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“Life doesn’t make any sense without interdependence.  We need each other, and the sooner we learn that, the better for us all.”

~ Erik Erikson
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Erik Erikson was a noted Developmental Psychologist who was born in Frankfurt, Germany in 1902. While growing up he experienced a great deal of anxiety surrounding his identity.  Although his absent biological father was a Danish gentleman, blond-haired, blue-eyed Erik grew up in a Jewish household with his stepfather and mother under the surname, Homburger. Erik spent much of his early adulthood pursuing an interest in art, while traveling around various parts of Europe. During his travels he happened upon the acquaintance of the daughter of Sigmund Freud, Anna.  At the urging of Anna, Erik attended the Vienna Psychoanalytic Institute, where he eventually earned a diploma.

He was married in 1930 to an American dancer and artist named Joan Serson.  As Hitler rose to power in 1933, he and his wife opted to relocate to the United States, where he would establish himself as a central figure in the field of psychology.  It was then that his family took on the surname Erikson, a name of his own creation.  He taught at such notable institutions as Harvard, Yale, and the University of California in Berkeley, and rubbed elbows with such esteemed contemporaries as Margaret Mead, Benjamin Spock, and Fred Rogers.

He is no doubt best known for his comprehensive eight stage theory of psychosocial development, as well as for coining the term “identity crisis”.  In his theory he proposed that individuals go through necessary developmental stages starting in infancy and continuing on through childhood, adolescence and adulthood.  Each of these eight stages corresponds with a developmental crisis, a coming to terms with two competing psychological forces, resulting in the eventual development of a subsequent virtue necessary for the next stages in life.

In infancy the psychological crisis is Trust versus Mistrust, the existential question being, “Is the world fundamentally trustworthy?  Is it safe?”  The needed virtue acquired during this stage is, “Hope”.

In the eighth and final stage, which generally occurs when one enters their mid-sixties, the opposing forces at play are Integrity versus Despair, with the existential preponderance being, “How well did I do at life?  Was it okay to have been me?”  The desired virtue of this final stage of development is, “Wisdom”.

This is the story of one Wesley Tillerman who at the age of sixty found himself entering this final stage of development rather prematurely due to circumstances beyond his control.
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Wes slowly opened his eyes, attempting to gather his senses.  This was all still quite new to him, and rather unnerving.  He began to focus on the condensation that had built up on the interior of his two-person, blue nylon tent.  He gazed upwards as tiny droplets periodically formed and then trickled down the sides of the pitched dome-shaped dwelling, before finally splashing onto the floor below.  One such droplet landed upon the nose of his long-time companion, a fourteen-year-old beagle/terrier cross named Max, who swiped his paw over his nose before burying his face under the pillow.

Wes lay motionless for a moment, methodically taking inventory of his bodily condition after spending the previous six hours lying prone on his back on top of a used yoga mat.  His air mattress hadn’t even survived the first month of this new lifestyle, thanks mainly to Max’s untrimmed nails.  His neck was a bit stiff, but his shoulders seemed fine.  His mid-spine area had a few kinks in it as well, but it was his lower back that presented the greatest challenge.  He unzipped his double-wide sleeping bag and peeled away that covering, much to Max’s disapproval.  He then bent his knees upward and braced his feet on the flooring, pushing his pelvis up off the ground in an attempt to stretch out his lower back.  This method seemed to provide some relief from the pain and stiffness, but it also elicited a rather loud fart which caught the attention of the occupant in the tent next to him, Raul.

“No mas frijoles, Wes!” Raul grumbled, half asleep.

Wes smirked and laid his mid-section back down, keeping his knees bent for the sake of his lower back.  He wrapped his right arm around his furry companion, giving him a kiss on the cheek.  Max rested his head on his owner’s shoulder and gazed fondly at the tall, grey, bearded gentleman with whom he had shared the prior thirteen years.

He had been a runaway, about one year of age, when Wes had stumbled into the shelter in rural Northern California.  Wes was a little apprehensive about him at first.  He seemed a little wild, and rather guarded around humans.  He had some slight tears in his ears, no doubt from tussles with other dogs or possibly even wildlife.  He was only about twenty pounds or so, with a sleek mid-section, and powerful hind legs.  He also had an adorable face, with engaging brown eyes and short droopy ears, and maintained a beautiful, soft black-and-white coat.

Once Wes had gotten him outside the shelter on a leash, he saw his demeanor change rather abruptly, becoming much more sociable.  They just walked along with no real destination in mind, two souls searching for a connection, for someone they could trust.  By the time they had made it back to the shelter nearly twenty minutes later, the deal was sealed.

His given name at the shelter was Snoopy, due to his obvious similarities to the Charles Schultz character, but Wes decided to call him Max, as in Mighty Max.  Wes had just been through a divorce at the time, and had to put down his twelve-year-old male dachshund only three months earlier, following a bout with cancer.  It was definitely a time where his life circumstances had left him a bit shell-shocked. He was battling a bout with depression and needed something to perk him back up again, to give him a boost of energy, and hope.  Max definitely fit that bill.

They’d take long walks together in the recreation area along the Northern Sacramento River, for three or four mile stretches at a time.  After the walk, they’d go down to the river and wade around in the cool waters for a spell.

Wes would take him off leash and toss sticks into the shallows, which Max would dash after to retrieve.  Rather than return the stick, however, he would frolic madly around with it, shaking his head, and snarling like a banshee.

This behavior caught Wes off guard initially, but he finally surmised that it was just some pent-up anger that his young companion needed to vent, some interpersonal demons that needed to be exorcised.  So, Wes just let him have at it, with no questions asked, and no explanations needed.  He’d keep on tossing the sticks, and Max would keep on dashing wildly around with them, growling and snarling all the while.

Then one day, three or so months down the road, after Wes had tossed a stick into the shallows, Max grabbed it and trotted up to Wes, calmly dropping it at his feet.  Sometimes it seems you just meet the right people, and the right pets, at about the right time.

Wes sighed and looked around the inside of the tent, “I’ve gotta piss.”  He spotted what he was looking for, an empty 32-ounce Gatorade bottle.  He reached over and grabbed the bottle and then kneeled in the center of his tent, pulling down the front of his sweat pants.  Max watched with fascination as his owner filled the bottle nearly half full.  Wes pulled up his sweats, screwed the cap on the bottle good and tight, and set it down securely in the corner of the tent.  He slipped on a well-worn cloth facemask and reached over to grab Max’s leash, “Okay, your turn.”

He hooked up the leash and unzipped the tent flap, and the two of them crawled out into the early morning light.  Wes slowly stood upright and attempted to straighten himself, with limited success.  He had been diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis two years earlier, and the disease was beginning to progress. He was prescribed Hydroxychloroquine for it, 200 mg BID, which seemed to keep the disease in remission.

Then the Covid pandemic hit and this medication was placed on an Emergency Use Authorization list for the possible treatment and prevention of Covid-19.  Suddenly, getting refills of this medication became a real challenge.  He ended up cutting back to one pill per day instead of two, and supplemented that with a 500 mg capsule of curcumin, an extract of the turmeric root, which still seemed to keep his RA in check.

However, in August of 2020 he contracted Covid-19.  Initially it came on as just a really bad sore throat with some body aches and pains that could easily be attributed to his RA.  He figured it was probably strep and popped a handful of Amoxicillin over the course of a three-day weekend.  Unfortunately, the antibiotics didn’t have any impact on his symptoms.  During a telehealth appointment the following Monday, it was surmised that it could be viral or maybe even fungal, possibly thrush. As Wes wasn’t running a temperature or displaying a dry cough, the Covid diagnosis never even came up.  However, when Wes found out later that day that a co-worker of his had been diagnosed with the virus, he figured he better get checked out as well.  Sure enough, his results came back positive.

The active course of the virus mostly consisted of “moderate symptoms”, which came as a huge relief to Wes as he also had a history of asthma.  He was able to manage the disease at home with the assistance of a pulse-oximeter and a digital thermometer.  In addition to his normal daily medication routine of curcumin, hydroxychloroquine, fish oil, and magnesium, he added regular doses of extra-strength Excedrin and periodic puffs off an Albuterol inhaler.

His symptoms mainly consisted of a sore throat, some nausea, some chest congestion, and a whole lot of inflammation.  It was like a really bad RA flare up, that was felt in all the usual places (the joints), but also in his cheek bones and jaw, as well as his rib cage.  His oxygen levels would periodically dip into the low nineties, but Wes wasn’t sure if that was related to the chest congestion he was experiencing, or the inflammation that he felt around his lungs.  It was like the mechanism that allows for the expansion and contraction of the rib cage had been impaired, and that he had to be very conscious of taking in full and deep breaths, even if that sometimes entailed a certain degree of pain.

Within a couple of weeks, the virus had run its course.  He tested negative again a few weeks later, and was cleared to return to work. However, it would soon become evident that his full recovery would be delayed, and as it turned out, for quite some time.

The first issue he noticed was a blood clot in his lower right leg, in the inner calf area.  The area was red, puffy and tender and his right ankle had swollen up.  He recognized it right away, as he had for over a decade had issues with superficial blood clots in a varicose vein system in his lower left leg.  He knew exactly how to respond, by slipping on a knee-high compression stocking and popping some low dose aspirin.  Within several days the issue was resolved, at least for the time being.

When he returned to work, however, he began to notice that a few other symptoms would continue to linger as well, like shortness of breath, fatigue and something called “brain fog” which also occurs in people with auto-immune disorders, like RA.  It’s a condition fraught with forgetfulness, poor decision-making abilities, and an inability to process information in an accurate and timely manner.

It soon became apparent to Wes that he was not going to be able to continue on with his job, one that he had held for the past seven years.  Although he didn’t know it at the time, he’d officially become a Covid-19 longhauler, a term he would stumble upon several months later, as these symptoms continued to haunt him.

As Wes twisted and stretched out in front of his tent, attempting to work out the kinks, Max meandered over to a nearby tree and lifted his hind leg.  Unlike his owner, he had no need to cover-up his biological functions. It was perfectly acceptable for him to piss under a pine tree.

Wes monitored his urine flow to make sure all was well.  Max had been diagnosed with urinary crystals a few years earlier and was put on a rather pricey prescription diet that kept that condition in check.  Unfortunately, a few months prior, Wes had lost the ability to pay for that dog food and was forced to resort back to cheap bags of kibble. So far, Max’s urinary performance was still up to snuff.

Wes had seemingly qualified for pandemic unemployment benefits in Arizona following his illness, and for several months after had been filing his weekly claims online.  However, there was an “unresolved issue” attached to his claim regarding his ability to work which was holding up any actual payments.  It was a real Catch 22 situation, one where he supposedly was entitled to unemployment benefits based on his Covid-19 diagnosis, but where he still had to prove that he was mentally and physically able to work in order to receive compensation.  He was sent a form that was to be completed by a doctor certifying his ability to work.  However, as he received his medical care at a community clinic where he rarely saw the same doctor twice, he was unable to find anyone who was willing to sign off on it, despite numerous attempts.  He finally just gave up and stopped filing his weekly claims.

He qualified for three months of pandemic rental assistance, and some food stamps, and ran up a huge credit card debt to keep him and Max afloat for five months.  But when 2021 rolled around, Wes was pretty much out of options.  For the first time in his sixty years on planet earth, in forty-four of which he had held a job, he found himself homeless.

After Max finished up his business, Wes opted to take him for a walk down through the park.  Wes crimped down the nose bridge wire on his mask and they proceeded onward.  Max sniffed briefly at Raul’s tent who was now snoring away once again following Wes’ early morning wake-up toot.  In fact, most of the other “campers” were still snuggled up in their tents, sleeping soundly.

There was an extensive row of small tents and makeshift shelters that lined the walkway which meandered through the upper section of the park, located in the greater Los Angeles area.  Some thirty people or so were living there for various reasons.  Some of them were newly homeless, like Wes, but most would be considered “chronically homeless”.  Some had mental illness to contend with, some had drug and alcohol concerns, and some were just down on their luck, either unable to find work or simply unable to work.  There were also a few folks who were just no longer interested in the traditional job market or the traditional lifestyle options.

Wes really liked the early morning hours in the park, when it was quiet and peaceful.  He enjoyed taking Max down to the duck pond where they’d sit and watch the water fowl begin to stir as the sun began its ascent in the eastern horizon.

On their trek over towards the pond, they came upon Steven and Gail, a mid-thirties couple who were exploring an alternative lifestyle that involved consciousness expansion, tantric sex, and a minimalist carbon footprint.  Gail was the person who gave Wes the used yoga mat after his air mattress had deflated.  It was a spare mat that she no longer needed. They maintained a morning sunrise yoga routine that generally coincided with Wes and Max’s early morning strolls.

“Morning Counselor,” Steven greeted as he held the cow portion of his cat-cow pose.

“Good morning,” Wes affirmed, nodding.

Gail glanced up from her downward dog position and grinned, “Morning!”  Max promptly rushed over to lick her rather attractive face, forcing Wes to pull back on his leash.

“Dammit Max!  Sorry about that.”

“No bothers,” she responded, giving an air-kiss to Max, while maintaining her perfect pose.

The “Counselor” title was first initiated by a personable young black male named Chas who was staying at the park when Wes and Max had first shown up a few months earlier.  He was a street artist who had grown up in South Central, but managed to avoid any gang affiliations.  He had his brushes with law enforcement over drug related charges in the past, but was working hard at keeping his shit together.

Following some probing questions by Chas around the fire one night, Wes happened to share with him, and the rest of the attendees, that he had a master’s degree in counseling.  Later on, once their conversation began to lag and Wes opted to retreat to his tent, Chas concluded their chat with, “Sleep well, Counselor.”  The title stuck.

Chas rather mysteriously vanished one day a few weeks later, along with Wes’ cell phone, a senior prepaid flip phone, which he normally kept in a pouch that hung from the front interior of his tent.

About thirty yards down the trail, Max stopped to take a squat on the dew-covered grass, another biological advantage that he maintained over his owner, given their present lifestyle.  Wes had long ago run out of proper doggie poop bags, and had since taken to using the clear fold over sandwich bags that were left on the food service tables.

There were a few tables along the southeastern section of the park, near the official park entrance sign, that were maintained by a group of “Matthew Twenty-Five Christians” who thankfully took the Gospels quite literally.  They’d drop off donuts, bagels, water and coffee every morning for the “Least Amongst Us”, as well as containers of various bulk snacks, like mixed nuts and trail mix, and thus the sandwich bags.

After his scooping duties were over, Wes decided to make a quick detour over towards the tables in order to grab a cup of hot coffee. One of the upgrades during this homeless experience was the quality of his coffee options.  Wes had always been more of a Folgers aficionado at home, but now he had the privilege to enjoy some finer grade boxed coffee from a nearby bagel shop, which he greatly appreciated.

He disposed of Max’s morning contribution in a nearby trash can and approached the tables where the church group was busy adding their finishing touches.  He gave them a good six feet or more of space out of respect.

“Morning,” the masked, gloved and friendly middle-aged black woman stated, “Can I grab you anything?”

“Thanks, but I’ll wait,” Wes assured her.

“I really don’t mind,” she countered.

Wes shrugged, “Okay, thanks. A cup of hot black coffee would be wonderful.”

“You got it,” she replied.  She grabbed a disposable twelve-ounce cup and held it under the coffee container, pushing down on the lever, “Anything for your cute little friend?”

“No, thanks, he’s good for now.”

“Alright,” she replied, topping off the cup and handing it to Wes.

Wes smiled, “Well, thank you, for the coffee, and for all that you do for us.  It’s greatly appreciated.”

“You’re quite welcome,” she replied, “It’s our pleasure.”

He nodded, “Good day then.”

“Good day,” she replied, “And God Bless!”

She watched for a spell as Wes and Max made their way over towards the pond, wondering to herself how such a kind and well-spoken gentleman could wind up living in a neighborhood park.
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Raul had just rolled his short, chubby frame from out of his tent when Wes approached with a small paper bag containing an egg bagel and a chocolate donut.  He tossed the bag to Raul, who caught it against his chest.

“Get it while it’s hot!” Wes declared.

Raul peaked inside the bag and smiled, “You don’t have to do this, Wes, but thanks!”

“De nada,” Wes replied, “Hate to see you miss out on the morning rush.”

“There’s always plenty for everyone,” Raul countered.

“Yeah, that’s true.” Wes sized up Raul’s mask arrangement and rolled his eyes.

“Que pasa?” Raul questioned.

“You know that doesn’t help at all when you wear it like that.”

Raul sighed and pulled the well-worn surgical mask up over his nose, crimping it down, “When’s the last time you coughed out of your nose?”

“It’s not just coughing that spreads the virus, my friend,” Wes replied, “besides, it’s for your protection as well.”

“Ahhh,” Raul responded, “nobody’s tested positive here in the park for over a month now, thanks be to God.”

“Thanks be to something,” Wes replied.

Raul chuckled, as he opened up his folding beach chair and took a seat.

Wes knelt down and unzipped the front flap on his tent, putting Max inside.

“He can stay out. He doesn’t bother me,” Raul insisted.

Wes gave Max a large handful of kibble, poured some fresh water into his bowl and zipped up the mesh netting, before grabbing a seat in his own beach chair.

“Well, he bothers me,” Wes stated.

Raul rolled his eyes, “Please, you’re like an old married couple, you and that dog.”

Wes grinned under his mask, “Yeah, I guess we are pretty tight.”

Raul tugged his mask down under his chin, and pulled the donut out of the bag, “There is that better?”

Wes followed suit, grabbing his own paper bag and pulling out an onion bagel with cream cheese, “Just keep your distance and we’ll be fine.”

Raul proceeded to devour his chocolate donut in record time, wiping his mouth with his shirt sleeve.  He was in his late fifties, short, stocky, and clean shaven with a bit of a gut.  He was born and raised in Agua Prieta, Mexico just south of the Arizona town of Douglas.  He was the eldest of three children, having a younger brother and a baby sister, as well as an absent father who had run off to Mexico City with a much younger woman when Raul was only eleven.

As a teenager he had been employed as a migrant laborer, working the chili and tomato fields in Southern Arizona and New Mexico. He had always stuck to the conditions of his work visa, even into his twenties, but shortly after his mother had passed away following a battle with breast cancer, he decided to head west, out to Southern California. Once there, he quickly landed a job in the landscaping industry and ended up staying.  He actually made a pretty good life for himself, and would occasionally send money back home to his siblings who had gone on to live with their grandparents on a small farm in rural Northern Mexico.

He eventually met an attractive Latina who waited tables at a small diner in El Segundo.  They lived with one another for nearly twenty years, before she too succumbed to the ravages of cancer.  Less than five years after her death, Raul injured his back in a freak on the job accident involving a malfunctioning backhoe.  He received workers comp benefits for a couple of years after the accident, but once that expired, he had no other way of earning a living.  It had been many years since he had drawn a paycheck.

Wes tossed down the rest of his bagel and glanced over at Raul, grinning, “So what time were you able to get to sleep last night?”

Raul shook his head, “Good Lord, what the hell was he doing to her?”

Wes laughed, “They were doing their yoga exercises this morning bright and early.”

“You should have told ‘em to go get a room next time.”

“I was tempted,” Wes replied, jokingly.

“So, what’s their story anyhow?” Raul inquired.

“Just a married couple looking for some alternative solutions to life I guess.”

“Through orgasms?” Raul jested.

Wes laughed, “Partially I suppose.”

“What do they do for a living?”

Wes shrugged, “Apparently make YouTube videos.”

Raul smirked, “About what?”

“I don’t know - consciousness expansion, alternative lifestyles, new economies. I guess he was a software engineer for an aerospace company that dealt with a lot of military contracts.  One day he said enough is enough, and so they both decided to cut their corporate ties and look for other options in life.”

Raul nodded, approvingly.

Just then Marlene came riding up on her bicycle, an old beach cruiser she had stumbled upon, or more likely stolen.  She was almost Wes’ age, skinny as a rail with tan leathered skin, and nearly toothless after decades of a persistent meth addiction.

“Any of you gents have an extra roll of t.p.?”

“Marlene, you can’t be riding up here without a mask on, darling,” Wes scolded.

“Sorry, a roll of t.p. and a mask then?”

Wes sighed, “Hang on...stay where you are.”

He unzipped his tent and scrambled around for a spell, finally re-emerging with a cheap roll of single ply, with a blue ear-looped disposable mask tied around it.

“Here ya go,” he stated, tossing it underhand to her.

She caught it and smiled, “Thanks hun!”

She untied the mask and slipped it on, “You’re a peach, Wes!”

He nodded, rather reluctantly, “Glad I could help.”

She turned her bike around, honked the horn and peddled briskly off towards the makeshift restroom, two blue tarps stretched around the trunks of a few small trees, forming a triangle.  Inside, perched under one of those trees was an old five-gallon paint bucket with a well-worn, snap-on toilet lid attached to it.  Lying next to the bucket was a box of 13-gallon trash bags, and normally a couple rolls of toilet paper.  Periodically a can of Lysol spray would emerge as well, and once in a blue moon some hand sanitizer. The unofficial park rule was that all trash bags containing solid waste were to be disposed of in the dumpsters located behind the stores across the street.

Wes slipped into some more acceptable clothing and had Raul keep an eye on Max while he ran over to re-park his truck.  It was a twenty-year-old Ford F-150 XL, the work truck model, silver colored with a camper shell on the back.  He had got the tags extended for another year before he left Arizona.  It only ran him about twenty-five bucks to do so, which he figured was money well spent.  That gave him another ten months to decide what he was going to do with it, sell it for a few grand, or possibly get it registered in California - that is if it still passed emissions.  It had nearly two hundred thousand miles on it, but Wes figured it was good for at least another fifty thousand.  It burned some oil and leaked a little clutch fluid, but it still ran really well.

When he had come upon the homeless encampment at the park, he decided to stash the truck in a nearby residential area that had a few apartment complexes and plenty of on-street parking.  That way he wouldn’t have to worry about the parking time limits in place around the perimeter of the park, or about being constantly bombarded by people who needed something hauled here and there, or simply just a ride.

He would periodically walk the quarter mile up into the neighborhood and move it a block or so, in order to prevent it from being reported as an abandoned vehicle.  He had about a tenth of a tank of gas left he figured, about two or three gallons, so he had to be judicious in the frequency and distance of his driving.

He had received a six hundred dollar “stimulus act” debit card before he left Arizona, which helped him to get out to California and purchase some needed items for his new lifestyle adventure - a tent, a sleeping bag, an air mattress and such.  He figured he now had about seventeen bucks left on that card to go with the roughly thirty-three dollars remaining in his bank account.

He had filed his 2020 taxes online and was hoping to receive that direct deposit within the month.  That’d give him another three hundred and twenty bucks to work with, which would certainly be helpful. The big prize, however, would come once the new administrations stimulus package was signed into law.  That’d be another fourteen hundred dollars in his back pocket, which would be absolutely amazing.  Since he had chosen to have his taxes direct deposited, he assumed that’d be the case with the next stimulus check as well.  He was probably still another few months away from receiving that money, however.

Wes had paid for a P.O. Box when he first arrived in town. He figured he’d hang onto that for the six-month contract period before switching to general delivery, if needed. He also qualified for Medi-Cal insurance and CalFresh SNAP benefits (food stamps), for which he received about two hundred and thirty bucks monthly during the pandemic.  That was a real life saver!

On the way over to the residential neighborhood, Wes swung by a business complex that he’d become familiar with. There was a dozen or so offices located there, including a veterinarian, all of which used a set of shared restrooms.  Wes had happened to pick up on the code to one of them (333#) while hanging out at a nearby water fountain.  He still presented well enough to blend in with the office crowd, at least for the time being.

He voided his bowels and got cleaned up a bit; trimmed up the beard, shaved his neckline, and brushed his teeth.  He always made sure to polish up the counter area really well afterwards.  On his way out he nodded to one of the other office partners, who were making their way over towards the restroom.  They didn’t suspect a thing.

He gave the gas pedal three pumps and started the truck right up.  The exhaust was a bit rich after sitting idle for almost five days, but the engine still purred rather nicely once it cleared the air.

Max just loved that truck.  He was absolutely thrilled whenever they’d take it out for a ride, pacing back and forth on the bench seat, slapping his paws up on the front dash so he could peer out the windshield, or jumping up on Wes’ lap in order to stick his head out the side window.  It was the only vehicle that Max had ever known, at least in the thirteen years that he’d been with Wes.

Wes took the truck down the block and around the corner, before flipping a U-turn and re-parking it along the other side of the street.  He turned the front wheels towards the curb, put it in first gear, set the parking brake, and then locked it all up.  The lock on the camper shell had long been broken, so he didn’t store anything in the bed of the truck.  He figured that’d just draw more attention anyhow.

He made it back to the park just in time for his mid-morning nap.  That was pretty much his standard since becoming a Covid-19 longhauler.  He’d still get up bright and early as he always had, but by nine o’clock or so he was absolutely spent.  He thanked Raul for his services, got Max out for a quick pee break, and then the two of them crawled back inside the tent for a siesta, his furry little friend snuggling up on Wes’ right side.
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Wes was dreaming of his honeymoon three decades earlier.  He and his wife were sitting in a small secluded pool at a hot springs resort in Southern Colorado.  The sun was getting ready to set over the mountains to the west, its rays painting a breathtaking splash of orange and red upon the high wispy cloud formations. A beautiful trout stream splashed and gurgled as it swept along just down the hill from them.  His lovely petite bride, five years his junior, sat directly in front of him, leaning against his chest, her long, wet, auburn hair draped half way down her back. They gazed at the sunset, with Wes’ arms wrapped tightly around her waist.  Finally, he leaned forward and gently kissed the nape of her neck.  She sighed in anticipation and then slowly ran her hand up his inner thigh, up and under his loose-fitting swim trunks.  He gazed cautiously around to make sure no-one else could see them before sliding off her bikini bottoms.  With his hands on her hips, she slowly positioned herself on top of him...

Boom, boom...boom boom boom!

“What the fuck was that?” Wes thought to himself, sitting up in his tent, still aroused, and struggling to awaken.

Boom boom boom!

“Are those fucking gunshots?” he asked aloud.  Max stood at alert, facing towards the entrance of the tent.  Wes grabbed him and set him back in the sleeping bag.

“Stay, Max!”

Wes slipped on his sandals, put on his mask, unzipped the tent, and peaked outside.

A crowd of people from their encampment began to gather, facing towards the southern part of the park, down past the duck pond.  Wes got out, secured the tent and slowly approached them.  He could see several patrol cars which had driven onto the park grounds.  A number of police officers were standing by their vehicles with weapons drawn.  A young black male lay on the ground motionless.

“What the hell happened?” said Wes.

Steven glanced over at Wes briefly, “We’re not exactly sure.  We think that’s Chas lying on the ground though.”

“Chas?  Really?” Wes asked.

Steven nodded, “We think so.  About ten minutes ago the squad cars pulled into the Wal-Mart parking lot across the street.  Then all of a sudden, this young guy comes dashing out of there, dodging traffic, and racing into the park.  He looked a lot like Chas.”

Gail sighed, a sense of dread in her voice, “It’s Chas, I’m certain it is.”

“Why did they shoot him?” said Wes.

She shrugged, “They pursued him into the park with their cars, basically surrounding him, and shouted at him to drop his weapon.”

“Did he have a gun?” Wes asked with concern.

“I don’t know, maybe?” she replied, “He was holding something.”

“I think it was a gun,” Raul interjected, “I think the first shot might have been his.”

“Oh God,” Wes sighed, “How horrible.”

A few of the officers cautiously approached the young man, who moved one of his legs slightly.

“He’s still alive,” Gail noted, with a hint of hope.

One of the officers knelt down over him and removed an object from his hand, holding it up for the other officers to see.  It didn’t appear to be a gun, however.  The officer then patted the young man down, but apparently didn’t see the need to handcuff him.  At one point the young man weakly held up his arm, pointing towards the encampment where they all were gathered.

“See, it is Chas,” Gail quipped, remorsefully.

Shortly after, an ambulance came blazing onto the scene, jumping the curb and driving up to the victim, blocking the view of the encampment.  The EMT’s jumped out and pulled out the stretcher, carrying it around to the other side of the vehicle.  Within a few minutes they had the young man secured on the stretcher and loaded back into the ambulance.  They again sped off with sirens blaring.

The officers continued to poke around the crime scene for close to an hour, staking off a small area.  It seemed that there was some uncertainty about how to proceed.  They eventually backed their vehicles off of the grounds and re-parked along the curb, a couple of them moving on to other matters.  Another crowd which had gathered out in front of the Wal-Mart Neighborhood Market across the street started to dissipate.  Finally, one of the officers, the one who had patted the young man down, approached the campers on the north end of the park.

He was duly gloved and slipped his bandana up over his nose and mouth as he drew closer.  “Is there someone here who identifies himself as the Counselor?” the officer asked, hesitantly.

Everyone looked over at Wes, who felt quite uncomfortable all of a sudden.  “My name is Wes, Wes Tillerman.  That’s just a nickname I was given by a young man named Chas.”

“Charles Wilton?”

Wes shrugged and shook his head.

“Wilton?” Steven asked, “I think that was his last name.”

“Yeah, that sounds right,” Gail added.

The officer held up a senior flip phone, opening it, showing it to Wes, “Does this belong to you Mister Tillerman?”

Wes squinted, “It looks like my phone, yes.”

“Can you tell me the number, sir?”

Wes sighed, “It’s an Arizona number.  520-911-5555.”

The officer nodded, “You’ll be able to re-claim the property in about a month, once everything is processed.”

Wes nodded, “Okay, how would I do that?”

The officer pulled a card out of his front pocket, handing it to Wes. “You can call me,” he paused, catching himself, “Well, or just stop by this address in about a month.  It should be available by then.”

Wes took the card, “Okay, thank you.  Is the young man going to be alright?”

The officer sighed, “He was pronounced dead en route to the hospital.  I’m very sorry.”

“And that’s what he was holding
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