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Article Text: 

It was 8:55 p.m., almost lights out at the Presbyterian Night Shelter, and the forgotten of Fort Worth were about to sleep. 

Mats were provided, but no blankets. It seemed standard procedure to sleep in clothes. Most, though, reached down to take off socks and shoes. As my neighbor did, I noticed that the soles of his feet were covered with cuts and ripped-open blisters. The next man's feet were in the same condition. 

Amazed, I scanned all the bare feet in sight. Every pair was crusted with cuts and blisters. It wasn't a few pairs of feet. It was all of them. Homeless people walk, usually in torn, cheap shoes, over rough ground. This is a constant in their lives. After a while, each step must hurt. 

The invisible man 

It took me only a few steps to become invisible. 

My homeless journey began at 8 a.m. on a Monday morning at the Greyhound station in downtown Fort Worth. There, in raggedy jeans, stained T-shirt, tattered denim jacket and filthy gimme cap, I leaned against a wall and watched people on their way to work. They didn't watch me. They stared up, around and past me, as though looking me in the eye would somehow obligate them. 

"Morning," I said to several. Nobody responded, even with a nod. 

The concept was simple. Most newspaper stories about the homeless are written secondhand by reporters who go home afterward to a good meal and soft bed. This time, I'd go on the streets for a week with only the scruffy clothes I was wearing and a torn backpack with a T-shirt, extra underwear and a 20-ounce plastic Coke bottle filled with water. I also brought $8 in one-dollar bills, a cheap, plastic watch that stopped several times a day and a two-week beard. That was it. 

But it was enough to make me disappear. 

Miles to go . . . 

For the homeless, finding a place to sleep is an obsession. My first day, after wandering downtown for hours, it quickly became mine. 

Missing a few meals is one thing, but we cherish our beds. Ritzy Sundance Square shops and high-rise office buildings don't offer corners to curl up in until dawn. The night shelters and all but one of the main meal programs are on the east side. 

But my first night, I had planned to sleep outdoors. At 4 p.m., I headed north, taking a route I'd driven hundreds of times over the years. On foot, it was unexpectedly risky. 

I crossed the Trinity River bridge north of the courthouse, teetering on the narrow catwalk. Once, teen-agers in a turquoise car veered straight at me, honking the horn and jeering as I flinched. One of the teen-agers stuck his arm out the window to make an obscene gesture. My knees felt like pudding long after the car sped out of sight. 

Past the bridge, the sidewalks were littered with broken beer bottles. As my legs tired, I guessed I'd trekked at least four or five miles. Later, checking on an odometer, I learned it was barely more than two. 

As dinnertime neared, it felt strange to miss a meal instead of skipping one. Earlier, I'd stopped at the First United Methodist Mission on First Street for a generous sack lunch - two cans of Vienna sausages, a can of cola, snack cakes, lowfat cheese chips, white Cheddar mini-rice cakes and some crackers. 

But as I trekked through a residential neighborhood, lunch seemed long ago. Something glanced off my shoulder, then off my leg. I turned to find four kids, none older than 12, tossing small rocks at me. There didn't seem to be anything personal about it; I might as well have been a tree stump. I whirled toward them and they scampered, giggling, down the block. A man working in his front yard looked up, surveyed the situation and yelled at me, "You leave them kids alone!" It was hard to blame him. 

Stomach rumbling, legs aching, I turned back toward downtown. I had to find a place to sleep. The small businesses on North Main Street, deserted at 7 p.m., looked promising. When it was dark, I curled up on the cold concrete in a loading bay behind one of them. 

Every noise tortured my imagination - the crunch of tires on gravel, distant shouts. In front of one of the nearby bays was a stripped-down delivery van. It was unlocked. I climbed inside, shut the sliding side door behind me and stretched out on the floor, moving a metal dolly aside to make room for my legs. 

Bread and brimstone 

The night seemed bitterly cold. By 4 a.m., shivering, I gave up trying to sleep. Later, a newspaper found in the trash told me that the temperature had dropped only to the mid-40s. I was certain it had been below freezing. 

Longing for breakfast, I suddenly remembered I'd saved a can of Vienna sausages from my sack lunch. The sausages tasted much better than they had at noon the day before. 

It's about five miles from the north side to 1709 E. Hattie St., where Beautiful Feet Ministries and the Metroplex Food Bank operate the Loaves and Fishes lunch program for the homeless. It seems so much farther when your feet ache. 

Loaves and Fishes is located in the middle of what can only be called a bad neighborhood. A crack house does brisk business nearby. Prostitutes work street corners. Drug addicts desperate for their next fixes huddle in doorways. Menace radiates. 

A grizzled man sitting on the steps at Loaves and Fishes told arrivals, "They got coffee down there." In a large basement, two dozen men and women sat around battered tables. Someone brought out plastic baskets filled with cold, soggy microwave sandwiches - sausage rolls, burritos, chili dogs. People rushed to the baskets and started grabbing. 

Between bites, Eddie, a 41-year-old mass of wrinkles, began to tell his life story. His thinning hair was gray, his neck covered with the open sores that mark so many street people. 

Four years ago, Eddie had a good job in Houston, he said, and then his wife ran off with somebody and cleaned out the bank account, and Eddie got fired for something that wasn't his fault. He's drifted on the streets ever since, because he believes the government has ordered everyone not to hire him. 

When Eddie finished his story, he asked where I was from, then said: "Don't tell me. Ya lost your job, your wife and kids are with her folks, and they don't want you." During my days on the streets, everyone I met knew instantly that I hadn't been there for long. They could tell, they said, because my hands looked soft and clean. 

The sandwiches were gone after 15 minutes, but people kept drifting in. At noon, Mike Myers, an ordained minister and director of the program, launched into a fire-and-brimstone sermon. Some in the audience dozed, but most seemed to be listening. When Myers declared, "God loves each and every one of you as much as he loves Ross Perot," the room resounded with a chorus of "Aay-MEN." 

Eventually, Myers said, "Now I hope you're all ready to eat with us." It turned out there was a second hot meal of beef and macaroni, boiled vegetables, rolls and cake available to those who'd been willing to sit through the sermon. Women and children were served first. A prostitute I'd seen earlier on a street corner headed up the line. Most who'd earlier wolfed down the icy sandwiches ate again, but I decided to walk a mile from Loaves and Fishes to the Union Gospel Mission, where I planned to spend the night. 

Fear in the first-person 

What happened next was my own fault. I wasn't thinking defensively, the way a homeless person must to survive. 

I started along East Vickery Boulevard, heading for Tennessee Street, which I would follow to East Lancaster Avenue and the Union Gospel Mission. The stench of decaying garbage was overpowering. My eyes stung from sweat dripping in them. The remnants of the cold chili dogs roiled in my stomach. 

I'd gone maybe a quarter-mile when I realized someone was following me. I turned to see a young man in old clothes and a stocking cap. He flashed me a terrible, twisted smile and said, "Hemme get high, man?" 

I understood the "get high" part and thought he was trying to sell me drugs. "No," I said firmly. "I don't do that." 

He repeated a bit more clearly, "Help me get high, man. Gimme money." His eyes were shiny and vacant. 

"I don't have any money," I said, backing away. Hoping for the best, I started toward the mission again, but he grabbed my shoulder. 

"Gimme, man." 

I shrugged off his hand and kept walking. He grabbed me again, harder, and I swung around and knocked his hand away, trying to keep walking. Society's rules meant nothing. To this guy, I was prey. 

As I reached the corner of Tennessee Street, I could hear his feet thudding behind me. I knew I'd have to fight. 

Should I hit him before he hit me? Should I run? Would he have a knife, a gun? Suddenly, he made an instant U-turn. Relieved, I kept moving quickly. Then I saw what he had seen. 

Three men lurked some 20 yards ahead, two on one side of the street, and one on the other. Even in his dazed state, the druggie was afraid of them. So was I. If I went back to East Vickery, my acquaintance would be waiting. I chose the newer evil, moving forward, holding my breath, trying to look calm and under control, but failing completely. The three men ignored me. Heart pounding, I hurried the rest of the way to the mission. 

Afterward, when I met up with Eddie and his group at the mission, they called me a "ree-tard" for leaving Loaves and Fishes alone. 

"Them druggies think we get money there besides food," Eddie said. "If you wanna get hurt, walk out alone. You're safe going in because they think you don't have your money yet." 

Other homeless people couldn't understand my fear. After all, I hadn't been hurt. Some said their beatings came at the hands of other homeless people, usually after passing around bottles of wine until somebody got drunk and argumentative. 

A chance to work 

A little after 2 p.m., a half-dozen men were already sprawled on the sidewalk beside the Union Gospel Mission, like children cuddling up to their mother. The mission doesn't let anyone in for the night until around 6 p.m., but just being near it seemed a comfort. Another dozen men and women were lying in the shade across East Lancaster. One man was nursing a bottle of beer, perhaps trying to stay drunk enough to nap through the afternoon without getting so inebriated he'd be denied admission in the evening. 

About 4 p.m., I mentioned to one of the mission staffers that I'd like a chance for day work. Local companies sometimes contact the mission and the Presbyterian Night Shelter when they need cheap labor. 

Seconds later, I was whisked inside the mission and introduced to Big Jerry, a huge-bellied, bearded man straight out of a Dickens novel. 

"The shift's 11 to 7 cleaning a coliseum," he said, offering minimum wage. Only after I said "sure" did he add that he meant 11 p.m. to 7 a.m. 

The night crew was offered an early 5 p.m. supper, but only after a mandatory chapel service presided over by a student from the Baptist seminary. The meal was simple but generous: meatloaf, rice, bread, slightly stale cake. Then the regular evening intake began. 

The new arrivals immediately split into ethnic groups. All week, street people seemed to divide themselves by race. The blacks hated the whites; the whites hated the blacks. The Hispanics hated everyone and everyone hated them. This wasn't an aberration. Shelter staff members said the racial boundaries and dislike were typical. 

I tried without much success to talk to a couple of Hispanic men. They wanted nothing to do with me. Frustrated, I walked over to a white clique. 

"We saw you talkin' to the Hispanics," one of them said. "Get away from us." 

A little before 10 p.m., the work crew gathered for instructions. After handing out sack lunches, Big Jerry announced, to general unhappiness, that checks would be issued in a week. Big Jerry ended up telling two of the men that he'd give them "a $30 draw tomorrow." 

"You're cleanin' out the Will Rogers Coliseum," Big Jerry said, and a mission staff member drove us to work in an ancient Lincoln Town Car. 

G.W. Mattingly, a city employee, said we'd break into groups, one to take down and store tables and chairs, another to clean up the refuse of a cutting-horse show staged that day in the main auditorium. Mattingly made a point of calling everyone "mister." During a break, he told me he always showed respect for the homeless workers, because during a bad spell, he'd had to sleep under some bridges. 

We spent a night of tedious, tough labor, mopping floors, cleaning bathrooms, polishing railings and chatting. Three of the guys had been in prison together and reminisced about friends still behind bars. 

At 3:30 a.m., G.W. called an hour meal break. Most of the men took five minutes to eat and slept the other 55 minutes. 

Then we marched to John Justin Arena and Will Rogers Auditorium, where we mopped and swept some more. My hands blistered. About 7 a.m., G.W. thanked us courteously. He carefully filled out forms for us to take to Big Jerry. It had been one of the longest nights of my life. 

Dazed and confused 

Back at the mission, the staff offered the work crew a late breakfast; everyone else had been fed and put out at 5:30 a.m. I asked to use the meal time to take a shower. There was no soap, but someone found a tube of watery shampoo. I used an extra sheet for a towel. 

Walking back downtown, I felt exhausted. It was hard to put one foot in front of the other. My stomach growled, and I felt I'd been frivolous to choose cleanliness over food. 

Woozy, I slumped on a bench at West Fourth Street and Houston Street. For the first time, I sensed people were looking at me, but only because I clearly was in no shape to approach them for a handout. 

At 9 a.m., the library opened. I didn't know where else to go. As I shuffled my way there, people shook their heads in disgust. Apparently, they assumed any homeless person staggering down the sidewalk had to be drunk or drugged. 

I tried to stay awake in the library but couldn't. Gently, a guard told me not to sleep there. I had to leave. 

A terrible frustration welled up in me. I needed to sleep. There was nowhere I could. Fort Worth has no day shelters for street people. Being homeless means having to function in a world designed to meet the needs of everyone but you. 

I bumbled around downtown, sitting on benches until dozing off, then getting up to walk again to stay awake. I found myself at the base of the City Center building. I took the plastic bottle out of my backpack and started to drink as two well-dressed matrons walked by. Glaring disdainfully, one said loudly to the other, "That's wine or vodka." 

I'd planned to go back to east Fort Worth and spend the night at another shelter, but memories of the druggie scared me off. Instead, I tried to sleep under a bridge. 

First, though, I walked two miles back to the north side. The van I'd slept in Monday was still unlocked, and by 5:30 p.m. the plant seemed deserted. I decided to nap in the van for an hour or so, then head off to find a bridge nook. 

Instead, I awoke with a start sometime after dark. The cheap watch had stopped and I didn't know what time it was. I got up and wandered back toward the Trinity bridge. Easing my way down some steps at the edge of Heritage Park, I tried to swing under the bridge, only to be warned by a voice rumbling out of the dark to "Get the f--- away, man." The transients under the bridge weren't willing to share their space. 

I remember the next couple of hours in flashes, like fleeting images from a nightmare. I followed the bike path along the Trinity, but every time I saw a spot where I might sleep, someone was there. This might have happened twice or a dozen times. I just don't know. I gave up and went back to the van. 

Sex and cigarettes 

By lunchtime Thursday, I was ravenous and returned to the First Methodist mission for a sack lunch, savoring one can of sausages and the rice cakes. I kept everything else for later. Seeing the terrible state of my pants - the floor of the van was filthy and grease stains covered my legs - a woman there inquired, "Would you like to look at some clothing? We've just gotten in some very nice jeans." I knew there were real homeless people who needed the jeans; I said no thanks. 

Feeling energized for the first time since Tuesday morning, I walked three miles to the Presbyterian Night Shelter, which is across East Lancaster from the Union Gospel Mission. By 4 p.m., I was in line for 5 p.m. admittance. The people waiting with me made the Union Gospel Mission's clients look like high society. Many of them conversed with themselves; a few were so dirty and emaciated, I couldn't tell if they were men or women. 

The shelter's doors finally opened. Women checked in first, then men over 40. There were several dozen. Men younger than 40, making up perhaps four-fifths of those in line, were admitted last. 

Of Fort Worth's three major night shelters, all on the east side, the Presbyterian program is most lenient about who is allowed in. Anyone who seems drunk or drugged is denied entrance to the Union Gospel Mission and Salvation Army Mabee Center. Barring an exhibition of violent tendencies, the Presbyterian shelter takes anyone. A beefy security guard pats down each person, and bags are checked by staff members wearing surgical gloves. 

Dinner was served immediately: macaroni with shreds of some unidentifiable meat, bits of boiled potato, a spoonful of canned pork and beans, two pieces of bread and two stale mini-donuts, along with a sweet drink that was either bad iced tea or Kool-Aid. 

Afterward, everyone was issued vinyl sleeping mats more functional than comfortable. At the shelter, men and women are housed in separate areas. They can mingle outside in fenced-off areas. 

During the day, it's not easy to strike up a conversation with other homeless people. It's all about survival. But inside the night shelters, with the protection of staff and the certain security of a meal and bed, people are more outgoing. 

A man named Cowboy accepted a cigarette and pointed to a skinny woman in an orange dress. 

"Go tell her if she'll meet you on the street in the morning that you'll have a pack for her," he suggested. "She's always ready." 

For a street neophyte like me, making out seemed far less important than food and shelter. But Cowboy said that even during the toughest times, sex is a priority. 

"We don't have much else," he said. "At least if you're (having sex with) some girl, you know you're alive." Cowboy pointed out several other women at the shelter he'd "nailed" in recent weeks. One smiled back and asked when he was going to go out with her again. 

Around the compound, other men and women were in various stages of courtship. Here, racial boundaries were ignored. A Hispanic girl, surely no older than 20, sidled up to a black man. Holding out the hem of her T-shirt, she cooed, "I dressed up just for you." Nobody was engaged in outright intercourse, but several had their hands jammed far down someone else's jeans. 

Like any other segment of the population, the homeless are menaced by AIDS. Dr. Daune Littlefield, director of client services for the AIDS Outreach Center in Fort Worth, says her office handled 625 HIV-positive cases among homeless people last year. And she stresses that those are only the known cases. Definitive numbers about any aspect of Tarrant County's homeless don't exist, but shelter officials estimate that from 1,500 and 5,000 live on our streets. 

Holding it 

Elsewhere in the building, people conversed casually, retelling favorite panhandling scams. Cowboy asks for money to get home to his sick mother, though she's been dead for years. Amber said she hits on old men, getting money from them for condoms with the promise of sex when she returned. 

"And I never go back," she said, laughing. "Some of 'em give you, like, a $20 bill." 

The closest thing to a philosophical conversation came after lights out, when two men lying on mats began playing the "What-I-Want-Most" game in which many transients seem to engage constantly. 

"I want a car," one said. "F--- this walking all the time. Gimme a car and I'm happy. Whadda you want?" 

The other reflected a moment and said, "A chance to pee in private." A couple of eavesdroppers added their agreement. 

Going to the bathroom is a fundamental problem in the life of any street person. During the day, shops and offices quite understandably deny transients use of their restrooms. In downtown Fort Worth, the library bathrooms and the facilities in the Outlet Mall are available, but only during business hours. The night shelters turn out their clients before 6 a.m., meaning street people with bulging bladders can have three- or four-hour stretches without access to toilets. 

So homeless men often are seen facing walls to relieve themselves. Jerry, an older man, confessed he likes walking in the rain "because I can piss my pants and nobody notices." Women, Jerry said, are luckier because they can squat under a tree without anyone knowing for certain what they're doing. 

"We try to help our clients out when they get citations from the police," a Presbyterian Night Shelter staff member said. "Almost all the time, it's for urinating in public. But like one guy told me, `I was trying to hold it until I got to the shelter, but I just couldn't hold it anymore.' " 

Bathrooms at the shelters might be fairly sanitary before clients are allowed in, but they don't stay that way long. Far too many homeless people have weak bladders, loose bowels and queasy stomachs. Keeping plumbing operational is one of the greatest challenges most shelters face. Even at optimum times, there aren't enough toilets to go around. 

When I got up in the middle of the night at the Presbyterian shelter, the bathroom floor was coated with indescribable effluvia. The stench was nauseating. My mood wasn't helped by the fact that, on the way, I passed a mat where I thought a man was twitching with mild convulsions. Looking closer, I saw he was masturbating. Later, a shelter staff member told me "we bleach down the floor every day, but it doesn't really help." 

Even when the shelter bathrooms are reasonably clean, using them isn't comfortable. The toilets aren't separated by partitions or stalls. We're conditioned to have our bowel movements in private. It's part of what most people consider basic human dignity. The best moment of my days on the street came when I had the Outlet Mall lower-level men's room to myself for almost five minutes. 

"Hello, sunshine" 

In the Presbyterian Night Shelter, lights out is at 9 p.m., but only children staying with their mothers in the women's section are required to go to sleep then. Adults can stay up later. 

Few did. At 8:55, everyone headed for their mats. Within minutes, the massive room was filled with phlegm-strangled snores, nightmare-elicited moans, rumbling belches and endless volleys of flatulence. It had been quieter when everyone was awake. 

Then someone began to sing "Hello, sunshine," over and over in a cracked, irritating falsetto. He was interrupted by a bass snarl: "Shut the f--- up." 

"Hello, sunshine. Hello, sunshine." 

"I'll kill you if you don't shut up. I mean it." 

"Hello, sunshine. Hello, sunshine." 

Turning around, I expected incipient violence but saw instead a single man lying peacefully on his mat. I fell asleep long before he stopped singing and snarling at himself. 

A place to be 

By Friday afternoon, my fifth day on the streets, the homeless regulars were familiar: the guy who loafed in front of Caravan of Dreams, the woman who haunted Whataburger nursing a cup of coffee for hours. 

After dining on leftovers from the Methodist mission lunch, I worked my way down the Trinity bike path to a nice, if somewhat open, nesting place. I told myself it would take an act of God to make me move, and it did. Storm clouds rolled in. There were scattered showers and the promise of a heavier downpour. After 30 minutes, I trudged back to my faithful van. I didn't expect to sleep long or well, but fell into a comalike slumber. 

I woke up after 8 Saturday morning and looked smack into the face of the van's owner, who had come in to catch up on a little work. 

He could have called the police, causing me to end my homeless excursion in a cell for breaking and entering. Instead, he told me he deliberately left his van unlocked so homeless people could sleep in it. 

"Say, are you hungry?" he asked. "Do you want some work?" 

A few minutes later, I was inside his warehouse. If I emptied what appeared to be several hundred huge trash cans and then swept, he said, I'd get lunch plus $15. It would have seemed ungrateful to refuse; I never considered it. 

Later, he gave me a handful of change for the soft-drink machine and showed me how to lock up after I finished my chores. 

"It shouldn't take you longer than a couple of hours," he said. "If it does, come back Monday and I'll pay you a little more. And sleep in the van again tonight if you want to." 

I spent almost four hours on the job, not because the work was hard but because it felt exhilarating to have a place to be. 

`April 15: I eat today' 

Originally, my plan had included spending my last night in Trinity Park. But no street person would stay in the open if they had permission to sleep in a van, and I already knew what that was like. So after finishing up the warehouse, I walked back downtown, then got a ride home from a co-worker at the Star-Telegram. 

I don't kid myself: Living on the street for a week was nothing compared to living on it for life. I left the streets understanding only a fraction of what it must feel like to be homeless and desperate. 

My most poignant memory - the one that will stay with me longest - is that of a young woman who sat near me at Loaves and Fishes. She listened attentively to the sermon, lined up for her hot meal and consumed every crumb. She had been one of the first in line and was done eating before most of the crowd had even been served. 

Afterward, she reached into her battered tote bag and took out a little-girl notebook with a cardboard cover that had a cartoon of a kitten. She opened it. I could see it was her diary. 

Wiping her lips with a paper napkin, she took a pencil and, in a childish, looping scrawl, carefully wrote, "April 15: I eat today."
