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Broken
A YEAR IN THE LIFE
Loyalty and devotion held a homeless couple together for
nine years, but the relentless struggle for survival on the streets
left them with a more uncertain future

VOTE 2018

5 seek
seats on
SR City
Council

Now elected by district,
candidates give views on
housing, homelessness
By J.D. MORRIS
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

For the first time, Santa Rosa
voters this year are electing City
Council members by district,
but citywide issues remain at
the forefront of the two contested races.
Housing, homelessness and
the recovery from the October
2017 wildfires are among the top
priorities of candidates running
to represent the three newly
formed districts up for election
in this cycle.
The candidates, all Democrats, generally agree Santa
Rosa needs to reduce homelessness and increase housing construction, particularly in light
of the more than 3,000 homes destroyed in the city in last year’s
fires. But the differences among
the contenders, including political alliances and experience,
vary and could prove decisive to
the races’ outcomes.
The Nov. 6 election marks
the first round in a complete
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Steve Singleton and Michelle Last huddle in February 2017 beneath Highway 101 along Fifth Street in downtown Santa Rosa. It was one of a
dozen places the couple lived within one year.
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ehind a metal door in a crawl space under Highway 101, Steve
Singleton and Michelle Last huddle in hiding. A spear of light
from a thin, open seam between a wall and the underbelly of the
highway reveals their tent perched atop a steep earthen slope. It
smells of mold and damp dirt. But the couple would rather be in
this grave a few inches beneath the eerie thrum of traffic than risk Steve
going back to jail.

It’s a short reprieve.
Two days later, police
find the hideout and
arrest Steve for failing
to appear in court on
a misdemeanor trespassing charge. He
was popped when the
pair took cover in an
empty office, fearful
after a homeless man
was stabbed to death
on the streets not far
from where they were
sleeping.
Alone, Michelle packs
up the blankets and
loads the tubs of clothing, food and gear onto
their bike trailer and
moves to a leaky underpass in downtown Santa
Rosa. Being homeless
means being constantly on the move. And Steve
and Michelle have it down to a science. They can
tear down and be on the road in a half- hour.
Michelle and Steve aren’t legally married but
refer to each other as husband and wife. They
met at a Santa Rosa homeless shelter about nine
years ago after Michelle, 48, fled a bad relationship with a drug dealer. As she tells it, the last
straw was the day she stepped out of her room
and found two police rifles pointed at her face.
Before becoming homeless, Steve lived in
Forestville with a wife and two young sons and
worked for a towing company among other jobs.
But at some point about 18 years ago, he began
spiraling into a life of drugs, petty crime and
ever-sketchier living situations that bottomed
out on the streets.
He’s been in and out of jail many times,
mostly on misdemeanor and failure-to-appear
warrants. Steve also has a short fuse and a his-

This story originally
appeared in the SeptemberOctober issue of Sonoma
magazine.

Singleton and Last pack their belongings after a
February 2017 sweep by Santa Rosa police closed a
homeless camp beneath Highway 101.
tory of domestic violence. In addition to misdemeanor drug possession charges and a felony
conviction for stealing a truck, his criminal
record includes three convictions for misdemeanor domestic violence and one conviction
for misdemeanor spousal battery in Sonoma and
El Dorado counties.
But at the age of 52, he finds himself taking on
a new role as “shot caller” and conduct-enforcer
within the loose community of homeless that
in Sonoma County has reached emergency proportions. He and Michelle condemn other street
people who aren’t productive and live in filth.
They also are protective of those who are trying
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FIRST OF
TWO PARTS
ABOUT THIS
PROJECT: Homeless camps have
emerged into raw
view on Sonoma
County’s streets in
the past year — a
complicated and
persistent problem,
underscored by
drug use, violence
and filth besetting
one locale after
another. As public
compassion began
to wane, photographer Erik Castro set
out to chronicle the
lives of homeless
couple Michelle
Last and Steve
Singleton, who he
met on Valentine’s
Day in 2017. Teamed
up with writer
Meg McConahey
and editor Corinne
Asturias, Castro
reported a textured
and intimate story
of the couple’s daily
existence — jobs,
illness, home-building and family life.
Their parallel world
is all but invisible to
those living in conventional housing
nearby. But in photos and words, their
troubled relationship emerges, along
with the realization
that shelter from
the streets does not
guarantee a happy
ending.

Saudi trolls
besieged
journalist
By KATIE BENNER
AND MARK MAZZETTI
NEW YORK TIMES

Each
morning,
Jamal
Khashoggi would check his
phone to discover what fresh
hell had been unleashed while
he was sleeping.
He would see the work of an
army of Twitter trolls, ordered
to attack him and other influential Saudis who had criticized
the kingdom’s leaders. He sometimes took the attacks personally, so friends made a point of
calling frequently to check on
his mental state.
“The mornings were the
worst for him because he would
wake up to the equivalent of
sustained
gunfire
online,”
said Maggie Mitchell Salem, a
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150 YEARS OF SANTA ROSA:
Today’s special section
looks at how a once sleepy
frontier town became a
Wine Country hub and
center for creativity.

SANTA ROSA
High 76, Low 44
THE WEATHER, C8

Business
Classified
Crossword
Forum
Lotto
Movies

E1
E5
T7
B11
A2
D6

Nation-World B1
Nevius
C1
Obituaries B4
SonomaLife D1
State news A8
Towns
T1

©2018 The Press Democrat

