SHAME OF THE CITY 
HOMELESS ISLAND 
They live - and die - on a traffic island in the middle of a busy downtown street, surviving by panhandling drivers or turning tricks. 
- Kevin Fagan, Chronicle Staff Writer
Sunday, November 30, 2003 
They live - and die - on a traffic island in the middle of a busy downtown street, surviving by panhandling drivers or turning tricks. Everyone in their colony is hooked on drugs or alcohol. They are the harsh face of the homeless in San Francisco. 
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The day everyone learned Tommy's rotting flesh killed him was pretty much like any other day on the traffic island. 

Vina, the one-legged woman with broken teeth, weaved her wheelchair in and out of traffic all morning, panhandling with a cardboard sign that read, "Anything helps." Michelle, the willowy transvestite, dozed alongside her heaped shopping cart, occasionally waking to stare at the cars. Little Bit Susan, the tiny prostitute, wasn't at her usual spot on the sidewalk -- but that was only because she was in the hospital again from another feverish flareup of one of the abscesses on her neck. 

Wild Woman Angel and One-Leg Mike were out getting heroin, and Cowboy squatted on the cement, cleaning a crack pipe. 

It was after noon when they found out their leader -- 44-year-old Tommy Rettig, a rail-thin man with a curly red beard -- was dead of "necrotizing fasciitis," the tissue-dissolving bacterial infection common to junkies all over the city. Nobody had seen him in two days. They'd wondered. Bobby Ray, Tommy's best friend, broke the news to the group after he got word from the coroner's office. 

He stood in front of their collection of shopping carts, debris and clothing and just came out with it: "Tommy's dead." 

"What?" someone gasped. Michelle and Vina erupted into sobs. 

"When that flesh-eating disease gets you, there's nothing you can do," Bobby Ray said after a few minutes. "Lying on a slab at the General right now. That's that." 

"Damn, I loved that man like a brother -- what was his last name?" moaned Cowboy. 

"At least he's not suffering anymore," Vina said. 

Michelle had just shot her first bag of heroin for the day, and she got up and stood swaying with two discarded syringes crunched under her feet, alternately screaming, crying and nodding off. In her right hand was a full box of .38-caliber bullets she'd found that morning. After one long scream, she closed her eyes and asked, "Do you know where I can sell these bullets?" 

Someone tacked a picture of Tommy, a cardboard sign bearing his name and some flowers up on a tree. Rita, Tommy's off-and-on girlfriend, had been wandering all morning and showed up carrying a pair of jeans. 

Bobby Ray met her on the sidewalk and told her Tommy was dead. "No way, it's a lie," she said. She started to twitch and pace. Then she saw everyone else crying. 

"Oh, my God," she wailed. 

She began whipping the picture of Tommy with the jeans she'd been holding. 

"Damn you! Why'd you die?" she cried. "Why didn't you take care of yourself?" 

And then -- in about an hour -- it was over. 

Bobby Ray grabbed his cardboard sign and joined Vina panhandling the traffic. Rita stared at the tree one last time, then wiped the tears off her face. "I can't think about this anymore," she mumbled. "I gotta go." She shuffled off to find a dope dealer. 



The traffic island where these homeless people live is a 40-by-75-foot triangular chunk of concrete just west of San Francisco's downtown. 

Two tall, leafy trees sprout out of it, and there's a lighted ad kiosk, a no-parking sign and a warning sign not to feed the pigeons. And a tall street lamp. 

The little concrete divider wouldn't get a second glance, or have a name -- if not for the colony that lives there in a jumble of shopping carts loaded with everything they own. 

It's called Homeless Island by the shopkeepers who work near it and the street sweepers who clean it; to the homeless, it is just the Island. 

The inhabitants live hand-to-mouth, sleep on the cement and abuse booze and drugs, mostly heroin. There are at least 3,000 others like them in San Francisco, social workers say. They are known as the "hard core," the people most visible on the streets, the most difficult to help. 

And like Tommy Rettig, they are the ones most likely to die -- as 169 did last year. 

Homeless Island is at the nexus of 12th and Mission streets and South Van Ness Avenue, in an area where the homeless turfs of crack and heroin junkies meet. About a dozen people form the nucleus of the colony, coming and going, and others drift in and out as well, sometimes staying away for weeks at a time. 

Pedestrians, bicyclists and thousands in their cars stream by every day, passing within a few feet and barely glancing at them. 

When the traffic light turns red on South Van Ness' six busy lanes, the Islanders thread through the cars, panhandling with hand-penned cardboard signs. "Signing," they call it. 

Some commuters on their way to or from Highway 101 roll down their windows and give cash. Most don't. On a good day, a busy "signer" can pull down $40. 



Until his death in September, Tommy Rettig was the leader of Homeless Island. 

Tommy was the one who'd spent about seven years teaching them how to word their panhandling signs, how to work the traffic without getting crushed, where to sleep. Plenty of days, he gave away his last sandwich, or his last shot of heroin. 

It's not like anyone planned some sort of community, Tommy noted with a dry little laugh last summer. It just happened. 

"We watch out for each other," Tommy said. "Who the hell else will?" 

He had mild, brown eyes and a constant grin, spoke softly, and he was a heroin addict most of his life. Tommy's left leg had been decaying for three years, eaten by abscesses caused by using dirty needles. But he was always the same: steady, calm. 

"He just has this way about him that makes you want to stick around," Bobby Ray once said. "He always makes you think things could be OK. He's kind of our heart." 

As the group grew, it took in all types: Latino, white, African American, men and women, people with HIV or hepatitis C. Three are one-legged. A couple are hookers like Little Bit. Shopkeepers call one "the wild woman" when she screeches and rolls on the sidewalk. Some of them used to be mechanics, or secretaries, or laborers, and in their straightest moments, they yearn for a better life. Most agreed to let a reporter spend time with them only if their last names were not printed in a story. 

Every effort to help the Islanders -- from family, probation officers, drug counselors, homeless aid workers -- has failed. They have been in and out of hospitals or methadone programs and jail (on misdemeanor vagrancy tickets or drug-use busts) so many times even they have lost count. 

"Day clinics? Jail? You think anyone out here on the street, all over this city, can stick with that?" Tommy said weeks before he died. "Why the hell do you think we're out here? Because we can't get over what's going on with us by ourselves, that's why. 

"We want to get off the street, but I got to tell you true," he said. "Unless they take people like us and put us somewhere where we can't keep f -- ing up, we're going to keep f -- ing up." 



Little Bit Susan was on a sidewalk across from the Island one late June afternoon, getting ready for the night's work. Hunched under a ragged blanket on all fours a few feet from the flow of office workers heading home, she dabbed pus off her face, ooze from the dozen scabs that had broken open from ceaseless scratching. Her crack pipe flared; her eyes went wide and bright. 

Susan, who is 32 and stands a little over 4 feet high, says you need a little extra strength, a little extra freshening up, before going out. "There's a lot of competition," Susan said. "And ho'ing ain't easy to begin with. It's dangerous." 

Across the street on the Island, a woman scraped a needle across the ground to knock loose some sediment, and jammed it into Michelle's neck. She clenched her teeth when the point sank in, then sighed as the heroin began its work. 

"Little Bit, give me a light, I'm hungry," Tommy called out. He limped over, sat down. Susan ignored him. He pulled up his left pant leg. 

Everything from the knee down was a gray, gnarled shank of flesh covered with open and scabbed-over sores. The grubby shoe tongue had fused into the 4- inch-wide raw abscess on Tommy's ankle, just as it had done every night for four months. The heat from the warm evening hit it. A stench like rancid meat wafted up. 

"As long as it's bleeding a little, you know there's no gangrene," he grunted, and pulled the pant leg down. He watched Hoppy, otherwise known as Rick, hauling himself between lines of traffic on crutches, his one leg stamping up-down-up-down on the asphalt, his cardboard sign reading, "Need food," clenched between his teeth. Tommy chuckled. 

"Better get back to work before he gets all the money," Tommy said, hauling himself up. He limped off with his usual sign reading, "Everything OK, even-a-smile." 



It wasn't a surprise when Tommy disappeared two days before his death, because everyone in the group comes and goes. Life on the street alternates with stays in jail, on friends' floors, at the occasional fleabag hotel room, or in nearby alleys. 

The cycle from jail to sidewalk and back again is so routine that, even though they fume at being rousted by cops and street cleaners, most of the time the Islanders have a sort of grudging respect for them. 

"He's OK," Michelle, 48, said of San Francisco Police Officer Matt Maciel one afternoon after he gently told them to move their carts and then asked if they had enough to eat. "He's just doing his job." 

Michelle remembers when she might have been the one calling the cops on people leaving needles outside her house. She was born a boy in Colorado with the name of Michael, and was sexually abused as a child. Her dad was shotgunned to death young, and her mother was a drug addict gone to cancer. But before Michelle crash-landed at the Island five years ago, she worked as a home health aide and wore smart, pressed dresses. 

She dreams of getting back to that life. 

"That cop might be the guy who helps me, or maybe the jail people -- it could be anybody," she said, giving Maciel a smile as he drove off. "I just need another chance." 

The cops know that, to some extent, they are shoveling sand into the tide. 

"Nobody wants to see people in various states of downtroddenness, but nobody knows the solution," Officer Maciel said later. "We're limited to what we can do under the law, and until there are new laws, there's just not that much we can do about people sleeping on the street and panhandling. 

"You can offer all the services they need, but if they don't want them, it doesn't do any good." 

Bobby Ray says the officer is right. He so fiercely insists on handling things himself that he won't see a doctor for stitches when his feet split open. He Krazy Glues the skin together instead. But handling his life in terms of keeping straight, getting a job? Too much. 

"We'd like our lives back. But we're lost," the rangy-looking, bearded 52- year-old said one day as he sat on the curb. "People look at us and forget that we're human, but we all had lives once. 

"We're not animals." 

Sharon, 51, nodded and winced. She got to her feet and walked a block north, to the corner where "the Penguins" -- three drug dealers with their pants so low shopkeepers say they walk like the birds -- set up shop. 

They weren't there. "The cops chased them off yesterday," said Alley Cat, a homeless male hooker given the nickname because he turns tricks in an alley near the Island. So Sharon walked another block east and found her usual dealer. He was sitting on the sidewalk. 

"Help me out," she said, eyes pleading. She held out $7. They walked one alley up, and when they came back Sharon had a small bag of heroin in her hand. 

The dealer chuckled. "Don't use it all in one place." 



It's the $10 crack rock or the $20 half-gram bag of heroin that drives the panhandle. Two bags a day is ideal, and that means several hours a day of working the Island. A good day brings anywhere from $20 to $40, and a bad day means a handful of change. Cheap beer or vodka tides them over when the dope gets scarce. 

A few Islanders rotate in and out of welfare, getting checks for a while of up to $410 a month. But most so long ago got into debt with local stores, or other people, that the cash doesn't do much. Sometimes it buys a down-and- out hotel room for a little while, plus dope. 

But they always wind up back at the Island, where the day-to-day money comes from "signing" the traffic. 

Thirty-eight-year-old Vina, who says her ex-boyfriend shot off her left leg six years ago, has made $100 on her best days, though even she has her couple-of-bucks times, too. 

She had to dry out in jail in June, and she came out clean, clear-minded, talking eagerly about kicking drugs and getting back to her old job of crafting pretty greeting cards to sell at street fairs. But by July, she was back to normal, which was at least good for "signing": With her battered wheelchair, disheveled hair and face full of shattered, brown-stump teeth, she's a magnet for sympathy. 

"Hi, it's a nice day, isn't it?" she drawled, a big smile on her face as she rolled her chair to the window of an SUV stopped at the light. It was four cars back of the crosswalk. The young man inside looked away a moment, then sighed. He handed her a $5 bill. 

"Here, I hope it helps," he said, then looked straight ahead. 

Vina took the bill wordlessly, smile frozen on her face. She wheeled to the next car. 

Her boyfriend is Victor, who said he doped his way out of a good bartending job in the East Bay a couple of years ago. His dream is to start a Web site called "Hustler's Paradise," laying out all the ways he uses to rip off cash in San Francisco. 

"I can list 50 ways, at least," he said one day, firing up his crack pipe. 

He was leaning against a wall, smoking his rock in the open while several other Islanders worked traffic. "There is never a reason to not have money in this city." You can fish $10 bills out of parking lot slots, smash car windows and sell the stuff at U.N. Plaza, tape string to retrievable $20 bills to buy BART tickets that you resell to commuters for $10, and so on, he explained. 

"The best is if you get your one-legged girlfriend to go 'signing,' " he said with a big grin. "She cleans up." 



In between stints at panhandling, the Islanders sleep, shoot heroin, drink or smoke crack or cigarettes. When they eat, it's not much, mostly sweets. When they need a rest room, they usually go to a public one, but at times, someone will use an alley or patch of dirt. They read paperbacks -- Michelle was devouring "Kiss and Tell" one day -- and chat about who's going where and why, the weather, the latest election. 

Under the trees and on two nearby sidewalks, the Islanders usually keep a half-dozen shopping carts arranged like a Conestoga wagon train. The carts are loaded with clothes and blankets, and they sprawl, sit or stand among them. When they sleep -- which can be day or night -- they cover the carts with cardboard and blankets, and crawl inside the makeshift igloos. 

Things can get tense -- someone freaks out because it's been too long since he or she got high, or an argument breaks out over money or the stuff in the shopping carts. The worst of it comes from Angel, the fortysomething woman with short, black, perpetually disheveled hair whom shopkeepers call "wild." One day she shot up after a long, muggy morning when she hadn't eaten. 

"Make the pain go away! I want my daddy! Make it stop!" she moaned over and over, writhing along the 12th Street sidewalk, slamming hands against cement and walls as she made her way up to Market Street. She picked at abscesses on her arms and face, the blood mixing with dirt to leave brown smears wherever she rolled. She screamed and drooled. 

"Angel, we gotta go, the cops are coming, we gotta go," snapped her boyfriend, black-bearded One-Leg Mike, so dubbed because his left leg succumbed seven years ago to flesh-eating disease. Fighting to keep his crutches under his armpits, he snagged Angel's T-shirt and dragged her down the street, both of them bouncing off walls as they went. 

"God. God. God," murmured one woman who runs a shop on Market, watching wide-eyed as the couple staggered. "God. God." 

A police car rolled up to the corner of 12th and Market and parked. Two officers inside watched Mike and Angel wrestle. Mike gave up and hobbled east on Market, yelling, "Angel, honey, go!" over his shoulder. 

Like a wind-up toy clicking down, Angel rolled and moaned for 20 minutes until she passed out, sprawled on the sidewalk next to a flower stand. 

The cops sipped coffee. Then they left. 

"That's just what she does, all the time," said the shopkeeper, who like others in the block asked not to be named for fear of having her windows smashed out. 

Later, Mike's hands shook as he talked about the episode. 

"Angel's really sweet when she's straight, but she uses this downer drug as medication and whenever she does dope, she goes nuts like this," he said. "She used to have a house. I used to work at a body shop. Things used to be different." 



To the west of the Island, across 12th Street, are a carpet store and a car repair shop, and just up from them is a low-rent hotel. North lies a Honda automobile dealership. Up along Market Street are a flower stand and a few small businesses. 

Shopkeepers, passers-by and commuters who see the Islanders say they feel pity, anger or revulsion -- and mostly, they look right past them. But not one said they ever actually had a conversation with the Islanders in the years they've been there, other than to tell them to get out of the way. 

The Islanders themselves can only name the cops and city cleaners who kick them off the traffic divider now and then for the few hours it takes to hose down the cement. 

The biggest businesses on the block are San Francisco Honda -- housed in the old Fillmore West auditorium -- and A & M Carpets. The people who work there resent what lives outside their doors. 

"It's horrible for the city, and it's horrible for us," said Barry De Vincenzi, service director at San Francisco Honda. "They leave their needles on our sidewalk, bury their dope in the dirt of our plants, shoot up in front of our business. Yesterday, they stuck mirrors in our fence wire so they could shoot up under their tongues." 

He said his company has spent thousands of dollars fencing off its grass lunch area, putting up security lights and strengthening the doors. But it hasn't kept the Islanders away. 

The worst for De Vincenzi came one morning in June. Randy, an old alcoholic, was sitting in his wheelchair by the front Honda entrance chatting with a local hooker over a bottle of vodka when he suddenly slumped over and died. His organs gave out from a lifetime of alcohol abuse, and when the paramedics cut his shirt open his stomach was a raw mass crawling with maggots. 

A handful of Islanders, including Tommy, and local shopkeepers, including De Vincenzi, watched. 

"Is this good for business?" De Vincenzi said. "This morning, I was talking to a woman about our cars, and a (homeless woman) backed herself up against the window right behind her head and crapped on the glass. Is that good for business? Nobody in the city seems to know how bad this all is." 

Whenever the subject of the Island comes up, De Vincenzi gets agitated -- 

the cops, street cleaners and politicians he has complained to know his fury well. 

"But us, we live with it," he said. "We just can't get anyone in City Hall to change it. I gave up calling there." 

Phyllis Kurzboard, owner of A & M Carpets for 26 years, is just as fed up. 

The Islanders say they hold to a "code" of trying not to shoot dope in the open if kids are around, trying to stay out of people's way -- she doesn't buy it. 

"They're just people who don't want to work," she said. "I clean poop off my sidewalk in the morning. My customers are frightened and sometimes can't get in the doors because these people are in the way. 

"Homeless Island, they call it. I call it Hell." 

Kass Henderson, a retired nurse who a few days later drove up to give the Islanders a case of Coca-Cola and two loaves of bread, didn't see Hell. She saw sorrow. 

"It's just terrible the way they have to live," she said. "Maybe they're just unemployed, and it would be better if we could just get more jobs." 

She grimaced when told that many of the Islanders are drug addicts and have been in and out of rehabilitation. "We need better, real rehab," she said quietly. "Not just jails." 

Michelle shuffled over and gave her a big smile as she took the food. She heard part of what Henderson said, and after she drove away, Michelle shook her head sadly. 

"Rehab. Yeah. Jobs. Yeah," she said. "If only that could work." 



Life on the Island revolves around Little Bit Susan now that Tommy has died. Unlike the others, she doesn't "sign" -- she has a steady job having sex with johns on Mission Street for $50 a throw. At first glance, she looks like a child; shopkeepers and cops call her "the midget." She says she is "just small." 

Susan has been a heroin and crack addict for 20 of her 32 years, and the usually open sores from needle marks are literally all over her arms and face. When she's on a nasty bender from heroin or crack, she snarls and prances nervously between the heaped shopping carts -- but when she's not high, she'll tear your heart out with her little-girl smile, asking how you are, do you need some food, will you stay warm tonight? 

And when she's at her most lucid, she'll tell you about her four children, 

about how they live with their various fathers, and about how she wishes with all her heart she could get off dope and go be a mother again. 

"My 13-year-old -- she has me on restriction," Susan said one evening. "She makes me call her." She chuckled. "Good kid. Better than her mother." 

In September, Susan went to San Francisco General Hospital with a 104- degree fever. She had an abscess the size of a baseball on her neck where she'd been injecting heroin. 

From her hospital bed, she called her father, a retired electrician from Kentucky who has given her an 800 toll-free number so she can phone anytime. 

"Daddy? I'm in the hospital again, another of those brown spider bites," Susan said softly, sweetly, into the phone. "Yeah, I know, it's hard." She chatted more, then signed off, "Yeah, I love you, too." 

"I'm kicking this time, I really am," Susan said, beaming after two days in the bed, dosing on methadone. Her face was clearer than it had been in weeks, and there was new color in her cheeks. "I'm done with drugs for good." 

"This is a real good opportunity for you," said Cary Emeades, the hospital social worker who came in to set Susan up with a hotel room and an outside methadone program. "You can make your life better. But you have to want it." 

The last time she detoxed -- in 1995 when she was pregnant with her youngest child, a daughter -- she lasted about a year, she said. 

This time, she didn't last long. The day after she got out of the hospital, Susan went back to the Island, and the daily routine soon started all over again. 

"This is where my homies are," she said a couple of days later. And she cried. 

Her father, Bert, sighed when asked in a telephone interview how and why Susan left her trim suburban Kentucky home as a teenager to live in the streets. He is actually her foster father, he explained -- her biological father drank himself to death. Susan's life with her mother was so bad, Susan wound up in a group home before Bert took her in. 

By then, she was already deep into drugs and tagging around after loose men. 

"I always felt there was a really neat person in there that needs to be brought out," Bert said on the phone. "But we tried this experiment: the love and stability thing. The incentive and the education thing. And it didn't work. 

So I don't know what else you could do." 

He knows Susan is homeless. He just doesn't know the details, and he hasn't seen her in nearly five years. Susan doesn't tell him about the drugs and the johns because she wants her father always to be the sweet voice on the end of the phone where life is normal. Hopeful. 



The closest thing to family Susan has in San Francisco is her boyfriend, Twenty, a tall man with a rock-hard face ringed by dreadlocks. 

"All I am is another homeless dope-fiend hooker to everyone else," Susan said. "But you know what Twenty tells me?" 

The two were standing across the street from the Island sorting out the clothes in Twenty's shopping cart. Twenty put his arm around her shoulder and whispered in her ear. He turned and said, "I tell her: You're still somebody's daughter, and I love you. I tell her we are alive." 

Susan's face erupted into a grin. It was her birthday. In the morning, she said, she tried to call her daughter but couldn't bring herself to punch in the final digit of the number. 

That night, she sat in a parking lot in the Mission District, tidying her blond ponytail and smoothing her orange warm-up jacket in preparation for work. 

It was going to be a long one -- lately, three thugs had been beating up hookers, and Susan was scared. Her eyes started welling, and she stared off into the distance. 

"Just another day," Susan said. "I'm 32, but I feel 50." She got up and stepped to the sidewalk. 

"I'm going to kick someday," she said. "I just need to make a little more money for a little more dope to get me a little more time, and I'll be off the stuff and off that traffic island. I will. I will." 

She strode off to her usual corner on 16th Street at Folsom, small legs pumping, arms swinging side to side, head high. All confidence. All business. 

Susan held up her hand, and a shiny red Jeep pulled over. A clean-cut- looking white guy was at the wheel. Susan trotted over, got in. The Jeep headed north on Folsom. A transvestite hooker took her place on the corner, holding up his hand as the Jeep disappeared into the night. 



Tommy lost his fight against his own decay on Sept. 16 at San Francisco General. He checked himself into the hospital at 11 p.m. the day before with a fever, the flesh-eating disease at its peak. At 4:20 a.m., he died. 

It was the leg that did it. He had been letting it go for years. 

The last time the leg got badly infected was in February, and he spent weeks in the hospital. But after being patched up and released, he was back out on the street. He'd bandage the wound, but then unwrap it when he wanted to get high. 

"I kind of like it being open because I can shoot straight into the vein, " he said last summer, while he fingered a fat vein pulsing up through the open flesh. He was sitting on the Island with people walking by -- none of whom seemed to notice him or his leg or the syringes dotting the dirt under the trees. "Gets me well (high on heroin) quicker." 

It also killed him quicker. 

"He was basically shooting up and not taking care of himself," said Don Stocum, an investigator with the San Francisco medical examiner's office. 

Nobody was with Tommy when he went to the hospital. "The last time I saw him was Sunday, and he left here with a rock (of crack) and a little bit of dope," said Bobby Ray on Tuesday, the day Tommy died. "He said he might go to a hospital, but he thought he really just needed a little rest to get better." 

Tommy's uncle, Ron Rettig, the successful owner of a construction company in Tommy's small hometown in Iowa, sighed when he heard the news. He said his nephew was dealt a losing hand from the start. 

"His father was a drunk, never had much going, left Tommy's mother when he was little and never sent child support," Rettig said in a telephone interview. "And Tommy's mother -- well, she laid with this one and that one and was not too picky, if you know what I mean. 

"She died in an apartment fire. Cigarette lit the place, burned her right up." 

Around age 10, Tommy went to live with his grandparents, Rettig said. "He was always a charmer, very sweet. He was no dummy, but school was not his thing. Stealing and drugs and drinking was his problem." Tommy dropped out of high school around his sophomore year and moved out, married twice and then drifted around the country. 

Pot smoking started early, then heroin. Tommy wound up in San Francisco in the early 1990s and tried a few odd jobs, including cleaning boats at the waterfront. But mostly, he was homeless. He has four sons and one daughter, all back in Iowa -- but they probably wouldn't recognize him, said Tommy's uncle. None of them, or any of the rest of the family, had seen him since the late 1980s. 

"I just wish he could have had more of a life," Rettig said. "Such suffering, such a waste." 



Tommy had been a part of the Island for so long, nobody could really believe he was gone. 

So Bobby Ray headed to the hospital two days after the Islanders learned he was dead, taking Michelle. They wanted to make sure it was Tommy. They couldn't find Rita, "but then, I don't think she could bring herself to go anyway," Bobby Ray said. 

The morgue attendant at San Francisco General tried first to shoo them away, but Bobby Ray told him he was Tommy's stepbrother. In the street-life sense of the word, he was -- Tommy listed him as next of kin. 

"Wait here," the attendant sighed. Five minutes later, he opened the door and there, laid out on his tray, was Tommy in a white body bag with his face and right shoulder exposed. 

"Yep, that's him, all right," Bobby Ray muttered. Michelle nearly collapsed. She stood several minutes, silently staring at the face -- hospital tubes jutting from Tommy's nose and mouth, eyes taped shut, dried blood coming out of every opening. Then she and Bobby Ray walked out. 

Two steps from the door, Michelle burst into anguished sobs. Bobby Ray threw an arm around her to keep her from falling down. 

"He's in a better place, Michelle, he's not suffering anymore," he whispered over and over into her ear. Michelle was unable to speak. Sobs racked her body for half an hour. 

They left the morgue and went back to the Island. 

That night, Bobby Ray called the city Department of Health from a pay phone to ask about Tommy's body. Nobody on the Island knew anyone in Tommy's family to call. The city would cremate the body, he learned, if nobody claimed it. 

After the call, Bobby Ray wondered whether to claim the ashes. As he thought about that, he watched Michelle and the others panhandle traffic. He shook his head angrily. 

"What the hell would I do with them?" Bobby Ray said. "Dump them here? Hold a memorial? Nobody would come." 

Vina was rolling her wheelchair north to Market to find dope. Another Islander was shooting up on the sidewalk. Michelle chatted up a driver and got a buck. 

Bobby Ray shook his head again. 

"It's like Tommy just went on a bender or something, and so he's just gone," he said. "Nobody needed to cop from him this morning, so what the hell. Nobody notices anymore." 

He picked up his own cardboard sign and headed toward the cars. 
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