
Ironies in the Fire 
(A Piece for the First Publication of Homeward Bound Newsletter for the Homeless 
Resource Center) 
 
 
 
Irony is a great gift of teaching in our lives. It is the source for much of the alchemy that 
transmutes the illusion of control we hold so tightly to.  It turns things inside out. It alters 
assumptions. It negates stereotypes. It reminds us that we are all, always, in a state of 
becoming and that the shoe could easily end up on the other foot.  
 
The appreciation of life’s ironies gives us the power of change. The power of mercy. The 
power to suspend much of the judgment about ourselves and others that we carry around 
as a weighty burden.  Don’t ever give them up. Always keep your ironies in the fire that 
burns in the forge of your heart. Those are the ironies that light the way. 
 
I sit mindfully with irony each day. In a place often called paradise. Where the median 
price hovers above $700,000. To have been homeless on the streets of Santa Cruz 27 
years ago and now to be in the business of helping and advising people buying homes for 
more than a million dollars, is indeed ironic.  
 
If I put my head into the right space I can still conjure up the taste of stale backwash and 
cigarettes. Waking up hungover in the bushes on Chuck Abbott’s old pre-earthquake, 
Pacific Garden Mall. The intimate geography of the river levee. The warmth of a 
cardboard box. The location of the best dumpsters.  MediCal forms and free Reagan 
cheese at Emeline Street. Waiting in line for food stamps at the Post Office.  
 
Yes, I may have spare changed you back then. And no, I wasn’t going to go straight to 
the grocery store for a healthy meal. And if you had asked me, I would have said that it 
was a lifestyle choice. I had to say that because insisting it was “my” choice was the only 
thread of self-esteem that I could muster in a web that was spinning wildly in retrograde.  
It was my last stand. To say any different would have meant giving up entirely and taking 
the plunge off the pedestrian bridge over the San Lorenzo. 
 
I remember going to the William James Association for some work. Page Smith and Paul  
Lee had started it. Page is gone now and Paul ironically lives right across the street from 
me. I recently helped his daughter sell her home. My own daughter has grown up playing 
on the swings at Westlake Pond, walking to her friends’ homes and going to Holy Cross 
School. Occasionally when I’m out getting the mail, Paul calls me over and we talk about 
the progress of the ISP Program or the Family Shelter.  
 
My first day with the William James Association, I was sent out on a job not too far  from 
where I now sit.  It was a house they were building off Escalona Drive, on a steep hillside 
with full views of the Bay. A truck driver delivering lumber had missed his mark and 
dumped all the two-by-fours and four-by-fours down an embankment.  
 



My job was to go down the hill and carry the boards back up. One board at a time. One 
step at a time. One day at a time. As I labored up and down the hill, the job became a 
living metaphor. I imagined I was Sisyphus, being punished by the dark god Pluto. 
Resigned in perpetuity to roll a boulder up the hill only to have it tumble back down each 
time I neared the top. Back and forth I went. Up and down. Caught in a tape loop that 
seemed inescapable at the time. I earned some money and after a few days I took off on a 
bender. I was 25 years old.  
 
Sometime in around 1995, I met the owner of the house that had been built out of those 
boards that I lugged up the hill. He asked me to list his home and help him sell it. My 
commission check was more than I ever could have imagined earning in a year back in 
1978.  I remember standing on the home’s upper balcony looking out over the city shortly 
before escrow closed. I felt like the Sisyphus that was me had finally reached the top of 
the hill with his boulder. And it wasn’t going to roll back down this time.  
 
There I was, free to keep on walking. Over the hill and into my own future without 
looking back. But something tugged at my conscience. And as I let the irony of having 
sold the house that I had worked at years before, wash over me, I experienced a small 
epiphany.  
 
Instead of disappearing over the hill and out of sight, maybe I ought to open my eyes and 
my heart to all the other people who were still lugging lumber and pushing their own 
boulders up the hill, trying to build a foundation and manifest a home. Being a real estate 
agent means helping people transition in and out of homes. Facilitating some of the 
biggest changes in their lives. Being a caring human being means, going back down the 
hill, even when you don’t have to anymore. Helping others carry the load.  
 
Our job is to keep pushing. To keep working. One step at a time. One day at a time. One 
person at a time.  Ironically, we shouldn’t give up on anyone, including ourselves.  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shines a light into places we normally can’t see. Illluminates shados. See around a 
corner. Peak under a veil.  A new perspective. A fundamental changgge in how we think 
or see or digest the world. 
 
What goes around comes around. 



 
 
 
Irony is a great gift of teaching in our lives. It is the inspiration for much of the alchemy 
that transmutes and dispels the illusion of control we hold so tightly to.  It turns things 
inside out. It alters assumptions. It negates stereotypes. It reminds us that we are always 
in a state of becoming and that the shoe could easily end up on the other foot. Or we may 
find ourselves walking in someone elses’ shoes someday. Or we might mistakenly 
succeed in booting ourselves in the butt just  when we thought it was safe and things were 
decided. The appreciation of life’s ironies gives us the power of change. The power of 
mercy. The power to suspend so much of the judgment about ourselves and others that 
we carry around as tremendous, weighty burdens.  Don’t give up your ironies. Always 
keep your ironies in the fire of change and possibility that burns.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Irony is the great elem ental alchemy of our lives. It  is our constant reminder of change, 
it is renewal it is the union afo opposites it is knowing that what ever ewe think we are 
we are more. It is knowing that what ever we think someone else is – they are more – it 
always comes aroundthaty way, some how some way……. 
 
Itsa our ability to see. To open our eyes rtro what’s possible. To what was perhaps not 
even thinkable or fsahtomable. Good and bad. Different. Always unexpected. A 
discovery. A learning. What else could we possibly be on this planet for., 
 
Irony is karma. It is the realization that the path is never straight. That it is always 
circuitous and long and if you are lucky and mindful it is one that spirals not down or out 
or down and out but inward to the center of your self and your own heart and sense of 
place and home on this planet that lies at the center of beingness. 
 
 
Irony holds so many seeds of self-learning.  
Cothcha moment. Satori moment of self-realization.   
 
The power of change. The power of mercy. The power to suspend judgement of ourselves 
an d others…. 
 
The power to know by vitue of realizing that we don’t and can’t know what kind of 
unexpected mitable life may bring our way….. 
 
It dispels assumptions. Negates stereotypes. Prohibits an  evangelical…..we are in a state 
of always becoming…. 
 



Can’t take ourselves too seriously. Because we may change. The shoe could end up on 
the other foot. Or we may find ourselves walking in someone elses. Or we might 
mistakenly absurdly boot ourselves in the butt.   Just when you thought it was safe. 
 
The  illusion of control. The need to control. The lack of control. The desire for control.  
 
GOdots tramps are part of the human soul. There’s a tarot card for them. Or if there isn’t 
there should be.  
 
Mythical. Just a bigger myth than we thought.  
 
 
 
Irony is life inside out sometimes. Glimpsed when we least expect it nblossoming into a 
fullscale revelation. Something that changes us. Because it makes us see the other side. 
That we weren;’t; open to…before…… 
 
 
Embrace your irony. There but for the gracve and there with the grace of god go we 
all……. 
 
 
Keep your ironies iin the fire….always….keep the fire of change burinng and molding 
and shaping and transforming  
 
Irony is the spice of life. It’s the union of opposites, the humor in our tragegy and the sad 
mask behind or humor.  It’s the recognition of our humanness. OOUr foibles. Our trials. 
OUR well meaning mistakes. OUR TRYINGS. Our successes. It’s a moment of inspired 
mindfulness when we remember to wake up long enough to take stock of the details of 
the dream. It’s the smells. It’s the fragrance. It’s the aromatic subtleties.  
 
 
Keep your ironies in  the fire.  
 
 
It’s the understanding of the fact that we may never have complete understanding of why 
we are are. It’s the constantly acknowledgement that there –  with the grace of god – go 
us.   All of us, in our imperfection, with our own troubles, each with our own unique 
challenges and penchant for too much judgement about ourselves and others…. 
 
It’s the place where the home that is our hearts meets the outside world where we may 
struggle just to afford a home, or too make a home happy or to even have a roof over our 
heads, a bed to sleep in, or any of the things that most take for granted as basic essentials 
and non-negotiables – givens….. 
 



It’s the knowledge that we don’t always set out exactly where we intend to go. That 
sooner or later, no matter how straight and narrow, the route becomes circuitous – we 
recognize it as a labyrinth leading us back to our own hearts….Its acknowledges that we 
don;’t always know why we end up where we end up …..the best intentions, the trying, 
the giving up, the recitivism of weight or work addiction, of  too much coffee of any of 
the thousands of other things that we are without moderation in….. 
 
 
 
It is also the reminder never to give up on anyone. Every one and every thing and every 
experience has value on this planet. We don’t toss anyone out. We don’t refuse help to 
anyone.  We don’t judge.  
 
 
I am constantryl amazed. Enthralled by the circuitous path of my own irony my own 
labyrinth back towards the heart.   Twenty seven years ago shortly after I moved to Santa 
Cruz  I was homeless. This year, my average sale as a Realtor will be more than a million 
dollars per home. The simple notion of a former homeless person selling m illion dollar 
homes to people, is staggering to me,.  
 
I’ve slept in the bushes of Chuck Abbots old mall. I know the landscape of the levy. The 
warmth of a cardboard box. Dumpster dining? Yep. Spare change. Yep. Foodtamps. 
Medical. Free Reagan cheese over at Emeline.   
 
An anixiety condition, undiagnosed, something that didn’t have a name back in the 60’s 
or early 70’s. Certainly no late night tv infomercials. No medication. Other than self-
medication. And suddenly this  
 
There’s no place. There’s no place like home.  
 
 


