
        
            
                
            
        



    
        
          Try Again Emily!

        

        
        
          David Harris

        

        
          Published by David Harris, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      TRY AGAIN EMILY!

    

    
      First edition. April 15, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 David Harris.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230018308

    

    
    
      Written by David Harris.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


	Table of Contents

Preface

Chapter 1 – The Third Try

Chapter 2 – After Work

Chapter 3 – The Supermarket

Chapter 4 – Friday at the Apartment

Chapter 5 – Friday After Work

Chapter 6 – The Wedding

Chapter 7 – Monday Morning

Chapter 8 – Tuesday Morning

Chapter 9 – Emily Gets A Ride

Chapter 10 – No Go

Chapter 11 – Crossed Wires

Chapter 12 – Wednesday Morning

Chapter 13 – Rock Bottom

Chapter 14– Dressed for Success

Chapter 15 – Not That Often

Chapter 16 – The New Car

Chapter 17 – Just in Case

Chapter 18 – A Case of Help

Chapter 19 – The Long Crank

Chapter 20 – Evening Routine

Chapter 21 – Memories of 1972

Chapter 22 – The First Time

Chapter 23 – The Last Time

Chapter 24 – Just Like Old Times



 

 


Preface

 

This is a different kind of book, a narrative that has many layers and mysteries.

The year is 1999, long before cellphones were affordable to the masses, so most people had no way of communicating or keeping in touch when they were “out and about”. People traveled all over the country untethered-for better or worse.

You, the reader, are subjected to the same torture, the same grind, the same feeling of repetition as the protagonist. You may begin to feel her pain, or something like it, as you struggle to keep up with the repetition she deals with when her car “does that thing” and won’t start.

I wrote this book. The story, the characters, the grit—it’s all mine.

But the pictures? The pictures came from somewhere else.

Every image in this book was created with the help of AI. Specifically, I worked with ChatGPT to generate all of the visuals that attempt to capture the emotional pulse of each scene. 

But there are limitations.

The technology is powerful, but it’s not perfect. Characters might not look exactly the same from image to image. Emily’s face may shift slightly. Her car might have more or less rust depending on the angle. A door might be open in one picture and closed in another. Small things. But you may notice them, and that’s okay.

I went through several hundred images, most of them rejected for gross imperfections to find the ones that felt right. Not just visually, but emotionally. I chose them not because they were perfect, but because they captured something—an atmosphere, a tension, a truth. And while no image is a flawless match, I believe that even the imperfect ones help tell the story more deeply.

So if you see a detail that doesn’t quite line up, know this: I saw it too. And I chose to include the picture anyway. Because having a powerful visual to feel is better than having nothing at all.

This is Try Again Emily! It’s not just about a car that won’t start. It’s about persistence, frustration, tenderness, and the evil hiding in the dark corners of our world. Nothing is what it seems to be, in this fictional world, the heroes turn out to be villains who prey on the weak.

Sound familiar?

 

Buckle in.

 


Chapter 1 – The Third Try

The first attempt never worked.

Emily Harper didn’t expect it to. She slipped behind the wheel of her 1992 white Hyundai Excel, parked in its usual corner spot at the apartment complex, just as the rising sun hit the top of the buildings. Her outfit was crisp, a thrift-store find—1980s secretary style. Short-hemmed business skirt, structured blazer, suntan pantyhose, and strappy sandals that clicked against the pavement. Her hair, long and straight, was tucked neatly behind her ears. She looked like she had her life in order.

Her car said otherwise.

Emily turned the key once and gently pressed the gas pedal. Nothing but a steady crank.

Second try—gas pedal to the floor, then off, then tap-tap-tap. Crank. Whine.

She breathed in through her nose, eyes narrowing.

Third try. This was the one that mattered. If it didn’t catch now, she knew it was going to be a long morning.[image: Image]

 

She had come to know her car’s language intimately—the pitch of the crank, the feel of the pedal beneath her shoe, the way the steering column shifted ever so slightly when the ignition was just about to catch. That third try wasn’t a guess anymore; it was a marker. If it didn’t at least try to start by then—a hiccup, a cough, some mechanical stutter of promise—she understood exactly what she was in for. Longer cranks and a lot of gas. She had to keep feeding the engine or it wouldn’t start. That’s what she had been told by all of them.

It wouldn’t quit outright. No—the battery wouldn’t die dramatically. It would hold on, giving her little bursts of hope. If she was careful, she could stretch it. She had mastered the timing—longer bursts of ignition, let go, breathe. Again. Pump the pedal. Again. Let the starter cool. She could get twenty, maybe thirty minutes of solid attempts before the battery began to surrender. But by then, she was already deep into the fight.

The car rarely gave in easily. And so, she didn’t either. She had grown relentless. She would slip into a kind of zone—tuning everything else out: the morning sun, the people walking past, the clock on her dashboard ticking away toward lateness. All she heard was the dry, rhythmic rrr-rrr-rrr of the starter and her foot pumping the gas pedal in quick, learned pulses. It was mechanical, but it was also emotional—something between a ritual and a war.

If the third try failed, she already began calculating the odds of needing a jump. And when that moment came—when the battery finally dipped and the starter gave off that sluggish, dragging whine—she’d pop the hood and start looking around, let the engine breathe. But even then, a jump start alone wasn’t enough. It wasn’t just about the cables.

She needed someone to make adjustments while she cranked. That was the part she hated the most—being stuck in the driver’s seat while someone else leaned over the engine and told her what to do. The men in her life—Jared, Tom, Dan, even that neighbor with the tan Ford—they always seemed to know exactly what to tweak.

“Try it now,” they’d say, after the jumper cables were hooked up—but she knew the real battle was only just beginning. The car didn’t magically roar to life once the cables were in place. No, that was when things got serious. That was when the coaching began.

The men—whether it was Dan the mechanic, or Tom her coworker, or Jared, a neighbor she barely knew—always had something to say. Suggestions, instructions, theories. And so she’d sit there, key in hand, engine grinding, while they stood over the open hood and shouted down their guidance like air traffic controllers.

“Pump it more.” “Don’t flood it.” “Now give it gas.” “Again.” “Now let go of the key, try it again and hold it.” “Okay, again.” “Now just a little gas.”

It could go on like that for thirty minutes or more—her arm aching from turning the key, her leg sore from pumping the gas pedal, her patience wearing thin with every failed attempt. Never once would they offer to take the wheel. They never said, “Let me try.” They just hovered beside the engine bay, or the side of the car, sometimes inside the car, rattling off adjustments and corrections, convinced they could solve the puzzle.

Eventually, one of them would find something—a loose wire, a missing spark, a plug knocked free, or just a perfect combination of pedal rhythm and ignition timing. The engine would stutter, catch, then finally growl back to life. That moment always came with a kind of triumph—not relief, exactly, but a breath held too long finally exhaled.

And they always gave her the credit. “You did it,” they’d say, wiping their hands. “It was probably just a bad ground.” Or, “You just had to be patient. Good job.”

She never knew if it was her or them. All she knew was the engine was running, and she could finally get where she needed to go.

They always made it sound like they had solved it—a loose wire, a disconnected ground, a worn coil, something vaguely electrical and slightly mechanical. She never understood it, not really. But they gave her credit. They always said, “You’re the one who got it going.” She wasn’t sure if that was true, but it didn’t matter. It started. That was enough.

Again, what often stuck with her wasn’t the success—it was how often she had to face it alone. The way people would stand nearby, offering encouragement or unhelpful suggestions, but never once asking if she wanted to switch places. No one ever said, “Let me try.” They just watched her suffer, watched her fight with a machine that refused to obey her. And still, she didn’t stop.

Because she knew—if she just kept cranking long enough, if she timed the gas pedal just right, if she stayed in the zone and tuned out everything else—sometimes, sometimes, that was enough.

She pumped the gas hard—two, three, four times—then turned the key and held it. Crank. It just cranked. Her leg strained to keep up with the pace of the engine as she pumped the gas pedal quickly, up and down as fast as she could, her muscles already starting to burn.

Nothing but a steady crank. She hated it when it did this—when all it would give her was a steady, lifeless rhythm with no hint of ignition.

She stopped and reached under to release the hood. She walked over and lifted it, using the rod to prop it up in place. She looked at the tiny engine of her little car.

It all looked good to her. Everything looked normal, because she knew nothing about cars. Lifting the hood when the car didn’t start was something she learned from watching her mother. She also remembered women doing this on television and in the movies—to signal they needed help from a passing good Samaritan.

Her life was full of those men—unofficial roadside rescuers who appeared like clockwork whenever the hood came up. Tom from work, the kid at the supermarket, Dan the mechanic. And Jared, the odd neighbor with no car of his own, always around to help. He was often seen peering out his apartment window in the morning, scanning the lot for any activity.

Back in the car now, Emily was relentless. Cranking the engine for as long as she could while thumping her foot on the gas pedal to the sound of a dry, cranking engine that showed no sign of starting. Again, and again, as best she could.

“Come on,” she whispered.

Her rhythm was perfect—she could feel it in her bones, in her breathing. It was like playing an instrument: pump, crank, pump, pause. Let the car breathe. Try again. It would start. It always started. Eventually.

But sometimes... eventually took a while.

Emily tried again. This attempt lasted longer. The sound of cranking was sharp and hollow in the morning stillness. A neighbor watched from a window somewhere.

She didn’t notice.

[image: Image]

Her right leg ached from pumping the gas. Her left hand gripped the steering wheel. She was flushed, and the inside of the car was already warm with frustration.

Her right leg ached from pumping the gas. Her left hand gripped the steering wheel. She kept trying.

Her mind drifted through a mental map of failure. The time it stalled in front of the pharmacy, the night it wouldn’t start in the rain behind the grocery store, that day when it died in the middle of a quiet residential side street — no traffic, just her sitting helpless in the center of the road. She had just left Dan’s garage after he got it running again, but it was still shaking, stalling, bucking beneath her like it wanted to quit. She turned onto the side street to loop back — to return to Dan before it got worse — and as she eased the wheel to make a three-point turn, the car hit a shallow dip and quit. Dead. Right there, straddling half the road, nose angled awkwardly toward the curb.

[image: Image]

She had to leave the car where it was and knock on a stranger’s door to call Dan for a jump start. She’d already killed the battery trying to get it going again. Kids were playing nearby — riding bikes, chalking on sidewalks — and she felt their eyes on her. It was embarrassing. Helpless.

This is 1999, and no one has a cell phone. Not really. A few businessmen, maybe. People with money. But not her. That breakdown wasn’t months ago — it was just a couple of weeks back. It was all still fresh. And here she was again. The engine would sometimes just cut out after a bump — a manhole cover, a seam in the pavement, anything could undo her.

She had poured money into it — slow, steady drips of her receptionist salary that never added up to enough for a new car. Just enough to patch this one together. Enough to keep it dying in new and creative ways.

She had hoped this morning would be different. But it never was. She was flushed, and the inside of the car was already warm with frustration.

A knock at the window startled her. She looked up.

Jared.

He waved, a too-cheerful expression on his face. She rolled the window down halfway.

“Won’t start?” he asked.

She blinked slowly. “No. It’s just my morning routine.”

Jared leaned down. “Want me to take a look?”

“No.”

He tilted his head. “You sure you’re pumping it enough?”

She narrowed her eyes. “Yes.”

“Try holding the key a little longer.”

“I know what I’m doing, Jared.”

He stepped back but didn’t leave. She cranked it again. Long this time. Still nothing.

Jared stood in front of the car, peering into the engine like it might whisper its secrets to him. He jiggled something vaguely important looking, then called out, “Okay, give it more gas this time!”

Emily cranked it.

“Longer!” he shouted. “Pump it faster—you’re getting close!”

She tried again. Her leg was starting to burn.

“Hold the key longer this time!”

Another try. The engine whined but didn’t catch. The cranking was starting to sound weaker now.

“Again! You almost had it!”

[image: Image]

She exhaled through her nose and turned the key. The sound dipped—her battery was fading.

Jared leaned in from the front. “One more time. You just need to keep the rhythm!”

She did. The starter barely turned over.

Emily let her forehead rest against the wheel for a second, sweat forming on her brow. Her patience was fraying.

That’s when Dan pulled into the lot.

“Give it more gas,” he said. “Pump it faster. Crank it longer. You’re close.”

“I have been” she muttered.

Another crank. Still no ignition. Her leg throbbed. Her nerves buzzed.

He slowed as he passed, seeing her hood up, Jared standing over the engine, and Emily slumped behind the wheel.

Dan parked his old truck a few spots over and got out. He nodded at Jared, then looked at Emily.

“Battery?” he asked.

“I don’t know, maybe” she said.

Dan opened the back of his truck and retrieved a portable jumper pack. “Let’s give it a boost anyway.”

He went past Jared and reached under the hood, hooking up the charging cables to her battery terminals.

“Alright,” he said, voice calm. “Turn it over.”

She cranked it. Nothing.

He squinted under the hood. “Try again.”

She did. The battery was stronger now, but still no ignition.

He checked the leads. Adjusted a few wires. Had her try again.

“Pump it faster this time,” he said. “Try to feed it fuel.”

She obeyed. Her leg screaming now. Sweat collected at the base of her neck.

Another try. Another nothing.

Then Dan reached back, tracing along the ignition wires. He paused.

“You’re coil wire is off.”

Emily blinked. “What’s that?”

He reattached it.

“Try it now.”

She turned the key.

The engine sputtered—then caught. Then roared to life.

Emily sagged in relief.

Dan closed the hood gently.

He gave her a quick nod and started back toward his truck.

Emily glanced toward Jared, who stepped back around to the passenger side. “Told you it was close. You just had to hold the key longer and pump faster. You were almost there.”

She said nothing. She was tired. Her leg throbbed. And she was tired of being told how to do what she already knew.

She adjusted her skirt, rolled the window back up, and pulled out of the parking lot, on her way to her job where she would be late again.

It was another morning struggle with her stupid car.

Just like always.

She just had to keep trying, again and again.
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