and slices
of cheese and bit off a hunk. After thorough mastication I washed
it down with a quick slug of flattish soda and stuck the warm can
back between my legs.

“Well at least you have your dog.
By the way, he’s very cute. The basset, right?”

“Yes, Sam, the hound. I’ll be
certain to pass along your kind words. He’s a bit of a dandy. He’ll
likely be appreciative of your commentary.”

Slightly rattled in her immediate
presence I hoped my non-sequiturs weren’t too off putting. I
trusted other people held regular conversations with their canines
like I did. If not, she might’ve thought something was
amiss.

“I’m Denise, by the way. What’s
your name?”

“Pleasure to meet you, Denise. I’m
Daniel.”

“Same here, Daniel. You know, I
adore dogs. And your boy really is a handsome little devil if I say
so myself. Maybe the three of us can go for a walk together on the
beach some day?”

“It’s possible. But let me think
it over.”

“Okay…Look, I hope I’m not being
too nosy, but is there some kind of a problem I’m missing
here?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean what’s there to think
about? A walk on the beach is no big deal.”

“Well, to be perfectly candid,
it’s Sam. He’s very jealous. Without my undivided attention he gets
upset and eats my shoes. In fact, he sometimes chews shit just for
the hell of it.”

They were factual statements
derived from behaviors I first witnessed in Sam’s youth, but I
realized I had already given her far more information than was
necessary and it likely sounded ridiculous.

“I once had a cat that threw up
every time I showered after midnight,” she added somewhat
sympathetically. “Listen, you probably think I’m a stalker. Tell
you what. How about I give you my number? You can give me a call if
you want to get together sometime, okay?”

She laughed easily and fished
around inside her purse resembling a small suitcase for a piece of
paper and something to write with. I handed her the pencil stuck
behind my ear. She scribbled her home phone number on the back of
her business card.

I continued to drive and squinted
at the small font on the front, doing my best to avoid thinking
about her pussy’s late-night cleansing fetish. “So, Desiree, it
says here you’re a massage therapist?”

“You might say that.”

“I might say something else but
I’d probably get slapped. Anyway, correct me if I’m wrong, but
didn’t you just tell me your name was Denise?”

“Desiree’s my professional name,
if you get my drift. I sometimes go by Destiny. Listen, I know what
you’re thinking. It’s a job and the money’s great.”

“Sure. Whatever. Do you mind my
asking you a personal question?”

“Uh oh, here it comes.”

“Don’t worry, it’s not what you
think. I’m just a little curious about something. I’ve seen you
driving around Carmel in several exotic looking automobiles. How
come you’re using a taxi?”

“First of all, those cars aren’t
mine. They belong to a friend of mine.”

“Lucky you. He must be
wealthy.”

“Look, we’re in business together.
We flip cars. He buys them in Southern California, I drive them up
here, sell them for thousands more and we split the profits. It’s a
great way to make some extra cash. Besides, I love driving those
incredible machines around while we're waiting for a buyer to
surface.”

“Sounds nice. So, you’re fresh out
of stock now? No more iron to move? Is that why you phoned for a
taxi?”

“Yes, and I wanted to meet to
you.”

“Excuse me? I’m not sure I heard
you correctly. What did you say?”

“That I wanted to talk to you,
Daniel. Honestly, I’m not sure why. You have an interesting
face.”

Her comment was flattering, but I
was clueless why she’d made it. My battle-scarred visage was, on a
good day, perhaps mildly thought provoking. Why anyone in his or
her right mind might regard my appearance as anything other than
unremarkable was news to me. But she sounded serious. Deluded,
perhaps, but sincere nonetheless. I thought it over and made a
quick decision.

“Interesting, eh? Okay then, I
probably will get in touch. But I’ll have to clear it with the boss
first,” I warned her.

“Why would Pete care?” she
wondered.

Her question was to me at first
confusing. But then I realized she’d hailed a Carmel taxicab
before, and had no doubt ridden with Peter Guido, the Italian
gentleman who owned of the fleet. Pete was an easy going fellow
with a wooden leg. I’d learned that the “Joe” of Joe’s Taxi died
many years before, but Joe’s name in the telephone book had
survived, unlike Peter’s long-lost limb.

“Not Peter my employer. I meant
Sam,” I told her.

We rolled up in front of the
Monterey School of Massage. Denise grabbed her purse, handed me the
fare, threw in a generous tip, jumped out of the sedan, waved
goodbye, and immediately disappeared through the double red doors.
I dropped it into “D,” stomped on the gas, and deadheaded back to
Carmel.

 


II

 


Daniel Ford had one properly
functioning eye, his right as it turned out, and through it he
perceived the world.

Daniel lost sight in his left orb
in a freakish accident early on. Rumor had it that a
forceps-wielding obstetrician had miscast his hook.

Shortly thereafter an overzealous
mohel snipped a little too much off the top.

These two random and seemingly
insignificant snippets of fact surrounding Daniel Ford’s birth are
in many ways responsible for what later unfolded.

D.Y.

 


 


On a dubious looking used car lot
on Van Nuys Boulevard in the San Fernando Valley, the battleship
grey paint slathered on her body must’ve caught my eye. Was she
dipped in a vat of drain sludge? I was sixteen years
old.

Slow and hopelessly underpowered,
my first set of wheels, a 1963 VW Bug, rattled noisily and leaked
oil profusely. Not long after, when visiting the local library, I
bumped into Hillary, my first “serious” girlfriend, who exhibited
eerily similar traits.

It was the first car my father and
I saw for sale in my limited price range. His disinterest in
helping me find a more desirable mode of transportation wasn’t
because he didn’t care. Instead, he seemed preoccupied with other
pressing matters that day. He was notoriously fastidious about
grooming his nails and suddenly realized he had made a prior
engagement.

“We’ll take it,” he told the
dealer, who immediately turned and ran to his desk to complete the
paperwork before we came to our senses.

“Son, sorry, but I gotta go. I’m
late for my manicure.”

 


Dad was a meat broker and his peers
held him in high regard. That distinction is somewhat difficult to
corroborate, since, despite repeated efforts, the National Society
of Professional Meat Promoters hadn’t yet come to fruition. Had
such an outfit successfully launched, the annual banquet and awards
ceremony would no doubt feature the very latest in designer
cocktail wieners artfully displayed next to elaborate chopped liver
sculptures of swans or elephants, depending on that year’s chosen
theme.

At any rate, in his line of work,
after a sixty-mile commute to his office at the Jimmy Dean Sausage
Company, my father would then drive across Southern California to
meet with customers, large, medium, and small accounts alike, in
the supermarkets, restaurants, and delicatessens dotting the
Southland, where he would discuss various grades and quantities of
edible flesh. He’d shamelessly hawk hot dogs and cold cuts, as well
as briskets, ribs, sausages, pastramis, salamis, kishkas, and
kielbasas, and everything else imaginable between nose, hoof, and
tail, be they cured, pickled, salted, peppered, or raw beef or pork
products.

Clearly, those meat meetings were
essential to my father being able to provide for his family and put
food on our table. A natural salesperson, mostly traveling by car,
he required both reliable and impressive wheels, so he purchased a
brand-new vehicle every September off the showroom floor, usually a
humongous made in America station wagon, ostensibly to carry around
his boxes of samples and order forms. At least that’s what he told
my mother at the family dinner table, where we ate mostly
meat.

Anyway, leaving aside my father’s
apparent obsession with automobiles and getting back to my story,
my lowly Bug survived two years before the motor ultimately conked
out.

Looking back on it now, the demise
of that vehicle is a mildly infectious sidebar, but at the time I
thought not. I had just graduated high school when a former
boyfriend of my oldest sister Veronica needed a ride to the Bay
Area, and I was up (or was I down for it? It was hard to tell up
from down back then…) for a road trip.

 


I volunteered for the job. Joel, as
I recall his name, although it could have been Alonzo or Horace,
was a budding scholar who’d landed a job as an assistant professor
at UC Berekely.

We packed up the Bug, tooled up
State Route 1 and stopped in Big Sur for the night. We pulled into
the Fernwood Campground, secured an idyllic spot next to the river
and shortly thereafter, over a scout worthy open fire prepared pork
and beans mixed with the kosher dogs my father tucked thoughtfully
inside our portable cooler, as a last minute bon voyage.

A controversial dish on several
levels, we scarfed down the grub like a couple of dietary outlaws
sedering in the O.K. Corral.

Bloated, I wandered off to explore
the local scenery and pass wind. I soon spied an older hippie woman
twirling in an adjacent meadow. She wore flowers in her hair and
was clad in a long, flowing white peasant dress. Purely by chance
one thing did lead to another. Mind you, pasture dancing,
frolicking in fields and engaging spontaneously with the opposite
sex were common occurrences back in those days. And
probably still are, especially around the nearby Esalen Institute,
but I digress.

By older I mean she looked to be
around 25, which seemed ancient to me at the time. It turned out my
slightly wilted flower child had secured a woodsy cabin for the
night and invited me to join her there for “a spot of tea.” I had a
lingering case of heartburn from the cuisine I earlier ingested and
welcomed the thought of sipping a calming, soothing brew. I was an
idiot and it didn’t immediately register in my brain that her
suggestion we share something hot and wet wasn’t necessarily
referencing a potion made by infusing the dried, crushed leaves of
a plant steeped in boiling water.

Still and all, another floozy’s
willingness to assist directly in the launching of my pocket rocket
seemed unlikely in the near or distant future. Despite her somewhat
annoying British accent, I decided to allow this free-spirited
damsel to dock my missile numerous times before dawn crashed
through the slatted blinds of our rustic love lair.

Unfortunately, the nearly
continuous vigor of our nightlong romp severely chafed my small
propeller. Bruised yet unbroken, it survived. Rubbed raw, it
resembled a small, pink shrimp when I inspected my dingy the
following morning whilst pissing. No footnotes allowed here, but as
an experienced linguist I am deliberately employing a modified
version of the Queen’s English at the end of the last sentence. My
aim in doing so is to broaden my audience and specifically target
an appreciative British fan base, although no one from across the
pond (…see, there I go again) has yet dared to step forward or swim
across and I am certain they, like their American counterparts,
never will.

Nevertheless, upon returning to the
campsite as the sun was rising through the redwoods, I observed
Joel curled in the dirt, balled up in the fetal position and lying
next to my barf-toned Beetle shivering like a pathetic cur. He was
hardly a sight for sore peepers, or pee pees for that matter. His
jacket and sleeping bag were visible through the shut windows of my
locked car, sitting next to the canvas sack wherein my tent and its
pole assembly remained still tightly packed.

The car keys, situated safely
inside the right pocket of my Levi’s, were rubbing up against my
tiny sausage, precisely where I’d placed them the night before. It
simply never occurred to me how that seemingly innocuous gesture
would ultimately separate the Joel shaped ice sculpture now prone
before me from our stowed away camping equipment.

We motored on.

After a week exploring the town and
university that would later beckon my return, I headed back to L.A.
It was a pristine and gorgeous California day, without the
slightest hint of wind.

The Bug, which normally sputtered
and coughed like a phlegmatic rabbi, was now at one with the
universe, somehow suddenly propelled into Enlightenment by God
knows what. Rated at 40 horses, the plugs grazing in my engine bay
were usually all a sickly bunch of nags with three hooves in the
glue factory and the other skating on a frozen lake in the dead of
winter. Anyway, something within the engine’s internal components
shifted alarmingly as I powered up the motor after stopping for
gas.

The car was performing perfectly as
I started out on the freeway. The accelerator was unusually
sensitive and responsive when I pressed it with my foot. Maybe the
Berkeley filling station I stopped at prior to heading off poured a
little extra something in the tank? Was it some specially
formulated acid magically boosting the performance?

The Bug was reborn and regenerated.
It rose above the asphalt ribbon of highway like a hovercraft
flying in supercharged resurrection. Then, some ten minutes into
what should’ve been my eight-hour journey the damn thing gave up
the ghost. It went out with a bang, but not in a good way. I heard
a loud explosion and the Bug immediately lost power.

I exited the freeway, limped
through a maze of surface streets in downtown Oakland and bucked my
way into the nearest “Authorized VW Service Center.” The facility
soon morphed into a Kafkaesque Black Flag Roach Motel. “Bugs check
in, but they don’t check out.”

I explained to the service
technician what had happened. I was on my way back to Southern
California and my Bug was running flawlessly, better than it ever
had before and then, out of nowhere, it farted nastily and lost
power. He smiled sympathetically and said it would take him some
time to thoroughly analyze the problem, but from what I’d
described, it wasn’t sounding good.

He was wearing a pair of neatly
ironed trousers into which he had tucked a monogrammed shirt
identifying him as Buddy. His face was remarkably honest and in
combination with his uniform I had adequate reason to place
implicit trust in the gentleman’s ability to render fair judgment
regarding the status of my wounded motorcar.

The diagnosis was a seized a piston
and low air pressure in the front left tire. Trapped and
barely alive inside the mechanic’s lair, my clunker needed hundreds
of dollars in engine rebuilding I didn’t have. In a Zen-like moment
of clarity, I saw myself entering a state of Buglessness. I had no
choice but to bag the Bug, put a label around its flattish big toe,
and hitchhike back to Southern Cal.

 


As foretold in many an oriental
cookie, out of misfortune sprout the seeds of destiny (or something
similarly vague and inane…) and thus a major step forward in terms
of power, class, and coolness followed. It arrived in the form of
the Fish, although according to the Chinese calendar I’m a Dragon
and this all took place in the Year of the Dog.

Anyway, I was a carless and
careless young male in the land of eternal sunshine and sought
immediate remedy to that intolerable state. It came, in the form of
a 1964 Plymouth Barracuda with 32,000 miles, a small block 273
cubic inch V8 coupled to a four-speed transmission, offered for
sale in pristine condition by an engineer who was employed at a
large defense contractor designing weapons of mass destruction
produced to carpet bomb thousands of innocent North Vietnamese
peasants.

His asking price was $850.00 and I
was more than happy to rescue the Fish from the evil clutches of
that murderous war profiteer. Sure, the slide rule pushing, Buddy
Holly glasses plastic shirt-pocket protector military-industrial
complex wearing geek was simply doing his job to protect the world
from the scourge of Communist World Domination and spread American
Freedom and Democracy globally, but again I digress…

The Barracuda’s massive rear window
and flip down back seat was ideal for storage, camping, fucking
and, of course, stargazing. Advertised as the first ever Sport
Utility Vehicle, the Fish, designed with the outdoor adventurer in
mind, was a responsive and tight machine and the spacious backside
was an ideal setting for my intimate couplings with two or possibly
three or maybe more women, but sadly I’ve long since lost count of
their exact number, names, or faces for that matter.

Anyway, the Vietnam War had finally
ended and civil and political unrest at home and around the globe
had also quieted down substantially. Life, while not entirely good,
was at least temporarily on the path toward getting
better.

That is, until things rapidly took
a turn for the worse, from a strictly world macroeconomic
perspective. Shortly thereafter everything else on the planet
literally went barreling out of control.

The oil embargo of 1973 turned the
economy completely upside down, immediately throwing the US and
other developed countries into deep recessions. Throughout America,
lines formed in unemployment offices and at gas pumps as the price
of energy quadrupled overnight when OPEC decided to cut off crude
oil supplies to nations supporting Israel after the embarrassing
pummeling Syria suffered at the hands of the Jews in the Yom Kippur
War.

I sensed the smattering of
literature and philosophy courses at Berkeley I’d absorbed in
pursuit of my higher education, with economic conditions rapidly
shifting, simply weren’t going to cut it in the real world, not
that they would have even if the severe global recession had not
arrived. Sensing something foul afoot, I carefully examined my
prospects and determined it was, historically and metaphorically
speaking, time to excrete feces or dismount the chamber
pot.

Somewhat flummoxed and deeply
immersed in modern translations of Russian and Polish literature, I
pondered the tack my life was taking. When the cloud in the crystal
ball cleared, the answer appeared to me like an oasis rising in the
desert. Only time would tell whether the watering hole that
appeared as a vision was real or a nugatory, insidious mirage
designed to trick me once again into the crossroads of
oblivion.

 


In one of the dumbest decisions of
my life I sold the Barracuda for $500 and in its absence acquired a
two-toned midnight and baby blue 1968 Dodge A100 Sportsman
Van.

One month later I was homeless, but
not exactly a street person. With a rolling shelter, I was more of
a road guy; broke, living on food stamps and $35 a week in
unemployment insurance benefits.

The previous owner had cleverly
converted the van into a moveable ski lodge. It sported Colorado
plates. The interior was hand crafted in the mountains of the High
Rockies. Bashed in and inoperable, the driver’s door was
acceptable, as there were other suitable entry and exit
points.

It was a modern studio apartment on
wheels, absent a shower and toilet facility. Viewed through the
blinders I was wearing at the time those were only minor
discommodes. The cabin on wheels, with its bed, sink, fridge,
propane stove and heater, allowed me easy access to what I most
desired. And that was the freedom to roam about at my will and
explore the world at large.

My transition from suburban
apartment dweller to rootless motor coach wanderer made perfect
sense, but in all fairness, I was by then sucking down copious
amounts of freshly burned ganja leaves.

In the altered landscape inside my
head and the changes I witnessed sweeping across the broader
horizon as reported in newspaper headlines of the day, change was
constant. Throughout this maelstrom I clung to one piece of solid
matter–my hound and steadfast basset, Sam. He’d tripped over his
ears and into my purview years before. Sam’s resolute and enduring
faithful companionship was my anchor in an otherwise stormy sea.
The beast’s soulful gaze was the compass guiding my unfaltering
restlessness.

To the assorted women we met along
the way likewise seeking respite from life’s inevitable setbacks
and crushing disappointment, Sam’s white tipped tail was a mighty
beacon. However, those fair lassie’s visits to our itinerant palace
were infrequent and usually short-lived. Incense burned, candles
lit, but the ambiance of the inner sanctum could not overwhelm the
stench emanating from Sam’s vertically challenged frame and
perpetually drooling mouth.

A finicky nosher who flatly refused
to eat dry kibble, from puppyhood to maturity Sam had been a loyal
consumer of canned Skippy dog food. Unfortunately, the cumulative
effects of his ingesting that low-grade tinned slop wreaked an ugly
toll. Though otherwise happy and healthy, my cohort continually
comported the odor of a backed-up sewer line. 

Those prospective female comrades
bolting from our motorized chalet in disgust brought Sam and I
knowing glances. I suppose such failed denouements weren’t solely
the result of his faulty fragrance. Rather than confront my own
inadequacies, I instead laid blame on the dog.

Sam and I pawed our way up and down
the coast as brothers until my heroic self-image began to fade and
my landlubber pirate lifestyle grew wearisome. It was high time to
pitch the eye patch. Shortly thereafter we jumped ship in
Carmel-by-the-Sea, the quaint little village tucked up next to the
Pacific in Central California.

 


III

 


I needed desperately to replenish
my non-existent bank account and rapidly depleting physical body.
Putting my nose to the proverbial grindstone, I beat the provincial
pavement up and down Ocean Avenue. I knocked on several doors and
one cracked opened, however slightly. The following day, I was
pearl diving at the Scandia Restaurant.

After nearly a year of surviving on
rations of canned chili, ramen noodles and peanut butter sandwiches
painstakingly prepared in the galley of the van, the act of
grabbing what remained of unfinished platefuls of overpriced
tourist fare wasn’t nearly as distasteful as it might sound. I took
full advantage of what is arguably the lone fringe benefit
available to those entering the profession. Health insurance and
401K plans are seldom on the negotiating table, but leftovers
frequently are.
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