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Chapter 1

Annie slammed her fist into the steering wheel and immediately regretted it. Her fist throbbed with pain as she squeezed it with her other hand. Taking a deep breath that was supposed to calm her, Annie tried her keys again. Her car made a coughing, grating noise, and Annie shook her head as she released the keys.

“Of course it’s going to happen to me. I’ll just go to my empty bank account and grab some spare cash to get my car towed then fixed. Easy!” The sarcasm was so clear that she wanted to cry. She didn’t know how she was going to get home tonight, but that seemed so small in the sudden overflow of all of her problems. 

“My mom’s social security pension is so small that she would have to eat like a bird to survive on it. My sister is trying to go to college, and I have my own college debt. Being an LVN just doesn’t pay enough for all that.” Annie let out a huge breath and got out of her car. She hadn’t left her lights on, but it sounded like the battery was dead. She knew she needed a new battery. She had been told that when she took her car in for the yearly inspection seven months ago. She had simply wanted to use this battery to the fullest before purchasing a new one. Now that seemed like a stupid decision.

She popped the hood and carefully propped it up. She could see a little steam coming out of it. She had ground the motor too hard. If she wasn’t careful, then she might have bigger problems than just the batteries. Always the prepared girl scout she had been trained to be, she pulled the jumper cables from her backseat. Now, she just needed to find someone who could help her. Annie stood in front of her car and felt it start to sprinkle.

“No! Please don’t rain. I don’t want to get my engine wet. Please, just wait a little.” The rain didn’t listen to her and continued to throw drops of water at her as she peered hopefully at the walkway to the hospital. A few people were leaving, but they all purposely avoided making eye contact with her. They wanted to get home and eat dinner, not waste time helping her. People were so selfish. 

Annie pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts. She had done a terrible time keeping up with her friends lately. With all of the stress on her her shoulders, she hadn’t been the fun, party person she used to be in college. 

“Do you need help?” a deep voice asked from behind her. Annie jumped and whirled all at the same time, holding the jumper cables as protection. She clutched them, embarrassed by her over the top reaction.

“Thanks, I need a jump. Are you parked close by?”

“I’m a few cars away. I’ll pull up behind you. I think the cables will stretch.” He was so matter-of-fact as he evaluated the situation. Annie felt an instant sense of relief that she didn’t have to have all the answers on her own anymore. Annie knew who he was. She had seen him around the hospital. While he probably didn’t know her name, all of the doctors were well-known. He was Doctor Delacroix, and he had a dark, foreign look about him, slightly tanned skin and black hair. He had a tall figure.

He returned a moment later, and Annie handled the cables over. She knew how to put the jumper cables on, but he seemed more confident about it. The rain turned from a slight drizzle to a steady pour. 

“Why don’t we sit inside?” the doctor suggested, motioning to his car. Annie glanced inside her car, where fast food wrappers, her sweaty gym clothes, and a couple of books she needed to return to the library littered the passenger seat. She was clearly a one-woman show. Dr. Delacroix’s car on the other hand was immaculate. Annie reluctantly sat in the passenger seat, trying to determine what smell the air freshener was supposed to be. 

“You can call me Jack by the way,” the doctor said, stretching out his hand. Annie shook it and was surprised by how soft it was. Her father had died a couple of years ago, and since then, she hadn’t had the time or energy for men in her life. 

“Nice to meet you. I’m Annie.”

“So, your car needs a new battery?” His casual question opened so much desperation within her. She imagined a world where her only problem was getting a new car battery. “I can recommend a place to go. They have a lot of batteries in stock, so you wouldn’t have to wait.”

“I- thanks, but I’ll have to make this one last a little longer,” Annie said, embarrassed and watching the rain splash against the window. It was already slowing down. Finicky weather.

“Your car’s a pretty important thing. You should replace it right away.” He sounded like he was overstepping his bounds, but Annie knew that he was just trying to help her. She probably looked like any other female who was useless with the mechanics of a car. At least she could change her own tire, though she didn’t want to think about the cost of replacing that tire if it did get a hole. She would probably ride the spare until it was bold.

“Thanks, but I . . . just don’t have the money right now.”

“Sorry,” Jack looked a little embarrassed. “I shouldn’t have assumed, but if you don’t have a car battery, then you won’t be able to get to work to earn more money. I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I’m just saying that it’s pretty important.”

“Thanks. I know. I’m just trying to make ends meet.” Annie didn’t know why, but it felt like someone was listening for the first time in a long time. She opened her mouth, and the words seemed to fall out on their own. “My mom is mentally ill, and she can’t take care of herself. If I’m not home for long hours at a time, I have to pay someone to take care of her. But I can’t bring myself to take her to an assisted living facility. My sister is in college, and even though she’s taking student loans, she still has to pay some up front. I have my own loans I’m trying to pay off, then things like this happen, and it just seems like I’m going to drown.”

The rain splattered the windshield as Annie berated herself for opening her mouth at all. Jack was trying to be a gentleman. He didn’t want to hear all about her problems.

“Sorry about that. It’ll get better,” he said. He made it sound so simple. “Do you want to try starting your car now. I think it’s been long enough to give the battery some juice.”

“Right, yeah, I’ll start my car.” Annie left his fresh-smelling car behind and got in her greasy one. It started, even though it still sounded a bit reluctant. She let her car run for a few minutes as she thought about Doctor Delacroix and what he probably thought of this crazy LVN now. Oh well. It didn’t really matter. She felt a little lighter now that her car was running. She stepped out into the rain to help Jack take the cables off. 

“Thank you for helping me out,” she said. “I appreciate it. It felt like no one was going to step up for a moment there.”

“No worries, I’m here to help.” The doctor smiled and winked at her in a combination that made her heart flutter, then he got in his car and pulled out of the way so she could back up. Time to go home and check on her mother, the task that couldn’t wait any longer.

Chapter 2

Three days later, Annie had barely seen Dr. Delacroix in the hospital. Sure, the place was big, but the few times she did catch sight of the back of his head or his arm disappearing around a corner, he was always too busy to talk. Besides, she had already said ‘thank you.’ What else did she think would happen if they had another conversation?

Still, whenever she saw his name on a chart, her heart started beating a little faster, and she remembered how he had winked at her. She hadn’t even thought of checking his finger for a wedding ring, but she was pretty sure based on the rumors the front desk receptionist spread that he wasn’t married or seeing anyone. Not that it mattered. She was too busy to date.

Annie’s phone rang. It was her sister. “Eloise, what are you doing calling me in the middle of my shift?” Annie asked. 

“Sorry! But I was just about to leave for class, and Mom is acting really strange.”

“What is she doing?”

“She thinks I’m you or something. She keeps calling me ‘Annie’ and telling me that I can’t leave until I take my medicine. I told her I’m not sick, and she said that sometimes you can’t see the sickness from the outside. She said that I need this to keep me safe.”

“Eloise, Mom is not a big person. Just tell her who you are and leave the house. She can’t stop you from leaving.” Annie looked around and lowered her voice. She hated it when people at work heard her talk about her mom. They were always suggesting new medicines or treatments. The truth was that her mother couldn’t be treated. She had alzheimers which meant that her brain sometimes got stuck in the wrong time period. 

“What if she tries to come after me?”

“Go through the back door and lock the extra bolt I installed. Her nurse is supposed to be there in thirty minutes. Can’t you figure things out by yourself once in a while?”

“Don’t get mad at me! I’m just trying to make sure she’s going to be safe. I’m worried about leaving her.”

“Then don’t go to school.”

“I can’t miss class. Just come stay with her.” 

“No, her nurse will be there soon.” Feeling like the worst sister and daughter in the world, Annie hung up the phone. She had a job to do, and she couldn’t do it if she was talking on the phone.

“Everything okay?” one of the other LVNs asked her.

Annie rolled her eyes. “My sister is so dramatic about everything. Got one of those in your family?” Even though Annie tried to play it off as no big deal, she was worried about her mother. They had kind neighbors, and one of the older men three houses down would come down and check on her mother if the nurse couldn’t come that day. But he wasn’t much better than she was as far as keeping track of the date. Sometimes, he even encouraged her mother’s confusion. Still, it was better than her mother getting in the car and driving herself off a cliff thinking it was the way to pick Annie up from school.

When Annie got home, she was relieved to hear her mother lecturing the nurse in the kitchen. “That’s not how you do it. I’m supposed to take two pink pills every day. I saw you did not put any in Thursday’s hole.”

“Hi! Thank you for staying,” Annie said to the nurse who seemed happy to be leaving. “I’ll take over from here.”

“She just needs the memantine put in. I’ve done everything else.” Annie took over the drug distribution before flipping through the mail she had received. Her eye caught on an envelope that was hand-addressed. The flowing writing seemed familiar, but it wasn’t hers or her sister’s. Her mother could hardly write, because she shook so badly. Annie frowned then opened the envelope. Inside were bills, $20 bills. Annie’s mouth fell open as she unwrapped the piece of white paper that surrounded the bills. Her heart stopped for a moment as she tried to process what she was seeing. Could these bills actually be for her? Once she processed what was in front of her, she counted them, one by one. It was a total of $500. She was still staring in awe when her mother noticed the money.

“What are you doing playing with that money?” she asked. “You should never go in Mommy’s purse and touch anything in there.” She reached for the money, and Annie lay herself on top of it, protecting it from her mother.

“Mom, this isn’t yours. It’s. . . for our bills. I’m working on paying bills today.” Annie’s mind was still thinking where she would spend the money first. Her sister had a tuition payment due in three days. That was over $500, but if they paid part of it, then they could delay
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