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CHAPTER 1
 

What’s the point?
Lucy Lang contemplated this again for the hundredth time as she climbed into her faded, light gray Honda Civic. She plopped down in the driver’s seat and tossed an empty Starbucks cup onto the floor.
What’s the point of even going to work today?
Sixteen months later and she was still a receptionist at Amy’s Nails.
At thirty years old, there definitely should be more to life than this. But what?

After spending most of her life taking care of other people, she wasn’t exactly sure how to take care of herself. In reality, Lucy began her life—if you could call it that—three years ago when her mother took off for the last time. Three years and nothing to show for it but financial debt, professional setbacks, and the monotony of everyday life. Days that started and ended pretty much the same way: alone.

It was late spring, and the weather could not have been more perfect. It was finally starting to warm up, and Lucy hated being cold. She was usually chilly when others were just fine. Even in her own apartment she habitually wore sweatshirts. Long, baggy ones that hung past the knees on her slender five-foot-six frame. While she didn’t happen to notice or appreciate this sunny day, she did take note of the clouds—fluffy interspersed clouds that caught her eye because they reminded her of the opening of
The Simpsons.

Lucy glanced around the floor and passenger seat before snagging a black hair band hidden halfway underneath the seatbelt. She pulled back her wavy brown hair into a ponytail, then put the key in the ignition and turned. After several sluggish grinds, the engine started. At least she got lucky today. A few times a week, she had to pop the hood and spray some mystery gunk into the engine just to get it to start. A wave of panic brushed over her as she realized that the can was almost empty.

As she cruised along, her memory took her back to when she first got that can a few months ago. She had just picked up some groceries and walked back out to her car. After squeezing them in the backseat against a pile of clothes, which were piled on top of a stack of notepads, papers, and drawing pads, she rummaged through one of the bags and pulled out a variety box of donuts. Lucy could never wait until she got home for the something sweet she purchased at the store. She wasn’t concerned at all that someone would see her. In fact, she rarely cared what people thought of her, which was one of the reasons she didn’t have many friends. There were several casual acquaintances she came in contact with, of course, but there were really only one or two people that she, reluctantly, considered friends.

With a chocolate donut in hand, balanced against the steering wheel, she put the key in the ignition and turned. Just revving. She tried it again. More revving. “C’mon!” She stopped, took a bite of the donut, and glanced around the parking lot. She tried again, pumping the gas frantically as she turned the key. “You piece of shit!” She banged on the dashboard with her free hand. “Crap!” she shouted with an exploding exhale that left her slumped over in her seat.

“That’s not gonna do it!” a muffled voice barked from the other side of her window.

Startled, she dropped the donut and snapped her head to the window. She saw a gray-haired, blue-collar-looking man staring at her. “Geez, man, you scared the crap out of me.” Lucy motioned with her hand for him to step back so she could open the door. She got out, leaving the door open and looking at him blankly as if to say, “Well?”

“Thought you needed some help,” the man said.

“Oh…it won’t start,” she said, dropping the attitude just a bit.

“Why don’t I take a look for you,” he offered as he walked around to the front of the car. “Pop the hood.” He motioned with a pumping thumbs-up for her to comply.

She got in the driver’s seat and reached down to pull the handle. While she was down there, she retrieved the fallen donut and chucked it out the door.

“I got groceries back here,” she shouted, leaning out the door.

“Hold your horses, missy,” he volleyed back. Without moving from his concentrated stare on the engine, he said, “I think I may know what the problem is.”

As she waited, she wondered if he had a family. She thought he was probably the type of dad who teaches you how to change a tire before you go off to college. Or the kind you call when something really exciting happens in your life.

Lucy wouldn’t know about that. First of all, nothing exciting ever happened to her. And second, she didn’t have a father. Her stepfather, Tom, died when she was twelve, and she never met her real father. Tom had married her mother, Linda, when Lucy was just five years old, and her half sister Katie came along right after Lucy turned six. They actually had a happy little family for about five years before Tom passed of a heart attack.

Tom was one of those flaky, charmer types who was all talk but never came through in the end. The girls loved the charming part, and in the beginning Lucy was too young to notice the flaky part. Towards the end it got to Lucy and her mother. Linda began to drink more than casually when Katie started school. Once it was just the three of them, the situation got much worse and Lucy was forced to take control of the family. Unfortunately, while Lucy struggled to keep her family together, her mother succeeded in pulling it apart.

“Hold on a sec,” the man said, jolting Lucy from her thoughts. He briskly walked to an all-white pickup truck about six spaces down the lot. “Let me just get something from my truck.”

Waving a hand in the air and not looking very confident he would return with a solution, she gave a halfhearted, “Yeah.” She sat and stared at him as he rummaged through a giant gray lockbox in the back of his truck.

What if he wasn’t just a nice man trying to help? What if he was a psycho and now he would lure her back to his truck to kidnap her? Who knows what would happen then. What choice did she have anyway? It’s not like she had AAA or some capable boyfriend or BFF to call. Who would really miss her anyway if she was snatched away from her meager existence? Maybe it would be a good thing if he was a psycho. She’d often thought about the different ways she could end it all. This, however, was definitely not one of the scenarios.

Quick and painless was more of what she was looking for. And something that didn’t take too much effort. Lucy had run through the possibilities in her head more than once. Drug overdose? Pretty tough to get your hands on something that would do the trick. Slit her wrists? Too gross. And she didn’t have the guts to do that anyway. What about smoking in bed? Maybe she’d pass out from being drunk. That was believable since she spent many a night overindulging in cheap wine or beer and then falling asleep in front of the TV. Definitely not an option though. She didn’t smoke, and the whole apartment building could burn down. Even though she appeared to be a loner, she still cared about people and didn’t want to hurt anyone.

Chugging back with a can in one hand, raised up like he was carrying the Olympic torch, the kind man cheered, “Got it.”

Usually people who were so positive and cheery annoyed Lucy. But something about this guy was kind of cute. Must be the dad thing. She trusted him and wanted someone like him to take care of her.

“Great,” she said. “What is it?”

He waved her over to the front of the car. “Let’s try spraying some starter fluid in the carburetor. It used to work great on my wife’s old Honda.” He shook the can and then gave it three squirts. “Why don’t you try to start it up?”

Lucy shrugged. “Okay.” She walked around him to the driver’s side, hopped in, and turned the key once again. More revving. “Keep going?” she yelled.

“Yeah, try it again,” the fatherly type answered back.

She let out a breath and gave it another try. After a few seconds, the engine roared to a start. Lucy revved it up a few more times for good measure, checked that the brake was on, and hopped out. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” He reached out to her with the can in his hand. “Here, you keep this for next time.”

“Thank you.” She took the can from him and gave him a closed-mouth smile.

The kind man gave a kind wave and turned to walk away.

“Wait…uh,” she said. She ducked inside her car and turned back around instantly holding the open box of donuts. “My name is Lucy.” She reached out with the box and smiled, bigger this time.

The man dipped a hand in, grabbed a plain donut, took a bite, and gave her a nod. Then he turned and walked away. He didn’t say another word. Not even his name. Lucy stood frozen for a minute, shrugged, and resumed her spot back in the driver’s seat.


 

Now on the main road headed toward Amy’s, Lucy sported a small smirk thinking of that old man on that day. The moment was short-lived as the ring of her cell phone jolted her back to reality. She knew from experience that it was most likely work or a utility company checking on a late bill. She reached for the hands-free button and gave it a tap. “Yeah, it’s me,” she droned.

“Lucy, Lucy, it’s Amy. You get lattes this morning?”

Lucy hated the way Amy said her name. It sounded too much like Ricky Ricardo in
I Love Lucy
even though he was Latin and Amy was Asian. And “Amy” wasn’t even her real name. Mickey Chin, the owner, gave all the ladies American-sounding names because he thought it would be better for business and easier for the customers. Amy, Mickey’s wife, was really Lan. Suzie’s real name was Sunee. Kim was actually named Kim, but that sounded American enough for Mickey.

When Lucy accepted the job from Mickey, she agreed to answer phones until a spot opened up to do nails. Somehow, answering phones grew into making coffee, running errands, and cleaning the stations. Mickey seemed to be in no hurry to move her into a technician spot. Granted, it’s not like business was booming, and she hadn’t had a day of experience since getting her license. She had the talent, though, and was actually an exceptional artist. She had a love for all things paint, and growing up she had dreamed of being an artist. Like most children, she started out drawing and coloring. Eventually she began to try and re-create her sketches as paintings. She used to paint with her mother, and when Katie was old enough, all three of them would paint together. Those were some of the few good memories Lucy had to look back on.

“Sure, Amy.” Lucy tried to sound cordial. “I’ll pick them up and be there soon.”

“Okay, Lucy, thank—”

Lucy hit the hands-free button, cutting Amy off in mid thanks. “Oops, so sorry,” Lucy delighted, doing her best imitation of Amy’s voice.
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