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WORD FROM THE AUTHOR
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I worked for the local utility company for nearly forty
years. In that time, I saw homeless people all around. When I could, I helped
them out with money, food, and clothing. After I retired, I became a Yoga
instructor. Not what I’d envisioned for the next chapter of my life, but life
has a way of changing you.


One day, on a whim, I asked folks at the yoga studio to make up
some kindness bundles—these are one-gallon zip-lock bags filled with snacks,
socks, water, personal care items, and most important: a prayer, a note of
encouragement, something to make that person feel a little better.


I received over a hundred kindness bundles and took them to Methadone
Mile in Boston. My aim that day was to drop these off and be done with this
adventure. Little did I know how I would be changed by this one interaction.
The first person I saw was a young man with his son walking down Topeka Street.
It was a bitter cold morning, the temp not more than ten degrees when I pulled
my car over, opened my trunk that was full of bundles, and handed him one. He
was at first taken aback with the gift. His son, now on his shoulders, looked
at the gifts inside.


It was obvious to me that this man of no more than thirty and
his son of around three were in need.


Tears filled the man’s eyes as I handed him another bundle for
his son. Trying to compose himself, he asked his son, “What do you say to the
man?”


In a soft voice the child said, “Thank you, sir.”


I would like to say that the cold air made my eyes well up but
that would be a lie.


My mission grew to giving out every type of clothing you could
think of, depending on the season. I would make four to five trips in a week to
see my friends. Their need was great, and if I did not have a constant stream
of kind and giving individuals my mission wouldn’t have continued. I got help
from hundreds of extremely generous people around the South Shore of Boston,
along with friends and family all around the country.


I wanted, or better said, needed, to share my experiences with
those that gave so much to help our brothers and sisters. The best way to
explain the struggles and victories was through Facebook and Instagram. Every
time I went into Boston and the surrounding towns, I tried to give a voice, a
name, to so many people that have been left behind. My readers on social media
have gotten to know our friend Michael at State and Congress, Melody and Leroy,
and so many other men and women that live on the streets. This in turn made me
want to write a story of one man’s struggle with life.
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ON THE STREETS


Walking past the storefronts on this cold January
morning, I can smell breakfast up ahead. I pause to listen to the church bells
as they chime six, then stop for a moment longer to look at my reflection in
the storefront window. My hair is greyer than I remembered, longer as well.
Probably the longest it has ever been. I take off my warm wool hat and try to
comb my hair with my fingers. I need a shave, and my grey beard needs
adjustment. A short warm jacket covers my longer full-length brown coat. I
laugh at how ridiculous I look. Nevertheless, dressing in layers is a must
during the New England winters.


Many bums like me walk by, give a wave, or sometimes sit down
and talk about their lives even when you wish they wouldn’t. The conversation
is almost always the same. How the government, life, friends have all let them
down. They consider and validate each day that all the pain and suffering in
their lives are somehow others’ faults. We are just victims, unable to move on,
even a little bit.


I think to myself as I listen to their drama, am I as bad as
this? Am I like them? Have I become stuck in the world of handouts, has-beens,
and the forgotten? I fool myself to believe this is only temporary.
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SUNSHINE


Sunshine and I have not eaten a square meal in a few
days. There are times, days, when eating food and having enough clean water
does not happen. Eating less and not feeling the pains of hunger is a lesson I
learned in the war. I always try to make sure Sunshine eats well and has enough
water to drink, though.


I keep her on a short leash when we walk on the side-walks.
There are too many people around; at times, she wants to jump and play with
everyone. Like all dogs, she has the innate ability to love unconditionally.


We stop just before the cafeteria on Tremont Street, across
from the Common. I search through my coat and pants pockets to see how much
money I have. Eighteen cents; I laugh at myself as a few pennies slip from my
cold hands onto the ground. I plop down next to Sunshine onto the freezing cold
sidewalk, reach over for the pennies, take off my worn-out hat, and put them
and the rest of my fortune inside. I pat her for a moment, close my eyes, and
remember.


I first met my four-legged friend about two years ago in the
Boston Common. My day’s work was done, and to cap off the evening, a pleasant
stroll was just what I needed. I’d watched as this beautiful mutt walked around
by herself. As I paused to sit on a bench, I noticed how she would crouch down,
real low to the ground, wagging her tail, and dash to get the squirrels.
Fortunately for those furry rodents, they got away up the trees.


I smiled as I watched her a bit longer. She would be silly at
times and have the most fun by chasing her own tail, but once caught, she would
let it go. After a while, when she was tuckered out, she sat, licked her lips,
and looked over at me. Her head tilted side to side as if she were asking me
questions. Finally, I got up the nerve to call her over; she darted toward me
in a flash.


She was lovely, medium build with a dark brown coat and a few
white patches dotted all around. She had a wet, shiny brown nose, floppy ears,
a short tail, and the kindest eyes you would ever see. She was wagging,
dancing. It was as if she had found her best friend. Checking to see if she had
a collar on, I was surprised that there was none.


I bent over to greet her, and as I did, she licked me all over
my face. I smiled and laughed as I gave her a few kisses and patted her back.
She plopped down next to my feet and leaned her body weight onto my legs. A few
minutes passed before I decided that it was time to go home. Nudging my feet
gently under her body, she sprang up, licked her lips, and smiled at me. It was
time for dinner; the night was on its way. I had only a few blocks to go to get
to my apartment in the West End.


Wishing my new friend a good night, I patted her head and told
her, “Head home, find your family.” I was not more than twenty-five feet away
when I felt a nudge at my right leg. It was the dog. Leaning down, I looked
into her eyes and spoke again.


“Girl, you need to go home. I can’t have pets at my place.”


She looked unimpressed at my answer. A few whimpers and a lick
of her lips told me that my friend was hungry. I looked around the Common; most
people who had been seated on the benches were gone, and only a few travelers
came and went out of the park. No one seemed to be looking for their dog. I
waited for a few minutes and then said, “Okay, pretty girl, let’s get you some
food.”


We walked slowly together. I had no way of holding onto the
dog. I was a bit anxious that she would run out into the street. “Okay, girl,
sit here,” I said in a loud, somewhat commanding voice. “Let’s wait for the
traffic to pass.” She sat properly and was relaxed. It was as if she knew about
traffic and commands. But before we crossed, a quick glance back to the Common
had no one coming to or calling her.


We crossed the road to the nearest food store. I asked her to
“sit here and be good, I will be right out.” She smiled at me as if she
understood.


Most of the local food stores around Boston are run by Irish
and Italian families. In this location, on Tremont Street, it was an Italian family
that ran the food store.


I needed to make this quick so I could get back to the dog. An
older and quite round Italian woman dressed all in black stood behind the
register.


“Excuse me, sorry, where is the dog food?” I asked in a hurried
tone. The lady looked puzzled. It was now time for charades. I pointed to my
legs, two, and then made my hand for four, then pointed to my backside wagging
my imaginary tail. “Dog food.”


In her broken English, she said, “You mean Alpo, Alpoa?”


I smiled, trying not to laugh. “alpha,” I said. “Where is that,
on what aisle?” She pointed to aisle three. I grabbed a few cans and hurried to
the counter.


“You geta new cane?” the lady from behind the counter asked.


A cane, no … what does she mean by a cane? A walking cane?


The lady’s arms and hands started to move about quickly. “A new
cane, woof, woof. Ah, how you say, a new dog?”


I smiled at her as I said, “Well, yes, sort of. I’m not sure.”
I was getting impatient with this event.


The lady spoke Italian under her breath as she rang up my fare
and placed the cans in a brown paper bag. “Thank you,” I said and quickly went
outside. My new friend was waiting, smiling; she knew I had dinner for her.
Taking one can out of the paper bag, I realized I needed a can opener.


“Okay, girl, let’s be off,” I said to her as I scanned the
Common and streets for her owner. I thought it a bit odd that no one was
looking for this beautiful mutt. As I patted her head she sprang up from her
seated position, wagged her tail in a frenzied manner, and smiled at me. She
stayed close by my side as we began our walk.


My thoughts went to how could I get her back to Howard Street
into my studio apartment without being noticed. What the heck. let us give
it a try; maybe no one will be around to turn me in.


Walking up Tremont Street, we paused for a quick look into the
trash cans that sat at the curb. I needed to find a rope to use as a makeshift
collar and leash. Looking around on the sidewalk and street for something to
keep my new friend safe, I spied a long piece of packing rope on the sidewalk
up ahead. Making a collar of sorts with one part of the rope, I placed it
gently over her head. She wasn’t resistant to having one on. Fortunately, there
was enough left over for a short leash.


We quietly made our way to the third floor of the five-story
walk-up without anyone seeing us. My key rattled into the lock as the dog
danced next to me. She was excited!


She darted to the living room and sat up tall and proud as I
went to the cupboard and found one of the two bowls that I had. Placing the dog
food and bowl on the counter, I searched my messy junk draw for the can opener.
“Yup, I’ve got to clean that drawer out someday,” I said to myself.


Slowly opening the can, the smell of dog food encompassed the
whole kitchen; it was disgusting. Filling the bowl halfway with the smelly
food, I put it down on the floor. My friend wasted no time devouring all that
was there. I took the other bowl and filled it with water from the kitchen tap.
“Girl, you can have the rest later. I don’t want you getting sick.”


She moved her head side to side and licked her lips, then
slowly went over to the bowl of water. Unfortunately, in her haste to drink,
most of the water splashed onto the floor. I smiled at her as I heard the
church bells chime seven.


I had my dinner and sat quietly reading the newspaper until it
was nearly time for bed. Rain had begun to fall, but I needed, or better said,
she needed to get out to do her business. Putting on her leash, I grabbed my
coat and headed quietly down the back stairs and out the back door into the
small courtyard. This was a fenced-in area, where she couldn’t run away. I
stood in the doorway as she sniffed the air, then made a dash behind a tree.
She returned, wagging her tail and soaking wet.


I whispered, “Come on, girl, let’s get upstairs, dry you off,
and get some shut-eye.”


Dashing up the flights of stairs, she ran straight into my
apartment; it was as if she had lived here before. She danced and pranced on
the wooden floors in the happiest of ways. “Okay girl, relax, you can’t be
making all that noise. The neighbors downstairs will surely hear your nails on
the floor.”


Calming her down, I grabbed a big towel from the closet and
dried her off as well as possible. She grinned and wagged, clearly feeling,
maybe for the first time in a long time, safe and warm. Rummaging around in the
bottom of the bedroom closet, I found a couch blanket. It smelled of old
mothballs, and to be sure, I had never cleaned this article before. Thinking
for a moment, I was not quite sure this was even mine. Most likely it had been
left by the previous tenant.


As I folded it into a makeshift bed, it wasn’t hard to tell
that it had seen better days, but this would do for my house guest. She curled
up onto the blanket after I finished up drying her off. I had a feeling of joy
in having a guest in my humble home. I sat comfortably in my parlor chair with
my coffee and began to read the Record American newspaper. I hadn’t read much
more than the headline on the front page when I fell fast asleep.


Early the next morning, bright rays burst through the windows,
so bright that at first it was hard to see. I squinted and looked around to
find my friend was next to me on the floor, sleeping. For a second I thought it
was a dream, that last night hadn’t happened; there was no way I had a dog in
my life. Then I heard her yawn and saw her lick her lips.


“Yup,” I said under my breath, “I have a dog.” I laughed and
smiled.


I looked at her for a few minutes and pondered what I should
do. It was then that I realized that the morning sunshine had shifted just
enough to cover my new friend in light. Closing my eyes for a moment, I rested
my head back against the seat and thought, Sunshine, that is what I will
call her.


I surveyed my apartment. The fresh sunlight opened my eyes to
the dull, drab walls, and worn-out, water-stained hardwood floors. I kept my
home clean, but you would never really know
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