MARCH 1st

I woke up on a pile of cardboard in an empty apartment. My apartment. At least it was my apartment. Up until midnight last night. Now I guess I was technically trespassing. Although it wasn’t breaking and entering, because I used keys, and when I did enter, it was legal. 

The light came trickling in like lava, making it impossible to sleep. I hadn’t had this problem before, even though the square of flattened cardboard boxes was occupying the same approximate space that my bed had, up until two nights ago. I spent a minute trying to figure out if it had something to do with the cardboard, until I remembered that there had, up until recently, been blinds on the window, to prevent what was currently happening from happening.


I rolled over, trying to hide from the sunbeam, but it just made me less comfortable, as it reminded me that cardboard offered surprisingly little padding against the hard wood floor. Aches and pains started to present themselves as I squirmed, trying in vain to shield myself from the harsh quanta with the bath towel that was serving as my blanket. 


I sat up. Blood-rush light-headedness gave way, as my surroundings came into focus. I looked around. Besides the makeshift bed, there was another pile of boxes, a roll of clear packing tape, my shoulder-bag, the contents of which included my laptop and a small bag of toiletries, and a kitchen-sized trash bag, half-full with clothes (Is it pessimistic or optimistic to say that your laundry bag is half- full?).  Not bad, considering the amount of crap that had been there a few days before. I could bundle up the cardboard, throw it out by the elevator, take the rest of the stuff in the apartment with me to work, and never set foot in this place again. What a plan. But first, my last shower here.


I showered with aplomb, disregarding all previously held tenets of care and caution. Water cascaded all over every wall and fixture. Copious amounts of soap and shampoo were used. I even managed to guide my urine into the toilet bowl without leaving the warmth and safety of the shower. Something I had always theorized was possible, but never put to the test until now. After a long, satisfying rinse, the hot water finally started to peter out. Alas. I cut the water and toweled myself off, my previous night’s blanket resuming its born duties. 


I stared into the mirror for a bit. Brushed my teeth. Mouthwash. I then applied a double-dose of deodorant to my underarms, because who knew when the next time I showered would be. My future was uncertain so it was best to be prepared. After all, as soon as I walked out the front door of my apartment, I would be homeless.

Homeless. The word conjures images of refrigerator boxes and jingling coffee cups. In actuality, it’s all about freedom. You’re unburdened.  A friend and I once theorized, homelessness (much like petting a cat and driving through a tollbooth) is a thing that has a wrong way and a right way. These people you see on the street, they’re definitely doing it wrong. You can’t just drop everything. You need a few things.

First: A job. Granted, if more homeless people had jobs, there’d be less homeless people. But we’re talking second-level homelessness here. Pre-planned, strategic vagrancy takes money to make it work. Not a whole lot of money, granted. With a lot of research and a few sacrifices, a part-time job could cover the costs.  A night job gets you off the streets during the hours when the sun’s not out and things are closed. 

Second thing: Storage. I can only speak for New York, but I would imagine it’s the same for most cities: It’s relatively easy to find a good amount of space in a bad neighborhood for a decent price. For keeping your stuff. Not for living. Now, you may be thinking I’m going to suggest that you sleep in the storage space. Wrong. That’s unpredictable, most likely unsafe.  You also run the risk of losing your storage space.

Third: Membership in some sort of gym or spa. Cheap is good, but they start to get seedy if you get too low. This is where you shower and catch the occasional nap.

Finally: Cel phone. Keep in touch.

Then you just sleep when and where you can. A decently dressed (bonus points for a suit!), showered, clean-shaven man runs very little risk of being hassled too much in the park in the afternoon. Sunglasses disguise you enough that when you ‘re sleeping you look like you’re ‘chilling’. Keep a paperback book around for effect. Congratulations. You blend in. As far as anybody knows, you’re a functioning member of society.

Granted, our theory has some holes in it (like rain….or winter) but it’s a good start. That’s where I started. Kinda.

The job thing I have nailed down. Fresh out of college, I put my degree to good use as a bookstore clerk. It’s a nice bookstore. Not a chain superstore. A Mom-and-Pop bookshop, sans Mom. And Pop is an overweight ex-hippie named Roger, with terrible teeth and a passion for science fiction. It started out as something to bring in a little cash while I worked on my projects. Seven years later, it’s my life. I’m the manager. The only person besides himself that Roger trusts with the keys and the money. So as much as I’d probably be better off (financially and socially ) getting a nice office job somewhere, my job was secure, and fun, and comfortable.

I also lucked out in the storage department. My best friend, my former roommate, and all-around good person, David managed to succeed enough in college to secure an internship with a good company, which turned into a position. As the company grew, he went along for the ride. He’s doing alright for himself. Alright enough that in addition to his apartment in Manhattan, he bought a house. A house with a basement. That’s where I  put the bulk of my stuff. At an hour’s drive, it’s not the most convenient, but at a total cost of $0  per month, it was the optimal choice.

The gym membership I decided to forgo. Outside of the exercise I get from carrying boxes of books up and down stairs everyday (and the recent flurry of physical activity afforded my by suddenly having to move everything I own), I’m not really one for keeping fit. I’m in OK physical shape (on my last visit, my doctor proclaimed my blood pressure to be ‘gorgeous’) and eat at an average level of healthiness. I’m not trying to live forever, but I don’t want to die at 40 either. And as long as I don’t have to chase anyone or lift any cars, I get by.

For showering and sleeping (I’m keeping the park as a back-up option) I’ve decided to rely on the kindness of my friends. Not any one friend in particular, lest I wear out my welcome and start making enemies. “Even the freshest fish smell after 3 days”, say the Japanese. But I figured that, in rotation, I have enough friends that each could support me for a night or two, and that would get me through the month. With all the stuff that’s been going on, I haven’t been spending enough time with my friends, anyway. This will give me a chance to catch up. Starting tonight, with the aforementioned David, who was kind enough to house my stuff. Most of it. 

I have to bring the stuff that’s left in the apartment with me to work. I looked at my watch. I should leave now. That’s one thing I’ll miss about this place. The proximity to work. Leaving at 10:30 when I have to be at work at 11, and still having time to get a cup of coffee, is a luxury I will surely miss. I gathered the cardboard into a neat pile, and put it out by the elevator. I picked up my remaining stuff and walked out the door of apartment 2B for the last time. 

March 2nd
I woke up with a sharp pain in my back. With my eyes still closed, I listened for a minute. One of David’s cats scurried past. I have a hard time telling them apart when looking at them, with my eyes closed, it’s impossible to tell. David’s weird neighbor made some kind of weird groaning sigh on the other side of his slightly-too-thin wall. No audible evidence of David himself. He was still asleep. I opened my eyes and half sat up. Quietly. I started to creep my way to the bathroom. A comical, cartoon-style tiptoe. About four steps into it, the door flew open. David stood there, bag of bagels in hand, staring at me as I was frozen mid-tiptoe, arms at  half-mast as if my feet were marionettes.

“What’cha doing?” he asked.

“Nothing!” I spurted. “I just thought you might be asleep.”

“Asleep? Guy, it’s almost ten o’clock; I’ve been awake for like three hours now,” he replied, entering his kitchen.

I had forgotten that David had developed this mildly annoying habit of waking up shortly after the sun rose. I think it had gradually developed over the past few years, in college we both slept well into the afternoon. 

We started preparing and eating bagels, and I poured us two glasses of orange juice that was a little on the sharp side. 

“So, what’s your plan?” He asked. “You know that you’re welcome to stay here for the month, right?”

As I mentioned earlier, I didn’t want to stay in one place for too long, partially for fear of wearing out my welcome, but also the prospect of staying on the move was somewhat appealing to me. 

“Thanks, but I think I’m going to hit up a bunch of friends that I haven’t been in touch with for a while.”

“Back into the groove already, huh? You and your girls…I thought you were done with that for good,” he said “…like dyeing your hair.”

