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INTRODUCTION

“What you doin’?” A voice from behind startled me, and I turned from my seat on the picnic bench. “Looks like you’re writin’ somethin’.” A tall, bearded man—maybe thirty, with a round, tan golf cap pulled down over his bushy hair—leaned forward, his hands clasped behind his back, to sneak a peek at the words I had typed on my Underwood Travelwriter typewriter.

“Oh, I’m writing a book,” I said. “Just starting, really.”

“What’s it about?” he asked.

“Well, I’m not really sure.” I scratched my head. “Homeless people, I think. People I’ve met—interesting people. People living, laughing, crying, struggling—people dying.”

“You can’t beat a good book about people,” the man said. “Ever write a book before?”

“No, I haven’t,” I said.

“I’m Michael,” he said, extending a hand stained with automotive grease.

“My name is Richard.” I reached out my hand in return. Michael gripped it firmly and shook it as if he were pumping water from a well.

“Always wanted to write a book myself,” he said. “Maybe about cars. But it takes a lot of talent and time to write a good book, you know? Not everybody can do it.”

He was quiet for a moment. “Well, what do you know?” he finally said. “I was just going for a walk in the park, and I met a man who is going to be a famous author. How about that? Would you give me an autographed copy when you’re done?” he asked.

“Sure!” I smiled.

“Well, good luck, man,” he said, and walked down a small path until he disappeared into the bushes.

I turned and began writing again. I was on page three.

It was the spring of 2003. I had been homeless for nine months now and living in the back of my van with my little white dog, Willow. I had begged enough money for a four-day stay in the state park campground and gotten a box of food from the local food bank—dried milk, pork and beans, a loaf of white bread, a jar of grape jelly, a box of graham crackers, and a big tub of peanut butter.

I’d had the idea to write a book about the homeless people I’d met, and a kind man at a secondhand store gave me this small typewriter and some paper—free of charge—when I told him my dream. “Nobody wants these old things anymore anyway,” he had said, pulling the red five-dollar sticker off the 12-by-15-inch Travelwriter as he handed it to me. It needed some care. Every time I punched the R key, it would stick to the C key, and the J would always stick to the U.

I wrote for four straight days at that picnic table, stopping only to make peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches for lunch and dinner and walk my dog in the surrounding forest. Michael would walk past my campsite each day about noon. “How’s it goin’?” he would call out, and I would respond with a “Pretty good” and a wave. I went to sleep every night thinking about what I was going to write in the morning.

But then on Saturday morning I woke up to the sound of rain pelting down on the van. I had taken the thirty pages I had written inside the night before, but I realized I had left the Travelwriter out on the table, and it was soaked. Just as well, I thought. I’m not going to write a book anyway. So on the way out of the campground I tossed the typewriter and those first pages into a big green dumpster.

I spent most of Saturday looking for work, unskilled labor of any sort—as a grocery store bag boy, anything that would earn me gas money. When that failed, because I had no address or phone number to provide on a job application, I went panhandling. I slept that night in the Denny’s parking lot just off the freeway, listening to the “jake” brakes of the big trucks as I tried to sleep.

On Sunday I went to a free meal for the poor. It was served in the basement of a church, packed with people. I found a seat in the back. As I was lifting a spoonful of meatball soup to my mouth, I felt a tap on my right shoulder. When I turned, nobody was there. Then there was a tap on my left shoulder. I turned again and spotted someone attempting to duck out of sight.

“Oh, it’s you, Michael—from the campground.” I smiled at him.

“How’s the book coming?” he asked.

“A little slow today,” I said.

“Well, I’ve got something for you in my truck,” he said, raising his hand and signaling for me to follow him.

I stood up and followed Michael out the door to his battered blue pickup truck.

Once he got the door open, he reached in and took out a cardboard box and handed it to me. “It’s a typewriter,” he said. “It looks a lot like the one you have, but it might be a better one. I found it in a dumpster. A couple of keys were sticking, but I fixed them and I oiled it up good,” he added, pointing at the box with grease-stained fingers. “Now you have two typewriters—in case one of them breaks.” He beamed at me. “I found some paper in the dumpster and tossed it in there, too.”

When I looked inside the box, I found the same old Travelwriter I had thrown away, along with the thirty discarded pages. I closed the lid and simply said, “Thanks, Michael.”

“We have to take care of each other when we can,” he said. Then he turned and walked away.

It was then that I knew I must write this book.

So, write I did—whenever and wherever I could.

Over the days, weeks, and months of writing at picnic tables, I attracted more and more attention from homeless people asking “What’re you writing?” “A book about the homeless?” “Am I in it?” Through the homeless grapevine, word spread about my book. It became a topic at the breakfast and lunch tables at the Salvation Army and at church dinner tables at night. I soon gained a fan club of poor and homeless people rooting for me. I felt so honored.

Now I had to keep writing.

I kept writing on that old portable typewriter. I wrote at picnic tables in front of the YMCA, in city parks, in the Salvation Army soup kitchen, and in the kitchen of Bremerton First United Methodist Church, where I was allowed to live for nine months.

I finished the book while living in an apartment the people of the church had graciously helped me move into, cosigning the lease and providing financial support.

On days of deep depression, including the final weeks of writing, I came within inches of throwing the manuscript in the dumpster over and over again, feeling that I was worthless and the book was worthless as well.

On some of those days, I would drag myself over to sit with my editor and friend, Sandy Rice. She never failed to encourage me as she painstakingly walked this literary journey with me, helping me make sense of my experience and of myself.

So, the book survived, and now you have it in your hands.

About 98 percent of the events and stories are true. It’s “98 proof,” as some of my street associates might say. Some names have been changed to “protect the innocent.” The time frame of some events has been changed or adapted to make the story more accessible.

But the people are as real as you can find anywhere. I hope you enjoy meeting them.
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Chapter 1

SALLY’S

The first time I saw C was at Sally’s.

That’s what the homeless affectionately call the Salvation Army soup kitchen. It’s near the corner of 6th Avenue and Warren Street in Bremerton, Washington.

C looked like he’d just stepped off a seventeenth-century pirate ship as he strode into Sally’s and got into the serving line. He wore a navy blue wool coat and thirteen-button wool pants. His head was covered with an expertly folded purple bandana, and he wore a purple sash around his waist. An old duffel bag was thrown over his shoulder, and he was dripping wet from the rain that often falls on this Northwest city.

It was late December—the 26th, actually, the day after Christmas. At 34 degrees, it was just warm enough to keep the rain from changing into snow and just cold enough to chill you to the bone.

C took a serving tray, and the lady behind the counter scooped up a big helping of white rice, a serving of carrots, and a piece of meat, and she then placed two chocolate-covered donuts on his tray. He grabbed a cup of coffee and swaggered to our table. It had the only free seat remaining at Sally’s, as 120 or more men, women, and children broke bread together and gave thanks for what was going to be the only meal of the day for many of them.

“Fashionably late again, I see,” one of the men said, greeting C.

“Well, if it isn’t Gentleman Jake,” C responded, placing his tray down on the well-worn round table and settling in on one of the aluminum folding chairs.

C leaned forward, putting his face just inches from his tray of food. “Ahh. It’s ‘mystery meat’ again,” he said. “No one seems to know what it is, not even the cook. It’s shaped like a pork chop, but it says chicken on the box, and it’s tasteless,” C added, as he stroked his full red beard. “Hmmm...”

“Just eat it,” Gentleman Jake interrupted. “It fills the stomach.”

C pulled a switchblade from his pocket, popped it open, and began cutting up his portion of mystery meat. “It takes a sharp blade to cut this stuff,” he said.

C’s eyes scanned the table as he ate. “I see we have a new face in the crowd,” he said, looking at me. He stood up and extended his hand across the table. “I’m C,” he said. “Just C.”

“I’m Richard. Glad to meet you,” I said.

“I apologize,” Jake said, wiping his hand on a napkin and extending it toward me. “I should have introduced myself. I’m Jake. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Richard.”

“Likewise,” I replied.

“Leave it to C to remind us of proper etiquette,” Jake said. “Let me introduce Don, Dave, Stephen, and Lenny,” Jake continued, pointing out the other men at the table. Three of the four men nodded in response. The fourth just kept eating, his head down.

“Please pass the butter, sir,” Lenny asked.

“Jake knows everybody,” C said.

“I should by now. I’ve been coming here for six years. I’m one of Sally’s best customers.”

I expected the usual battery of questions to follow: “Where’re you from?” “Why’re you here?” “What’s your sad story?” But they didn’t ask.

As the men chewed on their mystery meat, a moment of silence fell over the table. Jake broke it. “Richard, right?” he asked. I nodded. “Well, you should have been here yesterday for lunch. Right, C?”

“Damn straight,” C said. “We had the full-monty Christmas dinner by Chef Patricia. Turkey, dressing, gravy, cranberry sauce, and all the trimmings.”

“All you could eat, too,” Jake jumped in, while downing a sip of java.

“KING 5 News from Seattle was even here doing a piece on the homeless,” said C.

“It was hilarious,” Jake said. “You had to be here. The Major announced that the TV crew was going to turn on the cameras. He said, ‘Any of you who don’t want to be on TV tonight, or have outstanding warrants for your arrest, might want to move to the other side of the room.’ And about forty guys ran for cover!”

“Seconds!” Chef Pat yelled, interrupting our laughter. The hungriest—probably half of the folks in the room—grabbed their trays and scurried to get in line again. “Just meat and rice. We’re out of carrots,” she bellowed.

“You better get up there if you want more. They’ll run out today for sure,” C said.

I walked to the end of the line for my second helping of Sally’s offerings. I was hungry. I had not eaten much in the past three days. I’d never liked white rice and, yes, the meat was mysterious, but it did fill the stomach, as Gentleman Jake had said. And for that I was grateful.

I looked around the big dining hall as the line inched forward. I could hear Jake and C discussing the color of the carrots. C said they were an awfully bright orange to be real. Jake said that was because they were special carrots. “They glow!” C chimed, and Jake laughed. “It’s the holidays; what do you expect? Everything glows!”

The soup kitchen had no windows. The walls were painted mustard yellow, and the floor was dark-brown tile, scuffed and stained. Sally’s was once the phone company utility building. It was earthquake-proof. A heavy, metal-gray door guarded the entrance. Two signs were duct-taped to the door: no Firearms and no dogs tied to the entrance.

The line moved forward slowly. “I hope they don’t run out before we get there,” a man behind me said. “I’m still hungry.”

The big gray door opened and a man stumbled in, drenched from the rain. He leaned wearily against the wall and took a soiled handkerchief from his back pocket to blow his nose.

“You’re a little late, Andy,” said the man behind me, greeting the newcomer.

“I’ve been up by 7-Eleven,” replied Andy, slurring his words.

“Let’s let Andy go to the front of the line,” the man suggested, and the people all waved him by. “He’s been panhandling up the street,” the man whispered. “And he may have been drinking a bit,” he added, laughing. I nodded.
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Sally’s was like a fortress to many—the only refuge, the last vestige of sanctuary. There were racks of outdated bread lining one wall and two folding tables with boxes of ripe bananas, red peppers, and cucumbers for the taking.

This would be my first of many visits to “Sally’s Diner” over the next few years.

I had seen the poor before, of course. I had given to street people many times—a quarter here, a quarter there. As an affluent businessman, I had sent checks to the Salvation Army and the Union Gospel Mission.

I tried not to judge the poor as others did. But I had seen them late at night as I came home from a play or a movie, moving across the landscape like nomads, searching for the basics of survival: heat, light, water, and a dry place to sleep. I had also watched them stumbling and mumbling, high on their drug of choice. And I found myself judging as well.

I asked myself the usual questions: “Why don’t they just get a job?” “Why do they waste their lives on booze or cocaine?” “Are they just lazy people who don’t want to work?”

I was managing thousands of dollars each day at The Source, my publishing company, when it was successful. I used to send money to the poor because it made me feel good—or maybe because I felt I might be able to purchase some good karma for my buck. Besides, I could write it off at tax time.
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Just about every age and nationality was represented at Sally’s on this day: whites, blacks, Filipinos, Hispanics, and the Indian nations were well represented. All of their faces were etched with the evidence of life’s battles. Alcohol and drug abuse had taken their toll.

A man was asleep with his head on the table, his food half eaten. Another man rocked back and forth in his chair, mumbling about the angels coming to take George Bush away. The man before me in line shook when he walked. A woman in the corner was crying, and the Salvation Army’s Major was on one knee, trying to console her.

Many had been soldiers, carpenters, cooks, bankers, shipyard welders, salesmen, plumbers, and artists, I supposed. Now, they were the lost. The rejects.

And I was one of them.

How did I get here? I knew I didn’t belong here. Who did?

I felt I was shipwrecked, marooned on the rocks off the coast of some foreign land, driven there by a storm. Had the first mate gotten drunk and fallen asleep at the wheel? Had the captain misread his charts? Was this a ship of fools? Was there a way to hoist the sails and take us all to an island of plenty? Or was it every man for himself? Who were my shipmates? Why and how did they get here? Were they castaways like me?

I had always expected a Carnival cruise through life, with an occasional wind-tossed day. But now, I felt like a figure in a Hieronymus Bosch painting, lost in a distorted landscape, a world without credit cards, vacations, or even homes.

I had lost all hope. And I saw no hope in these quarters.

Of all the people in the room, I must be the saddest, I thought, because I have fallen the farthest.
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As the line moved forward, I could overhear three teenagers talking about their Christmas night.

“Did you go to your mom and dad’s?” one sandy-haired boy asked his tablemate.

“Fuck, no!” he said. “You know I never go there! I went to Psycho Betty’s Bar and played some pool and then I went to sleep under the Warren Avenue Bridge.” He nervously pumped his right leg up and down like he was dancing to some up-tempo beat no one else could hear. “What did you do?” he asked the other boy.

“I went over to Mark’s. He gave me a nickel bag for Christmas. I smoked it up and he let me crash there. We watched some TV. He got drunk. You know how he gets mean when he’s drunk. I pretended to fall asleep, so he left me alone.”

The teenagers were young and strong of body, but they were joyless.

I thought back to when I was their age. On the day after Christmas, I would be dressed in the new jeans, shirt, and tennis shoes my mom and dad had given me. I would be excited about going to the movies with my girlfriend, Bonnie, and necking in the back row of the Gloria Theatre in Urbana, Ohio, near where I grew up. I would wear my Old Spice cologne and slick my hair back.

The teens at Sally’s had holes in their shirts. Their jeans were old and dirty, and their shoes were worn and ripped. They had no movie or milkshake money. I counted the children in the room. There were four boys and seven girls. Three of them had to be under two years old. Their mothers were doing what all mothers do: coaxing them to “Sit up straight, Mary,” “Don’t spill your milk, Johnny,” and “Eat your carrots, Billy; they’re good for you.”

I wanted to cry.
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“Rice?” Chef Pat barked, bringing me back to the reason I had come to Sally’s. Food. I had reached the front of the line.

“Yes, please,” I replied, holding out my tray. Pat slapped a big spoonful of gummy rice onto my plate.

“Chicken?” she asked.

I had to smile. “Sure,” I said. “It’s delicious.”

“And you’re a liar!” Pat said, smirking.

Jake and C were discussing the art of dumpster diving when I returned to the table.

“I found these last night in a dumpster off 8th and Veneta,” Jake said, pulling some rings out of the pocket of his jeans. “I don’t think they’re real, but I’m going to check them out.” He looked puzzled. “I thought I had four,” he said, digging deeper in his pocket. “Oh, yeah, here it is. I’ll bet some broad got in a fight with her husband on Christmas Eve and threw them in the trash.”

“There’s a good one up near the Safeway on 11th,” C said. “I’ve found some good books there.”

I took another bite of chicken and began to tune out C’s and Jake’s conversation and the din in the room. My mind dragged me back to the darkness of the evening before.
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It was a rainy Christmas night. Homes were adorned with colored lights, while songs of the season played on the radio. Willow, my dog, was lying in the passenger seat of the Olds Silhouette van with one eye open. We’d been driving around for about three hours with no place to go.

I remembered the warmth and the love that had filled my home on Christmas night just two years earlier, as I cuddled on the couch with my three grandchildren after a full day of excitement, presents, and a full meal of roast beef and Yorkshire pudding.

Now I was driving south, past Gig Harbor on Highway 16 toward Tacoma, tired in body and soul. The hopes and dreams had come and gone. There was nothing left. Depression had robbed me of the defenses that had carried me through many tough times over nearly sixty years. There was no pride, no ego—just pain.

I had begged God many times since last July to take me gently in the night. But He wouldn’t do it. So I didn’t believe in God anymore.

I remembered what Ernest Hemingway wrote in A Farewell to Arms: “The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these, you can be sure it will kill you too but there will be no special hurry.”

Willow sensed my despair and climbed into my lap as I drove. Tears fell from my cheeks, and she climbed up to lick them off. “It’s okay, girl,” I said as I pushed her from my lap. “It’s okay.”

I called her Willow the Wonder Dog, because she was so wonderful. A ten-pound Bichon Frise, she had been my faithful companion for five years and never ceased to amaze me. Willow gave me unconditional love, unlike my former significant other of sixteen years, or my children, or my friends. When I was down, she sensed my despair and snuggled in my lap, or tried to cheer me up by grabbing her ball to play fetch. She asked only for a little food, a trip to the park each day, and a tummy rub.

We had been mostly living in our van since being evicted from our home by the sheriff in July. We slept in state parks if we had money for the camping fees. If we didn’t, we tried to find any safe haven: a church parking lot, a Denny’s restaurant, or the Muckleshoot Indian casino, all of which were open twenty-four hours. We would find a safe spot and make a nest among the clothes in the back of the van; then Willow would do her circling ritual a couple of times before snuggling up against me, and we would go to sleep.

It was particularly difficult for me, now fifty-nine years old, because, you see, I had not been merely comfortable—I had been a rich man. Just two years before I had been living in a 5,600-square-foot beachfront home in Indianola, with three cars, three boats, a camper, and all the toys any man would want. I was rich not only in material goods, but also in family and friends.

Some called me the man who had everything.

Then The Source, my publishing business, went under, and I lost it all. The rise of the Internet had been my downfall. But even then, like the true believer that I was, I expected an It’s a Wonderful Life ending to my hardship. Like Jimmy Stewart on Christmas Eve, all the people who said they loved me would rally to save me from despair. Clarence, the angel, would come to earn his wings by rescuing me.

But there was no Clarence in sight this night. No snow. I didn’t run into any big oak tree just outside Pottersville. I was headed for the Tacoma Narrows Bridge to end the pain, the agony, the shame, and the disgrace of this lonely, worthless life. The Mr. Potters of the world had won.

I had tried to find Willow a home that morning. I took her to an old friend’s house in nearby Poulsbo. I didn’t have any money for a gift or a card, so I made a card from a paper bag to give to them. We had been friends for fifteen years, but that was before my financial fall and the accompanying depression and disgrace.

I could hear Christmas music inside when I rang their doorbell. I waited, and rang again. “Who is it?” Bob’s wife called out.

“Merry Christmas. It’s Richard,” I replied.

A curtain was pulled aside and then put back in place.

“Oh. No, I can’t let you in. Go away,” she said.

“I have a Christmas card for you, and I was hoping to talk to you about Willow,” I pleaded.

“Bob says to go away!” she yelled.

So, Willow and I left. We went to the park for a walk and then began driving around with the last of the gas in the car. The gas gauge was nearing empty when we reached the bridge at about midnight. I pulled into the observation area just south of the pedestrian path and took a piece of paper from my old briefcase in the back seat.

With hands shaking, I wrote the note I had been dreading writing all day:



WHOEVER FINDS THIS VAN, PLEASE TAKE CARE OF MY DOG, WILLOW.

SHE IS ‘THE WONDER DOG.’

PLEASE LOVE HER.



I filled her cup with water and placed it in the cup holder and filled her bowl with food, hoping it would be enough until someone found her. I cracked the windows just a little, put the note on the dash, and left the keys in the ignition. I took a deep breath, reached for the door handle, and pushed. “You guard the car, Willow,” I said, stepping out. It was something I’d said to her a thousand times before on our journeys.

I closed the van door and started walking toward the bridge. I told myself not to look back.

But Willow knew something was wrong. She barked and cried like she never had before. I turned to see her frantically scratching with her paws at the window, trying to get out. I hardened myself for what had to be done. She’s just a dog, I thought; that’s what my ex used to say.

I stepped out onto the slippery grate of the bridge and started that last walk. I shook as the cars roared past, but somehow I felt relief knowing the end was in sight. The driving gusts of wind and rain pushed against me, but as I found a place to jump, I realized that ending my life was going to be easier than I thought. A quiet numbness came over me. I could not feel the rain or the wind or hear the cars any longer.

As I put my hands on the rail, I thought I heard Willow’s piercing bark. Not possible, I said to myself. I couldn’t hear her clear out here. The silence returned. And I leaned out over the handrail. Swinging my left leg up and over, I straddled it, balanced, and peered at the darkness far below.

I felt warm, yet my hands and clothes were wet. I brought my other leg over.

Now, I said to myself. Jump now... now... now...

Another gust of wind and rain hit my face, pressing me back against the rail, and this time I was sure I heard the barking; my best and only friend was calling.

The sound of a truck roaring past startled me. I climbed back over onto the metal walkway. I felt cold and wet. I had to go back and see if Willow was all right.

I had to go back.

I turned and ran toward the van. The wind was pushing me forward now and I slipped and fell, tearing my jacket and shirt all the way to the skin.

Willow was still barking and clawing at the window when the van came into sight. I opened the door and grabbed her little body and clutched her close. She was panting. Her heart was pounding. Mine was, too.
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“You okay?” A voice startled me back to reality. It was C. He was standing behind me with his hand on my shoulder. “You left us for a while,” he said.

“I’m okay,” I said.

“Well, I’m off,” C said, picking up his duffel bag. “It was nice to meet you, Richard. I’ll see you later, Jake.” Then C held up two fingers and said, “Peace. Be safe.”

I took another bite of mystery meat and watched C select three loaves of bread from the rack as he headed out the door. I took another sip of coffee and wondered what I was going to do next. I had no place to go. The van was running on fumes. Sally’s was closing in fifteen minutes. I couldn’t sleep here.

After leaving the bridge last night, Willow and I had slept in the parking lot of the Department of Social and Health Services. In the morning, a kind social worker had suggested I go to Sally’s. She’d searched through her purse to give me her last $1.80, which went straight into my gas tank. I had driven here because I had nowhere else to go. I had no bank account (the bank had closed it due to mounting overdraft fees); no retirement fund; no 401K; no home. I did have less than two dollars’ worth of gas in my car; my clothes; and a ball for Willow.

I took a last sip of coffee and headed for the door. I was blinded by the bright sunlight as I pushed the old gray door open. The sun had returned! It had been either raining or overcast for twenty-seven straight days.

I had saved a piece of mystery meat for Willow for her lunch. I had cut it up into small bites with great effort, and I gave it to her as soon as we were in the van. She scarfed it down, and I turned the ignition key. We headed out, looking for a miracle, because that was all that was left.

As we turned the corner into the alley by the dumpsters behind Sally’s, C was standing in the middle of the road feeding the birds. There were about twenty crows and a dozen pigeons feasting on the day-old bread. The crows were cawing as if in thanks. There was plenty for all. C gave away the last of the bread and then walked up to the van. “Where are you headed?” he asked.

“No place in particular,” I said.

“I’ll spot you a little gas money if you give me a lift across town,” C offered.

“Hop in,” I said. I had nothing better to do. I glanced in the rearview mirror as he slid into the van. The sandy-haired young man from Sally’s was hanging over the dumpster.

“A tweeter throwing up,” C said, shaking his head.

“What’s a tweeter?” I asked.

“Heroin user,” C replied. “A tweeter knows what he is going to do every day: get up and throw up and go find some more heroin. Welcome to Sally’s!”

Willow hopped into C’s lap. It surprised me. Willow seldom jumped into the lap of a stranger. “What’s this?” C asked, chuckling at Willow.

“This is Willow the Wonder Dog,” I said. “She’s my best and only friend.”

C patted her gently on the head.

“Where are we going?” I said, coasting forward down the alley.

“I’ll show you,” C said, handing me five dollars for gas.
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Chapter 2

A DAY WITH C, CAMPBELL, STEINBECK, AND TWAIN

I guided the van down the alley and then turned onto Park Street and headed for the nearest gas station. The gauge was on “E” and the gas warning light was glowing.

“We’re really low on gas. I hope we can make it,” I said.

“We will,” C said.

Willow hopped back into my lap and assumed her favorite position for a sunny day—head out the window as far as possible, with her ears flying in the breeze.

C reached over and pushed the buttons on the radio. “Do you mind?” he asked.

“Not at all,” I replied.

“This is the BBC World News from London on NPR,” the announcer said. “U.S. President George Bush warned Saddam Hussein again today that time was running out on his opportunity to adhere to the UN resolution requiring Iraq to destroy all weapons of mass destruction. In London, British Prime Minister Tony Blair echoed Mr. Bush’s warning in a special communiqué to the Iraqi leadership.”

“It looks like we are going to war,” C observed, turning down the volume of the radio. Then, reaching into his duffel bag, he pulled out a book. “Do you read often?” he asked.

“I haven’t for quite a while,” I said.

“What do you like to read? Novels? Fiction? History?” he asked.

“God, it’s been so long since I read a book,” I replied. “I think the last was Eye of the Needle, by Ken Follett, when I was thirty or so.”

“Have you ever read any of Joseph Campbell’s work?” he asked.

“No,” I said. “I’ve never heard of him.”

C then opened the book he had pulled from his bag and held it up a few inches from his face. He pushed the book forward and looked at me again. “This is from The Power of Myth,” he said. “Bill Moyers—you know who Bill Moyers is?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Well, Moyers asks questions of Campbell, and Campbell answers them,” said C. “I’m picking up where Campbell has just told Moyers that the depth of the Depression was a great time in his life.” He cleared his throat and pulled the book close to his face again, and began to read aloud as I drove.

C tossed off words like “transcendence” and “consciousness” and “bliss” and “rapture.” I just drove. Pretty soon he raised his voice about an octave and began to rock back and forth as he read. Then he began to pound his fist on the dash of the van as he concluded with a comment about following your bliss and being refreshed by the life that is within you.

I coasted into the 7-Eleven for gas, just as C snapped the book shut. “I’ve got to use the restroom,” he said.

I put five dollars’ worth in the gas tank and waited for C to return. He climbed in with a paper bag and two paper cups. He then pulled out a big bottle of cheap red wine and poured himself a cup, spilling some on his pants. “Would you like some wine?” he asked.

“It’s a little early for me. Thank you, though.”

I pulled onto 11th Street and asked, “Which way?”

C pointed north and took a sip of wine as I started driving again. “What do you think of Campbell?” he asked.

“Good. Very good!” I replied.

“He’s my hero,” said C. “I’ve learned so much from him.” C flipped through the pages of the book. “Here! Here!” he said. “Here’s a good part. May I read?”

“Of course.”

“Campbell and Moyers are discussing man’s relationship to the planet,” he said, “and that we, mankind, are part of the earth, not the masters of the earth. Let’s jump in here. Campbell is talking.”

Again, C read; and again he was soon rocking back and forth, reading louder and louder, accentuating the passages he liked best.

I had been driving for about ten minutes, listening to C read passionately. We were coming to the end of town. “Are we getting close?” I asked, interrupting him.

C squinted as he looked at the street sign. “What’s that sign say?” he asked.

“88th Northeast.”

“We’ve gone too far. Turn around and go back,” he directed. It was then I realized that C could not see very well. But he was reading the book without missing a comma, like he knew it by heart. He poured himself another cup of wine and asked, “Should I continue?”

“That’s great,” I said.

“If I get carried away, turn left on 30th Street,” he said and then cleared his throat again and read boldly on, this time conveying the beliefs of Chief Seattle: “We are brothers, after all.”

“Here’s 30th,” I said, turning left as instructed.

C lowered his book and peered forward. “Go two blocks and take a left,” he said, taking a marker and placing it in the book. “Now, pull down that alley,” he said, pointing. “It’s the green duplex with a bunch of trash cans by the door.”

We pulled up in front. The green paint was peeling, and the five dented aluminum trash cans were filled to the brim.

“I’ll be just a minute,” said C, grabbing his duffel bag and swinging the door open.

I turned on NPR. Car Talk was on, and the Tappet brothers were yukking it up, making broken-car sounds and speculating as to why a caller’s Mazda was sputtering when it reached forty miles per hour.

C came out of the apartment with a small wad of bills in his hand and climbed back into the van. He counted the money. “Twelve one-dollar bills and seventy-six cents in change,” he said, stuffing the money in his pocket. “If you don’t mind, could we make another stop? It’s nearby.”

“I’ve got no particular place to go,” I said, and I backed away from the duplex.

“Turn right,” C said.

C reached into his bag and pulled out his bong. Then he retrieved a small plastic bag he had rolled up and stashed in his sock, and took out a marijuana bud. “This is why they call them ‘glad bags’!” He reached out and took the cup of water I always keep in the van for Willow and poured some in his tool. Then he put the cup back and set the bud on his knee for a moment as he dug into his pocket for a lighter. Willow, always the curious creature that she is, sniffed at the bud and then promptly ate it.

“Hey!” C yelled. “You ate my stuff!”

“Oh, no!” I cried. “Will it hurt her?”

C laughed. “Might make her high, but I don’t think it will hurt her. She eats grass like all dogs do, doesn’t she?”

C reached for the glad bag again. “Take a right here,” he said, as he filled his bong and flicked his lighter on.

As I turned right, we saw two police cars with lights flashing. “Oops! We may just want to keep on going here,” he said, sliding down in his seat. When we had passed the police, he straightened up, flicked his Bic again, and inhaled.

“It appears that my friend Randy is having a visit from some of Bremerton’s finest,” he said.

I checked the rearview mirror for three blocks and then pulled over. “I think I’ll take a cup of that wine now,” I said. “A big one.”

C handed me a cup, unscrewed the top, and poured. “Let’s go to the library,” he said.

I had not been in a library since I was in college, some thirty-seven years ago. I hadn’t had time. I was too busy making enough money to buy cars, homes, and all my dreamed-up creature comforts. I bought food for my body, but I had forgotten to feed my mind.

The grand buffet for the brain was spread out before us as C and I passed through the metal detectors at the Bremerton Public Library. The new chefs of literature had been working overtime, mixing similes, puns, metaphors, and aphorisms to produce their offerings. There was Mitch Albom’s Tuesdays With Morrie, John Grisham’s The Summons, and Tom Clancy’s Red Rabbit. The master chefs were still there, too—John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath and Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn.

If the hungry mind wanted spice, there were O. Henry and James Joyce; for soul food, there was James Baldwin; for meat and potatoes, Thomas Wolfe; and for dessert, George Bernard Shaw. There was always something fresh and hot, and you could get it to go.

The library was another sanctuary for the homeless. There was always plenty for everyone, rich and poor. Those without a roof over their heads could escape with Wolfe, Kafka, or Robert Louis Stevenson and have shelter from the heat and the cold, the rain and the pain. It was somehow fitting that writers were often poor—sometimes beggars, in fact—until someone discovered their gift.

I cruised through the stacks, pulling a book from its place from time to time and opening to a passage.

Stephen Crane wrote in War is Kind:



A man said to the universe: “Sir, I exist!”

“However,” replied the universe, “the fact has not created in me a sense of obligation.”



John Heywood fashioned:


The loss of wealth is loss of dirt, 
As sages in all times assert; 
The happy man’s without a shirt.


I thought about how much I enjoyed C reading to me in the van, though it may just have been the sound of his voice, since I didn’t absorb much of the content. I continued to cruise. I picked up a copy of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn next and read the first couple of pages, just standing there. Twain started his book with a notice:


Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative will be prosecuted; persons attempting to find a moral in it will be banished; persons attempting to find a plot in it will be shot.


It had been probably forty-five years since I had read those words. I drifted to a soft chair in the corner and sat down, kicking off my wet shoes.

It was three hours later when C called me back from my trip down the muddy Mississippi with Huck and Jim. “Find a good book?” he asked, standing before me.

“Yeah. Still good after all these years,” I said, holding up the well-worn edition.

“Are you hungry?” C asked.

“Yes,” I said, “but I’m totally broke.”

“Do you like Chinese food?”

“Of course!” said I.

“Well, let’s go then. It’s on me,” said C. “There’s a place just four blocks away. The Golden Dragon. It’s very good.”

With our minds now fed, we headed for the Golden Dragon. We entered and slipped into a booth in the bar, lit delicately with a hanging Chinese lantern.

The waitress recognized C right off and came to serve our table. “Hello, mister,” she said, bowing slightly at the waist.

“Ni hao, darlin’,” C responded in Chinese, as he got up from the booth, bowed at the waist, and gave her a hug. “Ni hao piaoliang.”

“Xiexie,” she said. “Wo hao gaoxing ni ken lal.”

C then sat down. “Sandi, zhe she wo pengyou, Richard,” he said, nodding at me. “Richard, this is Sandi.”

Sandi bowed at the waist again and smiled at me, saying “Wanan, Richard.”

“Drinks?” Sandi asked, in what sounded like a chirp.

“Two Flaming Mai Tais,” C said. “It’s my birthday! I’m thirty-three today—the age Christ was when he died. I’m a member of the Thirty-three Club—me and Willie Nelson and Kris Kristofferson.

“You always say it’s your birthday when you come in here,” Sandi laughed, and then she rushed off to pour and blend.

“I’m impressed you speak Chinese,” I said. “What did you say?”

“I said, ‘Hello, darlin’. You’re looking very attractive.’ She said, ‘Thank you. I’m delighted you could come.’ I said, ‘Sandi, this is my friend, Richard.’ And she said, ‘Good evening, Richard.’

“I know a little of the language,” C added. “I respect the Chinese people. It is a shame that they don’t use their Chinese names—their real names—here in this country. They’ve changed them to fit in. Chinese people named Al, Mark, David, Bill, or Steve? Come on! Many have such beautiful names, too. Sandi’s real name is Yee Wong Chin. Her husband is named Hai. He’s the cook. Their son is Jian, who is a junior at Stanford University. I admire the way the Chinese children respect their parents and their grandparents. The lack of respect American children show for their parents may be the worst byproduct of our capitalistic, throwaway society. You won’t see Chinese people standing in line to get food at Sally’s. The Chinese take care of their own!”

“I was surprised to see so many people at the Salvation Army,” I said. “I never knew there were so many poor and homeless people around here.”

“Ah, the homeless.” C sighed. “They should all just die. But they are too afraid to die. They just keep on living like weeds growing between rocks. You can pull them, you can spray them, and you can walk all over them, but somehow, some way, they keep on coming back,” he said.

“And like those weeds growing between the rocks, they can be beautiful for a day, a week, maybe two weeks. I have seen them in Los Angeles, Houston, Detroit, and Seattle. Some places are tougher than others to live in, you know.”

Sandi held two flaming concoctions far from her body as she steered her way back toward our table. “Drinks!” she announced as she set them down. “Ready to order?”

C blew out his fire and took a drink. “You choose,” he said, motioning to me.

“Oh, let’s get some pot stickers and some barbecued pork,” I said. “Do you like egg rolls?” I asked, looking at C.

“Sure!” he said.

“Okay then, egg rolls, and—ah—ah—lemon chicken and Mongolian beef.”

“Good!” Sandi said.

We sipped our drinks, letting the liquor warm our beings. It felt strange but very good to just be sitting there, anticipating a real meal. It seemed like only moments until Sandi was back; she bustled to our table, pushing a cart of food for our first course of the evening. “Pot stickers, fried egg rolls, and barbecued pork,” she said, smiling, as she placed each dish on the table. “Would you like another drink?” she asked.

“Yes, please,” C replied, smiling. “I need more fire!” he exclaimed. Sandi giggled and dashed off to get our refills.

We loaded up our plates, savoring samples of one delicious dish after another. C shortly sat back and gave me one of his penetrating looks. His mind was rarely idle for long. “Are you a historian, Richard?” he asked.

“No.”

“But you’ve read The Grapes of Wrath, right?”

“Oh yeah, that was quite a book,” I said.

“Well, Steinbeck had a great sense of history, and I think he would be appalled to see what’s happening here and now. Because once again history is being ignored—ninety percent of the wealth in this country is controlled by ten percent of the people. Steinbeck wrote about it.” C reached for his duffel bag and fished around in it, pulling out his own dog-eared copy. “You know, even this great writer had to tiptoe around accusations of being a revolutionary,” C said. “He could have been put in jail in a different time and place. Steinbeck believed that people belong together and are part of one another and of a greater whole.”

C laid the book down and picked up his drink, aiming the red plastic straw at his mouth, then sucking down the final ounces of his second Mai Tai. He held up his glass, and the ever-vigilant Sandi was quick to acknowledge his call for more.

“People are afraid poverty can happen to them,” C said. “And they should be. An illness, a car accident, loss of a job, loss of a business, loss of a loved one—many things can start the process. Weeks, months, then years go by, and the money goes out and none comes in. There are about thirty-one million people living in poverty in the United States.

“It would be so, so, so easy to fix poverty in this country. Just give each of those people a hundred thousand dollars. That’s three-point-one trillion dollars. That’s how much the IRS estimates is stashed away in offshore accounts by American businesses to avoid taxes. Hello? Hello? Is anybody listening? And at what point, to paraphrase Bob Dylan, does the man stop turning his head and pretend that he just doesn’t see?

“But that’s too easy an answer. Instead, we have dozens of agencies with thousands of bureaucrats spending billions of dollars slowly portioning out five hundred to eight hundred a month so the poor remain living in substandard housing, driving junker cars with no insurance, until all the pride and dignity, if they ever had any, has been permanently squeezed from every organ and blood vessel of every poor person.

“Then, when the poor are down and out, crawling around the streets, hoping to get enough drugs and alcohol to anaesthetize themselves from their anguish and worry for a few hours, there are many who enjoy pointing their fingers and calling out, ‘Nay, nay! Look at these worthless, lazy, drunken, irresponsible people! If they would just be like me, the world would be wonderful!’”

C took a deep breath and shook his head. He took another sip of his Mai Tai. “Dr. Martin Luther King said something like, ‘We all have a task and let us do it with a sense of divine dissatisfaction. Let us be dissatisfied as long as we have a wealth of creeds and poverty of deeds.’

“Ah, the wonderful capitalistic system at work,” he continued. “It is a great system, indeed, in the hands of men with hearts. But it is a system like all systems, where men can enslave men. That’s what slavery is all about: men selling men for capital to do work to produce more capital.

“The Civil War didn’t end slavery in the United States. In fact, there is more slavery today in this country than ever before. Each week, containers of Chinese men, women, and children are landing in San Francisco, San Diego, New York, and Seattle. They have been sold into slavery and must pay off their debt by working in sweatshops making clothing, or selling their bodies in prostitution.”

C paused briefly and looked at me intently. “Take a deep breath,” he said. I put down my drink and did as he said, sucking the air into my lungs. “Do it again,” he said. I complied. “Felt good, didn’t it?” I nodded. “That is a gift! It was free—a gift from God, if you will, or a gift from the universe. So far, no king, socialist, communist, or capitalist has been able to capture, bottle, or control the air. But you can be assured that if someone could, he would capture it, price it, market it, and sell it. Those who had the money to buy it, would; and those who did not have the money would die.”

The rattling of the serving dishes on Sandi’s food cart as she steered it our way interrupted C’s impassioned monologue. “Mongolian beef,” she said, lifting the lid and placing the metal serving dish on the table. “Lemon chicken. It is very good! Very good! And fried rice!” She expertly laid out our culinary experience. She handed C chopsticks and then asked me, “Chopsticks?”

“No, thank you,” I replied. “I have not perfected that art form yet.”

“Enjoy!” she chimed and was off again.

I was still hungry, so I quickly dished up a plate of food.

“What do you think Jesus would do if he came back to earth tonight in Bremerton?” C asked, as he spooned some rice onto his plate.

“I don’t know,” I said, savoring a mouthful of Mongolian beef.

“Would he come in a white robe and sandals, or the dress of this time?” C pressed on. I shrugged my shoulders, forking in the fried rice. “Would he be white, black, Asian, or maybe look like Saddam Hussein instead of Kevin Costner or Tom Cruise? What if he didn’t fit our image of him? What if he was bald? Or, for God’s sake, what if he was gay?

“He wouldn’t have any cash, no MasterCard, Visa, Discover Card, or portfolio of any kind. If he went to a bank and said, ‘Hello. I’m Jesus, the son of God. I need some of those green things that say “In God We Trust” on them to buy some food and get a place to stay,’ the bank manager would say, ‘I’m sorry, but I looked in my computer and without a social security number, local address, and credit history, I can’t do anything for you. Maybe if you show me a miracle or two, I might lend you fifty dollars.’

“Where would he stay? The state park charges sixteen dollars a night. Could he go to a church and ask, ‘May I stay here? I am Jesus’? Would they believe him?”

As I took a sip of my drink, I wondered just who this character was sitting across from me. Was he some angel sent to save me? Or was he, as the Rolling Stones warned in their song, Satan himself here to claim me for some sin of this life or a past life of which I had no recollection? Or was he an alien? Or was he Jesus, the Christ himself, just “messing” with me? Was I in the presence of a prophet, or just some hopped-up druggie?

“‘Ask, and it will be given you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.’ That’s what Jesus said. What doors would be opened to him?” he asked.

“The Salvation Army—Sally’s?” I guessed.

“That’s about all,” C said. “Unless he saw Tony Robbins’ TV formula to become a millionaire and started selling miracles to the rich at twenty-thousand dollars a pop. He could go on Regis, Oprah, maybe get an interview with Bill Moyers, or go on Nightline. Or joust with the nonbelievers on Jerry Springer! Think of the book deals! He could write a book titled I’m Baaaaack!

“He could have his own television show: ‘Jesus—I just cured the sick and made the blind see, and now I’m going to Disneyland.’ Would he have to live in a bastion surrounded by a large electric fence with roundthe-clock security guards to protect him from those who wished to do him harm, or to keep the press and the paparazzi at bay?”

I must have looked a little worried, because C laughed and said, “I’m being facetious.” He paused, then interjected, “Would you pass me the egg rolls?”

“Sure,” I said. “Everything is so delicious. Thank you.”

But C wasn’t finished with his Jesus fantasy yet. “You know, it’s my guess that he hasn’t changed much in two thousand years and would do pretty much the same thing he did last time: minister to the poor, heal the sick, and console the brokenhearted. He would go to the streets to feed the hungry and to clothe the cold.

“He would ask why there are so many with so little, and so few with so much, and why, in such a land of plenty, people are begging in the streets and children are shivering in the cold.

“He would be homeless.

“With no money and with no army to protect him, the same thing that happened two thousand years ago would happen again. Those who wanted control over the people would see him as a threat. They would conspire against him. He would be charged with some crime and put in jail.”

C stopped talking. Sandi looked our way to see if C was okay. He was getting tired.

“You know,” C said, finally, “there hasn’t been a great writer since Steinbeck or Thomas Mann. Steinbeck thought that the writer must set down his time ‘as he can understand it’ and that he should ‘serve as the watchdog of society... to satirize its silliness, to attack its injustices, to stigmatize its faults.’ If you wrote a book, could you do that?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I responded. “I don’t think so.”

“Today’s writers are not even writers!” C was raising his voice again. “They are manipulators! It’s been ingrained in them, taught in journalism school: Write what you know they want to read, what they agree with; run it through Microsoft Word; don’t preach to them; try to touch their emotions. Hell! I say witness! Write what you see! Witness! And it will be read.”

Sandi brought a moment of cheer to our table with her smile and the warmth of two more flaming drinks. She also deposited a handful of fortune cookies. “Drinks and good fortune,” she said, as she quickly moved on to help other guests.

C stood up. “Hey, let’s take these with us,” he said, picking up his drink.

“Wait,” he said, setting his glass down. “I forgot this.” He picked up the dinner tab, pulled it close to his face. and squinted. He reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a roll of bills, peeled off a few, and put them on the table. “While I’m at it, here’s a little for running me around today.” He handed me two ten-dollar bills.

“Thanks,” I said, shocked. “Normally I would not take it, or let you pay for dinner either. But I am so broke. I—well, I’ll pay you back—someday,” I stammered.

“Just buy someone else dinner some time when they really need it,” he said, nonchalantly picking up his glass again and heading for the door.

I wondered where C got his wad of bills. But it was not my business, and I sure needed that twenty.

It seemed bizarre walking out of a bar with drinks in hand, but C was an unusual person, and Sandi didn’t seem to care.

“Pingan,” she said, and bowed as C headed for the door.

“Pingan,” C responded, and bowed to her.

“What does that mean?” I asked C as we climbed into the van.

“Pingan?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I nodded.

“It means ‘peaceful, safe,’” C said, stoking his marijuana pipe. Then he flicked his lighter on and took a hit. “Would you kindly take me home, sir? I’m getting sleepy.”

“Which way?” I asked.

“I live in my RV, which I call the Armadillo, just two blocks south of the hospital. Do you know where the hospital is?”

“I do,” I said.

It was then that I realized that I, who had not had so much as a parking ticket in some three years, was driving around with two formerly flaming drinks in the cup holders, while C was smoking pot and Willow was still high. I had no insurance, no license for Willow, and I was not wearing my seat belt. If we were stopped by the police, I could go to jail for the rest of my life.

Fortunately, we made it safely to C’s RV, and he stumbled out the van door, grabbing his duffel bag of books. “Pick me up at seven thirty if you want,” he said, leaning back into the van.

“Okay.”

“Peace. Be safe.” C held up two fingers, and then swung the van door shut.
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Chapter 3

THE LADY IN RED

I had noticed a parking lot at the Episcopal church about three blocks away, so I headed back up the hill to look for a place to crash there for the night. The reality of my current existence hit me once C’s largerthan-life presence exited the van.

There were a couple dozen cars in the lot when I arrived. Apparently I wasn’t the first person to find this sanctuary. There was one spot left. I pulled in between an old Chevy station wagon and a Pinto and turned off the engine.

It was a cold, clear night, and frost was already forming on the hoods of the cars. A hand wiped away the moisture that had formed inside the windows of the station wagon, and the face of a man appeared to check me out. He must have approved of my presence, or was at least relieved that I wasn’t the police, because he seemed to lie back down in the front seat.

I opened the van door and began the process of preparing our bed. It was a routine that had a sense of ritual to it—it had been going on for five months now and would continue for another year. Willow would wait patiently while I shifted the clothes and the few cherished items I still possessed from the back of the van into the front seat. Then I would roll out a sleeping bag and cover the bag with a blanket. Willow and I had downsized from a 5,600-square-foot waterfront house to a 6-by-16-foot-long home on wheels. Every inch counted, and at times the placement of things became critical. Willow had to have her cup of water ready in the cup holder. She had to have a bowl of food on the front seat. The keys had to be placed where they would not get lost in the night; I had lost them once under a pile of clothes and didn’t want to go through that again.

There was a slight variation to our ritual this particular night in that we were not alone. As I moved our meager belongings around, I saw a small hand in the back of the station wagon making a circle on the moist window to fashion a peephole. Little eyes peered out.

“Go back to sleep, girls,” I heard a muffled voice say from inside the wagon.

Willow, startled by the noise, sprang to the window and barked twice. “Shuuush, Willow!” I whispered urgently. “You’ll wake everyone up!”

The little hands made bigger circles on the glass to form a porthole, and the faces of two children pressed forward. “I told you girls to go to sleep!” the voice said, more sternly this time. One little face disappeared. The other girl raised her hand and waved ever so gently. She looked at Willow and smiled. I waved back, and then her face too disappeared as she lay down.

We continued with our ritual. When everything was in place, I would always take Willow for a quick walk before we settled in for the night. “Come on, girl. Let’s find some bushes,” I said, and I headed toward a grassy bank beside the church. Willow followed along and then headed for a light on the side of the building, so I followed her. The light shone down on what appeared to be a pile of blankets and clothes piled up under the eaves. Willow headed right for it. Then I saw her. A head of flowing blond hair was sticking out from under the blankets. The woman appeared to be sound asleep as Willow sniffed around her. “Willow. Come here,” I said, as quietly as possible. She either didn’t hear me or ignored my command, so involved in her sniffing that she didn’t care. “Willow, come. Come now,” I called out a little louder. She took one last sniff and trotted back to me.

We went around the side of the church and found some bushes, which sufficed for our purposes, and then quickly scurried back up the bank to the van and climbed in the sleeping bag for warmth. It was going to be a cold night, but Willow never let me freeze. Once in the bag, she crawled toward my feet, turned around and came back to put her head on my shoulder. When we were finally settled in, she exhaled a huge sigh from her little ten-pound body and cuddled close to keep us warm. I placed my hand on her side, where I could feel her little heart beating.

Willow was truly a special creature. She never gave up on me—not once. She could be a clown, cheering me up when she knew I was down. She would hunch down on her front legs and bark at me, turning her head from side to side, and then jump up on her back legs as if to say, “Let’s play!” Then she would run in some wild, joy-filled fashion, which always made me laugh. I often wished I could inhabit her world.

Tonight, the flaming drinks had left me a little giddy. I had to chuckle as I remembered Willow eating C’s marijuana bud and C ducking down in the front seat, out of the cops’ sight. I marveled at his ability to quote Steinbeck and Dr. King from memory. I could not even remember the salute to the flag or the Lord’s Prayer at the moment. In a little over twenty-four hours, I had gone from nearly ending my life by jumping off a bridge to buying drugs, going to the library, and drinking flaming Mai Tais with a very mysterious person. It felt good to laugh. From my prone position, I could see the cross high atop the steeple of the church.

A hacking cough broke the silence. It was a big cough from a small child, one of the girls next door in the station wagon. On the day after Christmas, in a land so full and rich, why did a family with two small children have to sleep in a car?

I put my arm around Willow and closed my eyes.

It was at night when broken memories came to visit. The daytime hours were too full with trying to survive, and I had learned to slam the door when the past came calling. But tonight C’s spirited dinner discourse, or maybe the three flaming drinks, had my mind spinning. “Oh, what the hell,” I said to myself, and the door began to open.

I remembered our trip to Italy and France for my fiftieth birthday. Sandra and I had never been to Europe; it was going to be a dream come true for both of us. I called her my wife, even though we weren’t married. It just came so naturally to do so. We had been together for seven years when we made the trip. The plan was to land in Rome and work our way to Paris so I could have my picture taken at the top of the Eiffel Tower on my birthday.

We were not used to elegance—at least not the elegance Europe had to offer. Sure, we had stayed at the Westin and the Hyatt, but when we were escorted to our suite on the fourth floor of the Hotel Excelsior in Rome, we were overwhelmed. There were eighteen-foot-high ceilings with floorto-ceiling curtains and walls filled with tapestries. We ordered a bottle of champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries, drew a bubble bath in the marble tub with gold-plated faucets, and climbed in together.

The next morning we toured the great city. It was Good Friday, and Rome was abuzz. We saw the Vatican, the Sistine Chapel, the Coliseum, Trevi Fountain, and all the wonderful places we could cram into one glorious day. Then it was off to Florence on a train for Easter, then to Tivoli and Venice, then to Monte Carlo and on to France. We walked through the great fields of flowers in Provence and toured the magnificent castles and gardens of the Dordogne region.

It was all topped off with four days in Paris, meandering through the Louvre in an awestruck stupor, walking along the Seine to Nôtre Dame, people-watching from tables at the outdoor cafés, and sampling the cuisine and nightlife at the Folies Bergère and all that the “City of Lights” had to offer. Leaning against the rail at the top of the Eiffel Tower, overlooking the city as Sandra positioned herself to take a picture, I felt like a prince. “It’s his birthday!” Sandra announced to the other tourists. Many smiled and clapped their hands as several burst into song: “Happy birthday to you...”

That was nearly ten years ago. Now I was a pauper.

But I had opened the door to my memories, and it would not close easily. My mind was off its leash, and it insisted on wandering awhile.
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It went back to last Thanksgiving Day, 2002. That was the day I learned to beg.

I was up in Poulsbo. I had used the last of my change to buy Willow a hamburger at the McDonald’s drive-thru. My gas tank was almost empty, and my stomach was growling. Desperate for money just to keep moving and get something to eat, I began to consider the only option I seemed to have left: begging.

My whole life I had been a people person. As a sportswriter for the Springfield Sun, I had seen Woody Hayes motivate players at Ohio State and Sparky Anderson put the spark into Pete Rose. As a sales rep, I had sold hundreds of thousands of dollars of advertising, convincing people they needed to invest in the product I was publishing. I wore the right suits and ties and kept my cordovans shined and did the corporate dance for twenty years. But this, this begging, was far more difficult.

I had given to others on the street. They had all types of stories: “I need to buy a bus ticket to Spokane so I can go visit my dying mother.” “I lost my wallet this morning, and I need five dollars for gas.” I had always given, knowing all along that their tales were suspect. So I decided to just straight-up ask for money. No made-up stories. No sick grandmas waiting for my arrival. No lost wallets.

I started at the store I had shopped at for many years—Central Market. It was a glitzy, upscale place with its own Starbucks, $120 bottles of wine, fresh crab, line-caught salmon, and oysters Rockefeller to go. It was a little bit of Palm Springs dropped into Poulsbo. The parking lot was full of high-priced cars: two Cadillac Escalades, three Lincoln Navigators, and a bright yellow Hummer. I had spent at least $200 a week there ($800 a month, $9,600 a year, $192,000 in twenty years), so I rationalized that I could beg there for one day—Thanksgiving Day at that.

I was wrong.

After watching forty people walk by, I finally asked a lady for help. “Ma’am, I’m down on my luck. Could you help me with a couple of dollars?” I blurted out.

“Sorry,” she said. “All I have is a credit card,” and she moved on.

A man in a red Porsche pulled in. I watched him get out of his car, lock the doors from his key-chain remote, and head for the store. “Sir, I hate to bother you. This is the first time I have ever done this, and I’m not very good at it. But I am down on my luck and need help. Could you—”

“Get a Goddamned job, you bum!” he interrupted and kept walking.

Stung, I wanted to run to the van and leave, but I knew I couldn’t go far; I barely had enough gas to leave the parking lot.

I spent the next twenty minutes trying to recover from the verbal blast I had received and could not approach anyone else. But the exclamation point had not yet been slapped in place on my failure at begging. The young manager of the store, maybe twenty-five years old, came out to do the honors. “Sir, sir,” he called out to me as he approached. “We have a...” He halted mid-sentence. “Don’t I know you?” he asked instead.

“Probably,” I replied. “I’ve been shopping here for twenty years.”

“I thought I’d seen you in the store,” he said. “Well,” he sighed heavily, “a man complained about you begging in front of the store. You’re going to have to move on.”

I could tell he didn’t want to hear about the $192,000 I had spent in his store. He just wanted to hear what I was going to spend today. So I said, “Okay.” He didn’t offer me a sandwich, a loaf of bread, a soy latte, or even a plain old cup of coffee.

I had no choice. I had to keep trying. I decided to go across the street to Albertsons. As I walked back to the van, tears filled my eyes. I remembered Thanksgivings of the past. By now, I would be pouring wine for our family and friends, rushing to the door to welcome guests, and taking their coats to be hung in the hall closet. My home would be filled with the smells of turkey and sage dressing. At least twenty people would be there. Children would be jumping on the sofa and racing up and down the hallways and stairs. The football game between the Cowboys and the Packers would be blaring in the background. There would be a buzz. A younger, friskier Willow would stay close to the kitchen, hoping for the first bites of the bird from the oven.

But that was yesterday. Today, I drove across the highway to the “down-market” store, nestled in the strip mall between the drugstore and the card shop. I stepped out of the van to try my luck again. It was getting late, and the shoppers were rushing to get home to their festivities. I had little time to succeed.

I saw an old friend of mine pull into the parking lot and get out of her car. She headed for the grocery store. I turned my back to her and hid behind a pillar. I waited for her to enter the store, and then I approached a man as he walked toward the entrance. “Sir, I’m down on my luck. Could you help me with a little money for food?” I asked.

He walked away muttering, “Jesus Christ, now we’ve got worthless beggars on the streets of Poulsbo.”

I closed my eyes for a moment against the failure and fatigue, and then I felt a tap on my shoulder. “Sir,” a lady was saying. As I opened my eyes and turned around, a lady in a red hat and an old red coat with a big brooch of an angel pinned to her lapel was standing there. She was digging through her purse as she talked.

“I overheard your conversation with that man. I hope you don’t mind. I—well, I can help you a little bit,” she said, holding out some rolled-up bills. Her presence and the offered gift surprised me. I stood there a moment, looking into her eyes. “Here,” she said, reaching her hand out again. “Take it.”

I reached out my hand and took the money from her. “Thank you so much,” I said softly. “This is very kind of you.”

“Thank you. I know what...” she began, and then her sentence was interrupted by a cough. She clutched her purse to her chest with one hand and did her best to cover her mouth with the other. She stiffened and then bent her head toward the pavement as the cough from deep in her chest consumed her. She moved her hand from her mouth to her bosom and just held it there. When the cough subsided, she took a deep breath. She looked up at me with watery eyes. “I’ve had this darned hacking cough for a month or more now,” she said after she recovered. “I can’t seem to shake this cold. It’s going to be the death of me,” she added with a smile. “I’m going back to the doctor after the holiday.”

“I hope you get better soon,” I said.

The lady then moved her purse from her chest and opened it again. “Wait,” she said, looking inside her bag and then reaching in. “I might have some change in here too.” She dug to the bottom of her purse. She took out a handful of change and handed it to me. I put my hands together and held them out, and she poured the coins into them. “I hope this helps you,” she said, gently placing her hand on mine. “Remember me. I’ll see you in heaven. Happy Thanksgiving!” She turned and walked away.

I watched her disappear into her car before I counted the money she had given me. It was sixty-four dollars and fifty cents. I was stunned! I walked back to the van, counted the money again, and then counted my blessings.

I sat there in the drizzle, contemplating what had just happened. A sporadic churchgoer my entire life, I had spent recent months asking God to send his angels to me. But no angels came. Maybe I had to go looking for them.

With the glimmer of faith I still had left on that Thanksgiving Day, I said a prayer, thanking God for the visit from the Lady in Red.
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And now, in the church parking lot, it was time to sleep. I closed the doors of my mind, one by one, and snuggled with Willow.
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