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Brooklynn opened the door to the expansive brick home, her hand wrapping tightly around the cool brass handle. The door creaked open just slightly, and in that sound alone she felt possibility. The house smelled clean—like fresh paint, warm wood, and something soft she couldn’t quite name, maybe vanilla or lavender. The kind of smell that whispered safe. 

Behind her, she heard her father’s voice, strong and gentle all at once. 
“Up the stairs and to the right, baby girl. That’s your room. You can decorate it however you want.” 
Her heart leapt. 

Brooklynn didn’t walk up the steps—she ran. Each step felt sturdy beneath her feet, solid and sure, like the house itself was welcoming her. Her fingers brushed along the smooth banister as she climbed, and she laughed softly, breathless with excitement. At the top, she paused, then stepped into the room her dad had promised her. 

Sunlight poured in through a large window, warming her face. She could already see it—the soft pink curtains swaying gently, sheer and light, dotted with tiny embroidered flowers that caught the sun just right. The room felt big, open, full of space to grow. She stood in the corner, turning slowly, imagining where everything would go, her chest swelling with joy. 

And then—almost like magic—it happened. 

She thought of her bed, and there it was. A beautiful, cozy bed nestled perfectly against the wall, dressed in a plush comforter the color of strawberries and cream. It looked impossibly soft, layered with pillows—some fluffy, some firm—inviting her to sink in and stay forever. She imagined sleeping there, waking up there, belonging there. 

She thought of a chair—a reclining one. And suddenly it appeared, a chair with a matching footrest, perfect for curling up with a book or just sitting there while she dreamed. 

Her eyes lifted to the walls, and her breath caught. A mural stretched across one side of the room—a happy girl dancing up a gentle hill, arms wide, hair flying, moving toward the sun. The colors were warm and bright, full of hope. Brooklynn felt like that girl. 
Free. 
Brave. 
The room smelled like comfort. Like clean sheets. Like strawberries and cream. Like home. 

She jumped onto the bed, laughing as she rolled across the softness, the comforter wrapping around her like a hug. And then— 

Something hard pressed into her back. 

She shifted, confused. The softness disappeared. The warmth faded. The smell changed. The comfort vanished. 

“Brooklynn... Brooklynn... Brooklynn...” 

It was her father’s voice—closer now. Urgent. Real. 

“Yeah... yeah, Dad,” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep as her eyes fluttered open. 

The dream dissolved. 

She wasn’t in a bedroom. She wasn’t in a house. She wasn’t surrounded by pink curtains or sunlight or murals of dancing girls. 

She was in the back seat of her dad’s old SUV. 

The thing digging into her back was the seatbelt latch. Her neck was stiff. Her legs were cramped. The air smelled like stale coffee, old upholstery, and the faint chill of early morning. Her blanket had slid halfway off during the night, and the window beside her was fogged from her breath. 

Reality settled heavy in her chest. 

They had been living here—sleeping here—for six months now. 

Brooklynn blinked hard, holding onto the last fragile pieces of the dream before they slipped away. 

She didn’t cry. 
She simply sighed, a heavy sigh. 
But somewhere deep inside her, that beautiful room still existed. And she held onto it like a promise she wasn’t ready to let go of. 

She stretched as best she could in the back seat, arms reaching toward the ceiling of the SUV, joints stiff but familiar with the movement by now. A small smile tugged at her lips anyway. 

“Good morning, Dad,” Brooklynn said softly. 

She loved her dad. Truly loved him. To her, he wasn’t just her father—he was her hero. He was the one who always figured things out, even on the hard days. And there had been a lot of those since her mom had gone to heaven. Some mornings she could see the tiredness in his eyes before he tried to hide it, but no matter what, he always showed up for her. Always. 

She remembered it like it had just happened—how he had smiled and told her they were going on an adventure. 
“We’re gonna camp for a little while,” he’d said, trying to make it sound fun. “Just you and me.” 
Camping in the car, he’d called it. 

Brooklynn had nodded then, trusting him completely. But she had been in enough classes at school to know what the word unhoused meant. And whether they called it camping or not, that’s what they were. 

Still, it wasn’t as bad as some people thought. They always had food—real dinners, not just snacks. Especially now that her dad had started his new job. He liked it there. She could tell. He was a graphic designer at an advertising agency, and sometimes he talked about colors and layouts and ideas with a spark in his voice she hadn’t heard in a long time. 

No one at his job knew how they were living. No one knew about the SUV or the early mornings or the careful planning. And that was okay. Her dad said it wouldn’t be like this forever. 

“In a couple of months,” he’d promised, “we won’t have to camp anymore. We’ll get us a place. Maybe an apartment. Something just for us.” 

Brooklynn liked the way he said us. 

Every weekend, they went to see Aunt Ruth. And those weekends felt like tiny pieces of normal. At Aunt Ruth’s little garden home, Brooklynn washed her hair in warm water that smelled like lemon soap. She took long baths. She slept in a real bed with clean sheets that stayed cool all night. They washed their clothes, folded them neatly, and for just a little while, things felt easy. 

Aunt Ruth always said they could stay. But her dad gently said no. He explained that her place was small—just one bedroom—and it wasn’t meant for all of that. Aunt Ruth’s house was perfect for her. Cozy. Quiet. Just right. 

Brooklynn understood. Even if she didn’t love it. 

She glanced toward the front seat now, where her dad sat rubbing his face, already awake, already thinking about the day. And even with the stiffness in her back and the tight space around her, Brooklynn felt something steady inside her. 

They weren’t broken. 
They weren’t forgotten. 
They were just... getting through. 
Normally, they parked at Lucky’s. 

Lucky’s was a twenty-four-hour gas station just outside of Birmingham—far enough to feel quieter, but close enough to everything they needed. It was big. Bright. Clean. The kind of place where people passed through at all hours, which made it easy to blend in. 

Lucky’s had food. Real food. Biscuits wrapped in warm paper, hot coffee for her dad, and cold milk for her. It even had a small section with clothes and travel things—socks, T-shirts, toothbrushes—anything you might need if life surprised you. They could wash their faces, freshen up, take care of their personal needs without anyone asking questions. Lucky’s felt... safe. 

Some mornings
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