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            LEE

         

      
   


   
      
         
            1

         

         In sociological terms, they call it the fundamental attribution error. Basically, it means that when people see someone in a bad situation, they tend to believe that individual brought it on themselves. Of course, there are always external, situational forces at play, but it’s human nature to think it could never happen to you. You’d fight back differently if attacked; crawl your way out of the burning building; wouldn’t fall for that online scam. And, of course, you’d never end up sleeping on the streets. Those people have drug problems, mental health issues, no work ethic.

         What did I think of the homeless before I became one of them? Not much, is the short answer. Each year, I donated to a local shelter that served Thanksgiving dinners. I occasionally tossed coins into hats or empty coffee cups, but I didn’t meet their eyes, I didn’t ask their names. Sometimes I’d even cross the street to avoid them. I was not without compassion for the displaced, but they were just so separate, so other. There was no way I’d ever become one of them.

         I pull the sleeping bag up to my chin and stretch my legs out under the steering column. The back seat would be more comfortable, but I’m too on edge to sleep there. Instead, I doze in the reclined driver’s seat, with the doors locked and the keys in the ignition. If anyone comes—the police, thieves, or worse—I can be on my way in a second. My Toyota sedan is just one in a row of bedrooms on wheels, parked on this quiet street, under a dank underpass. Our vehicles form an unsightly border along the edge of a big box hardware store’s parking lot. Will I ever relax enough to sleep soundly, horizontally? Hopefully I won’t be here long enough to find out.

         In these quiet moments, it still baffles me that I ended up like this. I’m bright, educated; I owned a successful business. I’m not hooked on any substances…although I drink more now. In the console beside me sits a bottle of whisky. It’s for warmth, to dull the edges and settle my nerves enough to allow me to doze off. Picking it up, I take a sip and for a moment, I feel nothing but this…the warmth traveling down my throat, burning in my belly. It’s tempting to take another drink. And another. But I can’t overdo it. I need to keep my wits about me, and I mustn’t develop a dependency. I replace the cap and set it back in the console.

         The light goes out in the motor home in front of me. It’s a kerosene lantern; the occupants can’t afford to drain their battery using the vehicle lights. Margaux and Doug are in their sixties. Margaux has health issues—cancer, though I’m not sure what kind. Doug worked at a hotel but was laid off, another victim of the pandemic, the economy, life in general. They have a large dog, Luna, a pit bull cross that makes it hard to rent a room. I try to park behind them when I can. Their run-down Winnebago never moves, sporting an intricate addition of tarps that keeps out the rain and creates an awning they can sit under. We’re not friends, exactly, but we chat sometimes, and their proximity—and Luna’s—makes me feel safer, less alone. They look out for me, too. It was Doug who gave me the knife.

         I finger the wooden handle pressing against my right hip. The blade is between the seat and the console, a sort of holster. If I need to, I can pull it out in a second, brandish it at my attacker. “Women aren’t safe here.” Doug stated the obvious. “Be prepared to use this.” I had assured him I was, but could I really stab someone? Pierce their flesh with this sharp blade? Plunge it into their chest or neck or belly? I’m capable of lots of things I never thought possible before. Desperate people will commit desperate acts. When my restaurant was failing, my life’s dream crumbling before my eyes, I lied, I cheated, and I manipulated. I destroyed people, hurt the ones I loved. So, could I stab someone to save my own life? Of course.

         It is late…and a false sense of peace descends. In the distance, someone is shouting angrily—at someone or no one—but eventually, it peters out. A bottle clinks against another, but it is soft and infrequent. The hum of sporadic traffic on the overpass lulls me. Somehow I don’t hear them approaching—either I have drifted off, or they are being stealthy…probably a combination of the two. Suddenly, they’re here, on either side of my car, gray, sunken faces peering into my darkened home. Fear twists in my belly. My hand moves to the knife at my side.

         “Hey, honey,” one man says, and I see missing teeth through the fog of his breath on my window. I meet his eyes for a second and see the blackness, the blankness. He’s an addict; I know the look by now. His humanity has been usurped by his need for drugs. Judging by the sores on his face, he’s hooked on meth. The chemical can turn humans into wild animals: angry, aggressive, unpredictable.

         The man on the other side of the vehicle has his face to the passenger-side glass. His eyes dart around the car and its contents, sizing up anything valuable. In the weeks I’ve been sleeping here, I’ve had to speed away once before. I heard them that time; they broke a window in a van farther up the line. That night, I started my car and pulled away before they got to me. Since then, I’ve practiced this scenario in my mind: pull the lever to return the seat to its upright position, turn the key, stomp on the gas.

         “Open up, pretty lady,” the toothless man says, and a frisson of disgust shudders through my body. Does he want more than my belongings? I grab the knife and hold it to the window. The blade taps on the glass: a threat. But he doesn’t back away, and he doesn’t look concerned. In fact, his rotten mouth smiles at me.

         My hands feel sweaty and slippery as I fumble to right my seat. I’m not drunk but the whisky has made me slow and dull. And I’m terrified. My seat pops forward and I drop the knife, reach for the key. It’s okay, Lee, I assure myself as I turn the ignition. You’re safe. You’re out of here.

         And then the passenger window shatters. I scream as a hand dives into the car, feeling blindly for something, anything to grab. It’s not me he’s after, at least, but my backpack is right there on the seat, my purse is on the floor. Before I can put the car into gear, the backpack disappears through the broken window. That, I can live without. It’s got clothes, toiletries, things I can just afford to replace. I slam the gear shift into drive as the arm dives back inside, reaching for my purse.

         No, no, no, not that. While I’m smart enough not to keep all my cash in it, my phone and my ID are in that stylish Coach bag, a remnant of my old life. As the car shoots forward, I lunge for the purse on the floorboard, trying to drag it into my lap. But the arm is still inside, and it grabs my wrist. Dirty fingernails pierce my skin and I gasp with the pain. I lean on the horn, hoping someone—Margaux and Doug—will wake up. If they open the door and release Luna, these men will run. I’ll be able to get away. But the motor home stays dark.

         I gun the engine, but the hand is still inside the car. He’s got my purse in his grasp and he won’t let go. Gathering speed, I swerve on the empty road, trying to dislodge him, but he holds on. And he’s fast, sprinting along at pace, and he won’t let go. He won’t fucking let go! Using my right hand with its damaged wrist, I grab for the knife and swipe blindly at his arm. I slice into his skin, but he doesn’t flinch. The meth has given him superhuman strength and speed, made him impervious to pain. The purse, with all the documents that make me a person, slips through the window. Gone…

         And just like that, I am nobody.
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         The sting of chlorine assaults my nostrils and sends a swell of nostalgia through me. The neighborhood pool was a regular and sustained part of my childhood. Growing up, my family had a summer house in the Catskills. It wasn’t opulent, but it was comfortable and lakefront. My mother insisted my sister and I take years of swimming lessons so that she didn’t have to worry about us drowning while she sipped gin and tonics on the sunporch with her girlfriends. Teresa and I spent hours paddling in the water, floating in our dinghy, or just lying on damp towels on the dock, staring up at the endless blue as the sun fried the water on our skin. We talked about horses, and boys, and what we wanted to be when we grew up. Teresa wanted to be a veterinarian. I wanted to be a movie star, or a rock star, someone shiny and bright.

         The lobby is warm and damp and cloying as I approach the woman at the chipped Formica counter. She looks up, her eyes wary. “I lost my pass,” I mumble, the familiar sweep of shame making my cheeks hot. She knows I’m lying. She knows I’m not here to swim. I see myself through her eyes: haunted, disheveled, carrying two canvas bags stuffed with clothing, food, a few dishes…the items that I couldn’t stuff into my trunk. A plastic bag is taped over the broken window, but my car is no longer secure. This is not me, I want to tell the receptionist. I’m a restauranteur. A businesswoman. An entrepreneur. She gives me a begrudging nod. “Go ahead. But make it quick.”

         “Thank you.”

         A dingy path worn into the linoleum guides me toward the changeroom. It’s vacant except for a couple of seniors fitting their bathing caps in the mirror. I wait for them to leave before heading straight to the showers. A large sign on the cinder-block wall reads:

         
            CHANGE ROOMS ARE FOR

POOL CUSTOMERS ONLY

         

         Vagrants, people like me who are here for a hot shower and some free soap, are not permitted. But the staff will look the other way if it’s not too busy, if I am quick and quiet. Admission is seven dollars. I could pay but every penny counts. I need to save up the deposit to rent an apartment; I won’t survive living in my car for much longer. There are free showers at some of the shelters, but terrifying stories of theft, rape, even murder swirl around them. And going to a shelter will make my homelessness official, and it is not. It’s a temporary, ephemeral state.

         Stripping off my clothes, I step into the tiled stall. I kick at a soggy Band-Aid left on the floor and punch the button to turn on the water. My right index finger throbs with the effort, and the scratches on my wrist sting as the hot stream hits them. I probably need a tetanus shot, but that’s not going to happen without insurance. For a moment, I close my eyes, let tears flow down my face. I want to go home. I want to get in my car and drive back across the country to New York. But I can’t. I have torched and burned every bridge behind me. My family hates me. I have no friends left. And then there is Damon, who will hurt me. Even kill me.

         We met when I was working at a swanky brasserie in the Meatpacking District. He was a regular, occupying a prime booth near the back, accompanied by burly associates or beautiful women, frequently both. Oysters, steak frites, vodka for the table. It never changed. Damon was polite and generous, so we all ignored the pervasive sense of danger surrounding him. It was not uncommon in that restaurant, in the industry at large. Men in flashy suits, with significant money to spend but no discernible career.

         One night, as service wound down, he summoned me from the kitchen. He told me he loved my cooking. I told him about my plans for the Aviary. My vision was clear: I’d serve elevated but accessible food—short ribs with duck-fat potatoes, buttermilk-fried chicken drizzled with spiced honey, chanterelle mushroom risotto. The tables would be six-tops and four-tops, only a handful of two-tops. Every night would feel like a dinner party in my home. I’d recently found a space in the East Village that would be perfect.

         “I want in,” he’d said, so confident, so casual. “How much do you need?”

         I needed a lot. I had only two other interested investors. Damon’s money was shady, I knew that, but I took it anyway. Because the Aviary was my life’s dream. I was done working for egotistical, demeaning, or downright abusive bosses. And I was confident in my concept, my capabilities, and my connections. The restaurant would thrive, even in the highly competitive New York market. I’d make my payments on time, so the way Damon made his money was none of my concern.

         And then the pandemic. People stopped coming. I knew I was going to have to close my doors, even before the mayor forced me to. When restaurants reopened, I tried again, but I was too new; the momentum was lost. I hung on as long as I could, but omicron was the final straw. My servers got sick, followed by my kitchen staff, and then I went down. We tried to operate short-staffed, pivoted to takeout, but it wasn’t enough. I had to admit that my business, my dream, had failed.

         I worried about my staff, my vendors, my health insurance, and my investors, in that order. Because this was force majeure. They wouldn’t expect me to pay. And yet…they did. I tried to apply for a disaster loan, but the website kept crashing. I asked for a line of credit but was turned down due to “inadequate business,” which was the reason I needed it in the first place. My lead line cook suggested a GoFundMe page, but everyone in the industry was suffering. How could I ask for money to keep my restaurant afloat? Finally, my accountant advised me to declare bankruptcy. It would mean I could walk away from all my debts, leaving a trail of spurned and angry suppliers, staff, and investors.

         That’s when Damon crushed my finger with a meat mallet.

         What had I expected of him? Forgiveness for the money I owed? Understanding at least? Damon was a gangster. Violence was his currency. But still, I was shocked by the cruelty, the ruthlessness. He promised to break a finger a week until I paid. I’d lose my ability to cook. There was no choice but to run.

         I kept moving, from city to town, ensuring that I never stayed in one place for too long. Damon had other avenues of income, other businesses that would be making their payments on time. He didn’t need my money badly enough to send his thugs chasing me across the country. But still…I pushed onward, until I reached Seattle. The Pacific. The end of the line. One of the farthest geographical points from New York in the country.

         With my elbow, I pump the lemon-scented soap into my hand, wash my body, and use it as shampoo. The harsh detergent will dry my skin, make my hair stiff and frizzy, but all my toiletries were in my backpack. I try to wash away the fear, the loss, the utter sense of desolation that threatens to overwhelm me. Because I have no choice but to keep trying, keep moving forward, keep existing.

         Stepping from the shower, I dig a towel from my bag. It smells musty, but I pat at the droplets on my skin, hoping the scent won’t cling to me. Clean laundry has become a luxury I can afford only once a week. A woman with a toddler on her hip enters and gives me a side-eyed glance. I see her brow furrow as she spots the angry red scratches on my arm, clocks my pile of belongings, puts the pieces together. I need to hurry.

         I used to wear makeup—just a little concealer and mascara, a pop of color on my lips and cheeks, but it’s all gone now, taken with my purse. I finger-comb my tangle of dark hair, the highlights grown down to my chin, pressing it into some semblance of a style. It’s not really working, but at least I’m clean and presentable if not attractive. I’ve let that go. In some worlds, you trade on good looks; in others, you hide them. Eventually, they abandon you anyway. Just a lot quicker when you’re homeless.

         Hurriedly, I slip on a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, my work “uniform.” Thankfully, the diner’s dress code is extremely casual. The protective mother is still watching me as she steps out of her clothes, eyes alert and wary. Does she think I’m crazy? Dangerous? That I might steal from her? I’m not interested in your bag of diapers and animal crackers, I want to snap, but I don’t. I drop the moist towel onto one of my canvas bags and hurry past two more moms and babies coming in for swim class.

         The crisp air outside the pool hits me like a slap, sharpens my senses. I’m beginning to feel weak and light-headed. I need food and caffeine. There is a coffee shop a few blocks from the pool that sells discounted day-old muffins, spotted bananas, and mealy apples kept in a basket by the till. I’ll order a drip coffee loaded with cream and sugar for breakfast and a stale pastry for lunch. I eat supper at the diner, a definite perk of my otherwise unfulfilling employment.

         Sliding into the driver’s seat of my car, I feel the knife press into my hip. I shoved it farther down beside the console, but an inch of the handle is still exposed. I pull it out and look at the blood dried on the blade. A shudder runs through me as last night’s attack returns to me. I stabbed a man, cut his skin, and yet, he didn’t care, he didn’t stop. I couldn’t protect myself or my belongings.

         I know what I have to do. This car is my home, and it must be secure. My survival depends on it.
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         It’s not hard to identify the type of establishment that will hire illegal staff: people without work permits, or bank accounts, or a home address. People who have criminal records, who come without résumés or references. I have found these types of places across the country, and I found Uncle Jack’s. Set in a rough neighborhood just south of Seattle, the peeling paint and faded sign signal a certain willingness to bend the rules. I’d first entered two weeks ago, taken a seat at the scratched orange counter, and nursed a cup of coffee. When “Uncle Jack,” whose name is really Randy, left the kitchen for a smoke break, I’d hit him up for a job. Randy has a rap sheet, apparently. I’ve heard everything from assault to cocaine possession to murder. Whatever he’s done, he knows that sometimes people need a second chance.

         My usual shift is 4:00 p.m. to midnight, six days a week. It’s a lot but it suits me fine. I’d rather waitress than sit in my car, fruitlessly trying to sleep. The café serves an all-day breakfast, burgers, nachos, beer, and wine. Each item is a heart attack on a plate, but there is something comforting about Uncle Jack’s greasy fare and generous portions. My restaurant prided itself on quality ingredients, comfort food kicked up a notch. The brasserie I’d worked at served upscale plates that bordered on pretentious: bone marrow croquettes, cured scallops, Wagyu carpaccio…I’m qualified to work somewhere more high-end, but then, there would be questions.

         Uncle Jack’s clientele is practically the same every night. There are dealers and prostitutes, club kids and gangbangers. It’s the kind of place where people look the other way, eat their cheap food, and conduct their business. The old me wouldn’t have set foot in an establishment like this, would have been terrified by Lewis, the guy with the gold front tooth and the slash of a scar across his jaw. He sits at the end of the bar, drinking Sprite and waiting for customers to buy cocaine from him. Or Talia, who comes in between tricks, using the bathroom for up to half an hour at a time. Maybe she’s shooting up? Maybe she’s just washing? No one asks and no one cares. They’re just people…I see that now. They’re just doing what they have to.

         My boss, Randy, wanders through the long, narrow space, checking on his customers. He’s short and stocky in his jeans and pale green T-shirt, and he’s sweaty…so sweaty. It’s warm in here but it doesn’t account for the dark circles under his arms, the droplets on his forehead. I’ve never seen him use drugs, but it can be a side effect. He’s about fifty, I’d guess, but a hard fifty, his skin thick and gray and lined. His eyes are a cold, hard blue.

         I refill Lewis’s Sprite. At the end of my shift, he’ll slip me ten bucks for serving him and looking the other way. It will be the most generous tip I’ll receive by far. Uncle Jack’s patrons don’t have a lot of extra money. A buck or two is standard, but a handful of coins is not uncommon. My eyes track Randy’s movements, and when he steps behind the counter, I make my move.

         “Hey, Randy. I was wondering…I, uh, need a favor.”

         He says nothing and shows no curiosity as he slowly pulls a glass of beer from the tap. I clear my throat and press on. “My car was broken into last night. The passenger window was smashed.” I leave out the minor detail that I was inside it at the time. “I took it to two different mechanics today and they both said it’ll cost over four hundred bucks to fix.”

         Randy’s eyes meet mine over the beer glass. They’re blank, impossible to read.

         “I was wondering if I could get an advance on my paycheck.”

         “Check” is not a literal term. Randy pays me cash, under the table. While illegal, it’s more profitable for him and essential for me. I don’t even have a bank account anymore. If I did, my wages would be garnished to pay back my loans.

         “I don’t do advances,” Randy says, taking a sip of the foamy beer.

         “I don’t need the whole thing,” I continue. “Just a hundred bucks. And it’s only for a few days.”

         “Nope.” He sets the glass down on the counter. “It’s my policy.”

         “Please,” I say. “I really need this.”

         Those blank eyes take me in, assessing me. My looks have deteriorated in the weeks since Randy hired me, stress and poverty taking their toll. I’m only thirty-four, but I feel—and look—older. If I still had my makeup, I could mask the fatigue and tension, but it’s on full display. I pulled my hair back with an elastic band, but frizzy tendrils have escaped in the humidity from the kitchen. Does my boss think I’m using? That I need the money for drugs?

         “My car is parked in the back lot,” I add quickly. “You can see the broken window for yourself. The guy stole my purse and my phone.”

         “If I do it for you, I have to do it for everyone,” he says with an indifferent shrug. “Sorry.”

         A feeling of panic flutters in my chest. I can’t sleep unprotected and exposed. The spring nights are still chilly, but it will be fear, not cold that keeps me awake. If I tell Randy that my car is my home, that sleeping with a missing window could get me raped, or murdered, would he change his mind? But I can’t tell him. My pride won’t allow it. Pressing my lips together, I say nothing, turning back to the kitchen as another order comes up.

         I deliver two plates of sausages, eggs, and pancakes to a table near the window. They thank me with a nod, and I force a pleasant smile. My effort is minimal, unlike at my own restaurant. There, I worked the room, checking in and charming the diners. Here, I’m a delivery girl. At the next vacated table, I scoop a few coins into my apron and collect the dirty dishes. There’s half a grilled cheese on a plate, temptingly untouched. I had a cheeseburger when I arrived, will have eggs before I leave, but this could be tomorrow’s breakfast. Before I consider pocketing it, I tip the dregs of a cup of coffee onto it. I will not sink to eating the refuse off a stranger’s plate. Not yet, anyway.

         At the back of the kitchen, I drop the plates and glasses into the dish pit. And then I hear, “Hey, Lee.”

         The tone is friendly, conversational, and it takes me a second to realize I’m being addressed. I turn to see Vincent, the fry cook. He’s a little younger than I am, taut and wiry, with a manic kind of energy. He might be a really bright guy, but his job prospects are limited by the tattoos on his face. A scorpion arches over his left eyebrow, and a small star adorns his right cheekbone. Unlike Randy’s cold blue eyes, Vincent’s are dark, intense, and unsettling. I don’t like him, though I’m not sure why. We don’t have much interaction that isn’t food related.

         “I hear you got robbed?” he says, moving toward me.

         “Yeah.”

         He lowers his voice, moves in even closer. “You need a new phone?”

         The thought of living without a smartphone would have been unthinkable even a month ago, but I obviously can’t afford a new one. I’d tossed my original phone into the dumpster behind the restaurant, had picked up a new one as I drove across the country. But now the internet is a luxury indifferent to my survival. And it’s not like anyone calls me. Though Randy might, to offer an extra shift. I would feel safer if I was able to call for help in an emergency.

         “How much?”

         “I can get you a dumbphone, two months prepaid on it. Thirty bucks.”

         These street phones are traded for favors, drugs, or money. Vincent clearly has unsavory connections; he’s probably dealing on the side. The phone won’t have internet, but it will let me make calls and send texts. I could call a few garages to check for a cheaper window replacement. I could book an appointment at the garage for the day after payday. And I could text my sister, just to see if she’s okay. She won’t recognize the number. She might even respond.

         “Deal.”

         Vincent’s eyes dart around the kitchen. “My friend will meet you out back after your shift,” he says, and then he turns back to the grill.

         
              

         

         The rest of the evening is steady, uneventful. There is one fight, but Randy and Lewis dispatch it quickly. At midnight, I clock out and Vincent slides me a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon. I eat in the back, at a small table near the staff bathroom. The all-night diner is still busy, the crowd drunker, louder. I savor my meal, hoping to linger, dreading the thought of retiring to my open-air car for the night. The side of brown toast goes into my pocket when Vincent and the other kitchen staff aren’t looking.

         Finally, I gather my two bags of belongings and catch Vincent’s eye. He gives me a nod. His friend with the phone is waiting out back. I slip out the kitchen door.

         The cramped parking lot is populated by four cars and a delivery truck. My damaged vehicle sits pressed up against the concrete block divider, an attempt to conceal the broken window. I see the glowing red cherry of a cigarette in the dark and move toward it. Vincent’s friend stands at the edge of the lot, near the alley. He is small and nondescript in his hoodie and jeans. As I approach, he reaches into the pocket of his pants and withdraws a flip phone.

         “Two months prepaid,” he says, “Forty bucks.”

         “Vincent said thirty.”

         He looks me over, clearly considering bartering with me, and then he shrugs. “Fine. Thirty.”

         I hand him the cash—basically the night’s tips, and he passes me the device. It feels greasy but I flip it open, and the digital face shines up at me. A lifeline. I drop it into my bag.

         “Thanks,” I mutter, turning toward my car.

         The guy drops his cigarette on the pavement. “You looking to make some money?”

         I know this will not be good, will not be legal, but I do need money, badly. I can’t afford to ignore any offer.

         “Maybe.”

         “I might be able to help you out,” he says, and then he smiles, jiggles his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. “If you help me out.”

         I know what he wants; he doesn’t have to elaborate. And for the first time, I see how easily it happens. If a person is desperate, if they have nothing else of value, they can always sell themselves. There is always someone willing to pay. I look at the lascivious glint in this guy’s eye, and I realize…it would only take a few minutes, it would help my money problems, maybe even allow me to fix my car. But I am not there. I pray I never will be.

         “Fuck off.”

         “Suit yourself.” He shrugs. “Just thought I’d offer.”

         Like he was doing me a favor. Pulling his hood down over his eyes, he saunters off down the alley, and I hustle toward my car.
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         My eyes dart from the darkened highway to the gas gauge as I drive north on I-5. This is farther than I’d normally travel, but my tank is almost half full. I’m headed for the tony seaside neighborhoods populated by tech entrepreneurs, doctors, and lawyers. I will be safe there—at least from the criminal element. The danger in this upper echelon is the private security guard, or the eager cop trying to impress the higher-ups. They can’t allow the disenfranchised to sleep in their cars among the mansions and pools and luxury SUVs. They won’t arrest me, though…will they? More likely, they’ll just ask me to move along, to park somewhere less desirable.

         I exit off the highway carefully, keeping well within the speed limit. My driver’s license is gone, so I don’t want to get pulled over for even a minor infraction. How will I replace it without my social security number? Or any proof of Washington residency? How will I even prove who I am? But I’m too exhausted to worry about it now. I drive toward the coast; I’ve always wanted an oceanfront home. This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, but it will do. The area is unfamiliar, like the entire city, but I wind through quiet streets, the stately houses dark. It’s almost two in the morning and these professionals, these captains of industry, need their shut-eye. You can’t run the world unless you’re well-rested.

         The foliage is thick here, large trees and lush greenery concealing the residences. I keep driving and the homes dwindle as I move toward protected parkland. The road ends in a secluded pullout and it’s perfect, sheltered by giant cedars, surrounded by thorny blackberry bushes. In the daylight, I imagine a family parking here, picking their way through the thick brush to the rocky beach a few yards below.

         Parking the car, I move quietly to the trunk to collect my sleeping bag and my whisky. While I’m there, I stuff the remainder of the night’s tips—just eight bucks—into a paper sack I got with my day-old muffin. I will keep my cash in different locations, to foil any more thieves. But there won’t be random thugs roaming around in this neighborhood. Settling into the driver’s seat, I revel in a moment of peace and security. Why didn’t I think of this before? In each new town, I have gravitated toward others in my situation. The community of nomads I thought would offer me safety. But this is better, smarter.

         Sipping the whisky, I wipe the flip phone with my sleeve. The battery has plenty of juice, but I’ll need to get a cheap charger off the street tomorrow. I still know my sister’s phone number by heart—I used to call her from the restaurant’s house phone. My fingers hover over the keys…but what could I say?

         There are only two words: I’m sorry. But Teresa will never accept my apology. How could she? What I did to her was too cruel, too self-serving. It doesn’t matter that I was desperate, afraid for my safety, even my life. I’m no longer her sister. Those were the last words she spoke to me.

         I take another pull from the bottle, trying to swallow down my self-loathing. Dropping the phone into the console, I put the knife in my lap. Just in case. Soothed by the sound of the ocean through my broken window, I drift away.

         
              

         

         For the next few nights, I drive north after work, the busy I-5 desolate in the wee hours. This leafy community becomes my bedroom. I still wake up stiff and sore, sometimes mildly hungover, but my head is less clouded, my eyes less sandy. It’s so quiet, so sleepy that it would be easy to believe that the surrounding homes were empty. But there are a few signs of life: a dog—large and aggressive—barking in the night, guarding his property; the occasional luxury vehicle purring in the distance; an early morning gardener firing up a lawn mower.

         But on the third morning, I hear something unusual. It is soft but distinct against the lapping of the waves on the beach. What time is it? The sky is pale and pink, telling me dawn is about to break. It’s probably 5:00 or 6:00 a.m. Another hour or two of sleep are necessary to assuage my bone-deep exhaustion, but I can still hear it. Sitting up in my reclined seat, I strain my ears to listen. It’s a woman. And she’s crying.

         Opening the phone, I see that it is 5:52 a.m. Go back to sleep, I tell myself, reclining again. A strange woman crying on the beach at the crack of dawn is none of your concern. But she’s not stopping. And the sobs are beginning to grate on my nerves. “I’m sorry,” she cries. And then I hear a splash.

         I sit up in my seat, heart pounding. Adrenaline courses through me and there’s no way I can ignore this. What the hell is this woman doing? It’s just April—the Pacific will be frigid. Climbing out of the car, I spot the path. It is overgrown, barely visible, but I scramble my way down it. I smell the beach before I reach it, brackish and briny. It’s a rocky cove, seaweed and kelp coating the stones in shaggy green. I see her, the woman, standing hip deep in the water. She looks about my age, with shiny dark hair like I used to have. She’s wearing a running outfit, formfitting and expensive. Her sobs are softer now, but her shoulders shake with emotion. She closes her eyes. And then she goes under.

         Maybe she’s swimming? But I know she’s not—not in her clothes, not in this temperature. Still, I wait a few seconds, hoping she’ll resurface, hoping I can slip back to my car and sleep for another hour before I need to move on. Hoping I don’t have to intervene and draw attention to myself. But I’m already moving across the slippery rocks and kicking off my shoes. Because the woman does not come up.

         I run into the water and feel the icy chill. It won’t take long for her—or me—to go numb, to succumb to the cold. When the water hits my waist, I start to swim. She went under here, but she’s gone. She must have swum out, farther, deeper. I take a breath and dive beneath the surface. The water stings my eyes, shocks my system. And then I see her.

         She is moving away from me, but slowly. Her legs kick weakly, her arms barely move. She is fading, it’s clear. And then she stops moving altogether, and her body goes limp. Her long dark hair floats around her like sea snakes. With a few strong strokes, I am on her.

         I reach out and grab her jacket, drag her toward the surface.
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         My feet have just touched the rocky bottom when she comes to. I feel her inert body surge with life, and suddenly she is fighting me.

         “Let me go!” she screams, twisting from my grasp, flailing out at me. “What are you doing?”

         “Saving your life,” I yell back.

         “No!” she shrieks. “Get the fuck away from me.”

         I let her go, but we’re at the shore by then. We both stagger out of the water and collapse onto the rocks. I look over at the woman, gasping for breath beside me. Her skin is so pale, her lips tinged blue. She’s probably hypothermic or very close to it. “Stay here,” I say, firmly but gently. I scramble across the slippery rocks to the path.

         My car is open, vulnerable, but the neighborhood is still asleep. Retrieving the sleeping bag and the whisky, I return to the beach. She’s huddled there, arms clutching herself, forehead lowered to her knees. I drape the sleeping bag around her shoulders and open the bottle of whisky. I take a sip before I offer it to her.

         She looks at it for a moment before she takes it and drinks, wordlessly. We pass it back and forth a few times, until I notice her shivering is less violent. The sun is coming up, the day slowly warming, but I am still frigid. The drowning woman notices and invites me under the blanket. It feels strangely intimate, but I’m too cold to refuse.

         
              

         

         We huddle together in silence for a while, the warmth of our bodies, the whisky, and the sleeping bag raising our core temperatures. In swimming lessons, they taught us to remove wet clothing to battle hypothermia, but that would be too weird. And we weren’t in the cold water long enough to warrant it. I take a sip of whisky and watch a boat pass by—an early morning fisherman. Would he have saved this woman if I hadn’t intervened? But he barely seems to notice us, motoring by with his face turned toward the horizon. If I hadn’t heard her cries, this stranger would have drowned. As she clearly intended.

         “You should have left me,” she says then, her voice hoarse from the shrieking and the alcohol. “I don’t want to be here.”

         “It was instinct,” I reply. “I took a lot of swimming lessons.”

         She smirks and gives me a side-eyed look. “Well, you fucked up.”

         “Why?” I ask. “Why were you trying to drown yourself?”

         “I hate my life.”

         “So do I.”

         “You don’t understand.”

         No, you don’t understand, I want to say. There is no way that this woman, in her designer jogging suit and running shoes that probably cost as much as my car, has a life worse than mine. But I’m not about to show my hand. And this is not a contest.

         “My marriage is…toxic. And sick. My husband is abusive.”

         “Get a divorce,” I say. “You don’t have to kill yourself.”

         She laughs darkly. “You don’t get it.”

         She’s right, I don’t. My relationship history is dismal but anticlimactic. Work has always usurped relationships. In my twenties, I lived with a guy, André, for three years, but the romance petered out, due to neglect and indifference. When we split, it was cordial. He left me the couch. Since then, I’ve had lovers but few real boyfriends. There was never time; they were never a priority. It was easier to have no-strings hookups while I focused on my career.

         “My husband is a criminal defense lawyer. He’s rich. And he’s powerful.” She takes a swig from the bottle. “And he’s a sadist.”

         It might be hyperbole—people call their partners horrible names all the time—but her words send a chill through me. Something tells me that her description is literal. That this woman’s husband is turned on by abuse and humiliation. Hers.

         She gets up suddenly. “I have to go.”

         I follow her up the trail that spits us out right next to my car. Can I pretend this isn’t mine? That I, too, occupy one of the magnificent homes surrounding us? But when she looks at it, and then over at me, I realize it’s clear. This is my Toyota. This is my home.

         “Do you need a ride?” I ask lamely.

         Her eyes roam over the plastic-covered window, the cold toast on the dashboard, my cheap phone in the console. The back seat is filled with clothes—some neatly folded, some tossed haphazardly. And then I see the knife, abandoned on the front seat. It had been on my lap when I scrambled from the vehicle. Has she spotted it?

         “I just live up the street,” she says, looking away, ashamed for me. “Eight thousand square feet, right on the water. But it’s a prison.”

         “Better than living like this,” I mutter, eyes on my home on wheels.

         “No,” she says. “It’s not.”

         Without another word, she walks away.
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