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Charlie and the Big Apple 

 

 Charlie Begay was a Navajo Indian from the Tuba City, Arizona. His hair was 

parted in the middle and put in braids that fell across his broad shoulders. He wore a large 

turquoise ring was on his right hand. He had worked for most of his youth picking and 

bailing hay, worked a night job at a slaughtering house, and did odd jobs wherever he 

could find them. During all this time, his fondest dream was to go to New York City. He 

had read about New York, or the Big Apple, and his heart was set on going there. It offered 

the greatest contrast to his mountainous homeland he could imagine. After the hay season 

was finished, and he had saved three thousand dollars (carefully sewn into his coat lining), 

he decided that he would fulfill his dream. He bought a bus ticket, climbed on board with a 

small satchel, and considered himself fortunate to have a window seat. 

 He was enjoying the view as the bus carried him towards the East Coast and all the 

adventures he anticipated. His seating companion after the bus stop in Tulsa, Oklahoma, 

was a young woman in her thirties named Madonna. Charlie introduced himself. She was 

strikingly beautiful and was easy to talk with.  

 “Well, hi, Charlie. I’m Madonna. I would love to hear more about what it’s like 

living on an Indian reservation. What kind of houses do you live in, and what foods do you 

eat? Do you have movie houses, restaurants, banks, and strip malls?" Madonna asked all 

kinds of questions as the bus continued driving into the night across state lines, early 

sunrises, sunsets, and rain storms. 

 "We aren't that different. We live in houses like the rest of Americans, except 

they're not as expensive. We are not a wealthy reservation so we don't have as many things 

as you have in urban areas. 

 Charles never had anyone to show such an interest in him. He found that he liked 

Madonna very much, and before they left Ohio, he had asked her if he could see her when 
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they arrived in New York. She said she would love to see him, and that she was in show 

business.  

 “Perhaps I can introduce you to some of my friends who are making a film. They 

might be able to include an authentic Indian part.” 

 This sounded unbelievable to Charlie, and he took Madonna's address. He told her 

he would call her as soon as he was settled in the city. She asked him where he would be 

staying? 

  “I actually don’t know since I’ve never been to New York City before. I guess I’ll 

get an inexpensive room somewhere.” 

 “Do you have any idea how expensive it in to move to New York without a job, 

Charlie? Why don't you stay in my apartment until you find something that suits you? I 

have an extra room that would be fine. That’s what happened when I first moved to New 

York City after graduating from college. I met a woman who offered to share her place 

with me until I found a job and could afford a place of my own.” 

  That was more than what Charlie had expected, and he immediately accepted the 

offer. 

 Soon they arrived in New York City’s Port Authority. They went to a local 

restaurant and had dinner together. They both agreed that Charlie would take a subway 

later to Madonna’s neighborhood. She reminded him to call her when he got to her 

neighborhood.. He felt everything would work out fine in New York City; he had a place to 

stay, and the next day we would be looking for work he felt he could do. The idea of 

possibly being in a movie excited him.  

 He told Madonna he wanted to walk around the city for a few hours before going to 

her apartment. After leaving the restaurant, he walked aimlessly about the city. He 

marveled at the tall buildings covered in glass that reflected the sky and floating clouds. 

People were everywhere, hurrying about as if contained in their own cocoon of thought and 

totally unconnected to each other. The sound of traffic was deafening to Charlie’s ears. He 

was more accustomed to the sound the harsh winter winds and wolves howling at night.  
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 He thought of his grandmother who died at ninety-eight when he was twelve years 

old. She was of the old generation that had lived in hogons, raising sheep and goats, and 

wove the Navajo rugs that are now sold to wealthy clients and museums. Grandmother 

Sialea-Lea, meaning Beautiful Blue Bird, was a traditional medicine woman who used sand 

paintings in her healing ceremonies. She was one of the most respected healers in the 

Navajo Nation and the niece of Hostee Klah, the famous Navajo medicine man. Charlie’s 

grandmother wanted him to grow in the traditions of the Navajo Way, but alcohol and the 

constant need for money took him on a different path. Now he was walking down the 

streets of the city he had dreamed of for so many years, but his thoughts were of his 

grandmother and the old ways of his people. He felt alone in a culture that was not his. 

 After wondering about for several hours, Charlie took a subway and followed the 

directions Madonna had given him so he could arrive at her place at the time they had 

agreed upon. When he got off at the station and emerged onto the street, he immediately 

felt a change in the city. Madonna’s neighborhood was different in ways that he did not 

expect. Trash was littered on the streets, along with abandoned furniture and appliances. 

Buildings were boarded up, and there were vacant lots were buildings once stood. He took 

out his new cell phone to call Madonna, but when he rang her number the operator said 

the number was not in service; there was no forwarding telephone number. 

 Charlie’s confusion was soon diverted when he noticed two men approaching him 

from across the street. One carried a baseball bat and looked determined to use it. 

 “O.K. chump, let’s have your wallet and that coat you have on. Don’t make me use 

this bat upside your head if you know what’s good for you,” the older one said as the two 

men stood in front of Charlie. 

 After hitting him in the stomach several times, they took his coat with all the money 

he had and his identification. He had heard about the violence and crime in New York 

City, but now he knew it firsthand. Charlie realized he was in a strange city, had been 

mugged, and was probably setup by the woman he’d met on the bus. Did she alert the two 

men who robbed him? Charlie thought back on their conversation on the bus; without 

giving it a thought, he mentioned the money he had sewn into his coat. She asked him who 
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he knew in the city? Later she excused herself at a rest stop to make a cell phone call. She 

must have called and arranged the plan that led to his being robbed. Charlie doubted that 

she was an actress or knew anyone doing a film who might give him a job. Was this just a 

part of the game she played to rob him of his money? 

 Charlie realized that his fondest dream of coming to New York was now a 

nightmare.  How would he survive without any money or any place to live? It was when 

asking this question that he saw a sign, Welcome to the Salvation Army. He approached the 

building and saw several people waiting in line. He asked what they were waiting for, and 

was told that this is where you get free food and a place to stay for the night. Charlie knew 

that this was where he would spend his first night in the city and not in the warm 

apartment that Madonna had offered.  

 He would begin here and see what the next day would bring--and the day after that, 

for days and weeks and possibly months after that. It was a start if nothing else.  

 

 

 


