


🎄 Not Forgotten – The Strawberry Street Miracle

By Steve Irwin

The Mormon church on Foothill Avenue in San Diego glowed in December, its white steeple slicing cleanly into the night sky.

Just beyond its light, hidden in the bushes, Doug lay homeless, curled in dirt and leaves, wrapped in a new sleeping bag his family had bought him. It barely fit his six-foot-two frame, already streaked with grime. Around him, everything he owned was filthy, crawling with scabies, his life reduced to infestation and decay.

His body reeked, unbathed for weeks, maybe months. The sour stench of sweat and neglect clung to him, heavy and inescapable. His blond, reddish beard was ragged and uneven, his blond hair knotted, his cheeks raw and scabbed from the relentless sun. Yet through the ruin, his robin-egg blue eyes still burned, piercing, almost too bright against the wreckage of his face.

At one time, he had been extraordinary. A star soccer player, unstoppable on the field. A little league and above baseball all-star who could pitch and hit. He was one of the best ice and roller hockey goalies in Southern California. In school, he excelled in advanced classes, his teachers marveling at his skill and discipline.

At home, he was alive with music – Jeff, the professional, on guitar, Dad on bass, Doug pounding the drums until the back room shook with rhythm and laughter. The boy was kind, sweet, responsible, and full of promise. But cocaine and ecstasy in college that he was warned about, cracked his mind, and the mental illness that had lingered since childhood stormed in. He denied it, refused treatment, and pushed away every hand that reached for him. His mental prison, now iron-strong, and seemingly unbrekable dominated every minute of his life.

When friends or family offered help with equipment, shoes, or quiet words, Doug’s answer was dismissive and always the same: “I’m good.” …. But he wasn’t. 

When Jeff and Dad would coax him into the car and drive him to a hotel for food and a cleanup, the smell came too. The moment he sat down, the stench of the street filled the vehicle, heavy enough that the windows had to be rolled down to even breathe. A shower, a shave, clean clothes, and pizza made him look and feel almost like himself again. But it never lasted. The street never really left him.

When family begged him to stay in the house they had prepared, to accept real help, his answer never changed. “no.” He knew the offer came with one condition – get on a professional program and take the medication that might steady him. 

Once he was even offered a rental house in nearby Escondido, without any medical or mental health stipulations at all.  Still, he refused. Dad said he was like a drowning man slapping away your hand as you reached for him. 

Doug wanted no part of it. His illness twisted comfort into threat, kindness into control. Denial became his shield, rejection his only defense. After several years of repeating this exact scenario here we were once again, with heavy hearts, returning him to the streets, back to the solitary cold, back to his private world of despair.

But on this Christmas Eve, as darkness deepened and cold crept in, something shifted. A kind parishioner came to his bushy hideout. She didn’t scold or pity. She simply placed food, new socks, and a small card in his hands and said, “Merry Christmas.” On the cover of the card was the star of Bethlehem. Inside, four words: You are not forgotten.

Doug quickly read the card and shoved it into his pocket with a grunt, scoffing as if he could bury it with the rest of his discarded hopes. But as he ate his gifted sandwich, the words clung to him. Not forgotten. 

Even in the days to come, the words echoed when he scavenged for food, when he shifted on the cold ground, when hunger gnawed at him. At first, he mocked this thought; who on earth would remember me now? Who really cares about me? Yet the phrase refused to die.

In the hollow hours between footsteps and sirens, it returned like a siren’s whisper, stirring memories he thought he had locked away. Christmas mornings of laughter and presents, his family’s faces lit with pride, the steady beat of drums in a back room that once felt like home.

Still fighting the imaginary monster, he cursed the words, spat them into the night, but still they circled. Sometimes like vultures, sometimes like angels, depending on how deep the darkness ran. Some nights he muttered them with venom, trying to strip them of meaning. Other nights, against his own will, he found himself whispering them softly, a fragile admission that maybe, just maybe, his story was not finished. “Not forgotten.”

As weeks passed, the card in his pocket grew damp, edges fraying beneath his touch. His fingers clung to it as though it were a map back to the boy he had buried. And against the iron bars of his despair, those four words tapped - gentle, relentless, unyielding, refusing to let him vanish.

Days later, hungry, cold, and worn down, he stumbled into the San Diego Homeless Outreach Program on Garnet. For years he had avoided it, his pride whispering, If you go in, you admit something’s wrong with you. But this time, he entered.

They welcomed him, but every kindness met resistance. Clean clothes? “I’m good.” A shower? “Don’t tell me what to do.” Medication? “Poison.” Yet the card still burned in his pocket.

Several days later in the counselor’s office, Doug erupted. “You don’t know anything, I am smarter than you! I’m fine! I’ll die in the bushes before I live like this! You did this to me!” 

The counselor didn’t flinch. “Doug, you’re filthy. You’re starving. This illness lies to you. It says you’re fine while you’re falling apart. But you are not forgotten. Don’t quit before the miracle.”

Doug spat back, “You don’t know me. You’re not in charge of me.” “I know you were somebody,” the counselor said quietly and patiently. “An exceptional athlete, a star student, a wonderful drummer. You buried that boy alive. But he’s still in there. Do you want him to stay buried, or do you want him back?”

Doug pondered only momentarily, before getting up as if to leave, muttering, “I’m good…” But this time, the words rang hollow. An undetectable bit of grief and remorse made its way in. He froze, his jaw tightening as his default mental shield rose to counter. He mechanically and unconvincingly thought the words that had become his mantra, his prison guard: I’m good.

He muttered them once again out loud, almost by reflex, but this time the sound cracked weakly, the syllables trembling in his throat. They rang false even to his own ears. He looked away, ashamed, furious that the mask he had clung to was slipping.

The counselor didn’t push, didn’t preach. He let the silence fill the room until Doug could hear and feel the emptiness in his own words. Doug’s hands shook. He rubbed at his beard, at the dirt caked under his fingernails, as though he could scrub away the life he had fallen into. For the first time in years, the thought came, terrifying and uninvited: maybe he wasn’t beyond saving. A thought only he could have as no one could have it for him.

Nights later, defiantly lying in the bushes, memories came flooding in, unbidden. Scoring a varsity soccer goal, Mom hugging him after a hockey tournament, Stephanie shouting, “That’s my brother!” Music in the back room with Dad and Jeff. He clutched the card until the edges tore, and for the first time in years, he wept quietly.

Recovery was not one surrender but many, stretched across several months. He swallowed pills for one week, spat them out the next. He wore offered clean clothes by day, stripped them off at night. Again and again, the counselor pulled him back. “This is the fight of your life, Doug. Don’t quit now. You are not forgotten.”

Eight more months of battle passed. Then one day, the storms quieted. The meds steadied. Doug was consistently shaved, showered, dressed in clean clothes. He wasn’t cured, but he was alive.

A week before the following Christmas, he called his older brother Jeff. His voice shook as he reported, “Hey Bro, I’m off the streets.  I’m a little better. I hated the meds, and I fought every step, but I stayed. I’m not cured, but I’m alive. Kinda like our hockey team in a tough overtime game, I stayed tough and got through it.” Then, after a pause, Doug softly said, “Can you help me take the next step?”

The family had waited a long time for this. They had already purchased and prepared a small house on Strawberry Street in Portland, Tennessee several years ago. But rules were in place: Doug would live there, not with them. He would have to stabilize and put the pieces of his life back together himself.

On Christmas Eve, Doug arrived from the airport. He froze on the Strawberry house porch as he knocked. He was trembling with shame and anticipation not knowing what soy
Kudos come next. 

The door opened. Jeff stopped, hardly recognizing his brother. His healthy blond hair was short, his face clean, his clothes neat. No stench, no heavy air. His robin-egg blue eyes were bright and steady, his smile carrying something close to hope.

Jeff pulled him into a fierce hug. ‘Welcome home, brother.’ Doug collapsed into his arms, sobbing, as the rest of the family rushed to the door.” He feared the memory of his stench still clung to them, but no one recoiled. Not one. Gale pressed her face to his shoulder. Stephanie joined the group hug and whispered, “I love you so much. I can’t believe you are here!” Nieces Magnolia, Marigold, and Lucy joined and clung to him as though he might vanish. Doug choked out, “I wasn’t good. But I want to be. Thank you for not forgetting me.”

Inside, Christmas glowed. A tree stood half-trimmed, cookies and ham croissants set out, cinnamon drifting through the air. Laughter filled the room as kids tugged Doug forward to hang ornaments. Magnolia insisted he place the star at the top of the tree because, as she declared, “he was the tallest.” His hand trembled, but the children cheered as he set it in place.

Later, at Jeff and Madison’s house, the family crowded into the music room. The drum kit sat in the corner, waiting for Doug like an old friend. Jeff plugged into his Fender amp and tore into a scorching riff as Dad slung his bass over his shoulder. Doug twirled his sticks with a grin, ready for the downbeat. “Breaking the Law, Breaking the Law” Dad roared in his falsetto rock voice. Jeff yelled out the key, “In A.”

In an instant they locked in, crashing into a wild, improvised blues-rock jam that shook the walls. The groove thundered, the riffs soared, and the rhythm pulsed through every person in the room. Laughter, cheers, and whoops filled the air. 

Their hearts soared, just as they always had when they played together, and for a few radiant minutes, there was nothing but joy, nothing but music, nothing but smiles all around.

The room shook with music and laughter. Everyone joined with something, hand drums, percussion sticks, cow bells and voices. The little girls danced wildly, Gale clapped along, Stephanie sang. Doug’s tears streamed as he shouted to his sister, “I love you!”

Whole again, glorious.

Later that night, all snug in his new home, Doug stood at the front bay window enjoying the view. Above, a solitary star burned in the Tennessee sky, just as in San Diego. He drew out the worn card that he still carried and pressed it to his chest. Overwhelmed with, wiping tears from his eyes. He was alive, safe, not forgotten.

Unbeknownst to him, Mom and Dad sat in their car down the street, watching quietly. When they saw him appear at the window, they knew the miracle was real. Doug had finally returned home, after fighting through every relapse, every rejection of ‘I’m good.’” For years the streets had claimed him, but love had held him longer, closer, stronger.      

And now, at last, he stood no longer a ghost of who he had been, but present and whole: a son, a brother, an uncle, alive in the light of his own house
                             
He was home.	
He was safe.
He was not forgotten.
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