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In April 2017, Michelle Last and Steve Singleton set up camp in the dense brush behind the Chanate Historic Cemetery in Santa Rosa until mud 
from rains forced them to move to a new camp along Santa Rosa Creek near Memorial Hospital.

‘I can’t do  
this anymore’
Wherever they land, they nest. Over the course of a year, starting 

in early 2017, Michelle Last and Steve Singleton move more than 
a dozen times, schlepping from one underpass to another and 

from one hidden campsite to the next. 

In April last year they settle into a sylvan 
glade behind the old potter’s field cemetery off 
Chanate Road. They weave an elaborate fence 
of  twigs and leaves to conceal their tent. But 
rains turn their lush Garden of  Eden into a 
muddy mess. In May, they scout a spot across 
from Memorial Hospital beside Santa Rosa 
Creek. Eventually they’re discovered by police, 
who give them 72 hours to move. They shift to 
what they hope is a more hidden spot nearby. 
That also is discovered. This time, Steve is given 
10 minutes to drag everything up on a tarp, 
even with his torn shoulder.

Sick of  the constant displacement and threat 
of  arrest, they decide it will be safer outside 
the city limits. By summer, they carve out an 

elaborate homestead in the blackberries beside 
a pond in the creek. With a level and power 
tools, Steve constructs what amounts to a cabin, 
complete with door. Twice they’re told to tear 
it down. Each time Steve, undeterred, rebuilds 
further downstream. Only after the third time 
at the end of  summer do they admit defeat and 
head back into downtown 6 miles away.

A desperate Michelle confesses to feeling like 
she’s on the verge of  a breakdown.  “I’m tired. I 
can’t do this anymore,” she says from her camp 
back under the overpass. “It’s killing me. I’m 
too old for this. And it doesn’t seem like it’s 
going to end.”
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BROKEN | A YEAR IN THE LIFE

SECOND 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 com-
passion 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 captured a textured 
and intimate story of the 
couple’s daily existence — 
jobs, illness, home-build-
ing 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. 

This story originally appeared in 
the September-October issue of 
Sonoma magazine.

By MEG McCONAHEY THE PRESS DEMOCRAT   |  PHOTOS BY ERIK CASTRO FOR THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

Living on the streets takes a toll on Michelle Last and Steve Singleton

The high toll of pregnancy discrimination

MEMPHIS, Tennessee — If  you are 
a Verizon customer on the East Coast, 
odds are good that your cellphone or 
tablet arrived by way of  a beige, win-
dowless warehouse near Tennessee’s 
border with Mississippi.

Inside, hundreds of  workers, many 
of them women, lift and drag boxes 
weighing up to 45 pounds, filled with 
iPhones and other gadgets. There is 

no air-conditioning on the floor of  the 
warehouse, which is owned and oper-
ated by a contractor. Temperatures 
there can rise past 100 degrees. Work-
ers often faint, according to interviews 
with 20 current and former employees.

One evening in January 2014, after 
eight hours of  lifting, Erica Hayes ran 
to the bathroom. Blood drenched her 
jeans.

She was 23 and in the second tri-
mester of  her first pregnancy. She had 
spent much of  the week hoisting the 
warehouse’s largest boxes from one 

conveyor belt to the next. Ever since 
she learned she was pregnant, she had 
been begging her supervisor to let her 
work with lighter boxes, she said in an 
interview. She said her boss repeated-
ly said no.

She fainted on her way out of  the 
bathroom that day. The baby growing 
inside of  her, the one she had secretly 
hoped was a girl, was gone.

“It was the worst thing I have ever 
experienced in my life,” Hayes said. MIRANDA BARNES / NEW YORK TIMES

Chasisty Bee holds a baby blanket she kept in memory 
of her 2014 miscarriage in Memphis, Tennessee, Oct. 8.

By JESSICA SILVER-GREENBERG 
AND NATALIE KITROEFF
NEW YORK TIMES
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Mikhail Gorbachev

Nuclear 
treaty 
tensions 
mount

MOSCOW — U.S. National Se-
curity Adviser John Bolton fac-
es two days of  high-tension talks 
in Moscow beginning today af-
ter President 
Donald Trump 
announced his 
intention to 
withdraw from 
a landmark nu-
clear weapons 
treaty.

Trump’s an-
n o u n c e m e n t 
that the United 
States would 
leave the Intermediate-Range 
Nuclear Forces, or INF, treaty 
brought sharp criticism on Sun-
day from Russian officials and 
from former Soviet President 
Mikhail Gorbachev, who signed 
the treaty in 1987 with President 
Ronald Reagan.

Trump said Russia has vio-
lated terms of  the treaty that 
prohibit the U.S. and Russia 
from possessing, producing or 
test-flying ground-launched 
nuclear cruise missiles with a 
range of  300 to 3,400 miles.

Russia has repeatedly denied 
allegations that it has produced 
and tested such a missile.

Deputy Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Ryabkov was quoted as tell-
ing state news agency Tass that 
leaving the treaty “would be a 
very dangerous step.”

It would “cause the most se-
rious condemnation from all 
members of  the international 
community who are committed 
to security and stability.”

Konstatin Kosachev, head of  
the foreign affairs committee in 
Russia’s upper house of  parlia-
ment, said on Facebook that a 
U.S. withdrawal from the treaty 
would mean “mankind is facing 
full chaos in the nuclear weap-
ons sphere.”

“Washington’s desire to turn 
back politics cannot be support-
ed. Not only Russia, but also all 
who cherish the world, espe-
cially a world without nuclear 
weapons, must declare this,” 
Gorbachev was quoted as tell-
ing the Interfax news agency. 

High stakes in Moscow 
talks amid Trump threat 
to exit 1987 INF pact
By JIM HEINTZ
ASSOCIATED PRESS
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