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For my college self, who first wrote this story.











CHAPTER ONE

Peoria, Illinois




THE RISING sun greets me as I pop open one eye to squint at the new morning. Copper rays peek through the autumn-hued leaves and seek out my hiding place. Shuffling further into my scarf, I close my eyes and dream that I’m in a nice, fluffy bed. Two pillows cocoon me and a heavy gray quilt envelopes my legs. The bed to my right has a matching blue quilt, under which a lump yawns and stretches, compelling me to get up. A shrill whistle pierces my eardrums. I reach for the alarm clock and my hand lands in something sticky.

Gross.

I sit up, groaning, and wipe the unknown substance onto my jeans. That’s what I get for sleeping behind a Circle K gas station. The small patch of trees feels homey, even if the dwindling leaf coverage exposes my hiding place. I let it slide since autumn is my favorite time of year. The stench of gasoline, however, coupled with the rumble of the freight train shambling by, ruins my will to fall back to sleep. As if that wasn’t enough, the chill in the air has the audacity to enter my nose, forcing me awake. I unravel my scarf, tuck it into a pocket, and grab my backpack. Rooting around in the bottom of my backpack, my fingers close on granola bar wrappers, the crinkle betraying their empty promises.

My stomach clenches and I try to forget that I have barely eaten anything in the past three days. I consumed my last granola bar yesterday and haven’t yet been able to restock. My wallet proves to be equally as empty. Sighing, I scooch my back up to the nearest tree and rest my head against the rough bark, trying to plan my next move. 

No food and no money. The job I had bussing tables fell through since the owner’s son caught on that I was getting paid under the table. My lack of a real house puts a damper on trying to apply for a different job. I don’t think anyone will take “in the trees behind the Circle K” as a legal address. 

It’s been three months since I left the women’s shelter; too many outbursts at night had attracted too much attention. When nightmares brought on by The Incident caused me to thrash about the bedsheets, people started to wonder what might be wrong with me. It got to the point where the shelter’s therapist was constantly encouraging me to talk about The Incident. 

I never wanted to talk about The Incident.

Thing is, The Incident didn’t used to bother me this much—at least, not for the past four years or so. I made my peace by shoving it into the far recesses of my brain, the dark unused corner filled with cobwebs and dust and dead bugs, and a window with a broken blind and a crappy seal that lets a draft in. The corner that no one pays attention to, the corner where things are haphazardly thrown to be intentionally forgotten.

And it was working out fine. I made my way to a decent-sized college town in  Illinois, the furthest west I could reasonably see myself going without crossing the Mississippi. I lied about my age and found work in a clothing store downtown and I found a place to live. I was making a pitiful wage, but it was enough to rent a crappy 400-square-foot apartment and eventually sign up for the GED. 

Then, eight months ago, The Incident decided to worm its way out of the intentionally unused corner of my brain and make itself the center of attention once more. I started showing up late to the store and then missed shifts altogether. Soon enough, I was fired. Unable to afford my apartment, I had to move into the women’s shelter.

It wasn’t all bad; I had a roof and a bed, and I found that new job bussing tables. But, yeah, like I said, that fell through, and I left the shelter shortly after to try my luck on the streets.

What can I say? I’ll do anything to avoid talking about The Incident.

So, that’s where I find myself this morning. In a small stand of trees behind a Circle K next to the railroad.

Shaking out the last of the fluff from my head, I stand up and sling my backpack over my shoulders. I cautiously poke my head out from the low-hanging leaves to see if anyone from the gas station is looking my way. This early in the morning there are few people about, and only two cars are in the lot: one at the gas pump and the other parked at the convenience store. With the coast relatively clear, I smooth down my hair and step out onto the pavement. Quickly crossing the parking lot, I hurry toward the street. 

Brick buildings loom above me, remnants from an earlier time. A few have been renovated, but most have crumbling facades and fading signs. The fumes from passing buses and cars clog my nose. The town is dirty and gray, as if its urbanity has sucked out all of the bright colors. It closes about me like a hand at my throat, not like the warm, green woods back home. 

Turning south on Adams Street, I head toward the marina to look for Uncle Wendy. He’s usually good for some food and a handful of money. And he’ll give me some much-needed company. 

I met Uncle Wendy shortly after I left the women’s shelter. If I thought living in the women’s shelter was hard, I was way out of my league living on the streets. I mean, I didn’t have any other place to go, no friends’ couches to crash on. But I didn’t think it would be that hard.

The first night, I decided to sleep in a park, under some trees. It would be just like camping, I told myself. I had been camping plenty of times before, so I wouldn’t have any trouble sleeping in a city park. 

My stuff was stolen within an hour. I had managed to hold onto my backpack (emptied of its contents) and walked away with only a black eye. I did dislocate the guy’s shoulder, but unfortunately, he still got away with what little money I had left. He also nabbed some beef jerky and dried apples, and the tiny tchotchkes I had salvaged from my apartment—a glass apple paperweight, a cat and dog salt and pepper shaker combo, and a miniature baseball bat keychain. I’m not that sentimental, but when you no longer have a home, sometimes the small things help to remind you of what could be.

Also, I just liked them, and it sucked to have those things stolen.

I spent the next three nights wandering from one well-lit public place to another, sleeping maybe thirty minutes at a time. The police made me move, like, twenty times. I had found my way to the river, thinking maybe I could sneak onto a moored boat to sleep, but instead I stumbled onto Uncle Wendy.

He took pity on me, scrawny and dirty as I was. He invited me into his houseboat at the marina. At the time, I was so tired that I readily agreed without a second thought. Luckily, Uncle Wendy only gave me some food and allowed me to sleep in peace.

Today I find myself heading to the kind old man for the last time.

Cars plod by as if they don’t want to be up this morning either. I hug my jacket tighter about me as I turn east onto Alexander Avenue. It’s the middle of October and the cold is settling in quickly. Back home, the leaves will be changing, and the town will be setting up for the Fall Festival with hayrides and haunted houses. 

The festival is usually a load of crap, but it gives people something to do. My family will probably haul out their crop of apples to sell at the vendor stalls on Main Street. Maybe my mom will bake some apple desserts to sell, if she’s feeling up for it. During past festivals, she would make a killer apple butter and these delectable turnovers that would sell out in half an hour, tops. I hope she’s still baking. Even if she’s not, David will be able to get our horse, Applesauce, out for the hayrides. The old mare will like that; the fresh air will do her good. 

For the time being, I’ll have to settle for this town with its dirty cabs and quickly changing streetlights, absent of all fall flair. For a little while longer, anyway.

Passing the last of the brick buildings, I reach the waterfront and approach a small houseboat tied up in a slip at the last dock on the left. There’s a smattering of old rusty boats—pontoons, motorboats, and heaps of trash that might once have been yachts. The dock creaks as I make my way toward Uncle Wendy’s boat. 

The river is one of the reasons I like coming to visit Uncle Wendy. The rhythm of the small waves underneath the dock calms me. If I could, I would live by the ocean. Maybe someday, but until then, I guess I’ll have to remain landlocked. Uncle Wendy’s houseboat is worn from the weather, the wood trim waterlogged and swollen, but still sturdy as it bobs at the edge of the pier. And at the prow of the boat sits Uncle Wendy in his plastic folding chair.

“Dawn. Is that you? Come to visit?” Uncle Wendy squints from under a tattered red baseball cap.

“Hey, Uncle Wendy. How’s it going?” I shift the backpack straps on my shoulders to a more comfortable position.

“Fine, fine. Just enjoying the sunshine.” He rubs his knee; he’s told me many times that he has some shrapnel from Vietnam stuck in there, but you can’t always believe everything Uncle Wendy says. He also once told me that he got the injury in the South Pacific in 1943. 

“And what can I do for you? You’re looking a little skinnier today. Don’t worry, I got some beans in the fridge.” He bends down and pats a green cooler at his feet. Opening the lid, he pulls out a can that’s missing its label.

“Thanks, Uncle Wendy. I was ready to eat my shirt.” I step onto the prow, steadying myself against the sway as the boat adjusts to my extra weight.

“Well, that can of beans will taste better than your shirt. Even if they are cold. I prefer them cold, have I ever told you that?”  

“Only every time you offer them,” I reply with a smile.

“Well, it’s true. And to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?” Uncle Wendy sits back and folds his hands across his stomach, grinning wide with his few remaining teeth proudly displayed.

I plop down on an overturned bucket and pry open the can with a knife Uncle Wendy hands me. 

“I think I’m going to head home. Maybe could use a few bucks.” I guiltily look over at him. I hate to have to ask him for money, but I won’t make it far without. And there’s this nagging feeling I have in the back of my mind that urges me to get home as soon as possible. I don’t have time to look for a job and earn some funds; I need the money now. I need to be on my way out of this town, out of this state, and back to the place I vowed I would never return.

Uncle Wendy stares at me, his gaze penetrating the depths of my soul and laying bare all my secrets. The reason I’ve avoided home: The Incident. A gull swoops down to snatch a leftover fry from the dock. Some barges float by at the edge of the marina, hauling shipping containers to stock unnecessary home goods in unnecessarily large department stores. The barges almost pass us before Uncle Wendy speaks again.

“You think that’s a good idea? A young woman traveling alone?”

“Probably not. But I don’t have a choice. At least, I don’t think I have a choice. I’ll figure it out as I go.” I wave off his concern, trying to appear nonchalant, but I’m pretty sure I’m failing.

Uncle Wendy continues rocking in his chair as I sit staring at the river, hoping that his foreboding demeanor doesn’t haunt me as I work my way east. I’ve already made up my mind, no matter what he thinks. A car seat floats by, followed by a body, the face bloody. I rub my eyes and the image disappears. After a couple of seconds, Uncle Wendy reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a few tattered twenties.

“Think that’ll be enough to get ya home?” He holds out the money in his bony hand, his gnarled fingers frozen in a permanent claw.

Gratefully, I grab the wad of twenties. I briefly consider leaving him one or two but having gotten to know Uncle Wendy as I have these past three months, I know he’s got more money stashed somewhere. He won’t miss these few bills. Probably.

Standing up to leave, I hand the knife back and take the remainder of the beans with me. “Thanks, Uncle Wendy. I’ll let you know how it turns out.”

“Yeah, you better. Don’t want to be leaving this poor old man all by his lonesome.” He puts on a sad face, but I can tell he’s grinning.

“Don’t worry, I will. And I’ll get you your money back, too.” That’s definitely a lie. I doubt I’ll ever return to Illinois once I leave. I mean, I probably won’t stay in my hometown either, once I take care of this yammering in my brain, but I don’t plan on coming back to this sloppy town. I’m sure I can do better. 

I shake his hand before heading out. “Thanks again, Uncle Wendy.” He waves as I walk back up Alexander Avenue, beginning my journey home.






CHAPTER TWO

October 15


DEAR TYLER,

Well, it seems like you’re back. You couldn’t just leave me alone, could you? I had a few years of relative peace, but you had to go and worm your way back in. I was fine, you know? I was fine living as if nothing had happened. Sure, maybe it wasn’t nice to push you away, but we had our run. It was my time, for me to be me, you know? Nothing to be said for it now, I guess.

I’m thinking about going home. It probably isn’t a good idea, but I miss being home, maybe, slightly. I miss having an actual house, with a roof and a fridge full of food. A TV. That would be nice, a TV I could control all by myself. Did I ever tell you that finding the TV remote at the women’s shelter was like finding solid gold? Everyone wanted it, and if you revealed that you had it, it would be stolen before you could blink.

I remember one day I had a real jerk of a customer at the diner and all I wanted to do was sit down and watch some TV. But this other lady at the shelter wanted to watch her soaps and demanded I give up the remote. I didn’t take too kindly to that and told her where to stuff it. I might have shoved her over the back of the couch and regained the remote.

I know, I know, I shouldn’t have done that. Be better Dawn, that’s what you would say. I’m trying. Mostly. I try some days, okay? It’s hard to keep being better every day.

I digress.

Living on my own hasn’t been too bad. I get by. It was nice to have a bed, but the women’s shelter wasn’t all that great. Neither was sleeping in the park or behind the gas station, but women can be so catty, you know? At least I could find a hole away from everyone on the streets. I wish you could meet Uncle Wendy. If it weren’t for him, I’d have been dead three months ago. Well, that might be an exaggeration. Mostly.

I was lucky, meeting him. You would like him, I’m sure. He’s probably sixty years old or so, with wrinkled, deep coppery skin. He has about five teeth missing, and considerably less hair. But he gave me a place to stay, when I needed it, and food. And some money. Man, you really don’t understand how much you need money to survive in this world until you need to survive in this world, you know? Well, you would have figured that out. You wouldn’t have had an issue making money, making something of yourself. You would have been fine, graduating from college soon and starting the life you had always dreamed of. Then I could
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