Dalton’s Cadillac
In the first days of May 1989, Dalton drove his 1975 bright red Coupe de
Ville Cadillac up North C Street and carefully parked it with the nose facing
out directly across the street from the Loaves & Fishes dining room waiting
area. He got out of the car, walked slowly around it, looking carefully for any
smudges that might have developed during his drive from the automobile
dealer’s used car lot a few miles away. Finally satisfied that every square inch
gleamed just so, he stood tall and erect at the street’s edge barely an inch from
the Cadillac’s front fender but still careful not to touch it. Dalton’s “open
house” was now open.
Slowly at first, homeless guests from Loaves & Fishes, who were waiting for
the start of the free home-cooked hot meal served every day of the year,
sauntered across the street to see the Cadillac and hear Dalton’s story. Dalton
beamed his biggest smile at them, explained he had used his SSI “retro” check
to purchase the car, and began to point out its many features. He would open
the door and allow people to look in to get a closer view of the dashboard
amenities, but he did not allow anyone to sit down on the leather seats, handle
the steering wheel, turn on the radio, or otherwise get a better feel for the car.
Within a few hours, every guest at Loaves had made his or her way to
Dalton’s show-and-tell event.
This same event was played over again every day for the next two months.
Finally, there was no one left who had not seen the car close up, talked to
Dalton about its many features, and heard the story of its purchase. This
particular news story had played itself out and people were ready for
something new. But there was no doubt that when the story first broke, the
people at Loaves & Fishes – homeless guests, staff, and volunteers – were
impressed with Dalton and his new car. I was among them.
How could this be so? I asked myself. How could a homeless person with
barely a dollar in his pocket be driving a spiffy gleaming red Cadillac to
Loaves & Fishes to partake of a free meal? It made no sense to me. Could
Dalton’s Cadillac symbolize a kind of societal nonsense, perhaps?
When a homeless person applies for Social Security disability, after a year’s
time the application is automatically denied. Discouraged, most homeless
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people do not bother to reapply and the case lapses. If one applies again, a
new application is filed, and a year later it is semiautomatically denied. Those
who did not drop out after the first time do so now. Two years have elapsed,
what is the point? To appeal a second denial, the services of an attorney are
required, and the applicant can expect this process to take two more years,
probably longer. The attorney must be willing to represent the client for a
fixed percentage of any back award or “retro” (its street name) paid to the
client, but the fee is paid only if the case is successful; i.e., the attorney must
successfully prove to a judge appointed by the federal government that his or
her client has met all the objective standards set forth in law and practice that
prevent the applicant from ever being able to work again during his or her
lifetime. Most attorneys cannot afford to take such a case on behalf of a
homeless person because the outcome is too unpredictable and the client,
because of homelessness, is too unstable. (To circumvent this lack of
representation, I recruited a gifted poverty attorney I had known from the
1960’s to represent only disabled homeless people. After the first two years,
he made a very comfortable living indeed from these retro percentages.)
Somehow Dalton managed to win his case. Perhaps he was one of the
exceptions to the semiautomatic rule, I don’t know. From start to finish, it
took several years, but his disability was finally approved, and six months later
he received his retro.
The amount of the Social Security disability award is counted from the date of
the first application. Therefore, if the applicant’s case were to take a total of
four years, let’s say, the amount of the retro could be about $34,000. The
attorney’s percentage fee is approximately $5,000, leaving a $29,000 nest egg
in the bank to be used, one would hope, to supplement the $730 a month
disability stipend by an additional $500 a month for the next five years.
Wrong. Social Security regulations require the recipient to spend the balance
of the retro within a few months or forfeit it.
Realistically, what does a disabled and homeless person buy with this $29,000?
The first to be paid back are the friends and relatives from whom money was
borrowed during the application process, especially after the official notice of
approval was received. During the intervening six months, between the notice
of approval and the retro payment, the disabled homeless person actively
borrows funds from friends and associates using perfect collateral: the full
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faith and credit of the United States of America. Well, then, if not every dollar
borrowed is paid back, at least close enough to satisfy expectations and keep
the peace.
Personal needs come next. Some clothes and shoes, probably, but more
important, now that the financial ship has come in, there is money to spend
entertaining and treating friends, especially girlfriends or boyfriends. Not only
is the homeless disabled recipient expected to share the retro wealth, but he or
she is making a wise personal investment to qualify for future dividends in the
form of friendships, in-kind services, and small loans.
Finally, this will be the last chance in the recipient’s lifetime to buy something
big. For some disabled homeless recipients, it may be a used camper or a
small used truck, but for Dalton it was a 1975 gleaming red Coupe de Ville
with a two-tone hardtop and porthole windows in the backseat. Undoubtedly,
the automobile remains the most beguiling and hopeless choice, because it is
precisely the kind of purchase that cannot be supported and sustained. The
newly qualified Social Security disability recipient will never be able to afford
the annual registration fees, the required insurance, the gasoline, and the sureto-come-all-to-soon ongoing repairs needed to maintain a used car.
What would I do? Buy a car, of course. The automobile means I am not really
homeless, I am not destitute, I can go where I please, I don’t have to come to
Loaves & Fishes to eat if I don’t want to, I can drive my friends places, I am
an independent person, and I am still useful. To make my point, I use the
example of my 91-year-old Republican mother-in-law, who has a 1965
Cadillac parked in her garage that she has been unable to drive for at least
eight years now and will never drive again in this lifetime. Selling it is out of
the question. Her car is the ultimate symbol of what she once enjoyed, and
may again somehow.
The rest of Dalton’s story is as sad as it was predictable. With only a few
minor variations, I have seen the same ending dozens of times before.
After the newness of the prized red Cadillac wore off in the Loaves & Fishes
community, Dalton began to offer a poor man’s taxi service. Homeless people
have to walk to whatever service point they need, whether it be a mile or two
or six or seven. Public transportation, especially light rail, is not an option, for
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two reasons. The first is that it costs too much; the second is that most
homeless people have outstanding “failure to appear” bench warrants, which
have been issued because of previous citations for light rail fare violations.
Dalton’s private limousine-like taxi service would be of help because he
needed the gas money and the passengers needed the ride. Sad to report, it
never worked out.
Dalton needs more gasoline money than people can afford to pay. Sometimes
he gives free rides to his friends, so why not to me, someone asks. Or he is
not ready to drive when people need to go. Or he doesn’t want to go as far as
some of his passengers need because he believes it will add too much wear
and tear on his new/very used car. The taxi service finally collapses because of
misunderstandings, hard feelings, and all the yelling and shouting that go
along with sorting out these arrangements.
That dreaded day arrives too soon. The Cadillac needs a minor repair. Dalton
has to choose between spending his monthly benefit for temporary housing
or the car repair. Much to the annoyance of his girlfriend, he chooses the
Cadillac. Both are now living on the street again. Well, not quite, because they
can live in the Cadillac for a while until Dalton can again use his monthly
stipend for some housing. That day never comes. Because of repairs, gasoline,
and registration costs, the car expenses continue to eat up just enough of the
monthly income to make any kind of rental housing out of reach. Maybe next
month, he says.
Living in the Cadillac soon takes a toll on the car’s pristine appearance. At
first there are nicks and scratches, then a small dent, followed by a bigger one.
The upholstery, leather or not, cannot take for long the nightly abuse of two
sleepers. It begins to tear, and some of the seat stuffing begins to show.
Increasingly, the Cadillac becomes filled with stuff, which further accelerates
the deterioration process.
Less than a year from the date of purchase, I find Dalton’s Cadillac
abandoned next to a warehouse complex two blocks away from Loaves &
Fishes. It is barely a shell and shows no signs of its previous elegance - a
pitiful end for a gleaming red 1975 Coupe de Ville. A few weeks later, it is
towed by the city to the junkyard, where it can never be reclaimed because the
storage expenses soon outstrip the car’s worth.
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Dalton is resigned once again to being homeless, his retro has been spent, and
his disability benefit is too small to afford to rent a permanent place. His
choices are simplified once again: a few dollars in his pocket and life on the
street, or his full monthly stipend toward a month’s rent and utilities. What
choice would I make? The same one Dalton does.
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