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When are you going to get it through your heads that you're all going to be us someday?

About two weeks before my rent was due, I spoke with the assistant manager of my apartment complex. He handled all the day-to-day business; the manager almost never came into the office. He was short and partially bald but with an overcompensating spread of long hair that he bundled into a ponytail. As I sat opposite his desk I could see that he'd assumed his official expression, the expression with which he pontificated on rules and regulations. I had barely put together my rent last month, but this month I was short.

"I may need a little more time," I said.

"You're not the first person who's approached me," he said. "A lot of people, older people of course, are in your situation. I sympathize; I really do, but my hands are tied. The housing corporation has taken an official stance. No late payments and no exceptions. If you don't pay in full and on time, you will receive an eviction notice. I'm sorry. I wish I had better news."

His apology didn't come across as very sincere; in fact, his demeanor hardly changed throughout the soliloquy.

The problem was that I really liked my apartment. It faced south and so I caught the magnificence of both the sunrise and sunset, at least when the skies were clear. It was ensconced within a secure building in a safe, quiet, tree-lined, and garden-strewn neighborhood. Not to mention I'd finally come to know, at least as acquaintances, some of my neighbors. There was even one woman with silky white hair, large brown eyes, and a kind self-confident demeanor who I was interested in getting to know more than casually. Oh, it surprises you, does it, that a seventy-year-old is still interested in sex? Guess again. Maybe I did not have the stamina and profligacy of my youth, but I was far from putting the matter to rest. 

It wasn't just a matter of appreciating my domicile, though. The apartment was my cocoon, my shield, my castle. It epitomized security. As my body betrayed me - first a sore hip, then an aching knee, and then painful neck and shoulders - as I grappled with the realization that I would not be an exception, that I too would deteriorate and die, as my mind crumbled along with my physique, my apartment was a place to which I could abscond for refuge.

In the days that followed, I tried to come up with the money. However, no bank or financial institution would lend to me. I had no credit card either, and even if I did, my lifelong aversion to debt would have prevented me from using it without any prospect of being able to pay it off.

A week before the deadline I spoke with the assistant manager again.

"I have nowhere to go. I don't know what to do with my belongings."

"I'm authorized to offer you two hundred dollars for your furniture. Whatever we can't sell we'll dispose of."

"Some of the individual pieces are worth more than that."

"In that case, sell them yourself before you go. But then you empty the entire apartment yourself at your expense. We're doing you a favor, aren't we?"

"But..."

In the end, I had to leave almost everything behind.

*     *     *
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It was inevitable, wasn't it? The politicians with their dark suits, dark ties, corporate sponsors, private retirement plans, and bulging bank accounts decided to scrap Social Security and Medicare. The sneering son of a bitch Zack Zitwell, who rammed the law through Congress, nicknamed it the Sink or Swim Initiative. Truly honest, conscientious, self-sufficient, hard working, and patriotic people would find a way to take care of themselves. As for the rest, it was far cheaper to set up rudimentary camps in out-of-the-way areas to house and feed these indigents rather than to continue funding their bloated entitlement programs. Or so the powers-that-be insisted.

I held out as long as I could. I continued finding whatever work I could online, such as ghostwriting articles and blog posts, even after my health caused me to retire from teaching. I eked out my savings in penurious pitiful portions to cover rent, utilities, food, and so on. I was not too proud to ask someone - anyone - for help, but I had no children, my ex-wife and I were not on speaking terms, I had not kept in touch with distant relatives, and my closest friends had all died. What was I supposed to do, beg on the streets? I had heard, in fact, that they'd set up other even more rudimentary camps to contain the homeless that they were driving off the streets.

I managed to maintain a sort of tenuous equilibrium for awhile. It was like walking a tightrope above a deep chasm.

But then AI moved into the imitation article game. And my short-term memory began to play tricks on me. I'd be writing and I couldn't come up with the right word, or I'd be shopping and I couldn't remember what I had come for, or I'd miss turning on the right road when I was walking home.

My money ran out. 

My landlord evicted me. 

I was assigned to Relocation Camp W-23, located on some former meadowlands northeast of the city of Seattle.

I arrived on a public bus half full of other distressed and despondent old folks with their bags and boxes and suitcases. We were only supposed to bring as much as we could carry. I had a duffle bag, a rolling suitcase, and a pouch around my neck containing important papers.

A seven foot high chain link fence with jagged edges on top surrounded the immense compound. Inside, there was row after row of shed-like structures as far as I could see.

I wondered how I could survive, let alone thrive, in a place like this.

As it said at the entrance to Hell in Dante Alighieri's Inferno: "Abandon all hope, ye who enter here."

Light rain was falling as I exited the bus. The air smelled of mud and rusting metal.

Along with the others, I descended the steps and, my suitcase noisily rattling behind me, made my way to the reception building.

Within, amidst an odor of mildew, sweat, and cheap disinfectant, two armed guards in gray uniforms directed us to a counter staffed by three grim-faced receptionists. None of the personnel were older than their mid-thirties. I wondered if they wanted to clearly differentiate the arrivals and the administrators.

After waiting in line in a silence punctuated only by occasional coughs and clearing of throats, I handed over my already filled-out forms.

The receptionist studied them carefully, pausing occasionally to glance at me. She asked to see my photo ID and admissions letter. A printer whirred and she handed me a W-23 camp card. "Keep this with you at all times," she said. "It allows you entrance to the dining hall, laundry rooms, and other facilities. Guards might ask you to show it."

"Guards?"

She looked at me sternly and then continued.

"Here is a key to your cabin. 771 14th Street. Go fourteen blocks down the main street and then turn right. The buildings are clearly marked."

"Thank you."

"You'll be sharing it with five other residents."

"What? But I thought it was private."

"Who told you that?"

"I just assumed..."

She shook her head and rolled her eyes. Then she leaned closer and quietly said, "Look, I'm sorry. It might not be what you expected but at least it's a place to live. The truth is that we're overcrowded and already way beyond capacity. Make the best of it for now. I hear they're constructing another camp nearby. Maybe some of the overflow will be relocated there. Try to be thankful. I've heard they've begun to euthanize indigents who refuse to resettle." She straightened and carried on in her official voice. "Follow regulations, get along with the other residents, and you'll be fine."

"Am I allowed to leave the compound?"

"Of course. For your own safety, though, you'll need to sign out, declare your itinerary, follow it strictly, and have a prearranged method of transportation. Bus schedules are available here and in your dining hall." She gave me a semi-smile and nodded. "Welcome to W-23. We hope you have a pleasant stay, and if you require assistance, feel free to ask."

In fact, I had thought of a question, but then I realized that she had already focused her attention on the person behind me.

One of the guards looked at me and inclined his head towards the door into the compound.

The interior reminded me of a military base. All the buildings were of similar construction: plain, rectangular, and singled-storied with rounded roofs. My duffle bag weighed heavily on my shoulder, and my suitcase clattered as I wheeled it along the concrete pathway. The edifices on either side were residences, and a few people, men and women of about my age, stood at open doorways and watched me pass with expressions that were not particularly menacing but weren't welcoming either. For the most part they were vacuous and impenetrable, as if they were stonewalling me for some reason.

As I kept walking, my physical discomfort intensified. Fourteen blocks really was a long way for me to walk. As I continued, my despondency increased. It seemed to be such a cold, remote, formal, unwelcoming place! Not at all like my old apartment compound, where residents would pass one another in the walkways between buildings and sometimes stop to chat. For instance, there'd been that retired nurse of Japanese ancestry. I frequently came across her while she was out walking her dog. What was her name again? With dread I realized that I couldn't remember. How was that possible? It was true that we were mere acquaintances and not friends, but we conversed almost every day, and I knew her name. I knew it. It was... Try as I might it wouldn't come to me, joining a gathering nebulous crowd of other people, places, and details relegated to a past that seemed forever lost. The relocation was frightening, but my increasing forgetfulness - I refused to affirm it with the terrifying and irrevocable "D-word" appellative of dementia - was much worse. As my cognitive abilities began to shut down, how could I hope to cope in such a desolate and forbidding place as this?

By the time I reached 14th Street, my pace had slowed, I was sweating despite the chill wind and continuing rainfall, and my back felt as if it was about to snap in half.

I paused at the intersection and looked left and then right. Which way had she said to go?

Right. Yes, she'd told me to turn right. Relief swept through me as I realized that at least I'd remembered that much.

I took a deep breath, shifted the strap of the duffle bag on my shoulder, and fervently hoped that my assigned cabin was not too far down the lane.

My suitcase rattled even more loudly in the narrower space. I checked the numbers on the doors and calculated how much more distance I had to walk.

And then abruptly, after I had got about fifty yards or so from the main path, doors opened and elderly people surged forth, about half a dozen all together from three or four residences. I had a momentary impression that they were intent on robbing me. Not only would I have to adjust to living in a new home, but I'd have to do it without possessions. I froze in place, dropped my bag, and awaited the inevitable, dreading physical harm even more than theft.

Only these people did not have malevolent expressions. They didn't even appear vacuous and distant like those near the entrance. In fact, they were smiling, nodding, and raising
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