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CHAPTER QONE

Y ou probably think you can tell if

someone is homeless just by looking

at them. But you're wrong. You can’t.

Because not every homeless person looks

like a bum. Take it from me. 'm an expert.
Nothing in this world is as it seems. |

Look at that guy over there. The one in
the brown uniform, unloading boxes from
the delivery truck. He looks clean. He has
a job. Maybe not a great one, but it’s a job.
How much you think he makes? Minimum

wage. Maybe a dollar more.
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Well, you can’t make it on minimum
anymore. Not in this city.

So how does he get by? Maybe he lives
with his parents. Maybe his wife has a job
too. Or maybe he washed his face and
hair in the bathroom of a McDonald’s this
morning. Maybe he sleeps in the back of
his truck. You just don’t know.

Here’s another one. A well-dressed
white lady, sitting on that bench over there.
She’s got a skirt suit and high heels on.
There’s a nice purse in her lap. She’s all
dainty, the way she eats out of that plastic
container. Her pinky sticks out like she’s at
a tea party. You look at her and you think,
Rich. Or at least comfortable.

But wait a minute. If she’s so comfort-
able, why is she just sitting there on a bench
downtown at nine thirty in the morning?
Could be she’s just killing time. Or maybe
she has nowhere else to go. Maybe those

clothes are the only nice things she owns.
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Maybe she got that food out of a trash can,
and she’s trying to make it last, because
she doesn’t know where her next meal is
coming from.

Or take this guy, now. A young, light-
skinned black man. Maybe twenty-one,
twenty-two years old, clean-cut, in good
shape. Not a bad-looking guy. A little on
the short side. He’s wearing a beautiful suit
and carrying a nice briefcase. His shoes are
so shiny they hurt your eyes. He’s bopping
along the sidewalk like he owns the place.
Full of self-confidence. A spring in his step.
Looks like nothing can stop him. Like he’s
on his way to take over the world.

You would never know that this well-
dressed young man slept in his car last
night. Or that he can only afford to eat
once a day. Or that he’s been trying to get a
job for the last six months, but no one will
hire him.

How do I know all this?
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Because that young black man is me.

’'m Walter Davis. 'm twenty years old.
My moms and I moved to this city about
a year ago. We didn’t know anybody here.
But there was lots of opportunity. Moms
was already trained as a paralegal, and
[ was going to community college. This
city was supposed to be a new start for
us. A brand-new life. The beginning of
something better.

And for a while, it was.

Things started out great. Moms got a
job at an important law firm. She had to
work hard, but the money was worth it.
It was the first professional job she ever
had. Before that, she was a waitress. This
was a big step up.

We got an apartment in a decent part
of the city. Not too much crime, no graffiti
on the buildings. Little by little, we started
getting all the things we dreamed of. Nice

kitchen appliances. A set of furniture for
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the living room. A flat-screen Tv. We even
got a car. It was used, sure, but we didn’t
care. Our last car wasn’t even from this
century. Sometimes it didn’t even work.
Now we had a steel-gray 2000 Chevrolet
Caprice. It ran like a dream. |
We were coming up in the world.
For my twentieth birthday, right before
I graduated, Moms gave me a present. It
was a suit. But not just any suit. It was a
pin-striped wool Turnbull & Asser. She
also gave me a pair of Tanino Crisci shoes
and an Underwood briefcase. It must have
cost her thousands. I told her to take it all
back. But she said she wanted me to look
my best when I started going on job inter-
views. The world judges a man by how he
looks, she said.
I don’t think I ever saw my moms
really happy until we moved here. And I
was happy too. We had it rough for a long

time. Happiness was a welcome change.
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Then came the life-insurance exam.

Moms wanted some security for me,
in case anything happened to her. She could
get a good deal on a policy, but she had to
go see a doctor first. No big deal, right?

Except the doctor found a spot on her
Jungs. “Oops,” he said. “You better get that
checked out.”

So she did. There wasn’t just one
spot. There were more. It turned out to
be advanced lung cancer. How did that
happen? Moms didn’t even smoke.

I'll make a long story short. I don’t like
feeling sorry for myself.

There was to be no life insurance. Soon,
my moms was too sick to work. She lost
her health insurance. I took care of her as
best I could. She passed away in a public
hospice, in a room full of other dying
people. I was holding her hand.

At least I was there for her. Some folks

in that place died alone.
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I kept on trying to find a job. No one
was interested. Times are tough.

Soon our building went co-op. I couldn’t
afford to buy in. They told me I had to
leave.

I sold all the things we were so proud
of: television, furniture, appliances. That
gave me some cash. Not much though.
Enough to get by for a couple of months.

I started looking for a new apartment.
But guess what? Landlords don’t want
tenants who don’t have a job. It’s that
simple. No job, no apartment. That’s the
way it works.

I moved the few things I still owned into
the trunk of my car. The first night I had to
sleep in the backseat, I vowed it would be
the last.

But it wasn’t.

Boom. Just like that, I was homeless.

It really is that easy to lose everything,
all in the blink of an eye.



CHAPTER TwWO

t’s a beautiful morning in late May.

I [ start the day early. When you sleep
in your car, you don’t have much choice.
The city starts moving before the sun
comes up. Street cleaners, garbage trucks,
the first of the early-morning commuter
buses. If I'm parked in a busy spot, I have
to move before 6:00 am. or I get towed.
Sometimes there’s a cop rapping on my
window, looking at me like I'm a potential
bank robber. Move along, they say. I never
give the cops any lip. I just do what I'm told.
The last thing I need is trouble with the law.
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Everything I own fits in my car. I have
four changes of clothes, including my suit.
I keep my toiletries ready to go in a little
bag. That way I can dive into a washroom
in a restaurant or something, get clean fast,
and get out again before anyone notices
I'm there.

What else do I have? Not much. A pillow
and a couple of blankets. I have just one
book: The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.
This is my Bible. I read it when I'm bored,
scared, depressed or worried about my
future. It reminds me that I can do anything
I want. I've read this book twenty times.
I plan to read it another twenty at least.

First thing, after I get cleaned up and
dressed for the day, is to eat a breakfast
burrito. I know a little place where I can get
them cheap. I hate to spend the money, but
you have to eat breakfast if you want energy.

Then I go to the postal center. I rent a

mailbox there so I can have an address to
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put on my résumé. Can’t get a job without
an address. I can also get on the Internet
there, to check my email and research new
companies.

But I have another reason for going to
the postal center.

She’s a beautiful young black girl
about my age, maybe a little younger.
Gorgeous eyes, smooth skin. A smile like
a sunrise. Exotic-looking, although I can’t
put my finger on why. She works behind the
counter. Her name tag says Yolanda.

Today, just like always, I walk in and
check my mailbox. Nothing. Yolanda is
talking to an Asian lady at the counter.
She’s speaking a different language. Sounds
like Chinese.

What is a black girl doing speaking
Chinese?

I try not to look like I'm eavesdropping.
I go over to the compufer and check my

email. I've got a few responses from some
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interviews last week. Nothing very prom-
ising. Oh well. Never give up. That’s my
motto.

I print out a few more copies of my
résumé. Then I wait in line to pay for them.

The Asian lady leaves. Then it’s my turn.

“Hi,” Yolanda says. Real friendly. She
leans forward, rests her chin on her hand.
“How are you today?”

“Real good,” I say. Then I swallow hard
and decide to go for it. What the heck? I've
been wanting to talk to this girl for weeks.
It’s not gonna happen unless I make it
happen.

“Did I just hear you speaking Chinese?”
I ask.

She smiles.

“Yes, you did,” she says. “Mandarin,
actually.”

“And...you speak Mandarin why?”

“My mom is Chinese. I grew up speaking
to her in Mandarin and to my dad in English.”

11
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“You're kidding,” I say. “So, you're half
Chinese and half black?”

“Yup.”

“Wow. That’s quite a mix.”

“Sure is,” she says.

“Me, I'm half black and half white,”
I tell her.

“Are those copies everything for today?”

Uh-oh. Maybe I've gone too far. She
doesn’t want to talk about this. I'm just
one more customer, being too nosy. Better
make a joke, then leave on a high note.

“Being mixed race sure can be inter-
esting,” 1 say. “I remember one time,
I was in a store with my moms. The guy
behind the counter whispers to her, ‘Did
you know there’s a black guy following
you around? And she goes, ‘Yeah, he’s
my son.””

Yolanda laughs at that. Her teeth are
perfect, like two rows of polished gems.

“Your mom is white?” she says.

1.2
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“She passed away a little while ago.”

“I'm sorry to hear that.”

I give her a small bill from my precious
stash. I carry my money on me at all times,
in a big roll. This is partly for security.
I don’t trust banks. And it’s partly because I
like to flash a wad from time to time. It’s
a good way to impress people. Because
would Yolanda be talking to me if she
knew I was homeless? No way.

Yolanda gives me my change.

“You want something to put those
copies in?” she says.

“Sure,” I say.

She slides them into a paper bag. But
first, I notice she peeks at them.

“Résumés, huh?” she says.

“Yeah. I'm doin’ the job-hunt thing.”

“What kind of job are you looking for?”

“Finance,” I say. “Anything to do with
finance. That’s my field.”

“Impressive,” she says, smiling again.

13



NI

William Kowalski

“Thanks,” I say. And then, before I even
know what I'm doing, I say, “T'd love to take
you out to dinner sometime. I think we’d
have a lot of fun. What do you say?”

She looks at me like she can’t believe
what she just heard. I can’t believe it either.
I wasn’t even planning on asking. It just
slipped out.

“Dinner?” she says, real casual. “Sure.
When?”

I make a big show of looking up at the
ceiling, like I'm running through dates in
my head. Then I smile.

“Tonight?” I say.

She shrugs.

“Okay,” she says. “Let me write my

address down for you.”
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CHAPTER THREE

O nly after I leave the postal center do I
realize what I've done. I've committed
to picking Yolanda up in seven hours.
But there’s no way I can let her see my car.
Not in the shape it’s in. I have to clean it.

But first, I have to find someplace to put
my stuff. And I still have my daily rounds to
make. The world doesn’t stop just because
I have a date. I still need a job. I'm going
to have to hurry to get everything done in
time.

I go through the same routine, knock-

ing on doors, sitting through interviews.

15
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But it’s the same old story. Either I don’t
have enough education, or they re just not
hiring right now.

It would be easy to get upset. But I
know I have to keep my head on straight.
And I've got tonight to look forward to.

I decide to rent a locker at the bus
station. Whatever doesn't fit in my trunk
can go in there. Then I take the Caprice to
a car wash. I spend forty bucks getting it
cleaned, inside and out.

Forty dollars is a lot of money to me.
When I sold all our stuff, I got about
eight hundred bucks for it. That sounds
like a fortune, but if that’s all you've got,
it’s nothing. That money is the only thing
keeping me from starving to death. I never

spend money unless I have to. Not even
on food. And now, not only am I dropping
forty on the detailing, but I'm planning on
paying for dinner for two. Today is easily

going to cost me a hundred bucks.

16

The Way It Works

But you know what? I don’t care. A man
has to live a little too. It’s been a long time
since I've been on a date.

I take a sponge bath in a public wash-
room in the downtown mall. I have to
move fast. Security comes through here
every twenty minutes, looking for guys
just like me. Then I put my suit back on.
I check myself in the mirror. I'm not
thrilled with what I see. But there’s no time
to work miracles. I walk back out to my
car and check the time. Five thirty. Half an

hour to go.

I follow Yolanda’s directions to her
house. I'm early, so I drive around, checking
out the neighborhood. It’s nice. Working
class, but respectable. There’s a decent car
in every driveway. A satellite dish on every
roof. It’s the kind of place I wouldn’t mind
living someday.

Who am I kidding? I'd live in a card-

board box, as long as I could call it mine.

17
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At six sharp I park in front of Yolanda’s
house. I've got some flowers I picked on
the down low from a nearby park. No
~ roses yet. It’s too soon for that. And roses
are expensive.

I knock on the door. I hear footsteps
inside too heavy to be Yolanda's. The front
door opens. There stands the largest black
man ['ve ever seen in my life. I don’t mean
fat. I mean giant. He must be seven feet
tall. He’s as wide as a tree trunk. And he’s
not smiling.

“Good evening,” he says.

“Uh...hello, sir,” I say. “I must have the
wrong house.”

“You looking for Yolanda?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then you don’t have the wrong house.
Baby! Somebody at the door for you.”

My nervousness turns to joy at the sight

of Yolanda. She comes to the door in a
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yellow dress that looks like a cloud of light.
Her smile makes me forget there’s anyone
else in the world besides us two.

“Daddy, this is Walter,” she says.
“Remember? I told you I have a date

tonight.”
“A date? Oh, yeah. I musta forgot,” he

- says. But I can tell he didn’t forget at all.

He was just hoping I wouldn’t show up.

Yolanda holds the door open for me.
I step inside.

“Walter Davis,” I say, holding out my
hand to her dad.

“Parnell Jefferson,” he says. His hand
makes mine look like a child’s. I try not to
wince as he crushes it.

“So, what do you do, Walter?” he asks.

“I'work in finance,” I say.

“Oh, yeah? What firm?”

I'm, uh...between positions at the
moment.”

19
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Mr. Jefferson looks unimpressed. But
I'm saved when someone else walks into
the room.

“Oh, Yolanda, who this handsome
young guy! What a nice suit he wear!”

I turn to see a tiny Chinese lady. I'm not
tall, but she only comes to my chest. She’s
smiling so hard her face has disappeared in
a mass of friendly wrinkles.

Yolanda rattles something off in
Mandarin to her mother. She bows to me.
I bow back.

Out of nowhere, I remember learning
a single phrase of Mandarin from a movie
I saw a long time ago. It’s Ni hdo ma, which
means “How are you?” I decide to bust it
out. Why not? When you have nothing to
lose, you're not afraid to try anything.

So I bow again and say, “Ni hio ma?”

You would think I just grew a pair of
wings. Her mom’s eyes get big.

“I like this boy!” she says. “He okay!”

20
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Yolanda laughs. She kisses her mom and
dad good night and puts her arm in mine.

“Not too late, right?” says Mr. Jefferson.

“You be quiet!” says Mrs. Jefferson,
hitting him on the arm. “She big girl now.”

“Good night, Mom and Dad,” says
Yolanda.

We walk out the door together.

21
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or our first date, I decide it would be a
F good idea to go to a Chinese restaurant.
That shows I'm interested in Yolanda’s heri-
tage and open-minded enough to try new
kinds of food. So we go to a little place I
found earlier. Nice, clean, but not too pricey.

The owners look at us strangely. I guess
you don’t see too many black people in
Chinese restaurants. But they lighten up
when Yolanda starts talking to them in
Mandarin. Next thing you know, we've got
three waiters swarming around us. They

treat us like royalty.
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“Wow,” I say. “I need to learn how to
speak more of that.”

“You really impressed my mother,”
she says. “Where did you learn how to say
ni hdo ma?”

“Oh, I picked it up in my world travels,”
I say. Then I wink to show I'm joking. She
laughs again. It sounds like a handful of
silver coins jingling. I could tell jokes all
night just to hear that laugh.

I let Yolanda do the ordering. A waiter
brings a vase for the flowers I stole. We sit
and smile at each other. I hope they take
a very long time to bring our food. I want
this night to go on forever.

“Well, looks like your dad already hates
me,” I say.

“Oh, dont worry about him,” Yolanda says.
“He’s just being protective of his little girl.”

“How did your parents meet anyway?”

“Dad’s a minister. He was a missionary in
China. He met Mom while he was working

23
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over there. I know, they look kind of funny
together, right?”

“As long as they’re happy,” I say.

“Well, they’re good people, but I can’t
wait to move out and get my own place.
They’re letting me stay with them until
I save up enough money. Where do you
live, Walter?”

“Oh, I, uh...I have a small place down-
town,” I say. I glance out the window at
my car. “A really small place. So, what
kind of plans do you have for the future?”

Yolanda shrugs. Our drinks come.
Hers has a little paper umbrella in it.
She takes it out and plays with it.

“I’'m not sure yet,” she says. “I like my
job for now, but I definitely want to go back
to school. I just don’t know what I want to
study. Maybe business. What about you?”

“I got my associate degree in business
admin last year,” I say. “So I've been looking

like crazy for a job. No luck yet.”
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“Things are tough out there, aren’t
they?” says Yolanda.

“You know it.”

Our food comes. There are about ten
different dishes. Everything smells so
good that I forget to worry about how
much it’s all going to cost. I let Yolanda
tell me what everything is, even though I
can’t understand half of it.

I eat as slowly as I can. I'm having the
time of my life. I have just one regret.
I wish Moms was still around, so she could
meet Yolanda. She would have liked her.

Finally, we finish eating. The waiters
bring fortune cookies on little plates.

“Ilove these things,” I say.

“You know these aren’t really Chinese,
right?” Yolanda says. “They were invented
here, in this country.”

“They’re still fun,” I say. “As long
as you remember not to take them too
seriously.”

25
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We open ours at the same time. I read
mine, then look over at her. Her face has a
funny expression on it.

“What's yours say?” she asks.

I show her: You will be a great success in
business. Just what [ wanted to hear.

“What about yours?” I ask her.

But she shakes her head primly. Then
she folds up her fortune and puts it in her
purse.

“You’re not gonna tell me?” I say. “Is it
that bad?”

“No, not bad,” she says, smiling. “Just...
personal.”

“Are you ever gonna show me?”

“Maybe someday,” she says. “But not
today.”

Finally, the waiters clear the last crumb
off the table, and the owners start clearing
their throats. I look at my watch. It’s ten
o’clock. I can’t believe it. We've been sitting

here for almost three hours.
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“I better get you home,” I say.

[ call for the bill. I don’t want to look
at it, but I have to. I try not to wince.
Eighty-nine dollars. Oh, well. I'd gladly pay
ten times that for a date with this African-
Chinese princess. :

We bow our way out the door, thanking
the owners for everything. Then we head
back to her house. It’s a beautiful night.
We leave the car windows open, so we can
feel the breeze.

Soon we pull up outside her house.
I leave the car running and the lights on.
I don’t want her dad to think I'm getting
any ideas.

“Well, thanks for a great time,” Yolanda
says.

“Me too,” I say. “I really mean it. I had
a blast.”

We look at each other for a long
moment. Then the porch light comes on.

Mr. Jefferson appears in the doorway.

27
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I

“Oh, are you home already?” he calls. The last thing I do before I fall asleep
“I was just doing a security check.” is touch the wad of cash in my pocket.

“Daddy and his security checks,” L It helps remind me that everything really is
Yolanda says. ‘[ going to be all right...someday.

“I guess this kills any chance of a good-
night kiss,” I say.
I'm just joking around, but Yolanda
w looks at me, half smiling and half serious.

“There’s always next time,” she says.

And I can tell she means it.

I walk her to the door and say good
night. I make a point of looking her dad
in the eye and shaking his hand again.
Then I get back in my car and take off.

I keep driving until I'm at the city
limits, near a quiet park. Here I pull over.
I get my blanket and pillow out of the
‘ trunk. Then I crawl into the backseat.
it It’s been one of the best nights of my life.
[ feel like a king.
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CHAPTER FIVE

wake up later than I meant to. All the
excitement from last night wore me
out, I guess.

Right away, I can tell something is
wrong. But I'm so sleepy I can’t tell what
it is.

Then it hits me. The world has gone
sideways. And my car is moving,.

I sit up in the backseat. The front of
the car is tilted up. And in front of it is a
tow truck.

I'm so sleepy, it takes me a minute to

figure out what’s going on.
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I'm getting towed.

I climb into the front seat and start
leaning on the horn. After a minute, the
truck slows down. Before it even stops, I'm
out the door. I trip and fall on the road.
Great. Now my pants have stains on the
knees. I get to my feet as the driver gets
out of the truck.

“Man, what are you doing?” I say.
I'm trying not to yell, but I'm as mad as
they come.

“What are you doing?” he says. He’s a
big greasy guy with a beard. His T-shirt
doesn’t even cover his belly. I guess some
people get dressed without looking in a
mirror.

“You're not supposed to tow cars with
people in them,” I say.

“Yeah, well, you’'re not supposed to
park in tow zones,” he says.

“I didn’t know it was a tow zone. Didn’t
you see me back there?”

3il
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“All T saw was a blanket. How was I “Look, man,” I say. “Two hundred

supposed to know there was a person bucks is practically all I have. I can’t afford

that. And I need this car. I...I live in it. I got

under there?”

.-_“
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“Well, you know now. So how about nowhere else. Times are tough. This is my

-’H\-P:.-"

you cut me loose?” home right now.”

_:’E'*.—HZ =

He crosses his arms and shakes his head.

“You been towed,” he says. “That’s it.
You want your car back, you gotta come
down to the impound lot. Or pay me right
here.”

“Pay you? How much?”

“Two hundred and seven dollars.”

“What? That’s robbery!”

“That’s what it costs.”

“What gives you the right to charge
me money for my own car?”

“T got a contract with the city,” he says.
“That’s what gives me the right. That’s the
way it works.”

There’s no way I can afford to part with
that much money. I decide to come clean

with the guy. I hope he takes pity on me.
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I was hoping he would understand.
But when he hears I'm homeless, that
seems to make things worse. It’s like a
magic word in reverse. When somebody
hears it, they harden their hearts against
you. It’s like you've got a sickness, and they
don’t want any part of it.

“Pay me, or I'm rolling,” he says.

There’s no way I can do it. So I ask him
to wait while I take my toiletry bag out
of my car. The rest of my stuff is already
at the bus station. At least I don’t have to
carry it all.

“When you come up with the cash, you
can have your car back,” says the driver.
He gives me a card with the address of the
impound lot on it. “There’s a daily storage fee.
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The longer you leave it, the more it’s gonna
cost you.”

“Great,” I say. “Nice to meet you too.”

Then I watch as my car disappears
down the road.

It’s a long walk back to the city. By
the time I get downtown, it’s nearly nine
o’clock. I decide to go straight to the postal
center. For the first time, I hope Yolanda
isn’t there. I'm ashamed to see her right
now. I don’t want her to see the defeat on
my face.

But she’s behind the counter, talking
to someone. When I see her through the
window, I almost turn and walk away. But
she’s already seen me. So I go in, acting like
everything’s fine, and shoot her a smile. She
smiles back. At least she’s too busy to talk.

I check my mailbox. Nothing.

Then I go to the computer and check

my email. There’s a message for me:
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Dear Mr. Davis,

We would be happy to give you an interview.
Please come by today at 3:00 pm.

Sincerely,

Capital Investments, Inc.

Capital Investments is one of the new
firms in the financial district. They have
offices in a beautiful building with gold
windows. I haven’t done too much research
on it yet. But it looks like a multimillion-
dollar corporation. ‘

And they want to talk to me.

Suddenly my whole day has changed.

- I clap my hands and pump my fist in the air.

“What are you so happy about?”

I turn to see Yolanda smiling at me.

. Her customer has left. I jump up and smile

back.

“Just a little piece of good news,” I say.
“Could be a good lead.”
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“That’s nice. Haven’t you been to bed
yet?”

“What do you mean?” Uh-oh, I think.
Can she tell I slept in my car?

“You're still wearing your suit,” she
laughs. “And your knees are dirty.”

I look down. There are soiled patches
on my pants, where I hit the ground when I
fell out of the car.

“Oops,” I say. “Yeah, I was up late.”

“Doing what?”

“I was, uh...praying. Thanking God for
such a wonderful date last night.”

“For real, Walter?” She looks like she
doesn’t know whether to believe me or not.

“Yeah. And I was also praying that if I
asked you out again, you would say yes.”

Uh-oh, I say to myself. You better shut up.

You don’t have a car anymore.

But I can’t help myself. She’s so beau-
tiful. And I like her so much. All I want is

The Way It Works

to be with her. It comes out of my mouth
before I can stop it.

She’s still smiling. She thinks I'm funny.

“Why do you wear that suit all the
time?” she says.

“Well,” I say, “it was a present from my
mother. And she used to say that the world
judges a man by how he looks. So I always
try to look my best.”

Yolanda nods.

“I always felt like it was more important
what you have inside,” she says.

“That too,” I'say. “But people don’t give
you a job just because you're a nice person.
You have to look the part.”

She laughs again.

“Walter, I would love to go out with
you again,” she says.

“Great. What about tonight?”

“I can’t make it tonight. But I'm free

tomorrow night.”
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\‘M“}“; H‘ “Tomorrow night it is,” I say. ]

How you going to pick her up, fool? says a 3
| voice inside my head. ;
\ | But I'll worry about that later. Right
now [ have an interview to get ready for.

CHAPTER §1X

F rom the postal center, I head straight
; to the bus station. There I change
, into jeans and a T-shirt. I grab my copy of
~ Seven Habits. Then I take my suit to the dry
cleaner’s, which is just around the corner.

~ They tell me it’s going to be a while.
- I have nowhere else to be, so I go

outside to wait. I lean against the wall and
start re-reading Seven Habits. This book has
all the secrets I need to know to make it in
 business. I want to master all of them.
“How’s it going, Walter?”
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I'look up. There’s a bum sitting against
a building, about twenty feet away. He’s
got a sign that says HOMELESS—PLEASE
HELP. In front of him is an empty hat.
At first I think he’s just some panhandler.
But then I realize I know this guy.

“Hey, Scooby,” I say. “It’s going great.
How are things?”

When I first lost my place, it was too
cold to sleep in my car. So I spent a couple
of weeks in a shelter. It was not an experi-
ence I care to repeat. But Scooby and I got
to know each other there. He’s a good guy.
Maybe forty years old. Not very clean, and
he looks sick all the time. But he’s friendly.
And smart.

“Business is terrible,” he says. “This
economy is in trouble. Nobody has an
extra cent these days. And all the Ponzi
schemes in the news are making things
worse.”

I go over and sit down next to Scooby.

The Way It Works

“What’s a Ponzi scheme?” I ask.

“It’s a kind of scam. It’s when inves-

tors promise people really high returns that
they can’t deliver. It’s a con game.”

“I didn’t know anything about that,”
I say.

“Let me tell you something, Walter,”
says Scooby. “In the world of finance,
if something sounds too good to be true,
it probably is.”

“How do you know all this, Scooby?”

“I used to be in business. I had five
convenience stores. And two houses. But I
lost everything.”

“How’d you do that?” I'm amazed. If I
ever got that far ahead, I think, the last thing
I'would do is lose it all.

“I borrowed too much,” he says. “I
thought the economy would keep going up
forever. But when things started heading
south, I lost everything. We call that being
over-leveraged.”
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I feel like I ought to be taking notes.
Scooby knows a lot more than I realized.

“Say, Walter,” says Scooby, “I'm pretty
hungry. You wouldn’t have a few bucks
you could give me, would you? I can pay you
back when things pick up.”

I know Scooby isn’t a drunk or a drug
addict. He really will spend the money on
food. So I reach into my pocket to peel off
a few small bills. But then I remember I've
changed my pants. My money isn’t in my
jeans. It’s with my suit. How could I have
forgotten that?

“Scooby, I'll be right back,” I say.

[ run to the dry cleaner’s. The lady who
owns it happens to be Chinese too. Her
name is Mrs. Wong. She listens to my story.
Then she tells me she didn’t see my money.
I can tell she’s being honest. Sometimes
you just know about people. She lets me
search through my pants. She even lets

me look around the floor of her shop.
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Nothing.
My money is gone.

Okay, Walter, think. Think hard. Where
did you last see the money?

I remember. Last night, as I was falling
asleep, I felt it in my pocket. I had it then.
So it must have fallen out in the car.

Which is now at the impound lot.

I debate calling the lot to ask them to
look for it. But that has to be the stupidest
idea I've ever had. Of course they’ll find it.
Then they’ll keep it.

Because that’s the way it works.

How can I even pay for my suit? Mrs.
Wong is waiting to see what I'm going to
do. She reminds me of Yolanda’s mom.
I wonder if I can get lucky twice in a row.
What do I have to lose?

I bow deeply. Then I say, “Nf hio ma?”

Her face lights up, and she laughs.

“Where did you learn that?” she asks.
“Black people don’t speak Mandarin!”
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You need to meet Yolanda, 1 think.

But that’s too complicated to explain
right now. Instead, I tell Mrs. Wong about
my job interview. I tell her what happened
to my money. I beg her to let me pay her
later. She nods. I've been in here before.
She knows me well enough.

“You can pay later, okay,” Mrs. Wong
says. “I remember your face.”

“Thank you, thank you, thank you,”
I say.

Mrs. Wong smiles again.

“In Mandarin, we say ‘Xi¢ xié,”” she
says. It sounds like sheh sheh.

“Xie xie,” I say, and I bow again. That
information might come in handy. It would
sure impress Yolanda’s mom.

My suit is ready. I put it on in the wash-
room at the bus station. It looks great. Mrs.
Wong even got the dirt out of the knees.

Then I head for Capital Investments.
It’s almost three o’clock. I'm so worried
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s

- about my money I feel like I'm going to
I':"throw up. But I can’t show that now. I need
i put my game face on.

Finally, I have a real job interview.

- It’s time to show the world who Walter .

- Davis really is.
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¢¢ N | ow that is the sharpest suit I have
N seen in a while.”
The man who's speaking is just a few
years older than me. He sits in a black

leather office chair. He’s blond, trim, with

‘ , ice-blue eyes. He stares at me for a full five
;‘” | seconds. Like he’s waiting for me to crack.
| I look back at him. Maybe he thinks he can
make me nervous. And to tell the truth,

Al
“ ’Hw f I'm terrified. But 'm not going to show it.
“Thanks,” I say. “I like yours too.”

He smiles. Then he holds out his hand.

“Jon Watts. You can call me Jonny.”
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We shake.
~ “So, you want to work for Capital.
;What do you bring to the table?”

~ “T'll be straight with you,” I say. “I don’t

“Walter Davis.”

__'_j_ have a fancy education. What I do have is
. brains and talent. And I can work harder

than anyone. If you give me a chance,

- Iwon'’t let you down.”
: Jonny nods. Then he smiles.
“Let’s take a walk,” he says.

We go down a hallway lined with office
- doors. Then we come to a big room with
- lots of desks in it. On every desk is a phone.

And on every phone, someone is talking a

~ mile a minute. They’re mostly men around

my age. A few women. A few older guys.

“This is the boiler room,”

says Jonny.
He steers me to an empty desk. Then he
pushes a phone at me. “This is yours,” he
- says. He hands me a couple of papers. “This

- is your script. Here’s a list of numbers. You

~ want people to invest with our company.

47




William Kowalski

Tell them anything you want. I don’t care.
Just get their money. Once they say yes,
pass them on to a supervisor. We'll get
their personal information. All you have to
do is sell. You follow me?”

I nod. Seems simple enough.

“All right,” says Jonny. “Go ahead and
dial that first number.”

I dial. An old lady answers.

“This is Walter with Capital Investments,”
[ say, reading from the script. But the words
run together in my head. I can’t think. I toss
the script aside and speak from the heart.
“Can I talk to you about your future?”

“Well, I suppose so,” says the old lady
on the other end.

I don’t even remember what happens
next. We talk for about five minutes. At
the end of it I've promised her 30 percent
returns in the next year. And she’s agreed
to invest ten thousand dollars with Capital

Investments.
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I hang up the phone. Jonny’s eyes are

- huge. He starts to clap.

“Let’s hear it for Walter!” he shouts.
“On the job five minutes, and already he
brings in ten large! Give it up, boys!”

The room breaks into applause. Guys
I don’t know are standing up, yelling
my name. It’s all pretty overwhelming.
Jonny holds my hand up like I've just won
a fight.

“Walter,” says Jonny, “you just got
yourself a job.”

“Thank you,” I say. “Thank you. Thank
you.”

I'm still saying thank you in my head an
hour later, as I'm walking out of town. I'm
headed for the impound lot, where my car
is. If I can talk an old lady into investing
ten thousand of her hard-earned dollars,
I can talk some yahoo into letting me look

inside my own car for five minutes.

Which I do.
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I tear the car upside down. But the
money isn’t there.

“Did you go through my car?” I ask the
guy behind the counter. He’s not the guy
who towed me. He’s even greasier and
hairier. Must be the owner, 1 think.

“We don’t go in the cars, man,” he says.
“What do you think I am, a thief?”

“You stole my dang car, didn’t you?”
I say.

“The law is the law, my friend,” he says.
“That’s the way—"

“I know, don’t tell me,” I say. “That’s
the way it works.”

I've got nothing else to do, so I head
for the part of town where I got towed.
I know it’s a long shot, but I have to check.
It takes me an hour to walk there. I scan
the ground for a wad of cash.

Yeah, right. Like someone is going to
leave something like that just laying there.
If this is where I dropped it, it’s long gone.
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If No use crying over spilled milk. I console

?myself by pretending a widow found my
" money. A widow with nine starving chil-
dren. She needed the money worse than I
.~ did. That’s why this happened. It helps me

"‘ feel a little better. But not much.

I head back to the city. My watch tells

. me it’s going on six o’clock. The shelter

- opens at eight. I have two hours to kill.

I walk slow, taking my time. It’s a nice
_' night. The whole way, I think about
- Yolanda. How she looked last night,
and how she smelled. How close I came

to kissing her. If not for her dad in the

doorway, that is.
That’s all right. If I had a daughter, I'd

be protective too. I kind of like old Parnell.

~ You have to respect someone who protects

the people he loves.

I go to the bus station and change into
jeans and a T-shirt. I put my suit away as
carefully as possible. Then I go to the shelter
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to get in line. It’s easy to get a bed on warm
nights like this. It’s harder in the middle of
winter, when not getting a space means
you could die.

The shelter is hard to sleep in. The
blankets and pillows smell terrible. There’s
always someone raising a fuss. Crying,
yelling, coughing, shouting. Always some-
thing. You learn to tune it out after a while.

Besides, I have tomorrow to look forward
to. My first day on the job.

I won’t be homeless much longer.

5i2

CHAPTER EIGHT

‘m up bright and early for my first day
at work. To tell the truth, I didn’t sleep
a wink. I was too nervous and excited. And

' the shelter is just too loud. But being tired

is nothing. I'd swim through a river of
razor blades for a shot at a job. And now
I've got one. Nothing, and I mean nothing,
is going to slow me down.

I'm at the bus station just after sunrise.
I get out my suit and put it on. It’s a little
wrinkled, but I've already made my first
impression. And it was a good one. Today

is not about appearances. It’s about results.
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Can I do better today than I did yesterday?
Of course I can. I have to. That’s the key to
success.

I eat a breakfast burrito at my regular
place. Then I start heading for the office.
My office. My job. It feels so good to
think that, I say it out loud. I don’t care
who hears me talking to myself. I have
a job.

“You hear that, Moms?” I whisper.
“I'm gonna make you proud.”

I’'m coming up on the block where
Capital’s offices are. Something seems
to be going on today. There’s a big crowd
of people standing outside the building.
Probably shooting a movie, I think. They do
that a lot in this city.

I push my way through the crowd up
to the front. But I don’t see any movie
cameras. All I see are a couple of cops
standing guard at the front door. I've never
been in trouble with the law, but I do know
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I nudge the guy next to me.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I ask.

He looks at me. “Haven’t you heard?”
“I haven’t heard anything. What's up?”
“You work here?” he says.

“I work at Capital. Today’s my first day.”
“Well, I'm sorry to tell you this, buddy,”

- says the guy. “But your first day is also
’ going to be your last.”

I feel like the ground is falling away

" from me. I'm in shock. I stagger, then
- catch myself.

“What do you mean?” I ask.
“Two words, pal,” says the guy. “Ponzi

~ scheme.”

Ponzi scheme? You have to be kidding

me, I think. This is just what Scooby was
- talking about. People taking other people’s
~ money. Pretending they’ll get great returns.
f But really, all they get is robbed.
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i What else did Scooby say? If something

sounds too good to be true...then it prob-
ably is.

Suddenly it hits me. I robbed an old
lady yesterday.

“Here they come!” someone else yells.

At that moment, the front door opens.
There are a lot of cops, and a lot of guys
in suits. One thing I notice right away is
that the guys in suits are in handcuffs.
Some of them are trying to hide their
faces.

Then I recognize Jonny Watts. He’s
got handcuffs on too. His cocky attitude is
gone. He looks like he wants to cry.

I know how he feels.

“You got to be kidding me,” I say.

“Sorry, bro,” says the guy I was talking
to. “Heck of a way to start your first day.”

The guys in suits are being loaded into
cop cars. But I can’t watch anymore. I find

a bench and sit down.
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Scooby was right. Corruption is
verywhere.

Who was I kidding? I thought I could
make it in the world of high finance. But
 the only firm that would give me a chance
turned out to be crooked.

E 1 put my head in my hands. I don’t
belong in this city. I need to leave. Ever since
. Moms and I came here, I've had nothing
7' ‘but trouble. Little by little, everythmg has

~money. Even my own mother was taken
;ﬁ’ from me. And now I've lost the one thing I
* managed to hang on to all this time—hope.
That’s it. I'm done. I'm out of here.
I don’t know where I'm going, but anywhere
s better than here. I'll pawn my suit. I'll get
my car back. I'll fill the tank with gas. And
- thenI'll leave.

Suddenly I feel like a huge weight has
come off my shoulders. I know this is the
) right thing to do.
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I go back to the bus station for the
last time. I put on my old clothes again.
I fold up my suit. Then I go to the pawn-
broker’s place, just a few blocks away.
I know Moms spent over four grand on
the clothes and the briefcase. After a long
argument, I get four hundred bucks for
it all, plus a pawn ticket.

It breaks my heart to think of how
hard Moms worked to buy this suit for
me. All so I could get a good job. But I'm
not going to stand here in a pawnshop
and cry. I have a new plan already, and
I'm going to follow it. That’s one of the
seven habits from my book. Know what
you want and work for it. All I want right
now is to get out of this town before it
kills me.

I make the long walk back to the
impdund lot. I go to the counter and hand
over most of the cash I just got. The guy
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behind the counter asks me to wait a
minute while he finds his receipt book.

I don’t care. What’s my hurry? I have
nothing but time.
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CHAPTER NINE

A fter I pay my towing charge and the

storage fees, I have eighty-one dollars
left. That’s enough to fill the tank with gas
and buy enough food for a few days. And then
what will I do? I have no idea. It’s in God’s
hands now.

I never was very religious. But maybe I
should start going to church. Nothing I do seems
to work. And come wintertime, a nice warm
church would be a good place to hang out.

Then I remember something. How
could I have forgotten? I was supposed to
have a date with Yolanda tonight.
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Well, that’s not going to happen now.
I'm so depressed I can’t even face her. What
will I do? Just not show up, I guess. I hate doing
that, but I can’t look her in the eye and tell her
I'm homeless. Unemployed. Broke. She would
throw me out like last week’s trash. And her
dad would hold the door open for her.

It’s not right to just blow her off. But it
doesn’t matter if I call her or stand her up.
Either way, I lose her. And after what I've
just been through, I can’t take the idea of
being humiliated again.

Today was supposed to be the best day
of my life. Instead, it’s one of the worst.
I'haven’t felt this empty since I watched my
mother pass away.

“Give me a second to find your keys,” says
the owner. He’s looking around behind the
counter. “It’s a little crazy here this morning,
The courier is late again.”

“Sure,” I say. “Take your time. I got
nowhere to be.”
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I

;‘: j The owner goes to the door and opens it. _ “T'll do it for twenty,” I say.

‘ it “Steve!” he yells. “That courier come by “What? Are you serious?”

b | yet?” “Give me the package, and I'll deliver it
M il I can’t hear Steve’s answer, but it must ‘ .' right now. Twenty bucks. Guaranteed.”
{1 be bad news. The owner slams the door ' b “How do I know you won't steal it?”
;‘ i and shakes his head in disgust. 4 I take out my wallet. I remove my
\) il “People are so unreliable,” he says to -‘ driver’s license and put that in my shirt
H;‘” himself. Then he picks up a newspaper and pocket. Then I hand my wallet over to him.
i looks under it. My keys are underneath. E “Here,” I say. “That’s everything I have.

| fi i “Here are your keys, sir. Sorry to keep you ~ All my i, my money, everything. When I

'} ‘ waiting.” ~ come back, call them up and ask if they got
‘Jf‘”i”mj‘ I take my keys. But I don’t leave just yet. the package all right. Then you pay me and
i A lightbulb has gone off in my head. - give me my wallet back.”
[ ”“H‘w“”“ “You say you're waiting for a courier?” E The owner stands there staring at me
[‘ I ask him. - for a minute. I think he’s about to throw
’”} “Yeah, that’s right. I have a package that . me out. But then he nods.
p “‘mw has to go across town. And it needs to be 4 “You got yourself a deal,” he says.

: {h U\ i there in an hour.” - I hold out my hand. We shake.

“You mind me asking how much they “I won't let you down,” I say.

charge you for that?” 4 The package is a manila envelope.
“Thirty-five dollars.” - Itfeels like it’s full of papers. I take it under
I nod. - my arm. Then I go out to the lot and find
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my car. It starts up right away. That’s some-
thing to be happy about, at least. If I had
engine trouble, I might just have to lie
down and die on the spot.

Then I drive across town. It feels good
to have my wheels again. I find the address
with no trouble. It’s a law office downtown.
I know this city like the back of my hand.
That’s one good thing about all the time
I spent job hunting.

I drop the package off. Then I head
back to the lot.

Back in the office, the owner is waiting
for me when I come in.

“I already called them,” he says. “They
said you made the delivery. Nice work.
Here’s your wallet back. And here’s twenty
bucks.”

He hands me a crisp new bill. I put it
in my wallet, along with the cash I have
left. It’s a lot more fun putting money into

a wallet than it is taking it out. Now I'm
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twenty dollars richer. Suddenly I don’t feel
quite so low anymore.

“Thanks,” I say. “You going to have
more packages to deliver?”

“I have to send one out every week,” he
says. “They’re legal documents. Always to
the same address. And they always need
to be there by the same time. You think
you can promise me that?”

“You bet,” I say. “I'm never late.
Guaranteed.”

“Well, you just got yourself a job,”
says the owner.

“Mister,” I say, “you have no idea how

good those words sound to me right now.”
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CHAPTER TEN

O kay, so one little courier job a week is
nothing. But ten of them...that would
start to add up. A hundred, and I'd be in
good shape.

It looks like I have a new job. And this
one is not too good to be true.

It’s just good.

It’s two days later. I'm broke again. But
this time it’s okay. I just spent fifty bucks
on a stack of business cards. I've never had
business cards before. They make me feel
official. But more importantly, they make
me look good.
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The business cards say NEV-R-LATE
URBAN COURIER. And they have my name
and phone number on them.

The phone number belongs to the new
cell phone I just got. That’s what I spent
the rest of my money on. Can’t do business
if you don’t have a phone.

So now I'm walking door to door.
I go into every business I see. Lawyers,
doctors, dentists, financial firms. I don’t
care. Everyone needs a courier sometime.
And I want that courier to be me.

I do the same thing in each place.
I introduce myself to the receptionist.
I hand her a card and explain who I am.
Then I ask if the office manager is avail-
able. Most of the time, the answer is no.
But sometimes I get to speak to the person
in charge.

“I’ll make this fast, because I know
you're busy,” I say to them. “I can deliver
anywhere in the city for half the price of
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the competition. I'm never late. Guaranteed. “No problem,” I say.
That’s my first day. I make fifty bucks,

cash. I charged the jeweler a little extra

If you want a reference, call this number.”
And I give them the name and number of
the owner of the impound lot. He’s already because it was a rush job. But he didn’t
agreed to be my reference. So maybe my care. He was just happy to get his package.
car getting towed wasn’t such a bad thing I sleep in my car again that night’.
after all.

I've been doing this for a whole day.

But this time, I don’t mind. I had enough

money at the end of the day to buy a

I've knocked on maybe fifty doors. I want decent meal. And my brain is spinning with

to hit fifty more before five o’clock. possibilities. How far can I take this thing?
It’s just three o’clock when my phone It’s the right idea at the right time. I always

rings for the first time. I'm so excited, I thought I would love to work in finance.
almost drop it. A jeweler needs something But it would be even better to work

picked up and delivered to him asap. Can I for myself.

do it now? I'm up bright and early the next
“Sure thing,” I say. “You’ll have it in an morning. I grab a quick breakfast and start
hour.”

While I'm making that delivery, the

pounding the pavement again. Knocking
on doors, introducing myself, handing out
phone rings again. A music store owner cards. I don’t stop until lunchtime. My
needs me to go pick up a guitar for phone hasn’t rung yet today, but I figure it
him. It just happens to be on the way to will take time to build up a good business.
the jeweler. I'm patient. .
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I keep going all afternoon too. By five
o’clock my phone hasn’t rung once. What's
going on? It’s the end of the day and I didn’t
get any work. What am I doing wrong?

I need more coverage, I realize.

Then I have another idea: Scooby.

Scooby isn’t hard to find. He haunts the
same turf day after day. If he’s not on his
regular corner, he’s either at church or at
the shelter. I track him down around six
o’clock.

“Walter,” says Scooby. “Nice to see you!
How's it going?”

“Listen, Scooby,” I say. “How would
you like a job?”

His eyes get wide.

“A job? Seriously?” he says.

I explain what I'm doing. Then I tell
him my offer: I'll pay him twenty bucks to
deliver a hundred business cards for me.

Scooby smiles.
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“I used to make two hundred grand a
year,” he says. “Now twenty bucks sounds
like a fortune.”

“Will you do it, Scooby?”

“Of course I will, Walter. It sounds
perfect. If a man can’t make a living, he
has no pride. I was starting to get pretty
depressed. You know what I mean?”

“Do I ever,” I say. “You're going to need
some clean clothes. I brought these for
you.” I give him my other pair of jeans and
my last clean shirt. “Make sure you look
presentable. Wash up and get a shave.”

“No problem.”

I give Walter the business cards. I even
pay him in advance. Then we shake hands.

“If this thing takes off like I think it
will,” I tell Scooby, “there’s a job in it for
you. A real job. It will pay real money too.
So don’t let me down, Scoobs.”

“I won’t, Walter,” he says.
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I sleep like a baby that night, mostly
because I'm so tired.

The next morning, I'm back at it.
Knocking on doors, drumming up business.
My phone rings at nine thirty. It’s another
job. I get two more jobs before lunchtime.
I get four more in the afternoon.

At the end of the day, I've got one
hundred thirty bucks in my pocket. And
that’s after I filled my tank with gas.

I go find Scooby again.

“I don’t know what you’re saying to
people out there, but it works. You got me
a lot of work today,” I tell him.

“It’s easy,” he says. “If I'm talking to a
woman, I just tell them you look like Tiger
Woods. If it’s a man, I tell them you're the
next Donald Trump. Now everyone wants
to meet you.”

“Scooby, you just earned yourself a
steak dinner,” I say.

I treat us both at a steak house I know.
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Last time I was here, it was with my moms.
We were celebrating my graduation from
community college. I try not to think about
that. It makes me too sad. Besides, I have
something new to celebrate.

After we've eaten, Scooby pats his
stomach and gives me a huge smile.

“Thanks, Walter,” says Scooby. “I feel so
good, I hate to go back to that shelter.”

>

“I know what you mean,” I say.
“Hopefully you won’t be living there too
much longer.”

And I won’t be sleeping in my car much
longer either, 1 think.

Scooby and I shake hands.

“You want to work again tomorrow?”
I ask him.

“You bet,” he says.

“Great. I'll meet you at the shelter at
eight am.”

“I'll be there,” Scooby says. “Wild horses

couldn’t keep me away.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

ime is passing quickly now. A whole
T day will fly by without me even
noticing. That’s how busy I am. The phone
just doesn’t stop ringing. It turns out a
reliable courier was just what this town
needed.

Just two weeks have passed since I
delivered that first package. In that time,
I've earned over twelve hundred dollars. I
gave Scooby a raise and bought him some
new clothes. I bought clothes for myself
too. But not a suit. People don’t want a

courier who looks slick. They want a guy
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who looks like he’s not afraid to get his
hands dirty.

So, I bought myself a uniform at a
professional supply store. It’s a dark blue

- jumpsuit with lots of pockets. I need the
~ pockets because I have to carry a lot of

things—a receipt book, an order book, a
few pens and my cell phone, to name just
a few. I even have a name tag that says
WALTER in large red letters. Underneath
that, it has the name of my business.
People take one look at me and they know
I'm serious. And that makes them trust me.

At the end of every day, I meet up with
Scooby at a coffee shop. I got him a uniform
too. So we sit in our blue jumpsuits and
sip coffee. We talk about how things went
that day and how we can do better. I've got
Scooby delivering packages now too. He
looks completely different. Even though he’s
still sleeping at the shelter, he looks full of
pride. He got a haircut and some new glasses.
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And now that he’s eating regularly, he
doesn’t look sick all the time.

I'm still sleeping in my car. But now I'm
just doing it to save money. Soon enough,
I'll be able to get my own place again.
I can’t wait for that. I'll be off the street.
And I am never, ever going back.

Now it’s Monday, the start of my third
week working for myself. I've been at it all
morning. I'm sitting in my car, having a
donut and taking a break. I'm in a part of
town I know well. Across the street is the
pawnshop where I sold my suit. And in my
wallet is the pawn ticket.

I get out of my car and cross the street.
In the window there are all kinds of
things people have sold—a bowling ball, a
computer, a tennis racket, a pair of earrings.

There’s a mannequin too. And on the
mannequin is my suit. At his feet is my
Underwood briefcase. I never actually

carried any papers in that thing. But it felt
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- good to have it at my side. It made me look

serious. Almost like a lawyer or something.

I take the pawn ticket out and look at it.
Then I look up at the suit again. If I want
it back, all I have to do is fork over four
hundred bucks. Then it’s mine again. |

I think once more about how hard
Moms worked to buy these things for me.
All she ever wanted was to see me succeed.
Part of me wants to buy it back just
because it was a present from her.

But what would I do with it? The suit
would just hang in my closet. I'd never
wear it. The briefcase would just take up
space. [ don’t need these things anymore.
And if T hang on to that four hundred
bucks, I'm that much closer to affording
my own place again.

I remember what Yolanda said to me
once. I told her the world judged a man
based on his appearance. She said that

what you have inside is more important.
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I can see more than ever how right she
was. I'm wearing clothes I wouldn’t have
been caught dead in a month ago. But I
feel better than I've ever felt before. That
feeling is something money can’t buy. It’s
called self-respect.

I've been trying not to think about
Yolanda. Ever since the night I stood her
up, I've pushed her to the back of my
mind. I haven’t even been back to the postal
center. It’s just too painful to think of what
I gave up.

Sure, we only had one date. I'm not
saying I was in love with her. But she is
definitely a special person. Someone I really
would have liked to get to know. And who
knows what might have happened down
the road? We had a lot of the same goals.
We could have made a good team.

I look at my reflection in the window of
the pawnshop. What was I thinking by just
not showing up for our date? That was the
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stupidest thing I could have done. I know I
was afraid of losing her by telling her the
truth about myself. But I should have tried
anyway. There was a chance, no matter
how small. She might have understood.
But just blowing her off like that guaran-
teed I would have no chance at all. I acted
like a loser.

That’s it. I can’t spend the rest of my
life regretting one dumb move. Either I
forget about her forever, or I make it right.

And I don’t want to forget about her.
Every time I think of how she looked that
night, it’s like a knife in my chest. That
beautiful yellow dress, her deep, dark eyes,
her gentle smile.

That’s it. I've made up my mind. I'm
going to her house tonight to apologize.
Maybe she’ll slam the door on me. Maybe her
dad will break my neck. Well, maybe not. He
is a minister, after all. But he’s still a father.
And fathers are protective of their little girls.
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[ have a long list of deliveries to make.
After that, I'm going straight to her place.
This might just be the scariest thing I've

CHAPTER TWELVE

ever done. But it feels like the right thing
too. She deserves an apology. And what
happens next will be up to her.

hat evening, I pull up in front of

Yolanda’s house. I park in the street.
I don’t even dare use the driveway. I sit
b there for a moment and look at the front
- door. I won't lie. I'm scared. Okay, not just
:; scared. Terrified. But I know I have to do
- the right thing here. If nothing else, I need
~ to let Yolanda know that I am sorry. So I
get out of the car.

That walk to her front door? Now I
know what a condemned man must feel on

the way to his execution.
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Parnell answers my knock. He stares at
me like I'm a Martian.

“Can I help you?” he says finally.

“Hello, Mr. Jefferson,” I say. “Is Yolanda
home? There’s something I need to say
to her.”

“Huh,” he says. Parnell is holding a
newspaper in one hand. As I watch, he
rolls it up into a tube and uses it to smack
his other hand. I wonder if he’s thinking
about hitting me with it. “And what would
that be?”

“Ah, well,” I say, “no disrespect intended,
but I want to say it to her.”

He looks at me for another few seconds.
Then he nods.

“Okay,” he says. Then he calls over his
shoulder. “Baby! Someone here at the door
for you.”

“Who is it?” comes Yolanda’s voice.

“You best come see for yourself,” says
old Parnell.
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After the longest wait of my life,
Yolanda comes to the door. She’s only
wearing jeans and a sweater, but she’s still
the most beautiful woman on the planet.
I feel that knife in my chest again. Dang.
I really screwed up. '

“You gotta be kidding me,” she says.
“You?”

“Hello, Yolanda,” I say.

“T'll be in the living room,” Parnell says.
He goes back into the house. But I can still
see his shadow on the floor. He’s hiding
around the corner. I'm sure he’s going to
hear every word of this.

“Who that at the door?” I hear Yolanda’s
mom ask.

“It’s that Davis character,” Parnell says.

“Oh,” says Mrs. Jefferson. Then she gets
real quiet. Great. So they’re both listening.

“Walter,” Yolanda says, “what happened
to you? We had a date. You stood me up.”

“T know. I'm here to apologize,” I say.
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“Well, you better be,” Yolanda says,
putting one hand on her hip. “First off,
I was worried. I thought something
happened to you. You just dropped off the

face of the earth. You haven’t even been in

to check your mail. I thought about calling |

the police to report you missing!”

“I wasn’t missing,” I say. “Something
happened. Something I need to explain.”

“Well, I'm not sure I even want to hear
it,” says Yolanda.

“I can’t wait to hear it!” says Parnell
from inside the house.

“Shh!” says Mrs. Jefferson.

“Yolanda,” I say, “is there any chance we
can talk somewhere a little more private?”

“Uh-uh,” she says. “You got something
to say, you say it. Unless you're ashamed of
yourself.”

I take a deep breath.

“Well, I am ashamed of myself,” I say.

“I just wanted to let you know something.
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The reason I didn’t show up that night is
because my car got towed.”

“That’s it? That’s your excuse?”

“No,” I say. “It’s more complicated than
that.” _

“Walter, what are you talking about?”
says Yolanda.

Here’s the part where I should tell her
I'm homeless. But I can’t make myself say
it. I'm too ashamed. Or maybe too proud.
Whatever. The words just won’t come out
of my mouth. So I keep blathering.

“Well, first I lost my car, and then I lost
all my money. It was my own fault. I'm
not blaming anyone else. I was desperate.
I couldn’t even afford to buy you a milk-
shake. I thought about coming to tell you,
but I was afraid of how you might look
at me. Kind of like you're looking at me
right now.”

“So you decided you would just leave

me waiting rather than be honest?”
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“I'm so sorry,” I say. “I wasn’t thinking
straight. I was having a really hard time.
But things are different now. I've started my
own business. It’s going really well too.”

“Well, I'm very happy for you,” says
Yolanda. “Is that it?”

“Yes,” 1 say. “Wait. I haven’t really
apologized yet. I just want to say I know
I messed up. So I came here to tell you,
from the bottom of my heart. I am really,
truly, deeply sorry. You deserve better than

‘that. But I couldn’t go another day without
telling you how I feel. I think you’re
wonderful, Yolanda, but I understand if
you never want to see me again.”

“Are you done now?” she says.

“Yeah,” I say. “I'm done.”

“Well, you know something, Walter?”
says Yolanda. “I do deserve better than that.
So goodbye.”

[ swallow hard.

“Goodbye,” I say.
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She closes the door in my face. I turn
around and head back to my car. I keep

~ hoping I'll hear her door open again.

Maybe she’ll call out to me. Tell me she
understands. That it’s okay. We can work
it out. |
But she doesn’t.
[ start up my car and drive away. I feel
like I just left a piece of myself behind.
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nother night trying to sleep in the
A back of my car. Another night of no

sleep. All I can think of is the way Yolanda
was looking at me. I could see the hurt in
her eyes. How could I have screwed up so
badly? She was the one thing in my life that
was going right, and I had to mess it up. I
really must have something wrong with me.

And now she never wants to see me again.

It is a lonely sunrise.

After breakfast, I decide I need to forget
about Yolanda. I really have no choice.
It’s either that or spend the rest of my life
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regretting a stupid mistake. You just have to
move on sometimes, no matter how lousy
it makes you feel.

So it’s time for me to put the next phase
of my plan into action.

[ drive to the shelter where I've stayed
many a night. Just walking in the door is
depressing. The place reeks like a barn. But
I remind myself that I'm not here to stay.
I'm here for a higher purpose.

I'say hello to the man working the recep-
tion desk. Then I go in to the main area,
where about twenty people are having
breakfast. The food smells and looks terrible.
But it’s all some people have to keep from
starving to death.

“Hey, everybody,” I say. “Can I have your
attention, please?”

Some people ignore me. They think I'm
just one more crazy person. Homeless shel-
ters are full of them, after all. But others
look at me curiously.
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“My name is Walter, and I'd like to offer
you some work,” I say. “Would anyone like
to earn twenty bucks today?”

Several hands go up right away. Others
don’t. You would think that everyone
would want to work. But some people
are here because they’re mentally ill, or
too sick or too old to work. People don't
become homeless by choice. I've heard
enough stories to know that all it takes
is a series of bad breaks. Just like what
happened to me. A lot of people have
had even worse luck than I have. And
imagine being sixty or seventy years old
to boot. You can see how life just isn’t fair
sometimes.

But there are a number of younger
healthy people who just need another

chance. And I'm going to give it to them.

“Okay, everyone with their hands up,

follow me,” I say.
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About ten people get up and follow me.
We walk past the guy at the desk, whose
jaw is hanging open.

“What’s going on?” he says.

“It’s abrand-new day,” I say. “Opportunity
just knocked for these people.”

The guy smiles.

“Amen to that,” he says.

Out on the street, I turn and wait for
everyone to catch up. Then we walk in
a group to the uniform supply store, just a
few blocks away. I've already arranged with
the owner of this place for a bulk discount.
I buy ten T-shirts that say NEV-R-LATE
URBAN COURIER. Then I have everyone
put them on.

When that’s done, I gather them all on
the sidewalk. I hand each person a stack
of a hundred business cards. I explain
what I want them to do: walk around

town and deliver these cards to businesses.
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Everyone pick a different territory. Be polite.
Be respectful. Get in and out, and don’t
waste anyone’s time.

“Okay, that’s your job,” I say. “And to
show you my heart’s in the right place,
I'm going to pay you half in advance.
Here’s ten bucks for each of you. Come
back when you’re done and I'll give you
another ten.”

I hand them each a ten-dollar bill.

From the looks on some of their faces,

you would think they just won the lottery.

I figure maybe one or two of them will
keep the money and throw away the cards.
There’s not much I can do about that. But
most of them will do what I asked them to
do. And they’ll come back for more work
again. Those will be my future employees.

“Now,” I say. “Does anyone have any
questions?”

“Yes, I have one,” says a voice behind

me. “Why did you make my little girl cry?”
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For a moment, I don’t even want to turn
around. I know that voice. But I do turn.
And who is standing there behind me but
Parnell Jefferson.

“Mr. Jefferson,” I say. “What are you
doing here?” ’

“I decided to follow you last night,” he
says. “I know you slept in your car. And I
followed you again this morning.”

“You followed me?”

“I needed to know who was coming
around my daughter,” he says. “What’s
going on with you, Walter?”

That’s it. No more hiding.

So I tell Mr. Jefferson everything.
Including the fact that I'm homeless.

To my surprise, he listens. And nods.
And when I'm done, he does something
I wasn’t expecting. He smiles.

“Thank you for being honest,” he says.

“Mr. Jefferson, the last thing in the world
I wanted to do was hurt your daughter,”
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[ say. “But I just couldn’t stand the shame.
I guess 'm a coward.”

“No, you're not,” he says. “Do you
think you can be as honest with Yolanda as
you just were with me?” '

“Do you think she would listen?” I say.

“Well,” says Mr. Jefferson, “there’s only
one way to find out.”

“You mean I should go talk to her right
now?”

“That’s just what [ mean. If you're
serious about her, that is. If not, then don’t
bother.”

“I just thought that after what happened
yesterday—"

“Yesterday you told her half the truth,”
Mr. Jefferson interrupts. “What you need to
do is tell her the whole truth.”

I nod.

“You're right,” I say.

“Well?”

“Is Yolanda at work right now?”
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“Yes, she is.”

“You want to walk with me?” I ask him.

“Sure, Walter, I'll come along,” he says.
“I'm dying to see how this turns out.”

“So are we!” says one of my new
employees. I'd forgotten about them.
I turn and face them.

“Sorry, folks, this is some personal
business,” I say. “Meet me back here
tomorrow morning to collect the rest
of your pay. And I'll have more work for
those interested.”

“Good luck, Walter!” says a big guy
with red hair. “Hope you work it out with
her!”

“Yeah, good luck!” says everyone else.
“Let us know what happens!”

“Thanks,” I say.

Then Parnell and I head for the postal
center. It’s time to make things right for real.
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r. Jefferson says he’ll wait outside

while I go in. He doesn’t want to inter-
fere. So I head into the postal center by
myself.

Yolanda is standing behind the counter.
She’s got a pile of rubber bands in front of
her. She’s sorting them according to color.
There’s nobody in line. It’s just me and her.
When she sees me, she stiffens up. A look
comes over her face that tells me this is
not going to be easy. Well, I didn’t think it
would be.
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I walk up to the counter. She says
nothing. She doesn’t even look up. She just
keeps sorting rubber bands.

“Hi,” I say.

“Was there something I could help you
with, sir?” she says. |

“So it’s like that?” I say.

“Yeah, it’s like that,” she says. “If there’s

- nothing you need, I'm very busy right

now.”

“Yolanda, there’s something else I have
to tell you. I didn’t give you the whole story
yesterday.”

She stops sorting the rubber bands and
looks up at me.

“Oh, so you were lying?”

“No, I wasn’t lying. I wouldn’t do that
to you.”

“How do I know that? You stood me
up with no trouble. Maybe you can lie just
as easily.”
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Oh, boy. This is not going well. I can’t
believe how nervous I am. My palms are
sweaty. | wipe them on my blue jumpsuit.

“Well?” she says. “What's this big thing
you have to tell me? I don’t have all day.
These rubber bands are not going to orga-
nize themselves.”

“Yolanda, the truth is, I'm homeless,”
[ say. “And it’s really embarrassing. So I
didn’t want you to know. I was afraid you
wouldn’t want to see me again. I stood
you up because my life got turned upside
down. Just when I thought I'd lost every-
thing, I lost even more. When my car got
towed, it meant [ had to go back to the
homeless shelter. I had no money. No job.
No hope either. And I didn’t want you
to know how bad things were with me.
I guess I was afraid. I'm sorry I didn’t tell
you the whole story. But now you know.”

“I already knew you were homeless,
Walter,” says Yolanda.
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[ can’t believe what I just heard. I stare
at her, my jaw hanging open.

“What did you say?” I ask.

“Oh, come on. Give a sister some credit.
The signs were all there.”

“What signs?” I say. “I thought I was
doing a good job of hiding it!”

“First of all, you wore the same suit
every day,” says Yolanda. “That was kind of
a clue. Second of all, why would you come
in here if you had a place of your own? You
needed a mailbox because you needed an’
address to put on your résumé. Am I right?”

“You should have been a detective,”
I say.

“And another thing. You checked your
email here all the time. Most likely, if you
had a place of your own, you would have
a computer too. But instead you used this
one. So that was another clue.”

“You should have been a senior detective,”
I say. "Anything else, Sherlock Holmes?”
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“You did let a couple of hints drop,”
Yolanda says. “Like when we were out
to dinner, you said you had a small place
downtown. A really small place. You may
not know this, but you looked out the
window at your car when you said that.”

“T did?”

“Yup. Body language is a dead giveaway.”

“You're scaring me,” I say. “So...you
knew I was homeless, and you agreed to go
out with me anyway?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Why?"

Yolanda rolls her eyes.

“Do I really have to answer that one?”
she says.

“What do you mean?”

“Walter, first of all, I knew enough
about you to know that you’re no bum.
I could see how hard you were working to
find a job. I know sometimes people just
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catch a bunch of bad breaks. That’s not
your fault. T knew you were the kind of guy
who wouldn’t rest until you'd gotten what
you wanted out of life. And that made me
respect you.”

“Wow,” I say. “I wish I had known that.”

“Walter, what is wrong with you?” she
says. “The fact that I went out with you
wasn’t enough to tell you how I felt? You
think I just go out with any old guy who
asks me? I'm very picky. Ask my parents.
You're the first guy I've ever brought home

 to meet them.”

“You're kidding me,” I say.

“No, I'm not kidding,” she says. “That’s
why it hurt me so bad when you didn’t
show up. I was beside myself, Walter. All I
could think of was that you were hurt and
couldn’t get help.”

“Yolanda,” I say, “will you ever forgive
me for being such an idiot?”
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She gives me yet another long look.
But this time, there’s a tiny smile playing
around her lips. '

“Walter,” she says, “go check your email.”

“What? Why?”

“Because I sent you something.”

“You sent me an email? How did you
even know my address?”

Yolanda reaches under the counter and
holds up a piece of paper. M}; résumé. It
has my email address on it.

“When you came in to make copies of
this, I made myself an extra one.”

I'm amazed. “You did? But why?”

“I was curious to know more about
you. Now, go check your email.”

I go over to the computer and log in to
my email account. I haven’t checked it in
a long time. There are a lot of messages.
Some of them are from places I asked for a
job, but I don’t care about those anymore.
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I keep looking through my inbox until I
find a message from Yolanda. I click on it to
open it up.

It reads:

Wherever you are, and whatever happened,
it’s okay. Just come back. ‘

That’s all it says. I check the message
header to see when she sent it. The date is
over two weeks old.

I get up and go back to the counter.

“You sent that before I even came back
to apologize,” I say.

“Believe me, there were times I wished
[ hadn’t sent it. But now I'm glad I did.”

“So am I,” I say. “Thank you so much.”

“You're welcome,” she says.

“I...I don’t know what to say.”

"How about you tell me about this big
business idea of yours, Mr. Urban Courier?”

“What? How did you know about
that too?”
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“It’s on your name tag, genius,” says
Yolanda. .‘

“Oh, right,” I say. “I forgot. Listen... . }
how about I tell you all about it over dinner |
tonight? If you’ll give me another chance,

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

that is.”

L ong story short...she gave me another
chance. And this time, I didn’t screw
it up.

It’s a year later. Yolanda and I are in the
same Chinese restaurant we went to on
our first date. But we’re not eating. We're
dancing. Lots of my old friends from the
shelter are there. So are some of my best
customers. All her family members are

“there too. Everyone is watching us dance.
There’s a DJ playing a Roberta Flack tune:
“The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face.”

Yolanda is wearing a white gown.
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I'm in a tuxedo.

We just got married.

A lot’s happened in a year. My business
has grown. It’s too big for me to run on my
own anymore. | have twenty employees
now. Most of them are people who used
to be homeless and unemployed. Now
they all have jobs. They can afford places
of their own. They're off the street and
supporting themselves. They’re productive
members of society. You can see the differ-
ence in the way they carry themselves.
They feel alive again.

[ have a new business partner too. She’s
the woman in my arms right now. Yolanda
runs the administrative side of things. She
takes care of the office. She’s even got her
own secretary to help her. Without her help,
I'd be lost. She’s smart and capable. She’s
my partner in every sense of the word.

I spend a lot of my time dealing with

clients now. I still go around drumming
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up new business. But it’s on a whole new
level. Instead of knocking on doors, I sit in
fancy boardrooms with executives of large
corporations. I like it. It feels natural. Like
it’s what I was meant to be doing all along,

Scooby is still with me too. He’s in

charge of the employees now. He doesn’t
call himself Scooby anymore. Now he’s
back to calling himself Samuel. That was
his name before he lost everything. He
told me just the other day that he hasn’t
felt so good about himself in years. And he
thanked me for giving him a chance. I told
him he didn’t have to thank me. He was
helping me by doing such good work.

It makes me feel so good to look
around the room at all these people. Parnell
performed our wedding ceremony: I could see
by the look on his face how proud he was that
we were getting married. He’s still protective
of his little girl, of course. But it helps that
he thinks a lot of his new son-in-law.
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Mrs. Jefferson is standing next to him.
If she smiled any harder, her face might
fall off. She’s been teaching me a lot of
Mandarin. We can have a whole conversa-
tion now. She says I'm a natural. If we have
kids, Yolanda and I want them to speak
both languages.
And Yolanda wants kids. A lot of them.
Ilook down into Yolanda’s eyes and smile.
“How you doing?” I ask.
“I'm great,” she says. “How you doing?”
“Sorry I'm such a lousy dancer.”
“That’s okay. You're good at other things.”
“Did I mention this is the happiest day
of my life?”
“About a thousand times.”
“Well, I'm going to say it again. In case
you forget.”
“I won't forget.”
The song ends. Everybody claps. Then
the DJ puts on some livelier music, and the

floor fills up with people. Chinese, blacks,
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whites, Hispanics. It looks like the lobby of
the United Nations. It’s the oddest collec-
tion of people you’ll ever see. And one of
the happiest too. ‘

Everybody starts to boogie like dancing
is going out of style. The DJ switches
back and forth, from soul and rap tunes to
Chinese pop music to blues and rock and
roll. Everyone is having such a good time
that no one cares what they dance to. They
just want to get down with their funky
selves.

“By the way,” says Yolanda. “I want to
give you this.” ‘

She presses something into my hand.
“What is it?” I say.

“Just look at it,” she tells me.

I open up my hand. It’s a tiny piece
of paper, all folded up. I unfold it. I can’t
believe my eyes.

“Is this what I think it is?” I ask her.

“Yes, it is.”
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“You saved it all this time?”

“I sure did. Read it.”

It’s the fortune from a fortune cookie.
It’s the one Yolanda got on our first date, in
this very restaurant. The one she wouldn’t
show me that night.

The fortune says:

You will marry the man of your dreams.

“I thought you didn’t believe in these
things,” I say.

“I never said that,” she tells me. “I just
said they weren't really a Chinese invention.”

“How come you didn’t show this to me
before?”

“Because I didn’t want to jinx it. I wanted
it to come true,” she says. “And it did.”

I grab my wife close and hold her tight.

We’re not rich. But we don’t care
about being rich. We just care about being
happy. We don’t have the money to go on
a honeymoon right now. We don’t care

about that either. We'll spend tonight in a
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luxury hotel suite. We thought we would
treat ourselves that much. Then it’s back
to our regular lives. That’s okay. We love
our lives just the way they are.

When we check out of the hotel, we’ll
go back to our new apartment. We just
bought it a month ago. It’s not a fancy
place, and it’s not very big.

But it’s home.
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