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Prologue


I met Monte on a July morning at his camp in Oakland, which stretched for a mile along Wood Street and bulged a hundred yards back from the curb beneath a tangle of overpasses known as the MacArthur Maze. It was infamous among California’s megacamps, a place news reports reference Mad Max to describe—mountains of junk, hard-looking dudes ambling about, and an incredible number of burnt-out cars. A Hollywood rendering of the apocalypse is an apt, if uncreative, means to explain Wood Street’s outer appearance. But the news reports miss the seeds of Eden hiding in the dystopia and the tender hearts residing in the hard-looking dudes. The roughly three hundred residents of the camp referred to the place—their home—as Wood Street Commons.

I walked through the gates of Wood Street Commons to find a small outdoor stage where Monte sat on a canvas director’s chair in a loose-fitting leather jacket, pink shirt, blue tie, and cowboy boots. Gathered around him was an assortment of fellow residents, housed friends of the camp, and a handful of city officials who looked rather uncomfortable. Several members of the media were present; a PA sat near the edge of the stage. Soft drinks and snacks were spread on a table as folks lounged about on couches waiting for the event to begin. The stage was backed with walls made from pallets, an Ikea bed frame, and other scavenged material; shade came courtesy of white fabric strung loosely between crooked wooden poles, along with a forest-green café umbrella with STARBUCKS printed on it in white letters. I spotted several hypodermic needles on the ground, along with a dead rat. Propped on a table was a board displaying architectural plans that illustrated how the dystopia might be reorganized a bit to reveal the jewels within.

The plans showed the locations of individual “homesteads,” as well as community facilities, including a flea market, bike repair shop, office space, and the Moose Pit Café, located next to a shed belonging to a resident named Moose. All of this and more already existed, though very informally and largely obscured by the cluttered aesthetics of the place. Meals for fifty-plus were prepared daily over a large firepit; an adjacent pantry stocked dried goods and fresh fruits and vegetables, free for whoever needed them. Donated supplies, such as clothes and toiletries, were generally available. Solar panels had begun to replace the power cords that pirated energy from nearby streetlights. Communal water tanks, filled by a volunteer with a water truck, had relieved the need to tap illicitly into city supplies. A pair of steel shipping containers provided lockable storage, a critical step to stability in a place where people were afraid to leave their possessions unattended, for fear they would be pilfered. Security cameras and lighting had been installed in some corners of the camp; if a female resident needed an escort back to her place at night, a call went out on the camp’s walkie-talkie network. To accommodate their many Zoom calls with the media, NGOs, and government officials, they’d built an outdoor conference room that included an orange-and-blue wall of padded fabric that made for a professional-looking video backdrop.

The purpose of the event was to convince the city officials, who wanted to tear the camp down, to support the residents in developing the Wood Street Commons vision instead. The city had plans for 170 units of so-called affordable housing on the portion of the camp where we’d gathered, just a few steps away from Monte’s handcrafted home, which had a small putting green in the yard and a mailbox that said “1707 Wood Street” out front. Seven units of the city’s proposed development were designated for homeless veterans and six for young adults exiting foster care. The majority were designated for households making 60 to 120 percent of Oakland’s median income, which translates to an annual salary of roughly $75,000 to $150,000. The city’s plan for the camp’s residents was to move them into cubicle-like tiny homes inside a fenced lot down the street, where they would be lorded over by security guards and subject to a litany of rules governing their lives.

The meeting was facilitated by Leah, a massage therapist who volunteered at the camp and could sometimes be found kneading her elbows into residents’ backs. After she laid out the ground rules and time limits for each speaker, Brian Warwick, a housing coordinator with the city, explained that the $100 million development had been held up for eighteen months “because of the current situation with the site.” LaTonda Simmons, the assistant city administrator, struck a more conciliatory tone. “I want to recognize that everybody is frustrated with the city,” she said, “and it’s one of the reasons that we are here.”

The residents felt that this and all the shelter options promoted by the city had the same underlying problem: They were based on a way of thinking that did not reflect the values and needs—or even the basic dignity—of the people they were designed to shelter. The residents weren’t interested in submitting to the city’s shelters and their wardens—they viewed this as a downgrade from their current living situation.

“We’re people. Right? I mean we really are,” said Monte to the officials. The city’s plans for the community felt like being forced into “a category that does not fit for us,” he continued. “This,” he said, gesturing at the makeshift village that sprawled out from the stage, “is our category.” Monte, a veteran, explained to the crowd that he once tried a housing program for unhoused veterans and it nearly killed him. He said the freedom and autonomy of his current living situation were essential to his mental health. “I’m claustrophobic,” he said. “Don’t put me in a box—I might hang myself.” He was not exaggerating.

The formal portion of the presentation began. Monte’s friend Theo, who was wearing stylish glasses and a black blazer, took the mic and read from his prepared remarks. “We the people,” he began, “are inviting you all to participate in creating a new model for the unhoused and dispossessed.” He implored the officials to “be partners with us in co-creating an historic transformation of Oakland,” adding that it was “a chance to be a world leader in solving urban homelessness.”

Theo said the residents wanted the city to install basic infrastructure for water, power, and waste management, just like any other neighborhood, but that they intended to develop and manage their “ecovillage” together with their housed allies. He said they planned to raise funds to lease the land and pay the required permitting fees, just like any other developer. “We would like the opportunity to formalize what we have developed in an organic, spontaneous manner,” Theo proclaimed. “Great advancements in human life can have a humble appearance in their early stages. We ask you to look past the appearance of trash, visual blight, and the stereotypes of homelessness, and see what people with the least resources can do with sufficient time and space.”

A resident named Juanita explained that for her, living in the camp was a choice: the choice between paying rent or paying for college for her boys, who attend San José State University and Cal Poly. “Their dad died and I had to decide, what can I pay for?” she said. “We can’t afford to do both.” Juanita, who lived in an RV, said she’d looked into one of the nearby “safe lots”—city-controlled places where homeless people can park a home on wheels without the threat of a ticket—but worried she would not, in fact, feel safe there, despite the barbed wire fence and security guard. The closeness she felt with her neighbors in the camp seemed like a more reliable security system. “I’m a single lady by myself and I’ve never had a problem,” she said. “We are the community you should be developing for.”

John, Monte’s close friend and neighbor, who was hosting the meeting in his backyard, told the officials that the community was developing their own housing, thank you very much, and thus would not be needing theirs. A group of artists cohabitating in one of Oakland’s warehouse spaces had befriended the camp and were building tiny homes—ten-by-twelve-foot insulated, lockable structures with windows and porches—that were slowly replacing Wood Street’s array of leaking, drafty, tarped-over shelters. John pointed out that the existing housing program on-site was faster and cheaper than the city’s approach to housing the homeless, which involves waiting lists tens of thousands of names long for the hundreds of units constructed annually. It can cost more than a million dollars per unit to build affordable housing in California, compared to $3,000 for the camp’s tiny homes, which can be built in about five days with volunteer labor. The camp-built housing “can be up and running sooner than you guys can break ground,” said John.

Theo, a musician who earns money giving music lessons via Zoom from the camp, continued the pitch, adding that Wood Street Commons already functioned as an “informal social services agency,” which ran 24–7, with nary a penny of taxpayer support. Serving as a safe, welcoming space for people who might exhibit difficult behaviors in other spaces was an invaluable service, said Theo, reducing, for instance, “open drug use and sales on the streets of the housed communities of West Oakland. We help to heal and re-socialize people suffering from abuse, PTSD, drug addiction, and over-institutionalization,” he said, noting the steady stream of people exiting incarceration directly into the arms of the camp.

Monte, who had just returned from a stint in prison, explained to the officials that the fellowship he encountered on Wood Street—being clothed, fed, and loved through his brokenness—had not made him whole again, but it had kept him from causing harm to himself and others, or at least less harm than in the past. “Let us take care of us, because it doesn’t seem like you guys can,” he said. “I understand that we’re being bad. I mean, we’re out here, so … you know … we’re messed up. However, our plan to get better is better than your plan.”

Lara Tannenbaum, the city’s homelessness services manager, said that the city was setting up co-governed camps—jointly managed by the campers and a nonprofit contracted with the city—and would be open to exploring something similar for the group on a site nearby. “I really hear what people are saying about this being your home and your community,” she said.

But Monte was not buying the vague co-governance promise. In his observation, the city’s game was to make hollow promises and then bring in the bulldozers. “We’re telling you what we need and no one’s listening,” said Monte, beginning to shout. “You’re just putting us out—we’re not going!” The crowd, city officials excluded, cheered.



I’d felt the same tender threads of hope in other camps I’d visited, but they’d grown much more robust on Wood Street. They were starting to weave together and form what felt like a viable solution to homelessness—a solution initiated and led by homeless folks. It helped, however, that they’d attracted enthusiastic support from the world of the housed.

The architectural plans, for instance, were drafted by Emma Fraser, a lecturer in UC Berkeley’s media studies department who’s published scholarly papers on “urban ruin,” and Clancy Wilmott, an assistant professor who studies “critical cartography, geovisualisation and design.” They’d been contacted by a student volunteering at the camp, who said residents wanted to know who, exactly, had legal jurisdiction over the land where they lived. They compiled a map showing the patchwork parcels of roughly a dozen owners, including the City of Oakland, the State of California, and railroad companies. The pair eventually led a “participatory design” workshop at the site, which yielded ideas such as a series of public fountains and a “rolling garden fort.”

“They were very canny and aware that if they had something that looks like a real map, that looks authoritative, it would help convince the council that these are not people to be fucked with,” Fraser told me.

“I think the city of Oakland has no idea what kind of force they’re dealing with,” said Wilmott.

“Wood Street is kind of weird,” Monte told me after the meeting. “Because on one side of the coin you have all this negativity going on. But in the center, the nucleus of it, it’s a positive thing that’s growing outwardly and encapsulating all the negativity that has happened and is happening here. It’s slow because change is slow. But there is a jewel here.”

Another huge factor in Wood Street’s success was that it had remained intact for many years, making it a rare window into what happens organically when a camp is allowed to develop, unimpeded and on its own terms. When I arrived on the scene, those tender threads of hope were crashing into the hard wall of local politics. Allowing the camp to remain risked normalizing what might seem like inhumane living conditions. Helping it develop as a self-governed community risked ceding authority to what might seem like unstable anarchy. The residents’ case to the city was that behind outward appearances lay the foundation of a sensible, modest, egalitarian lifestyle—one based on resource sharing, rather than resource accumulation. A fragile social order, based on bonds forged by the daily slog of survival, held the place together; it might not appeal to outsiders, but it was deeply meaningful to the campers. They didn’t see Wood Street Commons as a utopic vision, so much as a feasible solution to their situation.

This was not the thesis I had in mind when I set out to write this book. In the beginning, I just wanted to understand the lives of the poorest people in the wealthiest region of America. My journey started in the mask-covered depths of an infamous era in American history, a few weeks before a fateful election and nearly a year before I walked through the gate of Wood Street Commons and caught Monte’s smile.







1
Wolves



On an autumn day in the worst year of my life, Kent, the leader of Wolfe Camp, walks his bike across the parking lot of my apartment complex. He wears a dress shirt, as he does every day, completely unbuttoned, as it always is. His hairless chest, tanned and muscular, glints in the light. Lost in the music pumping from the earmuff-style headphones that wrap around his graying head, this slight sprite-of-a-man glides into my field of vision like a character entering a play from stage left: a dystopic drama of greed, heartbreak, Big Data, Little Men, sex, drugs, and the quest for the perfect Instagram image, a tragic farce in which I, too, am a character. It is, of course, set in Silicon Valley, where Kent grew up in a well-to-do family, and where he now pitches his tent. He has been homeless—the politically correct “unhoused” does not yet roll off my tongue—for the past nine of his fifty-eight years.

It is on the basis of Kent’s unbuttoned shirt that I recognize him, as his face is covered in a mask, and not of the pandemic kind. He’s wearing a black-and-white harlequinesque piece, a ghoulish guise with sad, sinuous streaks falling from the eyes, like a monster who is not a monster but a sensitive, tortured soul trapped behind an ugly image formed by the prejudices of its beholders. It’s a variation of a Guy Fawkes mask, which has roots in a seventeenth-century plot to blow up London’s House of Lords and has more recently become a symbol of antiestablishment movements in places like Zuccotti Park and Tahrir Square. On the traditional Guy Fawkes mask, the corners of the mouth twist up into a devious smile; Kent’s mask just looks bleak. He is not plotting to overthrow anything—it is he who has been overthrown. His current occupation: rebuilding his sense of self-worth from scratch. Perhaps the mask is appropriate attire for the job.

However, when you see a guy walking twenty feet from you in such a mask as you’re about to get in your car in a suburban parking lot on a weekday afternoon, your first thought is What the fuck? A shriek forms in my throat but does not come out. I look around to see if there are any children about who should be ushered away from this person. When I realize it’s Kent, I relax, but only a little. Homeless people—I mean unhoused individuals—have always made me nervous, but I’d felt at ease with Kent. Now I’m not so sure. He’s making a statement about income inequality, I tell myself. Then, finally, I remember that it’s Halloween, and relax a lot more.

“Kent!” I yell.

He pulls the headphones down around his neck and turns. It’s an awkward moment. I’ve been getting to know him in the camp, but now he’s suddenly privy to my world—the well-landscaped apartment complex a couple miles from his tent, with its elegantly gnarled olive trees and headily scented gardenia bushes. I’ve rented a furnished apartment here in Cupertino—the “Heart of Silicon Valley,” according to its boosters—so that I can, to put it bluntly and uncomfortably so, study people like him. I have keypad access to a pool ensconced behind a grove of bamboo and a clubhouse with a theater room and an outdoor kitchen cabana. He eats his dinner sitting on a milk crate a few feet from the cars whizzing by at the intersection of Wolfe Road and Interstate 280. I feel like it will make him feel bad to see me getting into my rental car, a cherry-red, way-too-big SUV. But it’s really just me who will feel bad.

“Hey,” says Kent, waving nonchalantly. He leaves his mask in place.

“What are you up to?” I ask, trying to act as casual as he is.

Turns out he is on a dumpster expedition. Many of the folks in Wolfe Camp make their living, if you want to call it that, by fishing clothes, shoes, handbags, sports equipment, and electronics out of the trash at the low-slung condos and office parks that sprawl across the fifty miles of suburbia between San José and San Francisco—America’s infamous, but outwardly bland, techlandia. Its inhabitants often throw out heaps of perfectly good stuff, Kent explains, sometimes in its original wrapping, which he and his buddies collect and post on sites like Craigslist, eBay, Letgo, and OfferUp. One time they unearthed a stash of Gucci.

“This place is a treasure chest for a lot of homeless people,” he says, nodding his masked head toward my building. Who said the tech industry doesn’t share its wealth?

As I pull out of the parking lot, I catch Kent’s image in the rearview. He’s put his headphones back on and appears to be dancing his way toward the dumpsters. Steadying his bike with one arm, he snakes his other arm through the air and bounces from foot to foot in a little treasure-hunting jig. A masked trash bandit, I muse—a Silicon Valley phantasm. Then I scold myself for dramatizing his poverty. His situation is dramatic, however. And he is one of the most interesting people I have ever met.



How can homelessness be fixed? Silicon Valley is an obvious place to ponder this beast of a question, given the high concentration of both billionaires and tent cities. California is home to 12 percent of Americans, but hosts a third of the nation’s homeless population. The government throws billions at the problem each year, yet the tent cities continue to expand. Not even the infamous innovators of Silicon Valley—the most expensive real estate market in the country—have cracked this code.

Surely something more can be done. Does the problem need to be reframed? Are we looking for The Fix in the right places? Asking the right questions? I had a feeling we were not.

For instance: Why do huge numbers of homeless folks not take advantage of the social services on offer? These so-called “service-resistant” individuals often decline offers of temporary shelter, a fact that local authorities hate to admit. I’ve discovered that even among those who win the housing lottery and are given keys to an apartment, it’s not uncommon to spend their days, and even nights, in their camp, where they feel more at home. Resistance to services is an embarrassing thorn in the side of service providers and policymakers, yet this glaring contradiction is rarely interrogated in the media. Why aren’t the solutions to homelessness working? How can they be rejiggered to better meet folks on the street where they’re at?

The more unhoused folks I got to know, the more I understood why many would rather live in their camps than be pushed into what they view as a quasi-carceral system to hide them away and control their lives—the goal of the “homeless-industrial complex,” as some call it. Remaining in their camps is not an option in the current policy climate, however. All camps are eventually “swept”—a euphemism for the forced removal of unhoused people from their homes on the street—further traumatizing and destabilizing an already traumatized and unstable group of people who have nowhere else to go.

Matt Mahan, the mayor of San José, a former tech executive who once lived in the same Harvard dorm as Mark Zuckerberg, told me that pushing the problem around in this way is “the definition of insanity.” Mahan said that “our goal is not to just shuffle people around the city. I think it is a terrible use of taxpayer dollars and it is horribly disruptive for our most vulnerable neighbors.” It was an interesting statement, given that he oversees a government that spends exorbitant sums doing exactly that—when I arrived in town, San José was sweeping 1.6 camps per business day.

There’s a universe of government programs and nonprofits designed to get unhoused folks off the street. Their employees regularly descend on camps, lanyards around their necks and clipboards in hand, to inform residents about their “options.” Names are put on various waiting lists, where they customarily remain for a great many years. I immediately detected a strong distaste for the lanyard-and-clipboard crowd. The campers often talk about “getting housing,” but they tend to sigh as they do, before giving various reasons for why that’s unlikely, such as not being a senior citizen, a mother with children, a veteran, or some other demographic prioritized for shelter. But many also say that they’re not really cut out for housing, at least not in the form offered.

“People think there’s all these resources and stuff, but the way it’s set up is a fucking joke—it does not work for a lot of people,” said Dave, one of Kent’s neighbors at Wolfe Camp. “Affordable housing sucks,” he continued, “because now not only are you squished in this little box, you have to do all these things on time and in a certain order. I don’t see that as attractive. For some of us, coming out of homelessness is worse than being in it.”

How can that be? Surely the unhoused desire what the housed have. John, whom I’d met on Wood Street across the Bay in Oakland, was one of many who pushed back on that. “It doesn’t interest me to be one of those people who work so hard to go on a vacation and then the whole time they’re supposed to be having fun, they’re stressed about all the stuff they’re putting on their credit card that they can’t afford,” he said. I was ashamed to tell him how familiar that scenario sounds.

I don’t think The Fix is going to spring from the dissected bowels of failed policy. These gruesome dissections exist in abundance, and most arrive at the same obvious conclusion: Real estate prices are out of sync with wages, and we do not build enough subsidized housing at sufficiently affordable price points. Local governments constantly issue new “plans to end homelessness,” a sort of absurdist genre of mythmaking disguised as policy. I’ve read many such plans and found they rest on the same underlying assumption: Fixing homelessness is a matter of preventing people from falling through the cracks of the economy, and returning those who do to the status quo. They do not reflect what I’ve heard from people on the street, who certainly want access to the resources they need to live comfortably, but do not necessarily see the status quo as a desirable path to obtain them.

The folks on Wolfe Road are very much interested in running water, warmth, and safety, but when I ask about their dreams and goals for the future, no one mentions working a job they hate, or any scenario in which they spend their waking hours engaged in unfulfilling tasks, only to remain in constant stress about whether they can sustain their miserable lifestyle.

Kent says he earns about $3,000 per month through his dumpster-diving and bottle-and-can recycling businesses. It’s an ample income for his lifestyle, given that his living expenses are so low. I once suggested that he could move to a less expensive real estate market, where he could afford housing on $3,000 per month, if only in an RV park. Surely that would be better than living on the side of Wolfe Road. I realized how ridiculous this was as soon as the words left my mouth. He makes that much from the garbage because he lives in a place where the office parks of billion- and trillion-dollar companies, and the homes of their affluent workers, stretch for miles in every direction. Also: This is his home.

He pointed out a different fallacy in my thinking, however. “The truth,” said Kent, solemnly, “is that I would be all alone if I did that. Here, I’m with people. It doesn’t excite me to be alone. There’s great depression in that.” Tent cities function as communities for folks who, for a million different reasons, do not fit in with the communities they come from. They serve as families for folks who may not have much connection with their birth families. And that is priceless.

Monte, John, Dave, and Kent’s perspectives are small windows into a larger narrative that I’ve found is common to all the camps I’ve visited, a narrative scarcely represented in the media and largely at odds with public policy—which likely has something to do with its failure. Clearly, a paradigmatic shift is in order. What would that new paradigm look like? There’s no easy answer, but as a starting point I think it makes sense to address a glaring contradiction: Those designing the solutions generally do not ask unhoused folks for their opinion, at least not in a meaningful way. What do they actually need? How do they really feel? What are their dreams and goals? What do they think The Fix is?


BAD APPLES

My circuitous quest began two blocks from Kent’s childhood home, at the intersection of Homestead Road and Wolfe Road, where once upon a time a large oak tree was planted by a large company, called Apple, whose $5 billion campus spreads out behind it. The building, one mile in circumference, forms a perfect circle set in a rectangular green space the size of a city block—Apple Park, the design of which is reminiscent of the home button in the rectangle of an early-model iPhone, but at the scale of an interstellar airport. Locals refer to the building as the Spaceship. You can barely glimpse it through the vegetation behind the towering oak on the corner, which likely cost the company six figures to pluck from its native home and move to the site by truck and crane. It is one of nine thousand trees planted in this 175-acre Garden of Eden—an $85 million landscaping job—including thirty-seven varieties of fruit: plums, apricots, persimmons, cherries, and of course, apples.

Strip away the decadent landscaping and the 2.8-million-square-foot steel building—a gleaming edifice with four stories aboveground and three subterranean ones—gives the impression of a circular Pentagon. Outsiders are not allowed inside Apple Park—employees only!—which a peculiar barrier ensures: The tightly spaced vertical beams closely resemble another fortification being built along the US–Mexico border. The office furniture, according to an employee who leaked some photos from the Spaceship’s interior on Instagram, includes “custom-made high-grade leather seats from Louis Vuitton.”

Proceeding south on Wolfe Road, past the hummocky meadows of sedge and yarrow—the “ecologically rich oak savanna” that the company’s financially rich founder envisioned before his death—another face of the Valley was soon apparent. The tents and tarp homes began a half block from the campus, where several Cupertinians lived on the sidewalk in front of the Hamptons apartment complex. A row of arrow-straight redwoods stands at full attention along the property line, the shiny metal badges affixed to them at chest height affirming that they are official street trees, given the utmost care by the city’s horticultural staff. A half block farther, a few more tarps peeked from the bushes along the 280 off-ramp. These scattered abodes were the suburbs of the main Wolfe Camp, which lay another block south in front of a Hyatt hotel, where Kent’s tent was found.

Kent grew up on a suburban street a few blocks from his future residence on the sidewalk. When the family’s house was built in the sixties it would have been worth around $20,000. In 2012, the Zillow Zestimate of its value was about $1 million. By the time the pandemic hit, the Zestimate was at $2 million. A year into the pandemic it was $3 million. Kent was in prison when his dad died and says his family cut him out of the will. He’d owned multiple homes himself over the years, but various divorces, drug habits, and other instabilities had pried these from his hands. His $3,000-per-month income was about 50 percent more than California’s minimum wage, and roughly the average rent in Cupertino, but nowhere near enough to pay both rent and other expenses.

“This used to be a blue-collar town,” Kent told me during one of our first encounters. “If you had a job, you could afford a home. Now I could work three jobs and still not afford the rent.” Actually, if they were minimum wage jobs—$13 per hour in California at the time—he’d need 4.1 of them to earn the $111,680 annually needed to afford a two-bedroom apartment here. “It seems like when things change, there’s acceptable loss,” he said. “That’s what we are here. We’re acceptable loss.”

The offshoring of unionized manufacturing to less-developed countries, and the stagnation of middle-class wages that resulted, is a well-known chapter in American history, one that played out on steroids in the Valley, where the blue-collar jobs were found in the clean rooms of silicon-chip plants, rather than in greasy, smog-belching factories. The upshot, if you want to call it that, is that Kent’s lack of rent or mortgage payments affords him time for the heavy labor of cultivating his self-worth. He’s also hard at work on his serenity: “The serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference,” as they say in his twelve-step program. When I met Kent he was in a monk-like mode, relentlessly practicing inner peace. A lifetime of lacking it had, in a certain sense, made him an expert on the subject. He had cultivated the ability to summon it where it did not seem possible to exist—such as in a tent on the side of Wolfe Road.

As a child, Kent played beneath the willow trees along Calabazas Creek, just a hundred yards or so from his tent. The creek was the safe place that his family home was not—his dad was an alcoholic widower with abusive tendencies—but it is now a concrete-lined channel. The jackrabbits he used to chase after are gone (“There’s nowhere for them to run—they need to be able to run,” says Kent), but there are still a few trees along the banks. Its proximity is convenient for his recovery. “I still go there regularly for serenity,” he told me the first time I met him. I told him he seemed happy. “I am,” he said, in a timid tone that suggested a happiness both newfound and tenuous.



One Saturday afternoon I tiptoed into Wolfe Camp, stepping around a green deodorant stick and a plastic bowl of pasta that looked as though it’d been there awhile. Piles of wet clothing and busted furniture alternated with elaborate tent-and-tarp structures. The nest-esque architecture rose from a narrow strip of earth along the curb, forming a modest privacy screen for the sidewalk, which served as a communal living room. Here I found Dave, who worked as a researcher in a biotech lab before moving into a tent six years ago, sitting on the ground, barefoot and smiling, with a few of his friends.

“What’s up,” said Dave, coolly.

I felt naked in my lack of street cred as this tall, stout man with alert eyes and a devilish smile looked me up and down. He explained how he’d once worked in a research lab at UC Davis, pursuing a career in biotech, and how bipolar disorder, a bitter divorce, and other compounding factors had resulted in his current living arrangement. Later I searched his name online and found it on academic papers with titles like “Proteomic Analysis Highlights the Role of Detoxification Pathways in Increased Tolerance to Huanglongbing Disease.” Soon we got to talking about Kent. “Kent is amazing,” said Dave. “I’d like to build a statue of him and hide it inside a tent,” he joked, “so one day when they tear this all down, he’ll still be here.” It’s easy to imagine a statue of Steve Jobs going up in the neighborhood—it’s a company town—but Dave worships at the feet of a different guru. “I never liked Apple,” said Dave.

Jen, a camper with pink hair and red toenails, told me how she once enjoyed weekends in Napa with her colleagues—one of the perks at Infineon, a semiconductor manufacturer where she was a sales rep. A layoff was the watershed moment for her journey into homelessness. Jen told me that the Wolfe crew used to camp at other, more discreet locations in the neighborhood, but they kept getting kicked out. So in February 2020, just weeks before the pandemic hit, they moved onto Wolfe Road, knowing that such a conspicuous location would politicize their plight. Under the watch of all the high-minded Apple employees commuting to work, perhaps the sheriff would think twice before evicting them again. Kent pioneered the move, said Jen, and the rest of the campers followed. “We weren’t going to let him go it alone,” she said.

A few tents down, I found Bobby sitting at a picnic table someone had scored the other day, tinkering with a pile of bike parts. As we shot the breeze, he poked the same piece of wire into the same sprocket for half an hour, with no apparent progress on the repair. Andre fielded my questions and told me, “Don’t judge us—no matter what.” Roger paced the sidewalk, frowning in a white tank top and fisherman’s hat, and muttered at me incomprehensibly. He seemed angry, and I felt afraid to talk to him. His Facebook page, I later discovered, is full of selfie videos in which he parades around the city ranting incoherently about the government. Already judging, I thought to myself.

Walter, a mulleted hip-hop artist of Korean descent, told me about that time Snoop Dogg showed up unannounced at his recording studio with a mutual friend. Snoop rolled a spliff, put down a track, and split. Walter was not impressed; he can’t even remember the name of the song. “Something about booty,” he said. A heart-shaped mail pouch, handmade from gray felt, hung from Walter’s tent: “Not home today. Leave msg on other side of heart,” it read. No one had ever left a message in it, he said, but on the back side of the heart he’d scrawled his phone number and email address so visitors could get in touch. When we got to talking, I learned that a few years back Walter had lived in the apartment complex I’d just moved into with his girlfriend, the daughter of a local tech founder—not a household-name founder, but prominent enough to have been inducted into the Silicon Valley Engineering Hall of Fame. They had a baby together, but a restraining order prevents Walter from seeing his ex or the child.

Yesenia, Walter’s current girlfriend, had a successful career in construction management that fell apart in tandem with her family life a couple years back. Her teenage daughter was suicidal; her son hit her; her husband left. After a brief stint driving for DoorDash, she got a job as a Google shuttle driver but was laid off at the outset of the pandemic. She met Walter on Facebook around the time she became homeless and moved into his tent. Latina, with a dignified bearing, Yesenia could often be found sitting in an office chair, queenlike, at the entrance of the camp, a few feet from the 280 on-ramp. “It’s tough on the mind when you’re making tons of money and you have your lifestyle that you’re used to, and then all of a sudden that just gets reduced to nothing,” she said. Her lips quivered.



Steve Jobs grew up in the Cupertino neighborhood where he later built his company. Kent was seven years younger than Jobs but was familiar with the house where he famously fiddled with computer components in his parents’ garage. The garage door was often open, and Kent and his posse, a rat pack of prepubescent troublemakers, would ride by on their bikes and harass Jobs and his gang of nerds. “They were always in there tweaking on their little computers,” Kent told me one day. “We were always yelling at them—fuck those guys!” he shouted, flashing the corresponding hand gesture to demonstrate. “He was a dork!” said Kent, in an apparent attempt to excuse his bullying. “It was kids being kids,” he said with a shrug.

Kent is skilled in the art of allegorical storytelling. One of his best tales involves the neighborhood baseball league, an institution in his all-male family. According to Kent, Jobs also played in the league. He was a laughingstock, in Kent’s telling, who played right field—“when they allowed him to play.” Kent remembered one particularly consequential game, in which first place in the league was at stake. It was a tie game, ninth inning, bases loaded, two outs. The opposing batter launched one into right field—Steve’s chance to prove himself at a make-or-break moment. Kent mimed young Steve as he stumbled around trying to align his outstretched glove with the trajectory of the ball. “It went right down his glove and bounced off his head,” said Kent. “They lost the game.”

I have been unable to corroborate the account, but embellished or not, it’s a worthwhile window into the mythology of Wolfe Camp. As Kent and his fellow punks fell into a life of crime, drugs, and chaos, Apple bought up neighborhood real estate for a series of increasingly extravagant corporate campuses—of which the Spaceship is the fifth, if you count the original garage—and made dated bungalows the price of mansions. When Jobs sought city council approval to build the Spaceship, he was pressed about what sort of contributions Apple would make to the community, such as the funding of affordable housing. “See, I’m a simpleton, and I’ve always had this view that we pay taxes, and the city should do those things,” he replied. “As you know, we’re the largest taxpayer in Cupertino, so we’d like to continue to stay here and pay taxes.”

“They’re arrogant!” said Kent.

Kent’s childhood bullying morphed into volcanic resentment by the time he found himself inhabiting the bushes next to the Spaceship. He lived for a while on the slopes of 280, across from the Apple parking deck. Later, he and his crew had various camps along Calabazas Creek on the outskirts of Apple Park. Wherever they settled, it was only a matter of time before the police were called in to evict them. As salt in the wound, Apple security cracked down on the campers’ dumpster-diving and recycling. “I couldn’t even go to the garbage can to make money,” said Kent. “Security was all over us.”

Dave, who once snuck onto the site during construction, with a hard hat and safety vest as his disguise, said that “they protect their trash like it’s fucking gold.”

“It became a standoff,” said Kent. “But I wasn’t going anywhere.”

Part of Kent’s therapy has been to cycle the Apple Park perimeter, shirt open to the breeze, music blasting from his bike’s Bluetooth speaker. “During rush hour I would drink a beer and ride around the place and attack their integrity,” he said. “Fuck you!” he yelled again to demonstrate. “Fuuuck yoooou!!!”



Kent works hard to not let anger overtake him. Certain topics, like Apple, get him riled up; but then he returns to serenity. Sometimes it takes him weeks of alone time—in his tent, by the creek, on his bike—to regain it. Other times he’s able to correct course on the spot, which is what happened during our conversation about Jobs. His tone and posture softened as he tamed his ranting into a self-reflective soliloquy, which was unintentionally comic in the way that unfiltered earnestness often is. “We were hard on him and he hated his own people because of it,” he speculated, matter-of-factly. “Life is hard for everybody, and I don’t want to make it harder. Even rich people are living in hell, because that’s not an easy life either. I try to break the cycle by dealing with my own problems and keeping positive. I’m not doing hatred—I have to let that shit go.”

Kent’s homelessness started out with rage—toward his family, his community, and the world at large. But when he finally surrendered to the pain, he found he had a superpower. He said his family not only deprived him of his inheritance but also refused to let him stay with them when he most needed it. “I wanted to hurt my son and brother. I could smell their blood,” he said. “But that’s a battle you can’t win, even if you win. It’s lose-lose.” Being abandoned by his family felt like unforgiveable treason, until … poof: “One day I let it go—they can have it, I’ll be alright,” he thought. “It turned out to be a blessing,” said Kent. “It brought me to a place of happiness where I’d never been before. I was homeless, but I was enjoying life. Which was kind of crazy.”

The tremendous labor of moving from us-against-them angst to sober self-reflection is central to Kent’s process of recovery. “If I’m happy with myself, no one can take that away,” he said one day as he swept up around the camp, wearing black track pants and a white button-down dress shirt, unbuttoned as usual. “It’s come with a price, though. To get to this state I had to go through a lot of hurt—becoming homeless is the hardest lesson of all.”

It is from Kent’s ethos—building something beautiful from the love found beneath the rubble of injustice—that the contours of this book have emerged.

Before coming to Cupertino, I’d spent several years writing stories about how the Valley was ruining the world, riding the techlash until it landed me a book deal. The plan was to come here and write about how tech companies were also ruining Silicon Valley—not the global, metaphorical Silicon Valley, but the actual place. A place where good, hardworking people once made a good, honest living that allowed them to support wholesome families—families now deposed to cleaning toilets on tech campuses at wages that afforded them a cardboard home on the side of the road. The obvious, expected book would depict the horrors of late-stage technocapitalism in excruciating, jargon-drenched detail. It would be a didactic polemic masquerading as equanimous ethnography. It would illustrate how tech-fueled income inequality had gone from awful to unspeakable in a pandemic economy that saw Silicon Valley profits skyrocket while gig workers moved into their cars. The headlines, and the chapters, practically write themselves. My soapbox lay ready, glistening with the sweat of resentment.

To an extent, this is that book—it cannot help but be written. There’s ample truth in the narrative. But something happened that bent my trajectory in a different direction—I got to know some homeless folks and discovered that they had a very different tale to tell. The story that took shape through those relationships quickly moved away from simply critiquing capitalism and evaluating policy proposals, and toward an examination of my own humanity and what keeps me—and most housed folks—from connecting across the poverty veil. I came to believe that any realistic, durable fixes for homelessness must emerge one by one through human relationships, and be guided by unhoused communities themselves. We have the top-down approach churning on steroids; bridging it with a bottom-up movement is, I’ve come to believe, the missing part of the equation.

This book is my journey from journalist to friend of the unhoused, a transformation that revealed an activist that I didn’t know was hiding inside me—at one point I found myself beneath a highway underpass with a guy in a ski mask making “nail bombs,” intended to puncture the tires of the police who’d come to evict him and his campmates. Hardly anyone sticks their neck out for homeless folks—like really sticks it out—and they desperately need defenders. It’s a transformation that dragged me through the swamps of all the attempted fixes, from old-school shelters and Section 8 housing to more fashionable forays, like tiny-home villages, universal basic income, and sanctioned encampments. I faced many a beast, from tech executives and politicians to the tired bureaucrats that safeguard the homeless-industrial complex and neighborhood warriors wringing their hands about the tents down the street and the people eating, sleeping, fornicating, and getting high inside them.

Like Kent, I was tired of finger-pointing, and writing a book based on it seemed unlikely to be of any help to my new friends on the street, who clearly valued friendship more than the social services on offer. I didn’t want to “get stuck in dwelling,” as Kent put it—on whether or not Steve Jobs was a bad dude, the granular details of tech evil, or some sort of hand-waving policy analysis pertaining to wealth redistribution. “My anger is not anger,” he told me. “It’s my pain.”

By going beyond their misery, to create a meaningful life on the other side of it, Kent and many others I eventually met have found a path to empowerment. That transformation is central to the culture of California’s unhoused communities. It is the source of power, I believe, from which a camp-based social movement—virtually unknown outside those communities, even among the most hardened social justice warriors—has emerged. “It’s deeper than grassroots,” one guy told me. This book is my attempt to bring their movement to light.

What I saw in the shadow of the tech campuses, in other words, was not merely another sob story about what’s wrong with America. I saw light in that shadow. I saw rebirth. Tent cities are places of extreme suffering and dysfunction, but that’s only half the story. Back there behind the veils of our assumptions is a story about colorful communities where people involve themselves intimately in each other’s lives—desirable neighborhoods, of a sort—and fight for redemption, both personal and political. The camps feel untenable, yet in making the most from the least, they embody sustainability, which is to say they possess a form of stability lacking in unsustainable affluence.

“This ship is sinking,” said Dave, Kent’s neighbor in the camp, one day. He was referring to the world we live in. “Everyone’s lives have become so unbearable. But guess where the answers are?” He put his hand on his chest. “Homelessness is a recycling thing,” he said. “It’s like the Prodigal Son.” Dave is from one town over in the wealthy enclave of Los Altos, where “everyone I grew up with was filthy rich,” so he’s familiar with both sides of the coin. He sees his time on the streets as “a spiritual journey” and thinks unhoused folks have something to teach the rest of us: “You learn an immense amount of humility out here,” he said.

I wasn’t expecting my interviews for the book to sound like self-help sermons, but that’s largely the nature of my conversations in camps. People talk more about healing their soul, and that of their country, than they do about getting a job and an apartment. “I’ve made bad mistakes, but we all have,” said Kent. “The question is whether you’re trying to fix your mistakes? That’s what I’m trying to do.”

To the extent that Kent and company are on the leading edge of the apocalypse awaiting the rest of us, I believe they are also early adopters of a new world order. Let me tell you—it ain’t utopia. It’s a messy experiment in interdependence—a transmogrification of our nation’s cult of independence, birthed from the skeletons in the cultists’ closets. I came to see homelessness as not just the failure of the American Dream but the opportunity to reimagine it.



OFF WITH THE MASK

I’d walked into Wolfe Camp as a journalist seeking a solution, but I was also walking backward into my own history. In 1952, my grandfather left my grandmother and my mom, then two, with nothing but a goodbye note tacked onto a pincushion. My grandfather had been my grandmother’s boss at the New York Post, but having recently transitioned to a new career in homemaking, she could not afford the rent on her own. I grew up understanding that being abandoned by my grandfather was a wound at the core of my mom’s life story, but all I knew about the period that followed was that she and my grandmother stayed with friends and family for a while. One day I called my mom from California to learn more. “We were homeless,” she said. “Not in the sense of living on the street, but we didn’t have our own home.”

They spent two years couch surfing—what we now call “hidden homelessness.” For most unhoused folks I’ve met, some combo of couch surfing, motel stays, and car sleeping preceded, and often continues to be commingled with, more visible versions of homelessness. Some versions may be more traumatic than others, but I think they all do something similar to the soul and psyche: crush one’s sense of stability. “Mommy, where’s our home?” my mom often asked her mom during their period of couch surfing, as my grandmother later told her.

My grandmother became a rabid housing activist as a result of these experiences. My mom became a rabid labor activist. I was raised with those values but grew up allergic to the activism aspect, perhaps because of the ideological rigidity I felt bearing down on me from my maternal line. Yet I was primed to befriend the unhoused for altogether different reasons in the fall of 2020—my own suffering.

The worst year of my life was not just a product of COVID times George Floyd being murdered times the Orange-Faced One campaigning for reelection. The worst year of my life started in the middle of winter, a month before the World Health Organization made its declaration, when my wife and I agreed to a divorce at the kitchen table in our home in Toronto. I planned to start my new life, fashionably, in New York. But by the time the move date arrived, New York was in the midst of a COVID hurricane, so I moved instead to rural North Carolina, where the houses had been built in a socially distanced manner. My new address was on Solitude Lane, apt nomenclature for the deep tunnel of depression I entered. I had never felt so alone, so ashamed, so shattered as I did during the first months of the pandemic. I honestly didn’t know if I would survive.

Six months after moving to North Carolina, I got on a plane to San Francisco—the healthiest form of escapism I could muster. My first in-depth interaction with the residents of Wolfe Camp was with Yesenia, the laid-off Google driver, and Walter, her hip-hopper boyfriend. I offered to take them out to lunch at a sushi bar around the corner from the camp. We sat outdoors—this was pre-vaccine—and shared a lovely meal. We talked about homelessness, and we talked about our rock bottoms. But it wasn’t a heavy conversation. They were in love with each other, and they were loving having a meal out. They were rebounding from their rock bottoms, and we dwelled more on other topics—politics, food, travel, music. I felt like I was making new friends, not researching a book on homelessness. I forgot I was there as a journalist. It was the first meal I’d had with anyone other than my mom, who lived down the road from me in North Carolina, in six months; I felt deeply sated. Afterward, we walked a half block to where Yesenia and Walter were parked—their Subaru served as the closet and pantry of their tent—and they gave me a package of shiitake crisps they’d picked up at Walmart.

“Nooooo,” I said, sheepishly.

“Yesssss!” they insisted.

Homelessness takes place at an address called rock bottom—if you want to connect with the unhoused, that’s the meeting place. Passing through the darkest nights of the soul, for those who survive, instills a unique source of strength, which has much to do with why I’m drawn to unhoused communities, and with the very practical wisdom that I’ve found my unhoused friends possess in spades. With Kent and his colleagues as my guides, I’ve tried to swim upstream from us-against-them, to the headwaters of injustice and trauma and suffering, to the busted-ass relationships at the source of it all. Their traumas may be orders of magnitude greater than mine or yours, the intersections of their oppression altogether different, their social status and privilege virtually nonexistent. Those differences are consequential in life-or-death ways. But rather than compare the depth of our suffering to theirs—a slippery slope toward pity and othering—I prefer to see it as the place that we can all connect.



I have some beef with poverty media. As I began spending time in camps, I devoured every article, book, and film on homelessness that I could find, in which I noticed several trends. Their almost universally serious and melancholy tone has the unfortunate effect of rendering characters in a one-dimensional way—we’re made to feel sorry for them, perhaps vaguely guilty about their plight, but not much else. Homeless folks drag boatloads of suffering and hardship through their lives, but they also drop their burdens from time to time to be boisterous, make crude jokes, create art, and throw crazy parties. Some of the people I meet on the street have the personalities of rock stars; others have a refined literary sensibility; many are folks you’d want to kick back and have a beer with. Between the hallucinatory swings of shifting mental states and the surrealism of living in a tent village in a twenty-first-century American city, the world of homelessness can feel like an absurdist satire mixed with a magical-realist fable. Can’t a book about homelessness be all these things?

Another trend: studying homeless individuals and families in isolation from their communities. A couple and their kids living in a government-regulated shelter is one thing; the tribal thrum of life in an autonomous homeless village of three hundred people is another. To report in these places, you don’t call up a social services agency and ask if they can help arrange an hourlong interview in a carpeted room at their office with one of their clients. It’s more like entering a war zone, a place where guerrilla rebels make the rules and the only way in is to show a bit of your own humanity; they see right through the stale façade of journalistic neutrality. I knew I needed to write about homelessness through the lens of homeless communities, not just individuals and nuclear families. When you’re homeless, the tent village is your family. You are part of a culture that is virtually unknown to the outer world, a culture with its own norms, values, and yes, style. It’s impossible to understand that culture by getting to know a single homeless person or family, or even by getting to know a single community. I cast a wide net in the first months of my quest for The Fix, because I felt that I couldn’t draw reliable conclusions from only a few fish. I wanted to get the fullest possible sense of the unhoused sea.

I eventually became intimately involved in three camps and got to know dozens of unhoused residents across the Bay Area, some of them quite well. In the following chapters, you’ll get to know Wolfe Camp, the community of two dozen or so where Kent lived, along with folks at two of the Bay Area’s largest unhoused communities: the Crash Zone in San José, where I connected with a man named Rudy, and Wood Street Commons in Oakland, where I became close with Monte. All three communities have been wiped off the face of the earth—Wolfe Camp within a month of my arrival in 2020; the Crash Zone a year later; Wood Street Commons, an outlier in its longevity, within two years. You’ll also take a journey to a commune of sorts where formerly homeless folks live in shiny new townhomes, managing their own affairs without support from government or charities—a vision brought to fruition by a woman named Tiny, whose radical approach to The Fix centers on self-determination for the unhoused. Tiny’s community is a rare example of what can happen when the unhoused have the opportunity to stick together and do things their way. They call it Homefulness.

It is not easy to gain the trust of people who are profoundly marginalized, disenfranchised, and often straight-up abused by the people and political system around them. It doesn’t help that the media narrative about homelessness is so deeply out of touch with the narratives homeless folks have about themselves. The first thing I learned in the camps is that in order to “report” this book, I had to enter into meaningful relationships with my “sources.” This was complicated and uncomfortable. Not only did it require that I set aside the idea of journalistic detachment, it turned out to involve a whole lot of looking in the mirror. Beyond the real estate developers and apathetic politicos, there’s a deeper, more personal villain in this tale: fear.

I try to project an easygoing aura when walking into camps, but even now, after having regularly visited several over a period of years, I constantly look over my shoulder and jump at the sight of my own shadow. I’ve become accustomed to seeing mentally unstable men wandering around with knives, machetes, and baseball bats. Arson is another tool for mediating disputes. “I get mad at you, I burn your shit—that’s what we do,” a man named Buchi, who resided at the Crash Zone community in San José, told me. Tent and vehicle fires are a weekly experience at some camps. Bullets are occasionally employed as well. “There’s a shooting-in-the-leg thing,” said Theo from Wood Street Commons. The fear comes in many forms. “The worst thing is the rats,” said Bobby, who I befriended at Wolfe Camp. “Some are the size of puppies. They crawl over you when you’re asleep. If you have any scabs, they’ll gnaw through and try to suck your blood.”

Long before I’d been exposed to the rawest sides of homelessness, I was aware that beneath the fears about personal safety lurked a larger fear of the unknown, of darkness, of extreme suffering, like a slippery-sided pit of snakes we would do anything to avoid falling into. Jaz, an unhoused trans woman I got to know, put it this way: “I think people are afraid of us because deep down they think, It could be me.”



Whatever the reason, fear had a chokehold on me when I returned to Wolfe Road a few days after meeting Kent in the parking lot of my apartment complex. I was hoping to chat him up about the mask, which I discovered hanging on a post in his postage stamp of a front yard. The post supported a white door that looked as though it may have been hinged, until recently, to someone’s condo closet. The door had not been positioned as an entrance to the tent; rather, it faced passersby as they approached on the sidewalk. It was, in other words, a door to nowhere, except the barren soil on the other side of it. Or perhaps it’s a metaphorical door, I imagined saying to Kent in an embarrassingly serious voice—a portal to an alternate reality that you hope people walking down Wolfe Road will perceive.

In front of Kent’s multiroom tarp-plex, a samurai sword had been plunged half its length into the earth. The tarp flap was partially open, and I could see a man’s hairy arm splayed out on the edge of the couch just inside. He’s sleeping, I thought, a warm sensation blossoming in my chest. I try to avoid invading the privacy of the campers, who have virtually none, yet my eyes were drawn up the length of the arm, which was clothed in the rolled-up sleeve of a blue dress shirt, and into the dark interior of the structure. My eyes didn’t get very far, however, before they froze in a moment of terror. Realizing I’d come across a grisly murder scene, I lurched involuntarily backward—the arm was not connected to a body.

Oh yeah, Halloween was last week, I reminded myself. Condo dumpsters. Faux appendages. The scream in my throat turned into a long exhale as I scuttled out of the camp.

But I later learned that Kent has a collection of masks, which he sometimes wears in public on days that are not Halloween. Kent’s job, if you want to call it that, is a timeless one: trickster.
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