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his book is dedicated to my recovery from alcoholism and
drug addiction. I was lost and now I am found. I spent
twenty-five years abusing alcohol and drugs and lived on
the streets of Los Angeles and San Francisco from 1959 to 1983. In
1959 I became an intravenous drug user and started smuggling
drugs from Tijuana across the border to support my addiction. I
always told myself that I was going to sell most of what I smuggled
to make money, but I became my own best customer.
Special thanks to The Salvation Army Harbor Light Center
and the Staff for helping me to recover from substance abuse and
for sponsoring me to return to school and develop a career.
Major William Mulch, Sponsor
Dr. Anthony Alcocer, Mentor
Harbor Light Advisory Board Members
Major Glen Doss
Mr. Steve Allen
James Heard, Eaton Canyon Foundation
Finally, I also dedicate this book to:
My Mother: Dorothy Virginia Watson, deceased
My Brother: Dennis Eugene Watson
My Aunt: Arlene Johnson (“Aunt Lene”)
My Cousin Jennifer Suddeth
My Wife: Julia Marie Watson and her Family
My Twelve Step Programs: AA, CA, and NA
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To preserve anonymity, the names of many people
mentioned in this manuscript have been changed.

Prologue
“Doc” Watson

T

he word passed quickly along the street from one
streetwalker to the next: “It’s time! It’s time!” It was past
1:00 a.m. Traffic was sparse in and out of the bars. The
painted, skeletal women, as rough looking as the streets they
walked, congregated at corners, all bent on a single mission: go
find Doc Watson.
Soon a little convoy had formed. The cars proceeded slowly
down the street to their destinations. Twenty minutes later they
parked in front of one of the several fleabag hotels up and down
Fifth Street. All waited as two of the women, self-proclaimed
leaders of the pack, went inside, and then emerged momentarily
with new information.
Now the convoy started up again. Twice more the scene
was repeated until finally one of the women returned, waving
her arms. “It’s him! It’s him!” she shouted. “We found Doc!”
Moments later the women crowded into a small lobby,
waiting for Doc Watson to appear. Shortly, the smooth, smiling
gentleman famous for his “magic fingers” entered the room.
Suave and debonair, though startlingly thin, my disarming smile
and calm demeanor immediately put the excited women at ease.
Debbie the self-proclaimed spokeswoman stepped forward,
“Doc, we’re here because we heard you are the only one who can
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help us. We all have the same problem: all our veins are shot up,
and so we can’t shoot ourselves. We don’t want to blow it. So we all
got together to find you; we were told you have the magic fingers
that can find veins nobody else can find. We brought the junk, so
we’re prepared to pay you to fix us—whatever you require.”
“Good. Let’s see what you brought?” I replied calmly,
turning the disarming smile on them that set them immediately
at ease.
Debbie stepped forward and with a practiced air of
confidence handed me a bag. “This is all we have between us,”
she announced. “I’m sure it’s more than enough. We do need our
cut.”
Still displaying that charming smile, I held the bag at a
distance as if weighing it then poured the white powder onto
the table. Drawing a knife from my pocket, I divided the powder
into four parts, separating the majority out from the rest. “This is
mine,” I said, indicating the majority portion. “The rest is yours
to do with as you see fit.”
In unison, the crowd of women wailed: “No! No! You can’t
have all that!”
Now turning a cold glance on them, I announced
nonchalantly: “Okay, then go fix yourselves.”
A huge sigh went up from the group. “Okay, you take what
you want,” replied Debbie resignedly. “Please help us now.”
So Doc Watson again won the day. What the women didn’t
know was this was now my sole means of support. I had lost the
ability to hustle and was too sick to do anything else. My only
income was the payment my clients brought for the use of my
“magic fingers.”

x

Harbor Light I

Part One

Rehab

Rock Bottom

R

eturning from the run, I shuffled painfully down the hall,
some clarity returning to my thinking. Glancing down
at myself I noticed for the first time in days my clothes
were filthy, and I hadn’t bathed since I couldn’t remember when.
But what I was most conscious of was that I was sick, real sick;
it seemed as if every muscle in my body ached. And a painful
gnawing issued from deep down in my gut, hungry very hungry.
Stopping at the door of my fleabag hotel room, I slowly turned
the key, stepped inside, and dropped instantly down on the cot.
Lying on my back, I stared up at the ceiling.
Some people can get clean and sober, but I can’t. I’m doomed. At
forty-two years old I’m going to die. I know I’m going to die living like
this. I had the choice between food and the junk, and I chose the junk.
Tomorrow morning they will want the rent money for this room and
again I don’t have it. I will be back on the streets. I don’t believe I have
another hustle left in me. What am I going to do? I know I can’t go on
living like this. I know it.
I closed my eyes, and my face muscles relaxed a little as I
slowly fell asleep. Outside the dusty window darkness enveloped
the streets. On every corner aging women called out to the passing
cars, as they plied their wares of feigned affection. Behind the
dumpster a middle-aged man was slumped into a half sitting
position, a near empty bottle at his side. As I slept, half forgotten
memories of a better time danced in my head.
“Gimme all your money or I’ll kill you!”
I was aware of a knife blade at my throat and the heavy
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force of a hand upon the back of my neck. “I said, Give me all
your money or I’ll kill you!” the man again commanded. In the
dim light, I spied the stocking over his face and knew he meant
business.
“Man, all I got is a dollar and some change in that drawer
there,” I said, nodding as best I could toward a bedside table. Still
holding the knife at my throat, the man used his other hand to
pull out the drawer and grab up the money.
He demanded, “Where’s the rest? I mean it! I’ll kill you, sure
as I breathe.”
“Man, you don’t want to do that. I don’t have no more.
Think: would I lie with a knife at my throat? Look around. I ain’t
got nothing. I’m a poor bum just trying to survive. I ain’t got the
rent for this place. I’m gonna be on the streets come morning.
That’s how broke I am. I ain’t got nothing!”
With an epithet the man snorted. “I’m coming back. And if
you don’t have more money, you’re a dead man!” With that he
stormed out, shutting the door behind him.
My whole body trembled. I knew I was fortunate, for he
might have killed me. For the tenth time in my life I had been
absolutely scared to death. But my street smarts had kept me
from showing it. I’m really doomed to die—of starvation or violence or
sickness. I’m going to die living like this. For the first time since I was
a small child, I suddenly found myself on my knees. In a way only
the dying can do and with tears running down my face—because I
knew I really was dying—I poured out my heart to God.
God, please help me out of this trap I’m caught in: the heroin, the
alcohol, the violent lifestyle—stealing, hustling. Is there no hope for me
at all? Or am I doomed to die in this vicious lifestyle? Please help me!
Tell me what to do!
A quiet, reassuring voice sounded within my heart: Go back
to The Salvation Army Harbor Light, to that safe place. It’s not too
late—to live right, to learn to live clean and sober, to get right with God.
And I trembled at the voice of hope.
Leaving the building a few hours later holding my few
possessions, I looked like a mere skeleton of my former self. I
reminisced over my two prior stays in the Harbor Light program,
which stood in the heart of skid row, the hub of the Nickel, on Fifth
Street in Los Angeles. The Harbor Light accommodated 212 men,
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had a residential rehabilitation and substance abuse recovery
program and provided meals for those living on the streets.
In recent years it had become harder and harder for me to
hustle up the $400 I needed every day for drugs, alcohol, shelter,
and food. Two years ago, after I had exhausted my welfare
allotment check and found myself homeless, I had checked into
the Harbor Light, looking for shelter and food until my next check
arrived. I was just buying time.
I complained about the food and everyone at the Harbor
Light. I puzzled: I alone am perfect—can’t everyone see that? When
my check arrived, I did what I had intended all along: I reverted
to my customary lifestyle—hustling, selling dope, and selling
anything I could get my hands on to feed my habit.
A year later I was back. I was no longer getting the welfare
checks and was beginning to lose my will to hustle. I thought
about getting sober and clean and trying to straighten up. Still, I
hadn’t made up my mind to change my lifestyle; in fact, I stashed
my rig in the Harbor Light stairwell, intending to use it later. As
I began to feel better, I looked around at the others and decided
I wasn’t as bad off as they were; I was just down on my luck.
When a counselor suggested I was an alcoholic, I argued with
him. I had no problems admitting I was a dope fiend—there was
something hip, slick, and cool about that: even Miles Davis was a
dope fiend—but an alcoholic, no way!
Within a couple of weeks I was getting loaded again and
managing to cover it up. I had met up with a man at Harbor
Light who, like me, knew quite a bit about drug and alcohol
rehabilitation. We took it upon ourselves to draw up a professional
plan detailing how to run the Harbor Light program the right way.
When we proudly presented our written plan to management,
we were sincerely puzzled when no one paid any attention to it.
A month after checking in, I was back on the streets, hustling for
drugs and alcohol as I had been doing for the past twenty-five
years.
For three months following the assault at knifepoint, I
fought the impulse to return to the Harbor Light. In the interim,
I was becoming sicker and sicker as I found food harder to come
by. Eventually, almost too weak to walk, I gave in.
In the Harbor Light cafeteria, I lost control and sobbed
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like a child. People immediately noticed, and I flinched in
embarrassment. For in the street world that had been my home
for a quarter century, a man who cries is considered weak. But,
though I summoned all my will to stop, I could not. So grateful
for the food before me and the warm shower soon to follow, I
could not help but shed those tears of joy; I was so appreciative
of the shelter, the clean sheets, and the simple things which for so
long I had taken for granted.
And I wondered about that still, small voice that had sounded
so clearly within my heart: “Go back to the Harbor Light. To that safe
place,” and I recognized it as the voice of God. I realized he had
been gently pushing and nudging me toward this end for some
time, and I made up my mind that from this moment forward I
would bring every major decision before him and seek his will. I
had finally surrendered.
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