It was last summer, I drove to the Northridge Flyaway bus parking lot from my suburban San Fernando Valley home, parking my car in the Flyaway bus parking lot in Northridge, trusting my suitcase to the blue-capped man, and then rode in air-conditioned comfort to LAX on the bumper-to-bumper 405 freeway, effortlessly passing the other bumper cars stuck in their own misery. Even though the bus was in the fast lane, the trip to the airport seemed to take forever. The bus stopped at the United terminal, and after clearing the security check, I then found my way to the boarding area. The plane took off on time and flew to Las Vegas for the software conference my company had paid for me to attend.

After I arrived at the hotel, I checked into my room, dropped my suitcase on the extra queen size bed, changed into something more appropriate, and headed down the empty hallway. I found the elevator on my 41st floor, got in and pushed the lobby button. It had been 4 years since I'd been able to attend this annual conference, due to the common complications of middle age life: A difficult divorce, child custody battles, obstinate civil court judges, the final divorce decree, and in the end, for better or worse, the full catastrophe. I ended up living in a small walk-up apartment in a noisy part of the Valley where adult video stores with their cheap burned out signs advertise video sex on every other street corner, and where the local yokels and Cholos cruise their low-riders up and down the wide main boulevards until late night. The police car sirens are common in the night, and the sounds of helicopters permeate the otherwise peaceful light-polluted night skies.

The elevator stopped on the 23rd floor, and a young couple wearing swimwear, a man and woman, got on. They were chattering in a language I could not understand, but the scent of her perfume was universal. The thought came to me that my ex-wife might be swimming in the same quiet evening suburban pool where we both once swam, only tonight she is sharing endless glasses of fine French champagne with her new swanky lover, their crystal goblets just now resting on the glass Tiffany table, next to the same chaise lounge where we used to make love under the light filled un-starry San Fernando Valley night skies. The elevator landed on the lobby level, and we all went our way.

I found my way to the conference room, and it was a party scene. Open bar reception, as always, for this software company always pulled out the stops for the Sunday evening reception. Tomorrow, technical software training, database workshop updates, and geeky talks. But tonight, we eat, we dance, and we drink deeply. I recognized some familiar faces of other IT geeks, and a couple of the software company VIPs from past conferences. Mike and I made eye contact and talked about Oracle PL/SQL stored procedure best practices, pretty much alienating those who had been in our conversation moments ago. 

It was a two-day conference, over before it started. They paid for a limousine to cart groups of us back to the Las Vegas airport, the limousine interior reeking of breathy leftover booze and cigarette smoke exhaust. As I found my way back through the Vegas airport security check, found the departures board, and rambled to my departure gate, I was clutching my boarding pass tightly in one hand, and my suitcase on wheels in the other. Once I found my gate I had nothing to do but to sit and wait it out until boarding time, watch the slow taxiing of giant airplanes on the tarmac, and then line up for takeoff.

On the plane I was dog-tired, but not too tired to buy a gin and tonic from the flight attendant when she came around. The flight lasted barely 55 minutes. Last call as we entered the descent, I got another g & t. We landed, and there was another limousine to take us back to the Flyaway parking lot, where I would soon get in my car and drive back to my tiny apartment, with the noisy nights, and the cruisers, and the adult video stores and topless bars on every other street corner, and the choppers with their swiveling spotlights looking to bust liquor store and convenience market thieves into the dark night. 

The two gin and tonics I had on the 55 minute flight back Vegas to LAX were still kicking my butt after the plane landed. I came to realize, the shock wave of it slowly entering my consciousness, as I looked out the windows at unfamiliar buildings, intersections, and traffic lights, that I had gotten on the wrong limousine. Late afternoon had turned to dusk, sense into confusion, and reason started turning into panic. I could have gotten on the limo that was going to the Flyaway parking lot, where my car was parked, but for some reason, I didn't. It didn't happen. Confusion. Gin. I could have been on the right limo, gotten dropped off in the parking lot where my car was parked, and driven back home, but no. The limo driver dropped us all off at the Los Angeles Union train station, where the train terminal is. The end of the line if you're coming to LA, or the beginning of the line if you're leaving, and I really wanted to leave and just be back home. Everyone got out, and they all looked like they knew right where they were going, briefcases or suitcases rolling along with them. Some had people waiting for them, their car engines running, parking lights on. Except me. I had no idea now where I was going, or why I was there where I was, or how to get myself home. I made my way into the train station, to see if there was a train heading back to the Flyaway parking lot in Northridge. Nothing. The last northbound train for there had left almost an hour ago. It was all too real, and all too wrong. And the evening was becoming darker, minute by minute. And that's when the out of body reality began.

I walked back out to the front of the station, where all the taxi cabs were lined up and waiting. I asked a cab driver how much to drive me back to Northridge, to the Flyaway. $235. More cash than I had on me, and it was now night, and I did not feel like roaming the streets of downtown LA, lost and looking for an ATM, location unknown, to get some cash, $235 worth, and then stealthily tiptoeing back to the taxi cab stand, which after getting the money, I likely would become too lost trying to find, and end up in some worse place in LA. Better to stay put, I thought. Faced with this new reality, I found a park type bench under a tree at the train station to sit on and rest my weary body, and to contemplate my options.

I didn't have many options to contemplate. I decided to take a short nap instead.

A park bench is a miserable thing on which to try to take a nap. The city orders them with raised dividers between seats so as to discourage the homeless from sleeping on them. So, I opened up my suitcase, got out some clothes to pad me underneath, and to keep me warm above. I didn't have all that many clothes in there, and my nap was not all that comfortable. But I made do. I scooted my almost empty suitcase under the bench to hide it, lest some thief of the night take it from me. No matter how I turned my head, a streetlight was glaring in my eyes. I fished out a used sock to lay over my eyes to block out the light.

After squirming around for a while, I actually became comfortable on the hard bench not designed for sleeping on. The evening was cool, but I was warm mostly. Warm enough to drift off to sleep, to hope for a good dream, with my arms wrapped around my chest under a collection of worn tee shirts and sweaters, my suitcase hidden beneath me. Looking homeless. And, off to sleep I went, breathing in, breathing out, focusing on the breathing. My unconscious imagination went wild once my conscious mind let loose of it, and the dreams I soon had were vivid. Colors, trees, clouds, an airplane window looking out from under the clouds, looking up into them, our pilot chomping peanuts and drooling with his captain's hat on, while walking the aisle drinking through a purple hose from a huge copper urn on wheels full of champagne, a man rolling down the plane window next to his seat, laughing and blowing bubbles, a fat woman laughing hysterically at a magazine article she was reading, a speeding limousine eight miles below driving 80 mph in reverse and heading in the wrong direction, then my ex-wife swimming with her champagne lover in a midnight love-fest just below the plane, or was it below the hard bench, then the sound of crunchy footsteps, and then, a blanket to cover me from the cold, and I awoke in the darkness on the bench to the blanket partly covering my face and nose. Oh, but the blanket felt good. It made me warm all over. I rolled over, tucked in harder, my head found a magic angle that the glaring streetlights couldn't find, and I went back into the dream.

Daybreak. Amanecer. Morning. It was then that I noticed all the other benches. I had not slept through the night alone. I had spent my night alone, in the madness of my dreams, but I noticed that I was in the company of others, at some distance from me, all or mostly homeless it seemed. Some were on benches, others on the ground. I suddenly felt privileged to have had a bench for a bed. As I woke up, as they woke up, their eyes began to look my way in the early light, slowly at first, and then staring at this outlier, this stranger from another world. But there was a recognition among us. I felt the odd man out, the one with the nice new suitcase, the one with the decent clothes and the nice shoes, hidden next to my suitcase. The others were homeless, wearing rags and old clothes, shiny with body sweat and grease. I could smell the odors from a distance, drifting in the breeze. Though we did not have lifestyles in common, there but for a foolish miscalculation on my part, we came to share a common night out, sleeping under the city lights, vulnerable. There but for fortune, we went our own ways. And we had this in common too: we were all looking for home.
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