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One Night in Kelso

Gray Skies, Concrete Dreams

Looking back to that night, there were quite a few decisions that could have been made differently. Decisions that would not have left me in the position I had gotten myself into—for instance, the decision to move across the state to a small town because of a girl. I had no car, no money, and no prospective job lined up. Then, how about the decision of going three months living with that girl yet never finding a job, meanwhile spending most of my free time lying around the apartment (she rented), watching TV, eating the food (she bought), and wallowing in self-misery rather than contributing to the living situation? A person might say, ‘You only have yourself to blame,’ or ‘that’s what you get for moving across the state for a girl.’ A person could say a lot of things about the stupidity of a young man, but no one was around to say anything that night.

I returned home after storming out earlier, the day wasted wandering the streets of Kelso, cooling off from yet another argument. The overcast skies, the rundown look of all the homes, and the cold, damp weather fit my mood perfectly. The sun hadn’t shone in weeks, just endless shades of grey pressing down, dulling the light and driving nearly everyone inside.

What the argument was about, I don’t remember; probably just some trivial thing that people fight over when they spend too much time together, when one supports the other and the other sinks deeper into depression with the help of whatever cheap beer he can get his hands on. It was getting late, and even though the November weather can be pretty mild in Western Washington, it was still cold enough that I was looking forward to the warmth of the apartment and the leftover Shells and Cheese waiting in the refrigerator to be washed down with the Old English in my pocket that I had managed to purchase with a few dollars left over from some money she had given me previously.

The note taped to the front of the door couldn’t be missed. Written on it were only five words: “Staying with parents. Don’t call.”

Did she know that my key was left sitting on the counter when I walked out? Did she know that I didn’t even know her parents’ number? Did she know it was November and cold outside? And would the apartment manager let me in if I asked? My name wasn’t on the lease, but maybe the manager would let me in anyway. As it turned out, none of it mattered, as there was no manager in the office. There was an emergency contact number, but no phone to call it with, as these were the days before cheap rate plans, national calling, and cell phones that could fit in a person’s pocket. It was the early 90s. Bill Clinton had just been elected president, and Kurt Cobain was still alive, if not for much longer. In retrospect, it would have been at least worth an attempt to find a pay phone and try, but, as I sat on the steps of the small apartment building taking long drinks from the bottle of beer in my hands, and with the sun quickly slipping away for the night, in a small town, wearing nothing but a t-shirt, jeans, and a jacket that was not made for the cold conditions, I chose to do nothing, feeling that martyrdom was the appropriate choice of action.

The thought of breaking the apartment window to get in did cross my mind, but I decided against it. I wasn’t gutsy enough or drunk enough yet for breaking and entering. As it grew colder and I was not willing to sit there any longer, I threw the bottle across the parking lot, enjoying the sound of shattering glass that the property manager would have to clean up. 

Not far from the apartment was a convenience store. It looked like any number of other small convenience stores and gas stations that litter the country. Pumps out front, large glass windows, and a few small aisles of chips, candy bars, and glass fridges full of soda. What this location had that many did not was three small tables in front of the windows, which created a warm place to sit for a while. I bought some chips and dip, as well as a newspaper, sat down at the second yellow table in the hard plastic chair, and tried to look like someone who intended to be there. I still had two dollars in my pocket and thought about another beer to wash the chips down with, but decided against it. I might need that money.

I had no idea what to do next. A normal person in this situation might be thinking of places they could go for help or people they could call. I wasn’t desperate enough to call my mother and deal with the condescending look on hers. My father might work. He’d probably let me stay there, except I didn’t have his number memorized, so I would need to get into the apartment and my address book to find it. And of course, there was the question of how to get there? I doubt he’d drive across the state to get me, but maybe a bus ticket. 

I sat and read the paper. Waiting. Maybe I could wait the night out at the store and try the apartment manager in the morning. Or, maybe Leena would be back and we could talk.

Leena and I had met in college, at Whitworth, in Spokane. It was our junior year at a party of a mutual friend. We had a few drinks and talked almost all night. She was working towards a degree in accounting, and I was in English. We were complete opposites and, just like the saying goes, opposites attract. She had long blond hair, blue eyes, a smile that I couldn’t help but smile back at, and a positive attitude about the world around her that brought me up to her level. I was in my early twenties and already starting to lose my hair, thanks to an apparent genetic family defect. I was barely passing my classes, partying too much, and wondering what the hell I was going to do in the “real world” with a degree in English. Yet, somehow, when she and I were together, it didn’t matter. When we were together, I didn’t feel the desire to drink and party with friends. Instead, I was motivated to learn, do my homework, pass my classes, and become more than what people thought of me.

Back in the gas station, sitting at the little table, on the hard plastic chairs, while reading and re-reading the small local paper and thinking about our days in college together when things were good, I didn’t notice how much time had passed when a police officer arrived. First, he walked over to the counter, talked to the clerk for a minute, then walked over to my little table.

Alright, it’s time to go. You can’t stay here,” he told me in the commanding voice all cops use when they are trying to impress you with their authority.

“What?” I asked. 

“The clerk called and he would like you to leave now.” 

I had been sitting quietly all night, and even bought food from the store. I looked over at the clerk. “He could have asked me to leave.”

In the typical badge-and-uniform way, cops respond to all questions. “You can leave now, or I can take you to jail. You choose.”

He didn’t ask me why I had been sitting there all night, or if I needed help or a place to go; he just kicked me out. I looked young for my age, possibly able to pass for a high-school student. Clearly, I wasn’t dressed for the weather or homeless. But none of that seemed to matter. All he cared about was removing me from the premises. 

I thought about taking him up on his threat and going to jail for the night, figuring that a night in a warm jailhouse was better than a night on the streets. But, thanks to being stressed, exhausted, and having very little ability to utilize rational thought processes, and after sitting inside for so long, I wasn’t aware of how cold it had become since first entering the convenience store. I decided it was better to leave. A decision I came to regret later that night.

The officer went over to talk to the clerk, and they both watched as I put on my jacket, left the empty chips bag and paper on the table, and walked out of the store.

A sharp kick of cold air hit me the second the two large glass doors leading in and out of the store opened. I stood in the parking lot for a second, looking around, not really sure where to go from there. Looking back at the clerk and officer, then glancing at the police car sitting in front of the store, I turned to my right and began walking, walking with only a couple of dollars in my pocket and no destination.

The only thing that was clear was the need to get out of the cold. If I were homeless, which technically I was, I wouldn’t live in Washington. If being homeless was my new lot in life, maybe I should consider going south. At least there, when sleeping on a park bench, I wouldn’t freeze to death. But, at that point, I didn’t consider myself properly homeless, at that point I was just some young man, with no place to go, a light windbreaker, jeans, and sneakers who needed to get out of the wind that seemed to drop the temperature by a few degrees every time it picked up.

I thought about finding an empty house, one that was for sale perhaps, thinking that it would be possible to break in and sleep for the night. As I walked, I kept my eye out for such a house, not knowing for sure whether or not I would even have the nerve to perform breaking and entering if the option came up. I pulled my jacket
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