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Alexandria, VA - The rain had started to pour from the dark skies as I was in the midst of a late evening walk from my home to our local supermarket, a Giant.  I had no umbrella or rain gear, but the summer rain felt surprisingly good - at least at first.  But as I became increasingly soaked, I began to look for shelter.  It was not yet 9 PM, so the Starbucks just ahead became my goal.
Once in the cozy confines of the Starbucks, I ordered a doppio.   Just as my drink was being handed to me by the barista, I noticed a fellow-drenchee entering the store.  He was an older fellow with a gray beard and was carrying a large, hiking backpack.  
As I sipped my drink, I asked him where he was headed.  "Alexandria," he replied in a curiously cheery manner.  I say "curiously" because he was just as wet as I, and he did not have a rain cover for his backpack.
"Where are you coming from?" I asked.
"Winchester.  I walked from there today."
This response was obviously a lie. Winchester is over 50 miles to the west, and no one, especially a fellow of his age is not going to do that mileage in a day.  Perhaps he had hitched a few rides along the way, but he definitely did not walk that distance.
"So how are you getting to Alexandria in this rain?"
"Well, man, I'm staying here until they kick me out, and then I'm gonna walk there, or at least to the Metro station in Springfield where I can catch a bus."
For some unknown reason, and in spite of the fact that I knew that this fellow was not being totally straightforward with me, I blurted out, "Hey, if you don't mind waiting until I walk home, I'll come back and give you a ride to Alexandria."
The barista, who was apparently listening to our conversation, looked at my new best friend and chimed in, "We're closing in five minutes, so you're going to have to leave."
He did not acknowledge her, but said to me, "That would be great.  I will be waiting over under the shelter near the Giant."
I walked home in the rain, quickly changed into dry clothes and took our electric car (a Nissan Leaf) to the Giant.  There he was, waiting in front and smoking a cigarette.  I had telephoned my wife, who was in North Carolina, about my plans and she was concerned.  I believe her exact words were, "Are you crazy?  You don't even know this guy.  He might have a gun, or a knife."  I dismissed her reprimand by saying that I was simply trying to improve my odds of obtaining Moksha by helping a fellow in need.  I am not sure which of us hung up on the other.
I quickly learned that my new BFF was named Tom.  He said that he had been working in Florida, but was returning home to northern Virginia to look for construction work here closer to his hometown.  I am not sure how much of Tom's story I believed, but we were soon headed to Alexandria.  As we talked, I learned that Tom was homeless.  He wanted me to take him to a certain McDonalds where "they never kick you out until at least midnight."  He also gave me a rundown of every homeless shelter in Alexandria, including which ones to avoid and why.  His plan was to sleep in his tent in a local park if he were kicked out at midnight.  "The cops know me at that one, and never give me a hard time when I am there 'cuz I do stuff for them."  Although I was curious about exactly what Tom did for the police, I knew that it was probably better not to ask.
When I stopped to drop Tom off at the McDonalds, it was still pouring.  I offered him a couple of Clif bars that I had brought from home to give to him.  He was very appreciative, but said, "No thanks, man, I can't eat them with no teeth."  Tom opened his mouth with a (literally) toothless grin to offer proof.  He apparently had money for coffee, and did not attempt to panhandle from me.  After getting his backpack out of the Leaf, he turned in the rain and waved goodbye, but he did take the Clif bars.
On the way to my nice, warm, dry home, I kept thinking about Tom and all those who are homeless.  His manner of speech suggested that he had little formal education, and may have had what we now politely refer to as "special needs."   What I do know is that there is a subculture in the U.S. of people like Tom, who, for whatever reason(s), have difficult lifestyles far removed from those of us with roofs over our heads and the certainty of three square meals a day.  Like most of us, I do not like to think about these matters, and I certainlyhave no idea how to fix it.  Based on my brief interaction with Tom, I am not certain that it can be fixed.
I thought you might like to know.
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