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Gimme Shelter 

“Sleeping in the doorway of old churches, I waited for my meals 

on the soup-line. I told whoever would listen my hard-luck story— 

social workers, passersby, priests, students, professors—I spoke to 

all and any who might listen to my tale, my sorry-assed narrative 

about my life. Most listened politely, then moved on. There but for 

the grace of God, I muttered, and then moved on when the police 

told me to get going, looking for new places. I told myself to be 

kind to the unkind. They suggest that I go to a shelter, I kindly 

suggest that they go to hell.” 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

The Hero 

If we live, just live a life, we become heroes and heroines, just 

living life, because to be human is a tragic condition, the hero and 

the heroine need to suffer to achieve the glow of recognition, the 

illuminating moment at which their lives become lives of  

significance, so that death turns even one's enemies into good 

people. Am I right about that or am I kidding myself? Aren’t there 

exceptions to this rule always, some villainous cad who warrants 

no grace or respite from the awful deeds they did? Repeat: living 

life is heroic enough. 

  



 

 

 

 

Hopeless 

“If I don't hate the homeless, I hate that word ‘homeless,’ and I 

really hate it when the very homeless refer to themselves as 

‘homeless.’ That’s really hopeless, isn’t it? Seems to have more to 

do with being a dope-fiend than a homeless person, you ask me. 

But who’s asking me as I’m one of them these days, begging for 

food and coins you can spare or shelter anywhere but the shelter 

itself which isn’t that safe. I am not going to bullshit you, though. 

If you give me money, chances are I am going to use it to buy 

drugs and alcohol, not food or shelter or help.” 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Peeling the Onion 

If you peel away layers of onion, you will come to its core, and 

once that is done, there is nothing, not even essence of what once 

was the onion. Peer Gynt led such a life. He peeled away the layers 

of his existence, hoping to discover his essence, but he found 

nothing, or worse than nothingness, he found the empty center of 

the human dilemma, a moment that was filled with terror, not 

unlike the old Jews, some of whom, it was claimed, stared at the 

face of God, and were horrified. Whom did you expect, Alec  

Baldwin? Was it written God had to be handsome? 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Top of the World 

“Stated another way, it makes all and everyone feel bad for our 

own bad attitudes, blaming everyone for where we are, which is on 

the street, and where they are, which is on their fat asses, life of 

assets in the bank, big car, fancy home, on top of the world, 

without a care, and certainly not giving a shit about me or anyone 

else out on the street, who are only waiting for enough scratch to 

get a bag of dope or a rock of cocaine, that old crack. I lived on the 

street without a home for close to ten years, back when, charming 

my way into their bedrooms.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

The Illusion of Eternity 

I had to excavate self from myself, and that meant I had to dig and 

dig, and peel away the layers like a stinking onion on the kitchen 

table, rotting from disuse and neglect. Who was I when I took 

away the “I,” and left nothing but this essence of humanity, this 

shell of what I had once been? I prayed to God for help because I 

was as helpless as a naked baby on that kitchen table where the 

onion once had been. Illusion had become self-delusion, this sea of 

despond, this misery of self, centered in fear and weighted down 

by it forever. 

  



 

 

 

 

Regrets, Resentments, Grudges 

“Gratitude is one part of it, though love is needed, not to mention 

the being joyful, feet on the ground, head held high, spark in the 

engine of eternal breath, back straight, I’m not pushed back on my 

heels, defense the posture I need to maintain, even if fighting no 

longer interests me in the least, but living life does intrigue me, 

living it all fully and well, no regrets, no resentments, no more 

grudges that need to be nursed at the bar throughout the evening 

and twenty-five hard drinks to show the world what a mensch I 

really am, grand, sensitive, childlike, and arty.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

The Raincoat 

Others walked in the rain, bareheaded and free, coatless, though 

maybe with an umbrella or smart hat and wearing thick tweed 

sportcoat. I would buy a raincoat, wear it, find fault, discard it for a 

new raincoat, cottony khaki-colored, looking like a retired 

ambassador without portfolio, like a great sports writer on holiday, 

an existential philosopher out for a day stroll between green 

aperçus. I searched my life for the perfect raincoat, only to find this 

one too tight, that one too long, this too green, that secret agent 

one with too many epaulets and flaps. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Drifting 

“I slept from one girlfriend’s place to another, charming my way 

into dinners and beds. Free love, some might call it. Others might 

say it was a free lunch. I still am not sure if I ever was free of 

anything, certainly not the fleas and mites, bughouse visions on 

wine. Then I settled down with one person, then with another, I 

settled into a domestic life, living years in one place, I married and 

even raised a child. Went to college, got some degrees, and even 

worked full-time teaching at a university. By the nineties, I was 

homeless once again, back on the bum.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

The Paradigm of the Raincoat 

I still find myself looking in windows for that perfect raincoat, the 

paradigm, the mother of all raincoats, not too long, nor too short, 

green but not too green, khaki would be fine with me or even 

loden, yet saying that, I no longer care if it’s a Barbour or a 

London Fog, all I care about is whether it keeps me dry, looks 

passably good, say not too cheap, so that I’d be turned away by 

doormen, but not too fancy that muggers want it. Salinger, in 

regard to the using of his work without any permission: well, it 

was like they stole his best raincoat. 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Still Life with Snow and Drifter 

The college students usually fall for him once or at most twice, but 

lately I've noticed that even they walk past, looking the other way 

as they go by, indifferent to his routine, his shtick, his comedy, 

this commedia of the wailing homeless man, his little bit of comic 

business, a lazzo of the weeping drug addict, and once he has 

enough money in hand, he goes down the block, where he does not 

buy food but drugs, and then he whistles, smiling and saying hello 

to everyone who knows him on Amsterdam. Bravo! I want to 

shout. Encore! Encore! Do it again! 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Stripping Moldy Wallpaper 

No one ever said that God’s face had to look good, did they? No 

one ever claimed God looked like a moviestar. All I had to  

do was to peel away the layers of self from myself, almost like 

peeling paint from a wall with a putty knife. Easy, I thought. But it 

was like stripping moldy wallpaper from an damp wall in an old  

house. It was an archeology of the self, and I had to become, a 

saint in my pursuit of this history, judging nothing, praising or 

damning nothing but stripping away the layers like an old floozie, 

kidding herself in the mirror. 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

These Hard, Hard Times 

“I would tell some young student who stopped to talk with me out 

of compassion or curiosity, another out of the experience of talking 

to a homeless person, I would tell them, I once was a teacher, a 

writer, too, oh I published volumes of poetry and prose, even got a 

bunch of reviews, journals and little magazines, and once in a  

blue moon in the New York Times. Really, I did. Then I fell on 

these hard, hard times. Marriage ended, couldn't find work, 

contracts dried up, and even though I hadn't drunk, I lived on the 

street again, like a bum.” 

  



 

 

 

 

Street-Corner Aria 

He is like Harlequin, only better, and he is like the Cooks and 

Servants, a kind of poor man's Pagliacci, he sings for a bit of rock, 

though instead of tears that cry out, Figaro! Figaro! he sings for 

crack, a bit of rock, some crystals in a plastic vial with a colorful 

top, the street littered with the vials, and he becomes, once again, 

strung out, and he goes back to Broadway to weep and cry, “Help 

me, help me, don't walk by and ignore me! Where is your sense of 

humanity? I am a human being. I am not a dog or a rat. I’m like 

you, only for me it’s bad times.” 

  



 

 

 

 

 

A Street Person on a Street Corner 

“I was back to being what my father used to call a bum. I had no 

work to speak of. I had not been employed for years. All I had 

were my books and papers which I had to put in storage or sell, I 

couldn’t keep them with me on the street or at my friends’ 

apartments, though I had less and less friends as time went by, so I 

became a street person once again, begging for meals, shelter, 

booze, and drugs. I wrote great books in my head. I solved all the 

world’s problems. I made great speeches to the United Nations, 

and came up with solutions to war and famine everywhere. None 

cared.” 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

A Great Singular Light 

“Technically, I was not homeless, just broke and without a place to 

live. Cash flow, I think they call it. No visible means. But I was 

sober, and had not had a drink in years. My marriage broke up, 

people stopped talking to me, I lost my teeth and all my books and 

papers, and started to talk to myself alone. I thought I was King 

Lear or someone majestic, tragic, and misunderstood. A great 

singular light, a beacon of humanity amid these callous, inhuman 

inhabitants of the urban world, and I recalled the time I charmed 

people out of their socks.” 

 

 

 


