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CHAPTER ONE

The smell woke me.
It crept into my nostrils like fog rolling in from the sea. I was powerless to stop it. Scents of rotting garbage, stale urine and traces of exhaust filtered through my senses.
The noise came next.
A yowl from a cat, a car horn, the scuttle of small feet as something furry brushed my hand.
My eyes snapped open. A putrid puddle of rainwater, stagnant on black pavement, was inches from my face. Bits of paper and other filth floated in it.
Nausea rolled through me.
I abruptly sat up as the sound of another rodent scurried past. The frantic push to get away pitched my head into a metal dumpster. The bang when my skull cracked against it was loud enough to frighten an alley cat. A flash of furry orange zipped past.
“What the…” I rubbed my head. Luckily, the massive pile of curls my hands threaded through seemed to have cushioned the blow.
I pulled at a strand and brought it around to look at.
Dark red. Soft. Long.
It seemed I had dark red, long hair that had a tendency to… I pulled the strand of hair and let it go.
Curl.
It sprung back into a wavy rivulet. I did it again, watching my hair bounce in front of me. It was only on the third time that I realized something.
Why didn’t I know my hair color?
I dropped the strand, my hair forgotten. My heart rate picked up as I scanned my surroundings. I also don’t know where I am.
My gaze darted around. I was in an alleyway that was no more than twelve feet across. A tall brick building soared directly in front of me. Various dumpsters and boxes of rubbish lined the dingy street. A large green metal dumpster brushed against my left side. It was what I had banged my head into.
More seconds ticked past as I frantically searched for something familiar. Anything familiar. My heart pounded so hard now it felt like a beast in my chest. My breathing wasn’t any better. Tiny, shallow gasps escaped me.
My gaze drifted down. I wore jeans, sneakers that appeared to be brand new and a long sleeved shirt. I moved my legs. They responded when I told them to, yet…
Nothing about what I wore felt familiar, and I didn’t recognize my body.
I lifted my arms. Small hands appeared in front of my face. Ten fingers. They moved when I told them to. Flipping my hands back and forth, I studied the appendages as if they belonged to someone else.
Trimmed nails, pale skin, clean palms.
Why don’t I recognize my hands?
I was breathing quickly now. Too quickly. A wave of dizziness rolled through me.
Calm down. You’re starting to hyperventilate.
Hyperventilate. I knew what that meant. I cupped my hands in front of my mouth and breathed in the carbon dioxide I blew out. I kept doing that until the dizziness subsided. Slowly, I lowered my hands.
Cold from the pavement seeped through my jeans. I shifted from where I sat as my mind raced.
Think! What do you last remember?
I vaguely realized that I was speaking to myself in a language. So you know…English. Yes, I’m thinking in the English language. That was good. I remembered language.
What else do you remember?
My gaze darted around again as a sound drew my attention.
Cars.
Down the alleyway appeared to be a street. Sunlight glinted off the vehicles as they drove by. I recognized a few models. A Ford…Explorer? A Subaru. I think. Every now and then a breeze brought scents of exhaust into the alley. So you remember a few car makes and models.
Yes, that’s right. They’re called makes and models.
My heart rate slowed a bit more.
I hurriedly pushed to a stand. I sought more details of wherever it was I appeared to have spent the night. However, standing so abruptly made me wince. My neck felt like it had been folded in half, snapped back upright and then turned completely around. An aching sharp pain shot clear down my spine.
I lifted my hand, winced again and rubbed my sore muscles. The movement pushed my long sleeve shirt up an inch on my left arm. A flash of metal caught my attention.
With wide eyes, I pushed my sleeve up farther.
A delicate chain bracelet with a silver heart charm hung on my wrist.
I didn’t remember it.
Fingering the charm, I studied it. It was smooth, cool metal. Holding it up, I turned it over. An inscription appeared. I squinted, peering closer until I could read the small words.
Love You Forever.
My mouth parted. I only vaguely realized I not only thought in English, but I could read it too.
I clasped the charm again.
A flash of something echoed in my mind. Like someone peeking through a doorway but closing it just as I turned. Whatever memory the charm evoked, it was gone before I could remember it.
I studied the charm again. Love You Forever.
What does that mean? Who gave me this?
I turned my wrist again, looking for more details on the bracelet. It was a metallic link chain, either sterling silver or white gold. It was delicate and light weight. A flash of something dark had me spinning my forearm upward.
Just behind the bracelet, a dark smudge appeared. I hurried to a spot in the alley where the sun shone, ignoring the kink in my neck and sore legs. Holding my hand up, I studied the mark.
Fine print, dark ink marred my pale skin.
A tattoo.
I had a tattoo on my left inner wrist.
It was a perfect circle, about a centimeter in diameter. A perfect cross sat in the middle of the circle, making the circle look like a pie divided into four quarters.
My eyes widened as I rubbed the bracelet and tattoo.
Why don’t I recognize them? Why don’t I remember anything?
I twirled around, looking for more details. Nothing but the dirty alleyway stared back at me. With a start, I ran toward the cars.
Maybe someone out there knows me. Maybe I can find someone who will tell me who I am and what happened to me.




CHAPTER TWO

The alleyway deposited me onto a downtown street. I was in a city – a small one. No skyscrapers. No railcars or trains. Just a two lane street with cars driving at timid speeds. Most of the buildings appeared under five-stories. A restaurant sat at the end of the block on the corner. A luxury apartment or condominium complex lay just across the road. At the other end of the street, a fountain was visible through budding trees. The water wasn’t running.
Cool, dry air flowed through the breeze. I had no idea what time of year it was, but since the trees had only started to bud, I guessed it was spring.
I welcomed the cool wind. It was refreshing. The lingering scent of the alleyway slowly disappeared behind me.
Okay, find someone. Ask someone if they know you.
I hurried down the street. It had to be mid-morning. Everything was open. I ducked into a clothing store and eyed the shop keeper.
“Hello, miss!” he called.
I summed up his looks in two seconds. Dark glasses, a freshly trimmed beard and an open demeanor.
Something flickered in my mind, like a switch begging me to turn it on. I paused while the man stared at me, his eyebrows raising. “Can I help you find anything?”
I frowned. The switch. What does it do? Concentrating, I mentally reached for it in the back of my mind and closed my eyes. It clicked.
Opening my eyes, I almost gasped at what appeared. A billowy, opaque fog hung around the man’s shoulders. It was white, or maybe ivory. It swirled around him, moving with him as he walked toward me.
“Miss? Are you all right?”
My gaze widened even more as some deeply buried instinct surfaced. This man is good. His cloud can’t lie.
Cloud?
“Miss?”
He stood directly in front of me now. His name badge read Matt. Shaking my head, I closed my eyes again and reached for that switch. I turned it off. Something again clicked in my mind. When I opened my eyes, the cloud thing was gone.
“Um, I’m just looking for…” I stumbled over the words. At least I remembered enough to know language, otherwise, this would be beyond terrifying.
“We have a nice selection over here.” Matt waved his arm toward a rack of juniors clothes. “Plenty in your size – most of our smalls are still on sale too.”
“Oh, um, okay. I guess that’s not really why I’m here.” I wrung my hands. The movement brushed the bracelet against my skin. Love You Forever.
My tense shoulders relaxed.
“Oh? Is there someone else you’re interested in buying for?”
“No. I really just wondered if you recognized me.”
He frowned. “Recognized you?”
“Yeah, do I uh…live around here, maybe?”
His frown deepened. “I really wouldn’t know.” He stepped closer. “Is there someone I can call for you?”
I bit my lip. “I wouldn’t know who to call.”
“Are you a runaway?” His voice lowered. It practically dripped with sympathy as he placed a hand on my shoulder. It felt heavy, comforting.
“No. I mean, I don’t think so.”
My words didn’t ease Matt’s frown one bit. “Wait here. I’m going to make a call.”
Before I could protest, he returned to the counter and picked up a phone. I couldn’t hear any of the conversation, but he glanced at me throughout it, his gaze never drifting far from where I stood.
When he returned, he waved toward a bench by the counter. “Have a seat. The police will be here shortly.”
I tensed. “Police?”
“They can help you.”
Images of warrants for my arrest flashed through my mind. Did I do something before this morning? Maybe I’d robbed a place and things went bad. Maybe someone hit me over the head and chased me down the alley. Maybe that was why I couldn’t remember anything. I’d been fleeing the scene but hadn’t been fast enough and had been knocked out only to fall by that dumpster.
I touched the back of my scalp. Nothing felt bruised or tender. Dried blood didn’t coat my hair.
“Am I in trouble?”
Matt shook his head. “No, nothing like that. They’ll help you find your home.”
He led me to the bench. It wasn’t until I perched on the edge that he returned to the counter. A bell sounded as more customers entered. Matt soon became busy with sales, but his gaze continually flickered to where I sat. As if he was afraid I’d bolt at any second.
My stomach grumbled loudly. With a start, I realized I had no idea when I’d last eaten. Just as I slapped a hand over my tummy, the front door jingled again. Two police officers strode in.
Once again, that strange sensation tickled in the back of my mind begging me to flick that switch again. It was like a whisper calling me. Mentally, I reached for it.
The police officers’ clouds appeared. The one around the tall African American male was white and large. It billowed around him as his police badge flashed in the sunlight. When I turned my gaze to the female officer’s cloud, my breath stopped.
Gray.
I swallowed audibly when they neared.
The policewoman placed her hands on her belt. A gun nestled just below her right hand. Sharp, blue eyes gazed up and down my length. Outwardly, her appearance matched her cloud. Everything about her said you didn’t want to mess with her. “Are you the young woman who’s looking for her home?”
“Um, no.” I stood in such a hurry the bench scraped back an inch. The grating metal on the wood floor made me wince.
“No?” The female officer eyed her male partner. She glanced over her shoulder toward Matt. “Are you the one who called this in?”
When the male officer’s gaze drifted to Matt too, I did the first thing my instinct told me to.
I ran.




CHAPTER THREE

Shouts followed me out the door. I didn’t look back.
The woman’s gray cloud swirled through my mind. Gray meant borderline bad. I couldn’t trust her. She may hurt me.
I had no idea how I knew that, but a deep instinct inside me said that’s what her cloud color meant.
I ran back the way I’d come, darting around people walking on the street. I almost collided with a woman walking a large poodle. The dog’s bark followed me when I turned the block, sharp piercing yelps that seemed to echo.
For a second, I thought I heard footsteps. Images of the female police officer tackling me flashed to the forefront of my mind. I risked a peek behind me.
I couldn’t see the officers. I didn’t know if that meant they weren’t chasing me or that they were still pursuing me on the block I’d just fled.
I kept sprinting.
Block after block flashed by. My lungs burned, my chest ached, and my legs felt like they’d give out, but I kept running. I ran until the city center fell behind. Nothing looked familiar as I raced through the streets. I couldn’t have retraced my steps if my life depended on it.
It wasn’t until I reached a park that I stopped.
I doubled over, gasping for breath and gripping my knees tightly. The bracelet slid forward. Glinting from the heart charm flashed in the sunlight.
Seeing it helped my heart rate slow.
Love You Forever.
Someone out there loved me, cared for me. Where are you?
I wanted to cry. Nothing in my memory had returned since waking. It was still all blank. My mind felt like one giant cavern, dark and deep. It was like peering into a well. A black hole loomed at the bottom, yet I had no idea how deep it went, and scariest of all, I had no idea what lay at the bottom.
“Are you’s all right, child?”
The voice snapped me upright. A woman stood a few feet away. She pushed a shopping cart full of bags. Ragged, dirty clothes hung from her body. Grime covered her chocolate skin.
This time I didn’t think. I automatically reached for that switch in my mind and turned it on. My gaze shifted. A beautiful, white cloud rolled around her shoulders. I breathed a sigh of relief.
She stepped closer. “Child? Are you’s all right?”
I shook my head.
“You need some help?”
I nodded.
“You’s come with me. When I saw you’s runnin’, I knew’s somethin’ be wrong.” She pushed her cart. It squeaked on the pavement as she shuffled behind it. “Come on, child. You’s come along.”
I followed her numbly. I didn’t know what else to do. Inside, it felt like everything was falling to pieces. It felt like the reality of what happened to me was finally sinking in. I had no idea who I was, where I came from or how I got here.
Nothing.
I had no memories.
None.
“It’s gonna be a fine day today, child,” the woman called over her shoulder. “A beautiful day to be alive.”
I watched her cloud as I trailed behind her. It was so beautiful and thick. This woman was kind and pure. I hurried to walk closer to her.
“What’s your name, child?”
I halted. “My name?”
The woman stopped. “My name’s Frida.” Her warm brown eyes shone like molten copper. Despite her sorry appearance and apparent homelessness, she seemed anything but desperate. Kindness exuded from her. Even without this strange ability I had to see clouds, I felt certain I would have felt that from her.
“What’s you’s called, child? You have a name?”
“My name’s…” Something triggered in my mind. I felt it. My name was on the tip of my tongue. “My name’s Lee…” I paused. “Leeeena. My name’s Lena.”
I grinned. I haven’t forgotten everything!
“Well, Lena, it’s nice to meet you’s. You’s live around here?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know.”
“You don’t know? You’s lost or somethin’?”
“I suppose you could call it that.”
“Well, you’s come with me. I was headin’ to the soup kitchen. A warm meal sounds mighty fine right now. It was a cold one last night.” She shuffled along again, her shopping cart squeaking the entire way.
I followed her through the park. We walked and walked and walked. It felt like we traveled for hours. Frida kept up a steady stream of conversation. Her comforting manner helped dispel some of the anxiety strumming through me. I kept rubbing the charm bracelet too. That helped.
When we reached an area of town that seemed partly residential and partly industrial, she stopped. A building, almost like a warehouse appeared. Black Hills Regional Food Bank.
Black Hills? “Where are we?” I asked.
“Where are we? Why we’s at the Food Bank.”
“But what city are we in?”
She peered at me closer. “We’s in Rapid City, South Dakota.”
I ducked my head. “Oh. Right.”
I followed Frida into the food bank. Scents of cooked food made my mouth water. A few of the workers ladling food onto plates gave me curious glances. I didn’t look homeless, I knew that, but at the moment I truly was.
“You’s a runaway, child?” Frida asked after we sat down with our meals. She spooned a mouthful of mashed potatoes into her mouth.
I scooted over to let a homeless man fit onto the bench beside me. He didn’t say anything nor look at us. He dug into his meal as if it was his last.
My stomach grumbled again. I picked up my fork. “I’m not a runaway.” At least, I don’t think I am.
“But you’s lost?”
I nodded and ducked my head as we ate.
Frida didn’t ask me any more personal questions. She seemed to sense how upsetting I found it. I took comfort that I knew my name, but as for why I could see clouds around people, I had no idea. Something deep inside me, an instinctual feeling, told me others couldn’t do what I did.
For some reason, it felt like a bad idea to tell anybody about the clouds.
When we finished our meals, we left. I followed Frida around Rapid City for the rest of the day. Once she learned I had nothing: no clothes, no money, no ID, nothing – she took me to the local Salvation Army. There, I acquired a backpack someone had donated and a few shirts and pants. None of them fit me properly, yet gratitude still slid out of my pores like sweat on a hot summer day.
Compared to how I woke up this morning, this was a definite improvement.
That night, I lay next to Frida in a park under the stars. She threw a smelly old blanket over me, but it helped keep the chill off.
“You’s go on to sleep, child. It’s gon’ be anotha cold one.”
Cloudy puffs from our breath hovered in front of our faces. The stars twinkled above. Lights from the city only let the brightest stars shine through. I fingered the charm again. Love You Forever.
I clung to it as I drifted off to sleep. Tomorrow, I’ll find you. Tomorrow, I’ll find my way back home.




CHAPTER FOUR

I didn’t find whoever gave me the bracelet the next day or even the next week. I followed Frida around for almost three weeks. I didn’t know what else to do. In that time, none of my memories returned. To say that an undercurrent of fear always ran below the surface of my skin would be an understatement. Each day as I struggled to find something, anything about my past, my worries grew.
Because, with each day, it became more apparent that my memories were not coming back.
Frida and I shuffled along the sidewalk. We were downtown. It was early afternoon and the first time I’d returned to the city center since waking in the alleyway. While I figured there was almost no chance the police were still looking for me, I didn’t care to find out. My gaze kept darting around, on the lookout for police officers and cruisers.
“Anotha beautiful day.” Frida tilted her face to the sky as a spring breeze rolled across our cheeks. A content smile parted her lips.
Every day it amazed me that Frida found joy in the simple pleasures of being alive. She had nothing. No family. No job. No home. Nothing.
She told me she’d lost everything in Hurricane Katrina. At that time, she’d had a friend up here so moved to Rapid City to stay with her. However, that friend died years ago, and Frida once again had nothing. It took me over a week to realize that Frida was illiterate. She hid it well. It was why she wasn’t employed. Not being able to read made getting a job impossible.
Yet, despite her dire state, Frida still woke with a smile on her face and murmured what a great day today would be.
I smiled watching her.
“You’s want to go to the soup kitchen again?”
My stomach grumbled. “Sure.”
I’d lost weight. My pants were loose. After three weeks of never completely filling my belly, my mouth watered every time I thought about food.
Not only were my pants loose, but my curls no longer sprung up when I pulled them. I hadn’t properly bathed since waking that first morning. Grease coated my hair, but while I was still cleaner than most of the homeless Frida and I spent our time with, each day I grew to look more and more like them. The soup kitchen staff no longer gazed at me curiously.
We ambled down the street. Frida pushed her squeaky cart. At the corner, a used bookstore appeared. Bins full of old paperbacks crowded the sidewalk. I felt one as we passed. Canterbury Tales by Geoffrey Chaucer.
We rounded the turn. The bookstore disappeared behind us.
Chaucer is considered the father of English literature, and Canterbury Tales was originally written in Middle English.
I careened to a halt. The abrupt movement made my feet skid on the sidewalk. What was that? Did I really just remember something?
I grinned. “Frida! I know who Geoffrey Chaucer is!”
Frida just smiled. “Well, okay, child. Come on now.”
My eyes darted around as the implication of what I remembered sank in. So everything’s not gone! I just remembered something!
I rubbed the charm on my wrist. Maybe someday, I’ll remember you too.
THAT NIGHT, WE slept near the interstate. The sounds of semis barreling past and motorcycles rumbling kept me awake. I watched the traffic. So many people. They probably all knew where they were going, having a firm destination in mind.
A minivan rattled by. Following that sped a two-door Corvette. They zoomed through the overpass lights before disappearing back into darkness.
Both headed into the Hills. The moon smiled down on the looming mounds that rose west from here. Those mounds were covered with trees. Each day, more leaves appeared as they grew alive in spring’s awakening.
Something stirred inside me, like someone tapping me on my shoulder. I paused. Strange feelings like that had happened a few times over the past week. I didn’t know what they meant, but I paid attention when they did.
Those strange feelings were all I had.
I glanced toward the Hills again. To the west of Rapid City lay the Black Hills. Beyond that, the Rockies.
Mountains.
I shifted from where I sat cross-legged under the smelly blanket. Mountains? What made me think that?
A resonating response deep inside me was the only reply. Mountains. Something about that felt…familiar.
I stood. The blanket fell from me. Frida slept on the ground. Her snores filled the outdoor air.
“Frida,” I said. Cool wind flowed across my bare arms. I only wore a t-shirt.
Frida stirred, mumbling.
“Frida!”
“What? What is it, child?” She sat upright, her wiry hair sticking in all directions.
“I have to go.”
She rubbed her eyes. “Go? Go where? What you’s talkin’ ‘bout, child?”
“I can’t explain it, but I have to go. I have to find my home, my family.”
“It’s the middle o’the night.”
“I know, but…” I struggled to find the words, to explain the aching need to discover what happened to me and to find where I came from. “Frida, something happened to me. Something I can’t explain. I need to know what it is.”
Frida frowned, her deep brown eyes soft in the moonlight. “You’s gots to go ‘cause something be callin’ you’s.”
“Yeah, that’s exactly it.”
Frida pushed to standing, her joints popping. “I know’s what that be like, child. There comes a time in everyone’s life where something be callin’ you’s. When the itch starts, you’s got to answer.”
I nodded. Tears pricked my eyes. I blinked them back. Once I left Frida and the relative safety of Rapid City, anything could happen. “I’m sorry to leave like this, but I have to go. I wanted to say goodbye.”
Frida sighed. “Come here, child.”
She pulled me into a hug. I clung fiercely to her. Body odor and an earthy smell wafted up from her clothes. I didn’t care.
When she pulled back, tears rolled down her cheeks. “Lord, child. Look what you’s done to me!”
I sniffled. A laugh bordering on a sob escaped me. “Goodbye, Frida. Thank you for everything.”
“No need to thank me, child.”
“But I do need to thank you. You saved me. Without you, I don’t know what I would have done.”
“Oh, child.” She pulled me into another hug.
When we finally let go of one another, an ache settled in my chest. Despite Frida being a few feet away, I suddenly felt entirely alone. I’d decided to leave. I was setting out on my own. The safety net had been pulled out from under me. There was no going back.
I grabbed my backpack. I had some money that strangers had given me out of pity. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. The clothes I’d received from Salvation Army laid buried in the bottom of the pack. They weren’t much either, but I did have my fairly new sneakers on. They’d hold up if I had to walk.
Reaching into the backpack, I pulled out my lone sweatshirt and pulled it on. I felt Frida’s gaze on me. Her worry vibrated around her.
Frida pulled me into one last hug. “You’s stay safe, ya hear?”
For a moment, I didn’t want to let go. Once I did, my new life would begin.
“Thank you.” I choked on a sob.
“Go on now, child.” She wiped her eyes. “You’s be careful out there, ya hear?”
I squeezed her hand one last time before disappearing down the ditch toward the interstate. Tears streamed down my face. I knew it would make crossing the road hazardous, since I could barely see, but I didn’t stop. I kept blinking and tried to hold them back. It was hard. Behind me lay a woman who’d become my friend. Yet, I still had no answers. I was no closer to finding out what happened to me than I was three weeks ago.
It was time to find answers. It was time to find home.




CHAPTER FIVE

Another semi barreled past when I climbed up the steep ditch to the interstate. Its rumble shook the ground. I sprinted across the eastbound traffic and hurried through the median before running across the westbound lanes. I was breathless when I reached the other side. My heart pounded so hard it felt like it would beat right out of my chest.
Breathing deeply, a smile spread across my face. Tingles shot through my nerves as adrenaline pumped through me.
Mountains. West. Home.
I felt certain that wherever this strange instinctual feeling guided me – it would be back to where I belonged.
Raising my arm, an exhilarating feeling of power and hope made me tremor. I smiled and hitched my thumb up.
MY FOOT TAPPED the pavement as I stood alongside the interstate. I had no idea how long I’d been standing there, but it felt like a long time. My backpack draped over one shoulder while my right arm extended with my thumb pointing up. The moon shone above. My shoulder muscle burned. I kept my arm up anyway and gritted my teeth.
Seas of glowing orbs bobbed in the distance. The headlights were the only things I could see as the cars sped toward me. The overpass lights only illuminated the vehicles when they were within fifty yards of where I stood.
One of the dual orbs slowed as it neared. I perked up. Gravel crunched under the tires when it pulled onto the side of the road.
The car idled. I held up a hand to shield my face from the headlight’s glare and made myself not squirm. It was obvious the driver was watching me, and it was an incredibly uncomfortable feeling.
“You want a ride or not?” a voice finally called.
It took me a moment to understand that the driver had rolled down his window and was calling to me. Duh. Of course, he’s calling you. That’s why he stopped. Apparently, I had no memories of how to properly hitchhike.
I jogged to the passenger door, my heart pounding with each step. When I reached the vehicle, I paused, breathing heavily. This is it. It’s time to decide if you really want to do this.
I switched my vision and leaned down. The window hummed as it lowered.
The man was alone in the car. Scents of old cigarette ash wafted out. The seats were filled with old garbage: McDonald’s wrappers, tattered clothes, a crumpled newspaper. Several dark stains marred the fabric.
A half smoked cigarette stuck out the side of the driver’s mouth, and it looked like he’d gone longer without a shower than even me.
“You need a ride, miss?”
I grinned. An ivory cloud glowed around his shoulders.
“Yes. Where are you headed?”
“Billings, Montana. Hop in if that works for you.”
I opened the door and slipped inside. He put his blinker on and accelerated before my seatbelt was fully buckled. I hastily clicked it in place.
“Kinda late to be catching a ride.” He took another drag from his cigarette.
“I know, but I…well…I needed to get moving.”
“No need to explain yourself. Wanna smoke?” He held out a cigarette pack.
“Nope, I’m good.”
He shrugged. “Suit yourself. We got a long drive ahead. I don’t plan to stop unless gas is low. I gotta be back in town for my kid’s birthday tomorrow.”
“Not a problem. I’m happy to ride along.”
“Name’s Bill.” He awkwardly held out his hand while driving seventy around a turn.
“Nice to meet you. I’m Lena.”
A large cloud of cigarette smoke blew from his mouth. From the dashboard lights, I caught a sheepish expression on his face. He waved the smoke away. “Sorry about that.”
I swallowed a cough and shrugged. “It’s fine.”
My heart still hammered as Bill sped west on I-90. The Black Hills loomed, dark and majestic in the moonlight. Turning, I cupped my chin in my hand as my new reality sank in. I couldn’t believe I’d done it. I’d actually done it!
I was hitchhiking.
I was riding with a complete stranger to who knew where and all because of some strange feeling inside me that begged me to find home. I brushed my fingers against my tattoo and charm bracelet. Maybe I’d be home within the week.
Wherever home was.
BILL DROPPED ME off at a rest stop just shy of Billings. It had been a long night in the car. I tried to stay awake, to help keep him awake, but I still dozed off a few times. He offered to take me into the city, but I hesitated. The farther west we went, the more I felt like something wasn’t right.
I pointed to the rest stop when I spotted it. “Can you let me out here?”
The motor gave a rough idle when he pulled off the interstate and shoved it into park. A few other cars sat quietly in the lot. Most of the windows were steamed. I guessed the drivers were currently asleep in them.
“You be safe, girl.” Bill lit another cigarette and patted me on the shoulder. “And don’t be taking rides from just anyone. A young girl like you, out here on her own, that could spell trouble.”
“I know. Trust me, I’m careful.” I switched my vision again. Bill’s ivory cloud intermingled with the rising sunlight pouring through the windows.
I waved goodbye after I slammed the door. It had been warm in the cab, so I’d taken my sweatshirt off. Now, the morning air caused goosebumps to rise on my forearms. I tied the sweatshirt around my waist as Bill sped out of the parking lot.
It was quiet again after he left until my stomach grumbled loudly. It was almost painful how hungry I felt. I’d only had one meal yesterday. Kneeling on the sidewalk, I pulled out what was in my bag: two pairs of pants, a few shirts, a toothbrush and small toothpaste, a hairband I’d found on the ground, a sorry looking water bottle, a hair pick missing two teeth that I’d pulled from a dumpster, a United States map I’d bought with my meager funds following one of those strange feelings, and a plastic bag of money. No food.
I picked everything up and carefully moved it all to a bench. Sunlight pierced my back as I sat, counting the coins and bills. The ray’s warmth felt wonderful in the cool morning. For a moment, I tilted my face up, just like Frida did and enjoyed the feel of it on my skin. I closed my eyes and inhaled the fresh morning air.
It wasn’t until my stomach grumbled again that I opened my eyes. I resumed counting my money. When finished, a heavy frown settled on my face. $26.70. That was it. That was all I had to my name. Twenty-six bucks wouldn’t get me far.
A brief swell of anger shook me. Dammit!
I should have stayed in Rapid City until I had more money!
I wanted to kick something. Granted, I’d only known myself for a few weeks, but it seemed impulsiveness was my biggest downfall. Last night’s abrupt decision to hitchhike wasn’t the first time I’d made an unwise decision on a moment’s notice.
Sighing, I stood. Nothing could be done about it now. I’d have to be careful how I spent my meager funds. I grabbed everything off the bench and stuffed it into my backpack.
Inside the rest stop, I relieved myself and washed up as best I could in one of the sinks. If it had been a private restroom, I would have attempted to wash my hair. It badly needed it. The image staring back at me in the mirror wasn’t ideal. The skin on my face looked a little cleaner, though, from my vigorous scrubbing, but my hair was still snarled and dirty looking, and my green eyes were red and sandpapery feeling from the little night’s sleep.
A headache also brewed in the back of my mind. I filled my water bottle from the tap and guzzled the entire thing. It wouldn’t feed the clawing hole in my belly, but at least it would stop a dehydration headache.
Back outside, I slid my arms through my backpack and debated my options. Something hadn’t felt right about continuing west on I-90. I didn’t know why, but the farther Bill and I traveled, the more uneasy I became.
I closed my eyes and tried to find that subtle voice within, that strange instinctual feeling that had told me to go west to the mountains. At first, I didn’t feel anything but then a fleeting sense of direction sparked in my veins.
Go back. Go south.
Go back?! South?
That wasn’t exactly what I wanted to feel. Okay, so I need to go south? It’s not like I expected a reply, I was talking to myself after all, but then another feeling of certainty followed.
Yes, I needed to go back and south.
I bit my lip. South posed a problem. I was currently on an interstate that ran east and west. No southbound lanes in sight.
Shading my eyes, I gazed around. Surely, someone would know what I could do. I jogged to a man that was in the pet area walking his dog. “Excuse me!”
My vision switched on its own accord. A light gray cloud billowed around him. I paused, my feet sliding in the dewy grass.
The man was well dressed. Pressed khaki pants, a collared Polo shirt and leather loafers. I still bit my lip while I studied his cloud. Light gray meant not overtly bad but someone who told more lies than truths and couldn’t be completely trusted.
“Did you need something?” His aviator shades hid his eyes.
I took a step back. “Sorry, no.”
I turned and jogged back to the rest stop building. More cars were pulling into the parking lot when I pushed through the doors. A couple stood in front of the water fountain, filling their water bottles.
Since my vision was still switched, their clouds billowed around them. Both white. I smiled and walked to their sides. One of them, a woman who appeared to be in her forties with shoulder length brown hair wore a knit sweater. She returned my smile when she spotted me.
“Good morning!” I said cheerfully. “Any chance you know the best way to get south from here?”
I knew I could pull out my map and look for a road to follow, but I’d rather get an experienced traveler’s opinion. For all I knew, a random road I picked could be closed for road construction or not ideal for travel.
The man beside her screwed the cap back on his water bottle. He did a quick once over on me.
A blush stained my cheeks. I knew I didn’t look my best, but luckily, he didn’t seem scared off.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“Um…south.”
“I-90 runs east and west. You’ll either have to continue on west of here to Laurel and get on Highway 212 heading south, or you’ll need to backtrack to Buffalo. I-25 picks up there, but that’s over a two-hour drive.”
“Oh.” My backpack fell to the floor when my shoulders slumped. Neither seemed like close options. “How far is it to the highway you mentioned?”
“It’s about an hour away.”
An hour. That didn’t seem super long. Maybe someone would give me a ride there. “Okay, thanks.” I picked up my backpack again. I was about to turn when the woman reached out.
“Hon, do you have a cell phone? If you plug in the address of where you want to go on your GPS it’ll tell you how to get there.”
“I don’t have a phone.”
“Does your car have a GPS?”
I smiled sheepishly. “I don’t have a car either.”
Her head cocked. “Then how on earth did you get here?”
“I hitchhiked.”
A horrified gasp escaped her. “Hitchhiked?” She eyed the man and touched his arm. “We have room…”
“Where’s your destination?” the guy asked. He was frowning.
“I uh…I don’t really have one.”
His frown turned to a scowl.
I quickly backpedaled. “I mean, I do. I’m going home, but it’s still far away.”
“So you’re not a runaway?”
From his wary question, I guessed he either wasn’t willing to give a runaway a ride or he was going to call the police and make sure they got here to escort me home.
“Nope, definitely not a runaway. My car broke down back in South Dakota, and I didn’t have enough money to fix it.”
“So you decided to hitchhike?” The woman’s incredulous expression told me how horrible I was at lying.
Right, best to stick to the truth.
“It seemed like a good idea at the time.” I wrung my hands.
The woman eyed the man again. “We can give her a ride to Laurel, can’t we?”
He crossed his arms. “If we give you a ride to Laurel, I’d like you to call someone to pick you up there. You can use my phone, but I’m going to insist that we don’t leave you there to hitch another ride.”
“I…uh…” Sweat popped up on my brow. Why did I have to be such an idiot? I should have never made up a lie about my car breaking down and hitching home. Now, he’d probably either call the police if I didn’t agree or he’d drive me to Laurel and not leave until somebody came to pick me up, and there was nobody to pick me up.
I took a step back. “You know…on second thought…”
I bolted for the door.




CHAPTER SIX

I didn’t stop running until the rest stop disappeared behind me. At least I had enough sense to not run back to the interstate. Instead, I ran behind it.
From there, I stayed hidden. I figured the couple would look for me, call the police or realize I was gone for good and carry on their way. Even if they did call the police, logic deemed finding me wouldn’t be high on the State Patrol’s priority list.
The sun continued to rise as I lay there. I drifted off to sleep at one point, the sun warming my skin, the breeze beckoning me to close my eyes. It wasn’t until my pale skin grew warm and then hot that my eyes flashed open. With a start, I realized I was getting sunburned.
Groggily, I stood. My mouth felt like the Sahara, and my stomach was so empty I felt nauseous. I knew sooner or later I’d have to use my money to buy food. It was simply a matter of what could I buy that would sustain me the longest while being the most economical.
Since the sun was directly overhead, I knew enough time had passed that the couple had probably long disappeared. I drank most of my water and then walked back to the interstate. Today could end up being a long day.
AFTER I FINALLY hitched my way to Laurel, I couldn’t get another ride. Nobody picked me up again until the next day. The weeks passed slowly. Each day I grew hungrier and hungrier, but other than a jar of peanut butter I’d purchased at a gas station on my third day hitchhiking, I didn’t have any other food. At least the peanut butter was energy dense. A few tablespoons at a time would tide me over for a few hours before the aching, never-ending hole in my belly howled again.
But slowly, the peanut butter disappeared too.
After weeks of starving and searching, I still hadn’t found home or anything that felt close to it. The days and nights blended into one. They became filled with walking, hitching and trying to follow the strange, guiding instinct that I’d come to depend on.
At times, I wanted to cry. It all seemed so impossible. When that bone-deep despair shook me, I’d often finger my charm bracelet and tattoo. Both were symbols of a previous life. At some point in the last months or years, someone had loved me. The bracelet was proof.
The weather grew warmer as the weeks passed, and I grew dirtier and dirtier. It made finding rides harder. Most people slowed, got a better look at me and then sped up again. I tried to keep clean, and I brushed my teeth daily, but without enough money to sustain myself I wasn’t about to waste a single penny on a truck-stop shower.
By the beginning of July, my clothes hung on me. I’d managed to acquire more clothes from an elderly couple who insisted I take them. It helped on cool nights when I depended on layers to keep warm. I’d also found another comb, half buried in the sand alongside the road. It was amazing what one could find on highways and interstates in the ditches.
The number of shoes I encountered was staggering. I often wondered how that happened – how on earth one came to lose a shoe while driving. Were people hanging their feet out the windows and one happened to pop off? Or perhaps a child took off his shoe and tossed it out the window? Despite all of my weeks on the road, I had yet to see a shoe fly from a vehicle. It apparently was one of life’s greatest mysteries as to how so many items of abandoned footwear ended up in America’s roadways.
The random thoughts drifted through my mind. I currently lay on the ground in a field. It was mid-July, and I welcomed the warmer temps that came at night. My head nestled on my bent forearm as a warm summer breeze rolled across my skin. A knit hat covered my head. Another gift from the elderly couple. Apparently, the woman had knitted it herself. She swore that a chill could still sink into one’s bones even in July. It was probably why they’d been driving back to Florida. Even in the summer, she still loved the southern, humid heat.
I smiled thinking about them. They’d dropped me off in Oklahoma just the other day. I was still in the state, on the western side. The sky here was amazing. Nothing but the breeze, the faint hum of distant traffic, and my thoughts accompanied me as I stared at it. I knew I was too far east, but I was tired. So very tired. At the moment, it was hard to get motivated to get up and look for another ride, and the growing twilight sky beckoned me to rest.
The field I lay in was probably owned by a farmer. I’d had to hop over a fence to get here, but I was well away from the highway and since it was a crop field, no animals or humans were in sight. Gazing skyward, I reached a finger up. Thousands of stars twinkled, the Milky Way a cloudy ribbon spanning its midst. The summer constellations glowed. They were another thing I’d apparently once known. I traced them one by one.
It was one of the only things I enjoyed about sleeping outside. At night, in the middle of nowhere like where I was now, the sky was breathtaking.
I remembered what Frida taught me. Enjoy the moment. Find beauty in the world when you have nothing to hold onto.
Nostalgia for something I feared I would never find gripped me. The beauty of the stars and the bone-deep need to find my home was overwhelming.
I wanted home.
I wanted to find who gave me my bracelet.
I wanted to find my family.
Three months. It had been three
months since I’d woken in Rapid City.
At times, it felt like I’d never find my family, that I’d forever be starving, hitchhiking and traveling along the road as the instinct led me to new nameless, unknown destinations.
I turned my left arm over and gazed at my tattoo. I had no idea what the symbol meant. A perfect circle divided into four quarters. It was simple, pretty in its own way, but still a complete mystery.
Yet another puzzle to my past that I was no closer to solving.
I touched my bracelet. As always, the feel of it between my fingers brought a sense of purpose and peace. Love You Forever.
The silver charm glinted in the moonlight.
Where are you?
I wanted so badly to find the person who gave this to me. I didn’t know if a parent or sibling or boyfriend had been the one. The times I’d met attractive looking men over the past few months, a longing so deep it frightened me, vibrated within. Did that mean they reminded me of someone I’d once known? Someone I’d lost?
My backpack laid at my feet. Pulling it closer, I tucked the backpack’s strap around my arm. I fell asleep that night with the summer breeze caressing my skin, my knit cap shoved snuggly over my head, and yearning dreams of a forgotten family looming in my mind.
SOMETHING ROUGH RUBBED against my cheek. I pushed at it. It refused to budge. Noise permeated my sleep. Cars. Lots of cars. Fluttering my eyes open, I encountered a dark piece of wood.
Wood?
Groggily, I rubbed my eyes and rolled over. Sharp snaps of vegetation breaking sounded around me. That’s weird. I went to sleep in a field of soybeans. I don’t remember any wood posts.
Sitting up, I gazed around. My eyes widened more and more with each passing second.
I lay in a ditch next to a fence. Tall, dry grass surrounded me. Hence, the snapping. The fence post had been the rough thing rubbing against me. The highway lay only twenty yards away, the occasional car passing.
Crap!
I bolted to standing. The soybean field stretched on the other side of the fence.
I sleepwalked again!
My backpack thankfully still hung over my shoulder. However, it brushed against my leg. Glancing behind me, I groaned when I saw what had happened. My pack hung half open down my back in a haphazard unzipped way. My clothes, water bottle, food, map and other items were nowhere to be seen.
With a flurry of movement, I had it off. I breathed a sigh of relief that the front zippered pocket was still intact. My money was safe, but as for everything else…
My chest rose with anger as I pulled my foot back and kicked the fence post. “Are you kidding me!”
I yelled the exclamation at no one in particular. It wasn’t the first time I’d sleepwalked, and it wasn’t the first time I’d lost my stuff because of it. It was why I slept with my pack slung over my shoulder.
So far, the sleepwalking had happened on three other occasions, but I’d never wandered too far. Usually, I woke about twenty yards away, sometimes forty or fifty. But considering I woke by a fence post, outside the field from where I’d gone to sleep – I’d traveled much farther than normal.
I shaded my eyes and searched for my belongings. Only dancing green plants in the field, swaying in the breeze, gazed back. My stomach sank. No!
I kicked the fence post again and winced when my toe stubbed.
My stomach growled next. I smacked a hand over it.
A driver two days ago had given me three bananas. I still had two left since I had been rationing them. My plan had been to have one this morning. The never ending hole in my belly had counted on it.
I took a few deep breaths, trying to control the bubbling emotions that wanted to overwhelm me. I placed my hands on the wire fence and forced myself to swallow the despair. With a push, I tried to climb the fence.
I couldn’t.
My hands slipped from the wire as my knees gave out. I fell to the ground as sobs shook me. The sounds of my agony wailed in the morning breeze. Wave after wave of helplessness swam in my veins as I howled.
Cradling my head in my hands, I let the tears come. They poured out of me. All of the anger, fear and longing rolled down my cheeks. For weeks I’d been searching, hoping, trying so incredibly hard to find where I belonged. All I wanted was home, yet it seemed the world was against me.
I cried and cried and punched the grass a few times. My body shook as the tears continued to come.
I had no idea how long the crying fit lasted. It felt like a long time. Every time I thought I was done, more tears came. It was only when dehydration ran me dry, that I stopped. I hiccupped a few times before I sat up. My head felt heavy and thick, my spirit broken.
The sun beat down. A few cars continued to drive by on the highway. Nobody seemed to know I was there. If they did, they didn’t care. I was just some unknown girl, in an unknown world with nobody looking for her.
Who am I?
I pulled a long piece of grass and ripped it from the earth. I grabbed another handful of stalks and pulled them out too. Minutes ticked by. A part of me wanted to roll back into a ball and will the world away. My mouth was dry, my stomach empty, yet at the moment I didn’t care. It was too much. It was too damned much to ask of someone! How can I possibly find what happened to me when I can’t even keep my stupid clothes in my bag?
I kicked the grass at my feet as another sob shook me. A few stalks crunched over. One pierced the hole in my shoe and stabbed my toe. I just cried and kicked it again.
Most of the morning passed by with me sitting in the ditch feeling sorry for myself. It was the first time I’d allowed myself this kind of self-pity, but I figured losing everything in a damned field while the sun baked the land, and me, was as good a time as any.
It wasn’t until my mouth felt so dry, that the thought of water trumped anything else, that I stood. With lethargic movements, I climbed over the fence and finally began searching for my missing items. At least my money was still in the bag. I knew I should feel thankful for that, but at the moment, I didn’t feel thankful about anything. Why can’t I catch a break? Three freakin’ months of starving and sleeping outside and then this has to happen?
I once again shaded my eyes. Somewhere in this vast field lay my belongings. Losing even one pair of pants meant I would be that much colder on the nights where I piled on everything I owned to keep warm.
Combing the field, I walked back and forth, my head hanging the entire time. It all looked the same. Think! How far were you from the fence when you settled in for the night?
I bit my lip. Would that even matter? Perhaps everything had scattered throughout the field. It could have dropped out of my pack as I staggered in my sleep. Wishing I could kick the fence post again, I resumed walking.
Plants brushed around me as I meandered back to where I thought I’d slept. Of course, nothing was there. I shaded my eyes, looking for an indentation. That didn’t help. I’d been mindful of the farmer’s crops and had lain down in between rows so I wouldn’t harm the plants.
Groaning, I stomped a few times before taking a deep breath. Just keep walking.
The rest of the morning ticked by as I walked back and forth, back and forth. I found a shirt first. It was on the ground, even dirtier than it had been before if that was even possible. Instead of shoving it in my backpack, I draped it over my head. Dirt fell down my back. I didn’t care. Without any kind of protection from the sun, my forearms and face burned. I knew I had to resemble a boiled lobster. My skin felt on fire.
Thankfully, the shirt covered my neck, ears and forehead.
Around early afternoon, I found two more items of clothing. I threw on the long-sleeved shirt as soon as I picked it up. It would stop my arms from burning further. A while after that, I found my map. It fluttered in the breeze, wedged between two plants. The bright blues and reds on the cover glowed in the sunlight.
Ten yards from there, I found my toothbrush. With a grimace, I picked it up from the dirt. Nothing like a muddy toothbrush. Flicking as much dirt off it as I could, I shoved it into my bag.
The only missing items were my toothpaste, bananas and water bottle. Of course, fate would decide to keep the food items from the starving homeless girl. I stomped a few more times before taking a deep breath and carrying on.
It had to be mid-afternoon by the time I found my toothpaste. The sun blazed. My tongue felt thick, my throat dry as cotton. Dreams of water and ripe bananas filled my mind. Shielding my eyes, I peered around.
Nothing. I swear I’d walked the entire damned field.
“What the hell are you doing out here?”
I jumped.
A farmer stood about twenty yards away. Two dogs flanked his knees.
Crap and double crap!
I considered bolting, but the farmer and dogs stood between me and the highway. Going the opposite direction wasn’t an option. Nothing but endless fields stretched that way.
One of the dogs howled. It was a baying sound. At least the dogs looked benign, not the kind that would rip my head off if the farmer told them to.
“You deaf, girl? What are ya doing in my field?” The farmer slammed down a stick he was carrying.
With a start, I realized it was a walking stick. The farmer had to be near eighty with how hunched his body was and how weathered his skin looked. Reluctantly, I walked toward him.
“I’m sorry. I lost some of my stuff in your field. I was looking for it.”
“You’ve damned near tramped all these plants to death. You’re gonna have to pay for that!” He spat out the side of his mouth. Tobacco juice dribbled on his chin.
“Pay for it?”
“Damn right. You can’t be ruining my fields and not expect to pay for it.” His watery blue eyes, shaded by a large hat, held mine.
“I was careful, sir. I didn’t wreck any of your plants, I swear.”
“You can swear to high heaven for all I care. I seen you out here wandering around. No way’s you didn’t wreck my plants. Now fork it over. Hundred bucks for the damage you’ve caused.”
My mouth dropped. “A hundred dollars? Are you crazy?”
“Some may say so.” He held out a hand gnarled with arthritis. “Hand it over!”
One of the dogs stepped forward, sniffing my foot. I reached down to pet him. His tail wagged.
“Now don’t be trying to get schmoozy with my dogs. You give me some money, girl, and we’ll call it even.”
With a loud sigh, I pulled the shirt off my head. Greasy curls draped around me. “Do I look like someone with a hundred bucks?”
His eyes narrowed. “You gotta pay for what you wrecked. It’s the right thing to do.”
“But I didn’t wreck anything.”
“We’ll see what the sheriff thinks about that. I’ve got a mind to call him.”
“No!” I lunged forward.
He chuckled and spat another stream of tobacco juice out of his mouth. “You want to work it off?”
I balked. “What do you mean work it off?”
“I’ve got some stuff up at the house, too heavy for me to lift these days. What you say you work for me for the afternoon and we’ll call it even.”
My gaze narrowed. I knew he was taking advantage of me. My eyes flickered to the highway. I debated my options. If I ran for it and hitched a ride right away, the old farmer’s threats would disappear into the dust behind me. But, if I didn’t get a ride immediately and he did call the sheriff – I could be in trouble. While I hadn’t wrecked his plants, I had been trespassing. I wasn’t sure if there were fines for that or not, and I didn’t care to find out. I switched my gaze. His cloud billowed white.
I sighed. “Fine. What do you want me to do?”




CHAPTER SEVEN

The old farmer was more than happy to have me do work around his house. Most of the stuff he asked me to do involved carrying items and doing physical labor that his tired, withered body couldn’t handle anymore.
He didn’t live much better than me. He had a house, but it was a pretty sad looking one. Chipped paint dotted the outer walls, a sagging porch creaked dangerously every time it was stepped on, and shingles were missing from various patches on the roof. The inside of the house wasn’t much cleaner than the outside. Carpet caked in dirt covered the living room floor. Peeling linoleum hid hardwood planks in the kitchen. He didn’t have a shower or working bathroom. An outhouse teetered precariously twenty yards out back. It was definitely a home one didn’t remove one’s shoes for.
That first day with Lester, when I thought I’d be gone within a few hours, I grumbled every time he had me do something. It all seemed so unfair, but at least there was fresh water from the well to drink and he was kind enough to share his simple lunch of beef jerky and boiled potatoes. It was enough to fill the hole in my belly until late afternoon.
But as my day ended with Lester, and he once again threatened to call the sheriff, I learned that he wanted me to help at his house not because he actually needed any help but because he was lonely. That I related to. Traveling by myself, often walking for hours, sometimes days alone caused a constant yearning in me for other people’s company. Hitching rides and talking to new people always made my spirits rise. Understanding that Lester felt the same softened my heart. His grumblings didn’t bother me as much when I realized the cause of them. He simply wanted me to stay.
So I agreed to stay for a little while.
Lester hooked his thumbs through his dirty pants and told me kids like me couldn’t be trusted. “You gotta sleep in the barn. I’m not letting you in the house.”
I simply nodded. “Fine by me.”
The hay in the barn was cleaner than the filthy floors in his house anyway, but the caved-in barn roof loomed menacingly. Since the last thing I wanted was it falling on me while I slept, I moved a pile of hay outside. The weather was clear, and the blazing night sky shined above.
The next day, and the day after that, were much the same. I did odd jobs for Lester while he followed me around. His dogs never trailed far. Both were bay hounds. They were sweet creatures with sappy eyes and lolling tongues that were always ready to lick outstretched fingers.
As I came to learn over the following week, like his dogs, Lester was more bark than bite. He was crotchety and always yelling at me to do something, but he shared his meager dinners and let me sleep near the house each night.
The added protection from the structures helped, especially on the night a massive thunderstorm rolled in. The wind howled. Lightning flashed as a dazzling display of Mother Nature unleashed. Rain pelted the earth, soaking the dust until tiny rivers cascaded down the house into the yard. The hounds and I huddled in the barn, in one of the few dry areas. Their wet noses and warm bodies kept the chill off.
The day after the storm, Lester merely eyed the mess and told me to get to work. A shutter hung precariously off a broken window, the chicken coop door had almost blown off, more of the barn’s roof caved it – splintered wood spikes swung in the breeze.
“You got to pull that down, girl!” he yelled while stomping his walking stick on the ground. He gazed up at the collapsing roof. “Those spikes will fall and kill someone!”
He also had a tendency to follow me while I was doing his chores, mostly to tell me I was doing it wrong, but as the days passed by he started telling me stories from his past. Again, I got the distinct impression he simply wanted to talk to another human being. It was why I continued to stay.
He told me stories of the war. He’d served in Korea and Vietnam. And then there was his wife. My Mary Sue, as he called her, had been lain to rest only two years ago.
“The cancer took her. Snuck up on her like enemy fire. One day she was with me, and the next, she wasn’t.” His watery eyes misted over when he told me that. He and Mary Sue never had kids, so they’d filled their home with dogs.
“I loved her all the same. Kids or no kids, she was my true love.”
An ache filled me when he shared that. The few times he asked me about my family, I mumbled responses and asked him more about Mary Sue. That always got him off any topic regarding me.
The instinct continued to hum inside me as August neared. I knew I couldn’t stay with Lester forever, yet a week or two in the heat of July seemed like as good a time as any to take a break. However, when August rolled around, I knew I needed to go.
My brief reprieve of a meal every day, shelter and daily company had come to an end. Despite Lester’s gruff exterior, I’d grown quite fond of him. I was genuinely sad to go, but I needed to.
I still needed to find my home.
“I’ve got to leave today, Lester,” I said one morning as we ate boiled eggs. We both had dirty fingernails as we hunkered over his sad looking kitchen table. A hot summer breeze rolled through the screen door.
Lester stuffed the last bite of egg in his mouth. “Well, don’t be thinking I’m gonna pay you for anything you’ve done. I reckon you still owe me another day or two of work.”
I smiled and covered his hand with mine. “I’ll miss you too, but I have to go.”
He glanced away, his gnarled hand leathery and rough under my own. “Well, go on then. You’re not much use to me eating all my food.”
I leaned over and kissed him on the cheek before picking up my backpack. “Take care of yourself.”
He swatted me away, but his eyes misted over. “You be careful out there, ya hear?”
The screen door banged behind me as the sun blazed down. The hounds followed me for a while. I bent down and scratched behind their ears before they loped back to Lester’s house.
Fire once again lit my belly as sounds from the highway neared. I rubbed my tattoo as I strode toward the distant cars and semis.
A renewed energy bloomed inside of me. It was time to find my home, and I’d be damned if I would stop until I found it.




CHAPTER EIGHT

It was a week into August by the time I reached Arizona. I only knew the date because my current ride asked me if I had plans for the month. That made me laugh somewhat hysterically. Did wandering around the country while searching for some place that a strange instinctual feeling was guiding me toward count as plans?
“So no plans then?” Walter smiled.
“Nope, no plans.”
“Have you done any sightseeing around here?” Walter was probably in his mid-fifties and from what he’d told me during our drive, he loved to travel. “Monument Valley is well worth the trip. Amazing what Mother Nature created up there.”
I cocked my head. “That’s one place I haven’t been to.”
“You should consider stopping there on your travels. You won’t regret it.”
Smiling, I almost chuckled. Of course, Walter had no idea that I was hitchhiking for an entirely different reason than to see the country.
A sign for the Grand Canyon flashed by the window when that feeling bubbled up inside me. My shoulders fell. Wrong way again.
“Say, Walt? Could you pull over up here and let me out?”
His eyes widened from under his Diamondbacks baseball cap. “Here? Now?”
I nodded.
He seemed reluctant but pulled over anyway.
I reached for my backpack and smiled. “Thanks for the ride.”
He eyed the rural desert. “Not much around here. Are you sure you don’t want me to drop you off at the next town?”
“Don’t worry. I’m going to cross the road and catch a ride going east.”
“You are?”
I opened the door before the questions could continue. Something I’d learned during my months on the road was to avoid personal questions, or questions that needed detailed responses, at all costs. It was too easy to get caught in a tangle of lies.
“Take care, Walter. Thanks again.”
I slammed the door before he could reply. From there, I jogged behind his car, across the road, and through the median. I was already on the other side of the highway before he slowly pulled back onto the road. A sad smile covered his face when he waved goodbye.
It was only when I went to tighten the sweatshirt around my waist that a sinking feeling formed in my stomach. There wasn’t a sweatshirt around my waist. I twirled around.
Dammit, Lena!
I shaded my eyes. Walter was already far down the road. He probably wouldn’t find my sweatshirt, on the passenger floor pushed up against the seat, until he got home. Not like it would do me much good then.
Anger burned in my belly at how careless I’d been. My forgetfulness was becoming all too common. I’d already lost the baseball cap I’d found at a rest stop the other day. It had been a great way to keep the sun off my head, but while a cap I could live without, a sweatshirt, not as much. Some nights it was the only thing that kept me warm.
I kicked the sand and shaded my eyes. It was late afternoon, but the sun was still bright. I gazed up and down the road, looking for shade.
None.
The pit in my stomach sank further. No shade. No sweatshirt. And I was in the middle of nowhere.
Maybe I should have listened to Walt. I should have waited for the next town. Now, I was stuck in the desert. With fumbling fingers, I pulled out my water bottle. Half full. Thank goodness.
At least I had enough water to tide me over to my next ride. I brushed the bracelet on my wrist. Love You Forever. As always, those words flowed through me like water down a stream – cool, comforting and serene. Just start walking and wait for the next ride. Maybe there’d be a tree or something down the road that would provide shade.
I threw a ratty t-shirt over my head to protect what skin I could from the blazing sun. From there, I walked east. The instinct told me that I was too far south. Or am I too far west?
Groaning, I kicked a ball of tumbleweed. I knew I could pull out my map, but what good would it do? It wouldn’t help me find home. All it would do was show me there were more miles than I wanted to count until the next town.
A few cars passed by over the next couple of hours. None stopped. Dusk approached when a rumble reached my ears. I stopped walking and turned. A four-door sedan crested a hill. I stuck my thumb out and smiled. Smiling seemed to help me catch rides. Goodness knows my dirty skin and greasy curls didn’t.
Broad shoulders were visible through the windshield. It was all I could make out as he pulled past me, but he was slowing.
The brakes squeaked when the driver pulled ahead and stopped on the side of the road. I jogged to the door and leaned down. The driver looked young, maybe mid-twenties, probably not much older than me. He had blond hair, blue eyes and the all-American look. I knew his broad shoulders, strong thighs and forearms gave him a very attractive quality, yet once again, I didn’t personally find him attractive. If anything, it made an ache form in my chest for someone he reminded me of, someone…
As always, I had no idea who that ache was for.
“Hi,” he said cheerfully. His car was clean, his clothes nice.
When I switched my vision, I expected a white billowing cloud. What I saw instead made me stumble back.
A large, pitch black cloud swirled like an eddy around his head.
I’d never seen a cloud like that before.
“You need a ride?” His perfect teeth flashed in a grin. “I’m happy to take you however far you want to go.” His cloud pulsed around him.
Red flags popped up all over. His cloud. His offer to go out of his way for me. This barren location. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I should have never left Walt’s ride out here.
“Um, you know, I’m actually okay. You go on.” I inched back another step.
His head cocked. “You’re hitchhiking, right? And I’m offering you a ride.” His smile cracked for a moment. In that moment, a flash of something shone through.
My insides chilled.
The sun had almost set. No other cars were around. A stone ball formed in my stomach. He was much bigger than me. In a second, he could overpower my small frame.
“I’m okay. Thanks for stopping.” I didn’t wait for his reply. I spun on my heel and sprinted as fast as I could down the road in the opposite direction. He wouldn’t be able to pursue me in his car. The median would stop him from turning around.
A car door slammed behind me. Footsteps sounded. I glanced over my shoulder. He was chasing me.
Crap! I hadn’t considered that possibility.
“Hey, come back, I’ll give you a ride!” From his laugh that came next, I knew he enjoyed the chase. “You can’t outrun me!”
His taunt made my blood run cold. My lungs burned as my shoes slapped the pavement. His footsteps grew louder. I shrieked as something brushed the back of my pack.
A sharp tug made me stumble before my backpack slipped off my shoulders.
I heard him trip before he yelled in pain. “Bitch!” he snarled.
I glanced over my shoulder again. He was on his knees and threw my backpack down in disgust. I ran to the middle of the road as a car whizzed past on the westbound lane. They slowed when they caught sight of me and the black clouded man.
A wide-eyed couple watched. I waved frantically. The driver stomped on the gas pedal and they shot off.
“No!” I screamed. The word barely made a sound from my mouth. I was so breathless from sprinting. My side ached. My lungs burned. Blackness edged around the periphery of my vision. I knew I couldn’t keep running much longer.
I shrieked as his footsteps again sounded behind me. Adrenaline infused speed into me. I pumped my arms and ran as fast as I could. Fear clawed my insides. He’ll catch me and then he’ll take me somewhere. I’ll never be seen by anyone again.
I felt his presence behind me. His ragged breathing and grunts were only yards away. When something brushed my shoulder again, I zagged out of the way. Out of my peripheral vision, I saw his hand close around air.
He snarled in fury again.
I sought the horizon and prayed for a vehicle. Someone, anyone. Please!
And a second later, my wish was granted. A minivan crested the hill. I ran straight toward them, waving my arms.
“Please stop! Please!” I waved as hard as I could while continuing to run.
I heard his footsteps fall back. I didn’t stop. The minivan was slowing, the driver open mouthed, the passenger looking similar. Two more heads popped up in the back. They had kids.
Relief poured through me.
A car door slammed in the distance. A squeal of tires on pavement followed. My footsteps slowed as I turned. The black clouded man was in his car speeding away. My backpack lay in a heap on the ground.
I didn’t realize that tears were streaming down my face until a hand settled on my shoulder. I jumped.
“It’s okay.” The hand lifted. A man and woman watched me with wary eyes. Their minivan idled on the side of the road.
“We’re not going to hurt you.” The woman stepped forward. Kind eyes met mine. “Did he hurt you?”
I couldn’t reply. More tears streamed down my face when my vision switched on its own. Two white clouds billowed around them. I only cried harder.
“Kurt, we better call the police.”
The man was already pulling a cell phone from his pocket before I could protest.
“Is that your bag?” The woman pointed to my discarded backpack.
I nodded numbly.
“I’ll get it for you. Why don’t you wait by the car? The police are on their way.”
I did as she instructed. My movements were stiff. Lactic acid still burned my muscles. Two kids peered out the minivan window when I huddled by its side.
Sounds of a movie penetrated the glass. The kids were watching something on screens in the headrests.
The sun had set when flashing lights shone on the horizon. A siren came next. I still huddled by the van with my arms wrapped around me. The man and woman waited by my sides, saying soothing words and patting my arm.
With frantic motions, I rubbed the charm bracelet again and again and again. The man’s black cloud still swirled in my mind.




CHAPTER NINE

The police questioned me for over thirty minutes. They wanted to know every detail. What the guy looked like, the make and model of his vehicle, where the plates were from, and if I remembered any of the license plate number.
And then they wanted details about me.
My name. My address. What I’d been doing when the incident occurred.
The incident. As if that summed up a psycho chasing me who I was positive planned to murder me.
I could tell the officer didn’t believe me when I said I was traveling around and not in need of any help. She also seemed wary when I told her I was twenty years old. Since I had no idea what my age was, I didn’t know if I was a minor or not. Plenty of people seemed to think I was, given how concerned they always seemed for my well-being, but for some reason, I felt certain I was at least over eighteen.
Even if I was an adult that didn’t really mean anything. It was the first time since I’d set out from Rapid City that I realized how precarious my situation was. Even with my ability to see clouds, it didn’t guarantee that I’d stay safe.
It was stupid leaving Walt’s ride when I did. I knew that now.
Luckily, the couple in the minivan with the two kids offered to take me east. The police said they’d escort me to the nearest town, but I didn’t know if their interest in me would end there. I opted for the minivan and made up a phone number where I could be reached if the police had additional questions. The officer made me repeat the number three times as if trying to catch me in the lie. Luckily, my short term memory was strongly intact.
THE LANDSCAPE FLEW by, stars beginning to shine through. The soft road noise and sounds from another movie hummed in the cab.
“We’re going to stop for a late dinner in Flagstaff and would be happy to have you join us.” Kurt glanced at me in the rearview mirror.
“Um, I don’t have much money.”
The woman, Amy, turned in her seat and smiled warmly. “Don’t worry about that. We’ll buy you dinner.”
I sat in the back with their kids. Anna and Aiden appeared to be young teenagers. Neither had commented on the body odor wafting up from me when I piled in beside them, but both had inched away when I sat between them. A new movie, Ghostbusters, played in the headrest. When I first started watching it, I laughed at something Melissa McCarthy said. Anna and Aiden did too. It was incredibly relieving to be in such a normal, safe environment. It wasn’t until our laughter died down that I realized I knew who Melissa McCarthy was.
Another random bit of knowledge, like a fragmented memory, had popped into my mind. Apparently, I’d seen popular movies at some point in my past.
The sky was completely dark by the time we arrived in Flagstaff. Kurt pulled into IHOP. My mouth watered as scents wafted into the van from the restaurant. Slowly, the close call I’d had with the black clouded man fell to the back of my mind. Food was a welcome distraction.
By the time we were seated, I felt completely lightheaded. I was so hungry, and it felt like my body knew food was coming.
I tried to not be a complete pig, but when I ordered their breakfast sampler, Kurt told the waitress to add on another side of pancakes. I smiled sheepishly. I felt certain my rumbling stomach could be blamed for him adding to my meal.
Since my fingernails were grimy and black, I kept my hands hidden under the table until the food arrived. Once it did, all thoughts of my appearance and manners disappeared. I dug into my meal as if it were my last. Syrup dribbled on my chin, ketchup fell on my shirt, and my silverware scraped along the plate.
It wasn’t until I finished that I became aware of how quiet it was. Not only were Kurt, Amy, Aiden and Anna all staring at me, but a number of other diners were too. I wiped at the sticky syrup on my chin and tried to dab off the ketchup from my already stained shirt. If anything, I just smeared the ketchup deeper into the fabric.
“Excuse me.” I bolted for the restroom. It was hard. My stomach felt so full. For a moment, I thought I might throw up. I hadn’t eaten so much since…well…ever.
Standing in front of the mirror, wild green eyes, skin stained gray from dirt, a thin face and snarled greasy curls stared back at me. How embarrassing.
A moment of shame swallowed me. What had become of me? What had I turned into? I felt like a feral creature. My manners at the dinner table only solidified that I was more animal than human right now. My thoughts all centered around three things: food, shelter and home. That was it. I had no great thought processes beyond that anymore. I’d been reduced to a diminished figure in clothes that were too big and a body that was too thin.
Despair swam through my veins, wanting to drown me in her sorrow. I pushed it back. I just need to keep searching. I know my family’s out there. I just have to find them.
Resolve settled firmly inside me.
Pushing the soap dispenser, I lathered a thick layer of soap between my palms. I scrubbed and scrubbed under my fingernails until they were pink. Then I moved to my face. By the time I was done, my clothes and hair didn’t look any better, but at least my face, hands and forearms were clean.
As I went to grab a paper towel, my bracelet caught on the faucet. The quick movement had it pulling on my wrist. Horror engulfed me as I felt the tiny chain begin to give. I stopped my movement and carefully removed it from the faucet. Inspecting it closely, relief followed when I saw that no real damage had been done. Still, it was close.
I dried my hands and clasped the charm between my fingers. I’d be heartbroken if I’d lost it. This small charm meant more to me than anything I’d acquired in my three months of existence.
Back at the table, the family was finishing their meals. I sheepishly grabbed my backpack and thanked them. Amy turned and fished for her wallet in her purse.
“Here, Lena. Please take this.” She shoved two crisp twenty dollar bills in my palm.
“Oh, no.” I shook my head. “I can’t take your money too. You’ve been so kind to me already. Really.”
Amy shoved the money in my hand and closed my fingers over it. “I won’t sleep tonight unless I know you’ve got some cash for another meal. Please, do it for me if not for you.”
My fingers relaxed. A smile parted my lips. Switching my vision, I watched the four white clouds billowing around the family. They’d all been so kind and nice to me. None of them had treated me like a ratty homeless girl, even though Aiden and Anna had to put up with my stench in the backseat.
I pushed the bills into my pocket. “Thank you very much.”
“Where are you going to stay tonight?” Kurt asked. He pulled out his credit card and gave it to our passing waitress.
“I have enough for a motel room now.” It was a lie, but I didn’t want them to do more for me. I knew if I told them my real plan was to hitchhike again, as terrifying as that thought was – given what almost had happened this evening – they’d insist on driving me farther. But I also knew their home was south from here. They lived in Phoenix and planned to hop on I-17. I needed to go east. I-17 traveled south. I wouldn’t keep them from getting home tonight, and I wouldn’t take any more of their time and money. They’d been more generous than anybody I’d met yet.
“So you’re going to a motel?” Amy’s sharp hazel eyes grew shrewd. I almost squirmed. If she was my mother, I had a feeling this was the look she’d give me when she meant business.
I nodded. “My family doesn’t live too far from here. I should be home by tomorrow.”
The tense lines around Amy’s mouth relaxed. “Okay. We’ll drop you off at a motel and then be on our way, but you be sure to get home tomorrow, okay?”
A strained smile was my only reply.
Thirty minutes later, I was waving goodbye to the family as their minivan disappeared from view. A motel stood behind me, its sign glowing Vacancy.
I eyed it wistfully before unclasping my bracelet. I carefully put it into the zippered front pocket of my backpack. As much as it pained me to take it off, I didn’t want to lose it. That close call in the bathroom still haunted me. Images of the heart charm swirling down the drain, never to be seen again, actually made me shudder.
If there was one thing I was determined not to lose, it was the bracelet I woke up with. Someone, somewhere out there, loved me.
INSTEAD OF HITCHING another ride, I walked until I got out of the city. I slept in a ditch. Images of the black clouded man swirled in my mind. Now that I didn’t have any distractions, tremors shook me. It had been close. If Kurt and Amy hadn’t pulled over that hill when they did…
I shuddered.
Pulling my shirt tightly around my body, I curled into a ball. I still woke several times during the night, nightmares rousing me. They were of me being chased. In the dreams, hot, ragged breaths tingled the back of my neck. In each dream, he was so close.
The next day, I stood on the side of the road. Memories of that man kept crowding my thoughts. I had to make myself raise my arm and thumb.
When a car pulled over, I walked to the side of it warily. My vision was already switched. Hesitantly, I leaned down. When I saw that it was a woman with an ivory cloud, I almost cried in relief.
I spent the next week wandering around the plains. It was a rough time. The instinct continued to hum inside me, yet at times, I swear it was confused. One day I’d head east. The next day I’d go west. At one point, I went as far north as Nebraska only to turn around and go south again. I finally ended up in Kansas.
Fields of wheat surrounded me as I stood alongside a Kansas highway. My stomach rumbled. I’d lost so much weight since waking in Rapid City that I scarcely resembled the girl I’d been when I woke that morning back in April. I didn’t look in mirrors anymore if I could avoid it. The frighteningly thin face that stared back at me made my gut grow cold.
The sun blazed above while I shielded my eyes. A car appeared on the horizon. Wavy lines of heat erupted from the pavement, distorting the car’s shape.
I held my arm out as the vehicle neared. Smiling as best I could, I winced when my lip cracked. It was so damned dry out here. However, I finally had a firm destination in mind. The instinct urged me to go west. For the first time in weeks, I felt absolutely certain that something waited west from here.
The car slowed. It was a new white GMC. A lone driver sat in the car. From what I could see through the windshield, it was a woman.
I jogged to the door, my vision already switched. The window hummed down and a blast of cool air conditioning flowed across my face.
“Are you really hitchhiking?” The woman’s ivory cloud billowed around her shoulders. Her cocoa colored cheeks lifted when she smiled.
“Yep. Do you have room?” I smiled again.
Her plump arm lifted to drape behind the passenger seat. “Well, sure I got room. Nobody but me in here. Where are you headed?”
“West.”
“Well, I’m going to Dodge City. I’ve got to turn south up ahead to get there, but we’re still going mainly west. You’re welcome to join me for the rest of the drive.”
My shoulders slumped in relief. It was so damn hot out here. “Thanks!”
Once seated, the woman’s gaze roamed over me from head to toe. “Lord, girl, you’re skinny! When did you last eat?”
A flush stained my cheeks. “Um, yesterday I think.”
She clucked her tongue. “There’s a fantastic diner about an hour from here that serves the world’s best burgers and milkshakes. I was going to stop there for lunch. Do you want to join me?”
My meager funds had dwindled. “That’s okay. I don’t have much money.”
The woman guffawed. “I’m buying you lunch, girl. Wasn’t that obvious?” She laughed, a rich sound that filled the cab.
My insides warmed.
She glanced over her shoulder and put her blinker on. Her protruding stomach pushed against the steering wheel. Back on the highway, she set her cruise control. With cool air flowing through the dash, she laughed. “Lord, girl. I didn’t tell you my name. My name’s Cindy Morter. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“I’m Lena.” Grinning, I fingered a red curl. It was caked in dirt. Grimacing, I let it go.
“How old are you, Lena? You seem a bit young to be hitchhiking by yourself.”
“I’m over eighteen if that’s what you’re wondering, and no I’m not a runaway.”
She laughed again. “You get asked that a lot, huh?”
“You could say that.”
We were both laughing by the time we reached the highway heading to Dodge City. Cindy’s deep belly laughs and infectious smiles reminded me how much I enjoyed meeting new people. Watching the night sky and meeting others at times made my terrifying life incredibly enjoyable.
Cindy wasn’t kidding about the diner, either. My mouth watered when I bit into a huge, delicious cheeseburger. Cindy insisted I get their double bacon burger with all the fixings. The strawberry shake and crunchy fries that accompanied it went down as the best meal I’d ever had.
“You’ve got to try their pie.” Cindy’s eyes twinkled when the waitress whisked our empty plates away. “The Dutch Apple will make you feel like you’ve died and gone to heaven.” She winked.
By the time Cindy and I parted ways, my belly was so full it hurt, and a glowing sense of optimism filled me. Cindy had stuffed a hundred dollar bill into my pocket before she sped away. She’d done it so quickly, I hadn’t realized it until I put my hand in my pocket, felt the crisp bill and became aware of her incredible generosity.
A content feeling slid through me, as warm as the sun’s rays hitting my skin. The Colorado border was less than a hundred miles away. The Rockies came after that.
Inside, the instinct hummed.
Close, I was getting closer. I could feel it.




CONTINUE THE STORY

Forgotten – Book 1 of The Lost Children Trilogy
“Whatever it was that caused my strange reaction to him, it couldn’t create energy between us. Or could it?”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Awakened is the prequel to The Lost Children Trilogy. My hope when writing it was to help readers understand what Lena experienced during her homeless months traveling around the country while she followed the strange guiding instinct. It isn’t a full story – there’s not a true story arc – more of a buildup to Forgotten. If anything, you may now understand agonies, frights, and joys Lena experienced during that tumultuous time.
If you enjoyed Awakened, I’d really appreciate it if you’d leave a review on Amazon. Reviews are the best way readers can show authors support. You can leave a review by clicking here.
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