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​Lucy’s feet pounded the belt of the treadmill as she ran in her athletic socks. Her worn, black running shoes were placed neatly beside the machine while she took calculated breaths. Three steps to inhale and three steps to exhale, just as she had taught herself. Her blonde ponytail spun like a propeller behind her head as the equipment whirred. Her gray and white sweats matched the drabness of her colorless shoes. A heavy-set man holding a tablet analyzed her running pattern, step angle and arch impact. “Ok, you can step off now,” he instructed kindly. Lucy punched the red, Stop button on the control pad before the belt slowed to a halt. She stepped onto the cold tile. The man tapped his device a few times and opened a gridded chart of shoe types, styles and sizes. “Looks like you’re a C-eleven,” he said.
​“C-eleven?” Lucy asked. Her breaths were relaxed. The short, twenty-second jog had absolutely no effect on her current stamina.
​“Yep,” he replied. “You have high arches and your toes point outward when you meet the ground. That puts a lot of strain on your femoral joints when you impact. I’m guessing you’ve had femoral pain since you started running?” He asked.
​“Femoral?” She questioned. Lucy couldn’t help but notice the man’s beer gut hanging just past the hem of his white, collared shirt. She rolled her eyes with disgust.
​“Hips,” he clarified. “Have you had hip pain?”
​Lucy firmly pressed her fist against her right hip and nodded. “I have,” she said. “Ever since I started.”
​He turned his attention back to the tablet. “Well, a C-eleven shoe will greatly help with that, among other things. It’ll feel like you’re running on a cloud,” he assured.
Lucy raised her eyebrows with relief and took her tired shoes from the floor. “Sounds heavenly,” she said not too enthusiastically. She felt a sharp pain in her calf as she leaned to retrieve her trainers. Lucy stood, bent her knee and massaged the ache with her thumb.
“How often do you run?” The man asked. “Once a week? A few times a week?”
“Every day,” she said proudly. “Every night after work.”
“Every day?” He asked concerningly.
Her tail bounced with a nod. “That’s right.”
His eyes wandered. “Umm …typically you want to run every other day. Every time you exercise you damage muscle. You need to give your body time to heal and build more muscle to progress,” he explained.
Lucy’s tone became sharp, “Yeah, well I didn’t lose forty-six pounds in one year doing the bare minimum. When I set a goal, I go for it. No breaks.”
He argued, “I’m just saying it because any professional trainer is going to advise you to—”
Lucy cut him off. “And I’m just saying that if you were a professional trainer maybe I’d listen to your advisement. But until then, keep selling shoes and stop giving me advice,” she snapped.
He nodded his head, dropping the issue. “Ok,” he said. He turned and pointed toward the corner of the store. “The C-elevens are going to be on that wall, blue tags. Anything marked with a blue tag is a C-eleven.”
She eyed the three columns and six rows of blue-labeled trainers. Every shoe on display emitted at least one blinding hue of neon orange, yellow or pink. They almost glowed from across the sales floor. Lucy winced with dissatisfaction. “Do you have anything a little less …obnoxious?” She asked.
“Those are the styles!” He happily replied. “People love the colors, the brighter the better! Our new sports car line of running shoes license pantone colors from Bugatti, Lamborghini and Aston Martin. It’s like a luxury car for your feet! Nice for showing off,” he smiled.
Lucy ground her teeth in protest. “I’m more of a winter colors kind of girl,” she growled.
He ignored her gripe. “Take your time. When you cash out, tell them Gary helped you out. I’d really appreciate it,” he requested. The salesman stepped away and headed towards the front.
With a sigh, Lucy approached the wall of blazing colors. She stood in her ankle socks examining the damaged rubber of her current pair. They wouldn’t last another mile and the thought of running on a cloud was intriguing. She decided that yellow was the best choice when compared to hellfire-orange or 1980’s-prom-dress pink.
Lucy took a yellow and dark-blue shoe labeled Ocean Sunrise, from the rack and was legitimately surprised when she felt its weight in her hand. It felt light like foam and the construction, stitching and design was flawless. Her brow raised with fascination. Although, her optimism quickly vanished when she read the price tag. She whispered harshly through her teeth, “Holy crap, Lamborghini is right! These things cost a fortune!” She yanked her gaze away from the wall to see the fat salesman assisting another customer near the far end of the store. Groaning with defeat, Lucy took one last look at her exhausted, black trainers and dropped them into a nearby trash bin. “Ocean Sunrise it is,” she sighed to herself. Lucy returned the display shoe and grabbed a box from below, marked with her size. Dragging her socked feet to the checkout counter, she tossed the shoebox before the energetic clerk.
“Did you find everything you were looking for today?!” The woman asked wildly. Her immense smile took up most of the real estate of her face and the brightness of her expression matched the tint of the shoes. The clerk was short, portly and displayed signs of middle-age.
“I sure did!” Lucy matched her enthusiasm sarcastically, out of resentment. She unzipped the athletic pouch at her waist and retrieved a brand-new credit card, tapping it on the counter.
The oblivious cashier nodded. “Wonderful!” She opened the shoebox. The trainers were unlaced and the tissue-wrapped fitters were still wedged into the shoes. Her smile faded slightly. “Oh. Did you try this pair on before you decided on them? We do fittings as well, just to be certain the size is correct,” she explained.
Lucy blushed with irritation. “I know my shoe size,” she bit.
“Of course you do,” the woman agreed politely. “But, we strongly advise that you try the pair on to be sure.”
Slapping her card flat onto the laminated surface, Lucy leaned forward and hissed like a serpent, “I’m a twenty-six-year-old blonde living in L.A. Nobody knows more about shoes than me. These are my size!”
The cashier’s smile drifted into a concerned frown. “By store policy, we can't actually sell an unfitted pair of—”
Lucy interrupted explosively, pointing the corner of her card directly at the clerk’s face. “If I want information regarding fitness and fitness-related products, I’m going to speak to someone with personal experience in that arena. Not you and not your crew of sales jerks,” she spat. She leaned in even closer, her soft tone twisted into cruelty. “And I refuse to learn anything about running shoes from someone who looks like the only marathon they’ve ever ran is to the refrigerator and back. Sell me the shoes.” Lucy’s glare drilled into the woman as she rang up the pair. The cashier handed over the receipt and the shoebox bagged in plastic. Lucy snatched the bag from the clerk’s hand and stuffed the card with the receipt into her pouch. “You and your team can take your advisements and shove them up your overfed asses,” she whispered firmly.
The cashier just stared, hurt and speechless. A cold wave of immediate regret washed over Lucy. She awkwardly stood before the woman she had just torn apart.
Lucy hated her impulses. Her first thought when the cashier argued with her was to attack and attack fast. Hit her where it hurts. She had read somewhere that your first thought and reaction was the correct thought and reaction. If that was true, Lucy truly was a terrible human being. In the face of a confrontation, her first thoughts were often selfish, judgemental and mean. The reaction that followed was a similar ugliness. She hated that about herself. Her attitude towards others had always been sour, but it was only until just recently that the sourness became monstrous. Just like she had displayed today. She frantically attempted to think of one, kind thing she could say before departing. Even if it was dishonest.
Lucy’s demeanor reversed as she pointed cordially toward the back of the shoe store. “Oh, and Gary was the associate who helped me out today,” she said kindly. Her smile lied and only advanced the awkwardness. The cashier’s eyes flashed with unabashed confusion as she nodded with compliance.
Water from the wet pavement soaked into Lucy’s socks moments after leaving the store. She threw her head back and growled audibly. It would have probably been a good idea to slip the shoes on before leaving, but after the fuss she had made about the fitting, placing them on and lacing them up in front of the staff would have looked ridiculous. More ridiculous than walking out into the rain-drenched street in polyester socks? She didn’t bother to compare.
Lucy carried her purchase to the nearest bench and sat on the sopping wood. More wet clothing. She pulled the box out of the bag and unwrapped the brand-new pair of overpriced trainers. The yellow sole reflected every lumen of the daylight and almost burned her eyes. The deep, royal blue however, looked gorgeous in natural light. She discarded the packing materials and laced the shoes tightly around her feet. Wiggling her toes, she noticed there was a little bit of extra room between the tip of her foot and the outsole. Admitting to herself that she should have listened to the clerk’s advice made her sick, so she refrained from doing so. Lucy stood and lifted her feet off the sidewalk individually. Her feet felt ventilated and almost weightless. Her arches felt better supported and cooling relief made its way from her ankles to her hips. Lucy smiled and hopped on her toes. It did indeed feel as though she was walking on a cloud.
The Ocean Sunrise trainers took her down Baker Street, through Calgary Park and onward, to her condo in Gables Village. Alternative rock pumped into her ears as her ponytail spun and her steps bounced. The air was cool after the rain from that morning. Icy droplets from the breeze felt refreshing against her face and the moist air lubricated her breathing pattern.
One year prior, Lucy had been invited to be maid of honor at her best friend Audrey's wedding. She happily obliged. She and Audrey had been friends since middle school and rarely separated. At 17, Audrey was in a near-fatal car accident that left her with a broken leg and a shattered pelvis. Four surgeries and a titanium hip-replacement later, Audrey was confined to a bed for 14 weeks. During that time, Lucy had rarely left her side.
The dress fitting for the wedding was held in Olla Bella’s, a prestigious boutique in Beverly Crest on the northwest side of L.A. Lucy was heavier then. In her opinion, grotesquely heavier. To embarrass her further, the boutique had to special-order her a dress because of her size. Mortified, Lucy almost dropped out of the bridal party and avoided the wedding altogether. But, after a kind pep-talk by Audrey, Lucy was convinced to stick to her commitment.
Two weeks after the wedding, Audrey threw a party for the women who stood with her at the altar. She gifted each woman in the bridal party a framed picture of them together, beside the four-tier wedding cake. Lucy had almost vomited when she saw herself in the photo. Four, thin, athletic beauties and her—a hog in a special-order, barely-fitting, off-the-shoulder slit. Upon receiving the photos, one of the women made a snide comment regarding the fact that Lucy was the closest of the group to the cake. A second woman followed up the comment with, “How appropriate.” The group laughed. All except for Lucy and Audrey.
Lucy snapped, shouting at her best friend and cursing her for convincing her to stay on as maid of honor, resulting in the disgusting photograph and embarrassment. She smashed her photo on the kitchen floor and stormed out of the house. The incident was never spoken of again and that night had been the last time she had spoken to Audrey.
The wedding, the party and the loss of Audrey lead to Lucy’s under-eating, running regime and her increasing temperament. The health change was a step in the right direction, as long as she didn’t eventually take it too far. But, her mental health was declining. She needed her friend. After all this time, Lucy had no idea how to even begin to reconnect.
She jogged down Handes Boulevard, passed the dog park and through the gate, into Gables Village Condos. Removing her ear pods, Lucy slowed to a stop, caught her breath and stretched. She ascended the two flights of stairs with ease, unlocked her door and entered her home. The sunlight fell below the horizon to the west, ending the day.
Hills Electric rested on a short cliffside, overlooking a large, commercial district in western L.A. The building was a marvel of silver and glass, standing five stories above the lot filled with rows of service vans and employee vehicles. Lucy’s new, white Volkswagen purred past the structure. It eased into a front parking space marked with her full name. She exited the shiny bug dressed to impress, in a tweed, slim dress, charcoal pumps and a cashmere scarf. The ensemble was exceedingly different from her gray sweats, white socks and black trainers, but retained the exact same color scheme. She gripped a tall latte as she carefully closed the door, straightened her dress and made her way to the wide, welcoming entrance.
Inside, her heels knocked at the thin carpet adding to the ambient sound of copy machines, key tapping and soft chatter. A young, chubby receptionist greeted her as she passed, “Morning, Lucy!”
Lucy barely looked at her. “Morning,” she replied with as little effort as possible. She approached her office door, took a proud look at her name etched in bronze and entered. Lucy tossed her purse onto an extra chair, rounded her desk and sat in the large, leather seat, sighing with satisfaction. A small, yellow post-it note on her monitor read, Go For The Goal, written in pen.
Raising her latte to her lips, Lucy almost choked when a knock came at her door. Tammy cracked the door and leaned inside. She was tall, slender and commanded the presence of a fourteenth-century dictator. She was in her early sixties and wore a striking, ruby-red skirt with a leopard-print top. Although beautiful, Tammy’s powerful aura and charismatic presence was frightening. “Nine-o-clock, conference room B,” she announced.
Before Lucy could answer, the door snapped closed. “On my way,” Lucy said to no one but herself. Tammy’s stomping heels faded from the door. The handsome clock on Lucy’s wall indicated seven-minutes-to-nine. She woke her computer, opened her email and glanced through about sixty messages that had poured in over the weekend.
One message in particular caught her attention. She didn’t recognize the address and the message was not sent from a Hills employee. Lucy never received mail from outside the company and she had never given her work email to anyone. She eyed it curiously. The subject simply read, “Hey.” Upon opening the email, Lucy’s eyes went wide. Her cup slipped from her hand, bounced off her knee and slapped against the floor. With a jerk, Lucy moved away from the spill, avoiding a stain on her shoes or dress. Brown coffee and white foam oozed onto the carpet as Lucy impatiently read the message. Her heart pounded in her chest as her eyes moved quickly, reading the short email again and again.
Hi Lucy. It’s Audrey. I hope you don’t mind, but I reached out to your Mom and she told me where you’re working now. Dale works for Cottage Springs, he said they often do work with your company. Your mom also told me that you got a promotion recently and took up running. Congrats :) Dale and I just did the Hollywood Hustle last month, you should join us for a run sometime! I miss you. Call me. We don’t have to talk about what happened. I just want my BFF back. Love you. Audrey.
A rush of conflicting emotions raced through Lucy’s entire body, making her ache with fear, excitement, sadness and joy all at once. After several seconds, relief washed over her like ice water. It was cooling but made her shiver with anxiety. She took a long, calming breath. Thank God, she thought. She didn’t have to wonder anymore how Audrey felt and thankfully, no longer carried the burden of making the first move. The wait was over. The stress was over. Now, all she had to do was respond. However, the thought of picking the time to respond made her shiver again.
Lucy glanced at her clock. Four minutes past nine. “Oh crap!” She exclaimed. She jumped from her seat, rushed through her door and headed down the hall.
Conference room B was spacious and opulent. A large, glass table, art deco light fixtures and full windows overlooking the cliff. However, the elegance of the room was thwarted by the atmosphere. Unamused frowns and despondent gazes filled the chairs on both sides of the table. Lucy sat upright and attentive in her seat. Tammy, sat at the head of the group. A stack of colored folders rested beside her oversized coffee mug. “Edmond,” Tammy said sharply. A man in a yellow tie looked up from his phone. “Have we heard anything regarding the bid on Del Rey Convention Center?” She asked.
Edmond looked stressed. He wiped a sleeve against his shiny forehead. “I called last week and left them a message. Cottage Springs is being flaky. The decision is between us and Wagon Electric. That I know.” Lucy’s ears perked up at the mention of Cottage Springs.
“Have you paid them a visit?” Tammy asked. “Showed your face? Talked to anyone in person? I can’t stress how important that is. That’s how Hills has always done it and how I used to do it back in the day. A good face-to-face relationship can win a bid far more effectively than a number can.” Edmond didn’t respond. Tammy grew irate. “That job is forty million and the only job you should be concerned with. Westside school district can take a seat for now. I’d love to see Del Rey Convention Center on the front page of our website next year. Please, please land us that contract!”
Edmond nodded, making no eye contact. “I’ll do it,” he said quietly.
“Please see that you do!” Tammy took a long breath. She pulled a violet folder from the top of her pile and tossed it to the center of the table. Her voice softened, changing the tone of the room. “Safety committee. Who wants it?” She asked. “David retired last month and it’s up for grabs.” Several voices around the table groaned painfully. Tammy eyed a man in a tan suit and brown tie. “Paul, I’m looking at you. You were an Osha inspector in Seattle, were you not?” She asked him.
“For three days as a fill-in.” Paul moaned. “Officially I was an administrator. I was never an inspector on paper.”
“You just volunteered. Take it,” Tammy ordered. Paul dropped his hand dramatically, onto the reflective surface and fussed under his breath as he took the folder. “Download my outline for managing safety committee correctly. I don’t need you mucking it up with your own useless ideas,” she ordered. A second, green folder was tossed in. This file was thicker, brimming with contents. “Permits.” Tammy snapped. “Cad department is overloaded with work, we need extra hands to drop off and pick up permits. Who wants it?” The groans repeated.
One man in a vest and button-up shirt clicked his tongue and claimed the folder. “I’ve got sitters waiting for Saint Joseph’s Hospital to start. They won't mind gophering for a bit, at least until March,” he said.
Tammy nodded. “Very good, Thomas. Thank you. Remember to only send your men for pick up and drop off when I tell you to. Not before and not after.” Thomas looked irritated but complied with a nod. Tammy took a blue folder in the pads of her fingers and rolled her eyes upon reading the label. She dropped it onto the glass and laid an open hand on the manilla file. She sighed, “I’m going to say two words that will make you all sick. If you favor vomiting, go right ahead. But…” She shook her head heavily. “Lemar insists on a stronger social structure in our branch and who am I to argue?”
Paul threw back his head and dropped his hand to the table with a smack. “Oh, God no!” He griped. Another man wretched with disgust.
“You guessed it,” Tammy murmured. “Team Building.”
Everyone but Lucy snorted, gagged, moaned or made a jerking gesture, in objection to the proposition.
A woman in a lavender pantsuit laughed, “God help whoever gets stuck with that one.”
Tammy slid the file to the center of the conference table. Everyone leaned backward, as if avoiding a terminal disease. “I know nobody wants it,” she said. “But who’s going to take it?” She searched the rows of eyes. None looked in her direction. “Team building events aren’t mandatory for all employees, but whomever takes charge of this had damn better be sure they get at least twenty percent of our branch to attend. Ausin had an attendance of fifteen percent, New York had seventeen and Chicago had nineteen.” Her eyes narrowed. “We will have twenty percent or more. I will not be outmatched by that prick, Donnivan in Chicago a second time,” Tammy spat. Everyone pretended to be distracted. Lucy’s eyes fixated on the blue file. Gears in her mind turned. “Who thinks they can do this?” Tammy asked.
Lucy remembered the words that had kept her going for the past year. The words she constantly repeated to herself and she had posted on her desktop. Go for the goal. She wouldn't climb to the top of the mountain by avoiding responsibilities and she had to prove she was worthy of the promotion she had just received. Without taking another second to think, Lucy stood, leaned over the table and took the file. “I’ll take it on,” she said boldly. The tension in the conference room released and so did the breaths of everyone present.
Paul clapped his hands together. “I think Lucy would be perfect for it. She’s the same age as seventy percent of our staff. She’s the demographic. She knows what’s in. Good show, Luc,” he praised with a sharp smile.
Tammy glared in Paul’s direction. “You would have said that to anyone, Paul. You’re just glad it didn’t end up in your lap.”
He gave a quick, agreeable nod. “You’re absolutely right,” he laughed. “Still, I was right about her age. I would have arranged a golf outing but only about five men in our office would have gone.”
The head of the table had no reason to disagree. She turned her overbearing eyes to Lucy. “This is important, Luc. We’re not in competition with other branches on this—but as far as I’m concerned, we are absolutely in competition with other branches on this. Find something everyone will want to do on a Saturday or Sunday. I’m not pulling anyone away from a workday for this. Ideally, something for charity. That would look fantastic in corporate’s eyes …and mine. Chicago did a scavenger hunt in a park district for heaven’s sake,” she sneered. “If you can somehow combine a team-building day with a fundraiser, you’ll have my praise but it’s not a requirement. Make it happen.”
“I will!” Lucy’s ponytail bounced. Her terrified lips lied with a grin. “You can count on me,” she said confidently, feeling no modicum of confidence at all.
The meeting continued as Lucy dwelled on her sudden, self-inflicted commitment. Volunteering was easy. Having the creativity to generate an idea, following it through and making it happen was a completely different challenge altogether.
The California daylight began to fade over Gables Village. Lucy stretched in her sweats as a muted news cast reporting sudden earthquakes on the westside of the city flashed on her TV. She clicked the television off, grabbed her phone and stepped out the front door. Descending the concrete steps, she pressed her ear pods in and took a few hops in her new, cloud shoes. The burn in her calf still ached and was becoming increasingly painful. After a quick thumb-massage, she started along her normal route.
One, fortunate side-effect of running she did not expect when she began, was the time to process. To live in her own head for an hour each day and to think deeply with minimal distractions. Tonight, all she could think about was the team-building assignment. She had spent the rest of the day researching team building for offices online and the same ten suggestions had popped up however she worded the search. Bingo, escape rooms, trivia nights and virtual murder mysteries were the typical go-to’s. Her choice had to be something fun, but also involve working together as a team to achieve some kind of objective. Also, something familiar. Nobody would want to attend an activity on a day off if it was weird, unusual or had to be explained to them. Frustration burned in Lucy’s chest. She teetered back and forth between cursing herself for taking it on and beefing up her confidence to deliver.
That night, Lucy took one last look at Audrey’s email on her phone. She had forwarded it to herself from the office. The anxiety returned. Reaching out to her best friend would definitely happen but she decided that tonight was not the time. Not under the pressure of her current predicament. One bridge at a time, she thought. She closed the app, clicked off her screen and crawled into bed. She did her best not to allow the pressures of life to keep her from much-needed sleep.
Lucy paced quickly from the elevator lobby to her office. Different outfit, same color combination. “Morning Lucy!” The receptionist called out, as she did every day. Dodging the only greeting she received on a daily basis, Lucy passed the front desk, rigid and sleep-deprived. As she neared the break room, Lucy faintly heard her name mentioned by a colleague, buried between coughs of laughter. She paused and listened. The voices continued, reflecting from the open, breakroom door.
“Well, if Tammy were a man I’d be convinced that Lucy slept her way to the top. She’s been here, what? Seven months?”
“We don’t know for sure Tammy isn’t a man.”
Laughter.
“Come on guys, we need to be a little more open-minded here. Especially in the world we live in today. Tammy could be a lesbian. That’s how Lucy made assistant branch!”
Harder laughter.
“She won’t last. Nobody has any respect for her. She’s a twenty-five-year-old kid. She probably took pics of herself naked in her shiny office on her first day to show off to her social media friends.”
“I wouldn’t mind seeing those!”
Chuckling.
Lucy seethed. She swung around the corner and stood in the open doorway. She glared at the group of three men. Upon seeing her, their smiles remained but their eyes displayed shock and surprise. “You assholes have somewhere to be?!” Lucy thundered. “Or does someone need to get down on their knees and unzip your pants to get you to do some damn work around here?” The men took their coffee mugs into their fists and filed out of the room. “I swear, if your small peckers weren’t constantly telling you to be dumbasses, the world would be a much better place! Hills should pay you in blowjobs, our stock would go up forty percent!” Lucy roasted with fury. The men dispersed and returned to their desks. Every pair of eyes in the giant room peeked over cubicle walls and in her direction. The entire office had heard Lucy’s outlash. Humiliation poured over her flesh like vinegar. She marched into her office and slammed the door.
Lucy roared behind her clenched teeth and kicked the wall. Once again, her first thought and reaction had betrayed her. She could have handled the situation differently. Far differently. Instead, she responded to sexual harassment with more sexual harassment and showed no guidance or leadership whatsoever, the way a supervisor would—the way a leader would. How was she supposed to get twenty percent of her branch to attend an office event on a day off if nobody respected her? Now, they’d certainly avoid team-building day altogether out of spite and resentment. She dropped her purse onto the extra chair and collapsed into her seat. Dark circles showed heavily below her eyes. Her tired body groaned from exhaustion.
She jumped when her door snapped open. Tammy entered and shut the boundary behind her. “October seventeenth and eighteenth,” she snapped. Quickly, Lucy rubbed her eyes and tucked her disheveled hair behind her ears, attempting to hide signs of fatigue. “Did you hear me?” Tammy asked.
“Yes,” Lucy responded. “October seventeenth and eighteenth. I heard.”
“We are losing those days,” Tammy said sternly. A hint of aggravation scratched in her throat.
“Losing?” She asked.
Tammy gripped her large mug of caffeine with polished fingernails “It’s a Thursday and a Friday. Timber Property Management is kicking us out of the building for some sprinkler-code, violation inspection. No one is allowed on the property but we still have to pay everyone,” she huffed. “I need you to send out an email informing everyone that they are off. If they need to get any work done, it will have to be from home.”
“Oh,” Lucy said, surprised. She opened her digital calendar and observed the days to confirm.
Tammy turned on her heel. “Let everyone know by the end of the week.”
“I will,” Lucy assured.
“This is going to kill us,” Tammy exaggerated under her breath. She left the office. The door knocked closed.
Lucy took a large, drawn-out breath, collecting her thoughts. She opened her email. More junk notices. She scrolled through them and stopped, staring stoically at Audrey’s message. Opening it again, she read it for the hundredth time. However, this time a little bell went off in her head when she read the words, Hollywood Hustle.
Curiously, Lucy searched Los Angeles fun runs and was presented with a rich and abundant list. Schedules filled her screen with sprints, runs, trots and walks with dates ranging from the upcoming weekend, all the way to December of the following year. She scrolled up the list to mid-October and found a thought-provoking listing, October 17th, Culver City Race To Feed The Hungry. Admission price: Free entry. Locally sponsored.
Lucy threw open her file cabinet, pulled the blue folder, laid it flat on her desk and stared at the label, Team Building. Questions and ideas churned in her head. Finishing off her coffee, she stood, left her office and made her way to the break room. It was welcoming and empty. No obnoxious men. Lucy brewed a fresh cup, stepped through the doorway and looked out over the sea of cubicles. She observed her colleagues closely. Specifically, their physical fitness. Most of the team appeared healthy enough to take part in an athletic venture. All except for the receptionist. Lucy glanced over at the front desk from across the office floor and took a swig of hot coffee. Brimming with inquiry, she approached the reception desk. “Barb?” Lucy addressed her quietly and attentively.
Barbara was startled, almost dropping her bundle of shipping labels. “Lucy! Hi! What can I do for you?” Her beaming smile resembled the clerk’s at the shoe store.
Lucy rested her coffee on the high edge of the desk and rested her elbows. “I want to apologize for earlier,” Lucy lied. “You said good morning to me but I don’t think I responded. I swear I said Good morning back, but it may not have come out verbally.” Her grin was as fake as cardboard.
“Oh,” Barbara exclaimed. She nervously fumbled with the labels, fastening them together with a binder clip and setting them aside. “Not a problem at all! It’s my job to meet, greet and repeat but it’s not a requirement for others to greet back!” Her voice was bubbly and almost sickeningly effervescent.
“I have kind of a personal question for you, if that’s ok.” Lucy inquired.
“Oh? Shoot!” Barbara encouraged.
Leaning in closely, Lucy asked, “Have you ever done a fun run, a walk or any kind of race for a cause, or even just for recreation?”
Barbara’s face lit up even brighter. “Oh, absolutely! I did the Seaside Stroll last April with my choir group and earlier this year, Tracy, Justine and I did the Baldwin Bustle at the scenic overlook!”
“Tracy and Justine from our billing department?” Lucy asked.
“Oh yes!” She replied. “The run was a benefit for cats with muscular dystrophy.” Her brow narrowed. “Can you believe nobody gives money to causes like that?! Poor things.” Barbara’s beam returned. “But, Tracy, Justine and I did our part …despite all the aches and pains. Nothing compared to what those poor little kitties go through, though.”
Lucy ignored the nauseating cause. “So, would you say …hypothetically, that most of our office would participate in a run if something like that were arranged?” She asked.
“Why?” Barb’s expression emitted rays of sunshine. “Are we going to do one?!”
“Not quite yet, officially.” Lucy said. “I’m just gathering information for the possibility.” Barbara nodded excitedly. “But you are sure that most of the office would be capable of a run? A short one?” She asked.
Barb cocked her head to the side with a grin. “Lucy, this is L.A. Everybody runs.”
Lucy nodded, thanked Barbara for her time and returned to her office. She now had all the information she needed. Unable to help herself, she read through Audrey’s email again. Another name snatched her attention. Cottage Springs, she thought. A second idea presented itself. Grabbing her phone, Lucy unblocked Audrey, unlocking a never-ending stream of texts that had accumulated over the past year. She ignored them, opened a new message field and drafted a text. Her thumbs moved like lightning. Audrey, I miss you too. Everything is water under the bridge at this point. Listen, would you and Dale be interested in a fun run coming up? October 17 Culver City Race To Feed The Hungry. Dale can invite anyone from his office to go. My company is hosting. She read through every word carefully and tapped send. Lucy placed the phone on her desk with the screen left on, hoping for a quick response.
After two anxious minutes, a text appeared. Sounds great! Dale says yes. He will send the word out.
In her excitement, Lucy scribed another message, pushing her plan even further. Does Dale know anything about the Del Ray Convention Center account? Is he involved in it at all? She sent the text without hesitation and waited. Immediately, Audrey responded.
Oh yeah. He talks about it all the time. Why?
Lucy sat back in her leather chair and a crooked smile crept across her lips . She took a sinister sip of coffee. A plan formulated in the depths of her mind. A disgustingly-wonderful, terrible plan.
One week later, Lucy entered her building with a confidence and attitude she had not before possessed as assistant branch manager of Hills Electric. She stepped off the elevator and beamed as she passed the reception desk. “Morning Barbara!” She hailed before Barb could open her large mouth.
“Good Morning, Lucy!” Barbara clamored happily.
Lucy passed her office and approached the tall, oak door leading into Tammy’s dungeon. Under her arm, she held two files, the team-building folder and a second, red file stuffed thickly with documents and drawings. Without knocking, she snapped open the door and announced “Meeting. Conference room B. As soon as you can.” Before Tammy could speak, Lucy shut the door and made her way to the meeting room. She readied her presentation, at the head of the table. She sat, placed the files meticulously before her and rested her tall, double latte on the spotless glass.
Flustered, Tammy entered the room and approached the table. “What’s happening? What’s wrong?” She barked with disgruntled panic.
“Absolutely nothing,” Lucy said brightly. Her supervisor just stared at her, bewildered. “This will only take a minute.” Lucy gestured to a nearby chair.
Tammy ignored the invitation. “I have a lot going on today, what’s the problem?” She snapped.
Lucy lifted her coffee. “No problem at all, Tammy. In fact, I’d say we have the opposite of a problem.” The titan just stared. “Would you like to hear why?” Lucy asked. She realized she was displaying hefty doses of smug complacency but was ignorant to her appearance due to searing confidence. Tammy crossed her arms and lifted her brow, humoring her assistant.
Opening the blue folder, Lucy read from a leaflet. The flier for the fun run was colorful and eye-catching. She began, “Our team-building day will be October seventeenth in Culver City.” She placed the flier before Tammy. “It is a fun run and it is a charity event. It’s a 15k. Roughly nine miles.”
Tammy took a step closer and looked down her nose at the leaflet, displaying flat indifference. She almost scoffed. “Nobody will go for this,” she complained. “You think everyone is going to want to run nine miles when they could be at home, beginning a four-day weekend? You’ll never get twenty percent of our branch to attend.” She looked up from the leaflet. Her patience grew even thinner. “I have matters to attend to. Is that all?” 
“You are right about that,” Lucy said. “I did not get twenty percent of our branch to attend.”
“Then why are you wasting my time?!” Tammy barked.
“I got eighty-nine percent of our branch to attend,” Lucy announced.
“Eighty nine?” Tammy asked. Her pencil-thin eyebrows rose.
Lucy pulled a stack of papers from the blue folder and tapped them on the glass table. “Fifty-two employees of Hills Electric L.A. branch, signed up, processed and confirmed through the event website itself,” she glowed.
“How did you get fifty-two to sign up?” Tammy asked.
Lucy shrugged and laid the stack flat on the table. “I just …made it happen,” she whispered matter-of-factly. “Oh, and the event is free so there is no cost to the company, with the exception of paying the staff for that day and Friday, which was happening anyway.” She slid the stack in Tammy’s direction. “Everyone will show up to the event on Thursday morning and pose for a photo in their running gear. A showy post for our social media. Show Chicago a thing or two, huh?”
Tammy took it all in. Frustration returned to her expression. “Ok, fine. You arranged team-building day. Congratulations,” she spat sarcastically. “But I have bigger things going on today, bigger than office social structure. So, if you’ll excuse me…” Tammy started for the door.
Lucy called out as Tammy departed, “Bigger things like Hills losing the Del Rey Convention Center bid?”
Tammy stopped in her tracks, spun around and approached her assistant furiously. “How the hell did you know that?” She bellowed.
“Hills didn’t lose the convention center bid. Edmond lost the convention center bid,” Lucy said.
Confusion danced across Tammy’s face. “I don’t understand.”
Lucy gestured to the seat a second time. “I wasn’t finished with my presentation. It’ll just be another minute,” she said with conviction. Tammy sat slowly and folded her long fingers. Her full attention was focused on the head of the table. Lucy dropped her index finger on the stack of registration sheets. “Not only will fifty-two employees of Hills be attending the event, but twenty-seven employees of Cottage Springs Construction will be attending as well.” Tammy’s face went red with arousal. Lucy continued, “Of those twenty-seven, a Dale Matthews will be there, assistant to Jeff McAlroy, their branch head. You may know him?”
Tammy was paralyzed with astonishment. She nodded slightly. “Yes. Jeff and I go way back. He’s with Cottage Springs now?” She asked.
“He is,” Lucy beamed. “And he still remembers you. In fact, Dale said he spoke very fondly of you when they spoke.” She leaned forward. “Hills had the lowest bid by under a million for the convention center. They don’t want Wagon Electric, but on the other hand they don’t want our boy, Edmond either.”
“Why not?” Tammy asked.
“You said it yourself last week,” Lucy explained. “He doesn’t show face, he barely called, he never took anyone from Cottage out to lunch... Jeff wants to decide on us but he wants someone to handle this job that he’s dealt with before. Someone he knows. They’re almost considering going with an out of state contractor.” Lucy looked Tammy closely, in the eye. “If you show face at this event and mingle with Jeff, Dale and the rest of Cottage, I’d say we have a damn good shot at landing that job, same day. Just tell them that you personally, have taken over Edmond’s bid and will oversee the job as project manager. After that, you can hand the project off to anyone here you trust to get it done.”
Tammy just stared, awestruck.
“So,” Lucy said. She took the heavy, red folder into her hands. “This is the bid for Del Rey Convention Center. The job is likely ours if the right person is interested.” Lucy slapped it onto the table in front of Tammy and smiled. “Who wants it?”
Lucy floated back to her office across the carpeted floor like a Goddess with her coffee in hand and the blue folder under her arm. She had not only hit a hole-in-one with the team-building assignment, she had potentially landed the biggest job Hills Electric had ever placed a bid on. Sending that response to Audrey had been the best move she had ever made, socially and professionally. Audrey’s husband, Dale awarded Lucy contacts with Cottage Springs nobody in her company could have ever dreamed of.
However, her current silver lining did come with a stormcloud. In her gut, she knew that she had used her friend for professional gain. And the process by which she convinced her fifty-two colleagues to sign up for the fun run, was based on a horrid and barbarous lie.
Days ago, instead of telling her branch they had the two days off as she was instructed to, she told them the company agreed to give them Friday off if they attended the event on Thursday. She also told them to sign up for the run themselves and to submit a confirmation that they had done so—or work from home both days as an alternative because of the inspection.
The move made Lucy sick with regret if she thought about it too much, so she pushed it out of her head. She was sure nobody would find out about the lie and Lucy’s actions were done for the good of the company. It didn’t matter if she had to pull some shady strings to get it done. She went for the goal and made it happen, just as she had promised to herself and to Tammy.
End of day neared. Lucy began wrapping up, placing files away and going through the last of her emails. She looked forward to her afternoon run. The worried and stress-filled thoughts that bustled through her mind while out on her trail all week would today, be replaced by assurance and accomplishment. She smiled as she locked her file cabinet and closed the digital windows of her desktop. As she did, she noticed a flashy news report pop up on the blog of her search engine. The image showed police setting up blockades in a rural district of the city. The caption read, Mini Earthquakes Continue On Southwest Side.
Unexpectedly, Lucy’s door opened. This time, it opened slowly. Tammy sauntered into the room with the race leaflet in her fingers and her arms crossed. Lucy tore her attention away from the earthquake report and focused on her supervisor. “Yes?” She responded attentively. Tammy did not speak. She waltzed slowly over to the chair across from Lucy, dusted off her skirt and took a seat. She crossed her legs and subjectively examined the details of Lucy’s face. The assistant grew nervous, tension danced in the air.
Tammy spoke, “Months ago, before your ascension to management, I overheard you speaking to one of your fellow employees. The employee, whom I will leave nameless, wanted to blame company guidelines for an injury to one of our electricians on an incident report. Do you remember this instance?”
Lucy’s face went white. “Yes,” she choked.
Tammy continued, “If we’re being truthful, that injury was a direct result of poor policy and was later changed. You, on the other hand, ignored the honest decision and filed the mishap under, Misuse of materials by company installer, resulting in the termination of that electrician.” Lucy was cold with angst. She swallowed hard in her throat. “You used the words, I’d let a hundred people go before I allow an investigation to shit-tank this branch.” The tension thickened as Tammy brushed her hands across the fabric of her skirt and rested her elbows on the arms of her chair. “Now, I didn’t let something like that hinder my decision to promote you. In fact, it became the very reason you’re sitting in that chair today.” Lucy remained silent, the pressure in her chest eased. “I get it,” Tammy said. “This business is dog-eat-dog and women in positions such as ours do not have the advantages most men have. We need to keep a few cards hidden under the table to stay in the game.” She tapped a finger against her head. “We have to use our brains. Something I haven’t seen a man in this business do in four decades,” she laughed. Lucy thought of the three idiots in the breakroom. She couldn't help but agree. Tammy's amusement faded. “God knows I’ve performed some …unethical tasks to get ahead. Tasks I did not regret and I do not regret now. Hills Electric is better for it and I’m still standing.” Her brow raised. “You do know what I’m saying, do you not?” Tammy asked.
Lucy swallowed again. “I do.”
Tammy shot an icy stare of omnipotence. “I know what you did, Luc.” Her words were soft but felt like a hammer. “I know that you didn’t tell the staff about the closed days and I know how you got a staggering eighty-nine percent of our staff to agree to attend on October seventeenth.”
Lucy’s mouth opened. An excuse began to roll off her tongue, “I didn’t think you—”
“Oh, come now, Lucy,” she interrupted with a dark chuckle. “You sent the emails out to the entire team, you really didn’t think I would intercept one of them?” Lucy sighed, conceding. “Your mind was in the right place but you forgot about one imposing variable that could bring your elaborate ruse to the ground,” Tammy explained.
“What variable?” Lucy asked.
“Me,” Tammy said. “Pulling a hat-trick you can get away with is one thing …getting caught is a completely different matter altogether. And the heat from it falls on both of us.” Lucy didn’t move but her eyes conveyed crystal-clear understanding. Tammy continued, “Corporate doesn’t know about the closed days and I’m going to leave it that way. We will go about October seventeenth and the eighteenth as you presented to me today and no one will be the wiser.” Lucy eased with the calming warmth of relief. “But,” Tammy stipulated. She pointed the pamphlet directly at Lucy’s nose. “...the next time you decide to pull another scheme and drape the wool over the eyes of our branch and our superiors …you be damn sure to let me in on it first!” She ordered.
Lucy’s tail bounced. “Yes ma’am,” she complied.
Tammy nodded upon the agreement and eased back into the seat. She glanced at the race flier. “Question about the race,” she changed the subject.
“Question?” Lucy chirped.
“Culver City Race For The Hungry,” she read out loud, lifting her eyes. “Whom is the race benefiting and why is there no admission donation?” Tammy questioned.
Lucy shrugged and remembered the description from the listing. “It’s locally sponsored,” she cited.
Awkward silence drifted. “Hm,” Tammy snorted. “Well, as long as it alludes to charity on the header, our team-building activity is still miles ahead of a dreadfully poor-conceived scavenger hunt.” She tossed the leaflet on Lucy’s desk. The subject shifted again. “Jeff McAlroy will be attending the event as well,” Tammy announced. “But, not to run. He and I will be at Lumetti’s, a coffee club a block away from the starting line of the race. We will catch up, mingle, perhaps he’ll mention any further work he plans to send down the pipeline, after the convention center.”
“Sounds great,” Lucy concurred.
Tammy extended a strong finger. “I want you to stay glued to Dale Matthews. Talk with him, get to know him. I want you side-by-side with him during the entire run.” She cracked a smirk. “If you can keep up,” she added.
“Oh, I can keep up,” Lucy said confidently.
“Good.” Tammy stood. “Start training. I want Dale to see you go nine miles without breaking a sweat. A metaphorical example regarding the integrity of this company,” she said sternly. “Oh, and email me your bib number before the race so I can track your progress from the coffee bar. Meet us there after you cross the finish line with Dale.” Tammy turned, knocked her heels against the floor on the way to the door and yanked it open. Lucy dropped her limbs to her sides, flopped her head against the back of the leather chair and melted with reprieve. “Oh, and Lucy,” Tammy squawked suddenly.
Lucy jerked her head forward and corrected her posture. “Yes, ma’am.”
Tammy’s eyes moved over Lucy’s face again. She gave a miniscule but satisfying smile. “Good show, girl,” she said with a hidden dash of praise. Tammy stepped out of the office. The door shut behind her with a hollow thud.
Lucy’s head returned to the leather and she exhaled for what seemed like minutes. The stress oozed from her body and a tingling excitement swelled from the back of her mind. The lie was out, at least to her supervisor. To Lucy, her supervisor’s opinion was the only one that mattered. Now, the lie was on Tammy, alleviating Lucy from guilt and accountability. It was over, and Lucy would be sure not to underestimate her boss again. Nor her infidelity. Still, Tammy didn’t know the whole truth. She didn’t know that she had known Dale for seven years and even attended his wedding as maid of honor. She was relieved Tammy didn’t know that. Lucy wanted her to think she had made those contacts herself, without a pre-existing relationship. Get to know him, Lucy thought, mocking Tammy with a laugh. Already done. Now all she had to do was train for nine miles without stopping, keep everyone in line during the event and let Tammy reel in the convention center. Culver City’s Race To Feed The Hungry would be the greatest thing to happen to Lucy and to Hills Electric for a long, long time.
The morning of the race, Lucy woke sore and stiff. She had pushed herself to the max over the last seven weeks without a day to rest. No breaks, she thought, twisting from side to side and bending over to touch her toes without bending her knees. She took her phone from the nightstand and noticed a missed text from Audrey. The line simply read, I have news. Tell you at the race :) Lucy’s lips twisted with inquiry but the smiley face assured her the news was nothing adverse.
She shot a message back, See you there! Dropping the phone to the bed, Lucy undressed and jumped in the shower.
​Her footsteps made the path of a pinball as she rushed from the bedroom, the living room, the bathroom and back to the bedroom, frantic not to forget anything she needed or had to do before she left. She pinned on her bib, laced her progress chip tightly to her shoes, fastened her pouch and stood in front of the mirror. Her bright trainers contrasted the thin, white tank top and tight, black leggings. During the past several weeks of being reunited with Audrey, Lucy was encouraged to add more color to her wardrobe. The advice fell on deaf ears. The shoes are enough, Lucy thought. She grabbed her keys, stuffed her wallet into her pouch and left the condo. Her white bug purred to life, sped out of the lot and bounded south, headed for the event.
​Culver City was a bustle of activity. Runners from every corner of L.A. were massed into groups, meeting up with friends and taking leave from loved ones who dropped them off or accompanied them to the start. Every coffee house, bar and restaurant was filled with spouses, family members and friends who would track their athlete’s progress from their phones as they ate, drank and visited. The crew members running the event stood at attention near street-dividers, rows of traffic cones and the giant, inflatable starting arch colored loudly in blue and red.
Lucy found her coworkers and joined the group. Barbara was the first to greet her, just like at the office. Edmond, Paul, Thomas, Tracy and Justine were there, along with the three obnoxious men Lucy had cursed out. Everyone who had signed up had shown and Lucy found it difficult to think of anyone working for her branch that wasn’t bibbed, laced up and accounted for. After a quick head count, Lucy gathered the group and snapped a photo. Barbara and an intern from billing held a banner stretched across the smiling faces reading, Hills Electric printed in gold lettering. Lucy grinned as she texted the image to Tammy with an attached message, Take that, Chicago! Lucy beamed with pride. She checked the time. 24 minutes until start.
Her phone chimed as a text was returned from Tammy, Fantastic. Have you located Dale and his team yet? Lucy felt a tinge of anxiety as she lifted her eyes from her screen and searched the crowds for Audrey and her husband.
Suddenly, in the height of the commotion, the ground began to vibrate as a low hum resonated from below the street. Car alarms from every surrounding lot began to chirp, howl and honk. Surprised cries erupted from the thousands of people, followed by a frightening silence. The ground steadied and the rumbling stopped. Every runner stood awkwardly with eyes on the crew who showed absolutely no reaction to the disturbance and continued to man their posts. The chatter swelled, several laughs rang out and the noise from the crowds returned to normal volume.
“I guess that was one of the quakes we’ve been hearing about all month! Talk about kicking off with a bang, huh?!” Paul said jovially.
“Is that going to happen during the race?” Barbara asked concerningly. Unease loomed in the eyes of several colleagues.
“I’m sure the function staff have a safety procedure for if that happens. It was most likely just a tremor!” Lucy assured her team. She had no idea what she was talking about. Who knew if the staff had a contingency plan for earthquakes. And Lucy didn’t know a tremor from a tremble. Distress lingered on Barbara’s face as the rest of the Hills employees went back to bright conversation and cackling laughter.
Lucy’s phone dinged again, Tell me they are not canceling the race. I will be absolutely livid if today is canceled or postponed! The text from Tammy made Lucy shiver. She stared at her phone, praying the seismic activity stayed dormant and the day went on, as planned. She checked her last message from Audrey and glanced around the crowd, searching for her face.
Abruptly, her heart jumped into her throat as a pair of strong hands grabbed her shoulders from behind and shook her playfully. “Bla! It’s another earthquake! Get under a doorway!” A familiar voice shouted in jest. Lucy spun around and saw Dale in a white athletic shirt, bib and running shorts. His group from Cottage Springs had followed him. They poured into Lucy’s already sizable gang. “What’s up, Luc?!” Dale greeted her excitedly. “I barely recognized you. You look fantastic! —Er,” he choked. Dale suddenly remembered he was in front of the Hills staff and glanced around for Tammy. He quickly changed his tone from genial to formal, offering his hand. “I mean, It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lucy. It’s wonderful to finally speak in person.”
Lucy shook his hand, smiling from ear to ear. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too, Dale.” She almost laughed from the charade.
Dale was in on Lucy’s predicament and attempted to play along as best as he could. He gave her an impartial wink. Giving in to the excitement and tugged her close, wrapping his arms around her. “It’s so good to see you again,” he whispered. His voice was kind and genuine.
“You too,” Lucy returned the affection. “Where’s Audrey?” She asked.
He jerked his head around and searched behind him. “She was just with me a minute ago.”
From an unexpected direction, Audrey came running toward them in a floral, crew neck blouse, yellow yoga pants and hot pink wedges that clacked against the pavement. A striped tote bag hung from her shoulder. Hardly the attire for running a race. “I’m so sorry! I ran into a woman I know from my gym!” She exclaimed. Audrey threw her arms out and opened her mouth wide with elation upon seeing Lucy. “Aaahh! You look so thin!” She screamed excitedly. The reunited pair hugged long and hard, tilting the embrace from side to side. “I missed you so much,” Audrey growled. Dale gave Lucy a pat on the back and moved into the group of Hills employees, introducing himself and shaking hands.
“I missed you too,” Lucy said to her best friend. She sighed, “I’m so sorry.”
Audrey released the hug and gave Lucy a stern but affable eye. “No! No. I’m sorry. And we’ll leave it at that. Ok?”
Lucy nodded and the pair hugged again. Audrey brought her lips to Lucy’s ear and whispered softly, “I’m pregnant.” They both leaned backward and shared a look of frenzied thrill. Audrey glowed wildly and hopped up and down, her wedges slapping the street. “We knew eight weeks ago but just couldn’t wait until the twelfth ‘mester to tell you!” She exclaimed. Dale returned and stood beside his wife, grinning with the pride of a future father.
“That’s wonderful!” Lucy feigned jubilation. She was happy for Audrey but when applied personally, the idea of having a baby was career and social suicide. In addition, Lucy hated kids. She had always felt awkward around them. She continued her act, “I’m so happy for you! I guess that explains the outfit.” She gestured to Audrey’s getup.
Acrimony fell upon Audrey’s expression. “I wanted to run the race today!” She slapped the back of her hand against her husband’s chest. “This one said it would be too much strain on the baby!” She shouted bitterly.
Dale placed an easing hand on Audrey’s shoulder and addressed Lucy, “We decided not to take any chances. There’ll be plenty of time for running after the birth,” he said calmly.
“Like hell!” His wife barked. “I’ll be home with the baby all day while you work!”
He smirked. “You can run with the baby. We’ll get you one of those jogging strollers with the monster truck wheels,” he half-joked.
Audrey contended, “I’ve been a fitness junkie my whole life! You can’t expect me to just sit and bloat for nine months!” They continued to lightly argue.
Lucy’s ringtone sounded furiously. The name Tammy flashed across the screen of her phone. “Oh shit!” She coughed. Lucy answered, covering her opposite ear to block out additional noise. “Tammy, sorry I—,” she started.
“When I text you, you answer! Right then and then! Do you understand?!” Tammy’s voice scratched through the speaker like rusty nails.
“Yes, ma’am,” Lucy replied.
“Now, is the race still on and have you met up with Dale?” She asked.
“Everything is taken care of. As far as I know the race is still a go and Dale and his team are here,” Lucy assured.
“Good! Remember, Lumetti’s after the race. You and Dale. Got it?” Tammy asked.
“Got it.” Lucy heard the call-ended toll and dropped her phone to her side, exhaling through pursed lips and puffed cheeks.
Audrey remarked on the minimal event signage and lack of local business logos, “So this is strange, huh?”
“What’s strange?” Lucy asked.
“No entry fee, no cause. I thought this was a race to feed the needy? What’s the charity?” Audrey wondered loudly.
Lucy repeated, “It’s locally sponsored.”
“By who?” Audrey chuckled with sincerity. “Usually sponsors print their names all over these damn things.” Now that the issue was dragged so vigorously out into the open, Lucy began to wonder the same thing. They both stared up at one, large banner that simply read, Culver City Race To Feed The Hungry with no tagline, benefit, organization or sponsorship. The discovery was baffling and inescapably daunting.
From the starting line, the sound of an ear-piercing horn reverberated through the crowded streets. Dale clapped his hands together and turned to the group. “That’s our cue to move to the start, everyone! Let’s go!” He howled.
His wife gave him a warm hug. “Have fun,” she said to him. “I’ll be at Shakers, at the bar.” She pointed to a nearby tavern.
“No wine,” he ordered. Raising his brow.
Audrey ignored him. “And don’t get competitive!” She added. “Remember, you have to stay with Lucy the whole run,” she implored. Another stipulation they graciously stuck to for Lucy’s sake. Dale smiled, nodded and kissed his wife.
“Audrey, you’re ok with Dale and I doing this without you?” Lucy inquired. “It’s not too awkward, just the two of us?” She was surprised to find herself expressing actual empathy. But she also knew Audrey wouldn’t raise an objection.
“Nah!” Audrey gave a dismissive wave. “Dale’s cheated on me lots of times,” she said. Dale’s face hardened with vexation, glaring at his wife.
Shocked and disturbed, Lucy’s eyes shifted between the couple. “Seriously?” She asked honestly.
“No!” Audrey laughed. She glanced at Dale. “I’d kill him!” Raising her hand, she pressed a firm finger against his chin. “...Slowly,” she growled.
Lucy and Audrey hugged and the crowd of 79 contractors herded through the streets to the starting post. Lucy and Dale stood side-by-side, packed together among thousands of sprinters, runners, trotters and walkers as the timer counted down from 60 seconds. Competitors were lined up twenty-bodies-thick from the post, stretching back a full, five, city blocks. Dale turned to Lucy and flashed a judgemental eye. “Did you train for this? If you didn’t, It’s too late now!” He bantered.
Lucy scoffed, “Did I train for this?” She returned the trash-talk. “We’ll just see if you can keep up. I’ll slow down for you when you straggle behind after the second mile.”
“Oh, I can keep up,” he cracked. They both laughed.
The horn erupted and the runners poured from under the nylon arch and down the blocked-off street. A sea of colorful polyester, white bibs and beating shoes flowed down the gray pavement as cheers rang out from onlookers and supporters from the sidelines. Lucy kept up her pace, thoughtfully managing her breaths. Three steps to inhale and three steps to exhale, just as she had done for over a year. Dale looked as though he was putting in no effort at all. His breathing during cardio looked the same as when he was rested. He grinned and picked up his pace playfully, leaving Lucy several feet behind. Lucy’s competitive nature kicked into high gear. She pushed herself into a sprint to pass him.
Suddenly, Lucy felt a dagger drive deep into her calf and twist. She screamed, fell forward and plummeted into Dale. His ankle twisted, his tibia buckled and his knee dislocated, sending the core of his weight straight to the ground. Lucy hit the pavement, helplessly massaging her calf with her fingers. The pain only amplified. Dale turned to a seated position and straightened his leg, popping his knee back into place with a yelp of agony followed by a soothing breath of relief. Racers attempted to dodge the injured couple as some of them tripped and staggered over them. The pair dragged themselves off the street, over the curb and onto the sidewalk as the thick flow of runners continued their normal traffic pattern.
“Are you ok?!” Dale asked with alarm.
“Shit!” Lucy shouted, pressing the corner of her fist into her muscle, attempting to rub the pain away. “Shit, shit shit!”
“Feels like a corkscrew?” Dale inquired.
“Yeah.” She gasped with pain, “Dammit!”
“It’s a muscle strain. You won’t be able to finish the race,” he said.
Lucy exploded, “I have to! My boss is tracking me with the stupid app!” She dropped her face into her hands, crushed by discouragement. Dale leaned back, resting his hands on the concrete and his legs extended, inhaling and exhaling deeply. His knee throbbed. Lucy lifted her head and dropped her hands to her lap, glancing at Dale’s injured leg. “What about you?” She asked.
“Knee dislocation,” he said. “I can’t finish the race either. My leg is going to swell up like a melon. Happens every few years or so. Ortho says I have high kneecaps. They shift if I turn funny, twist my ankle…” Dale looked directly at Lucy. “Or if someone slams into me.” He smiled.
“I’m sorry!” Lucy shouted, irate.
“I’m kidding!” He shouted back. “Well …I’m kidding about the blaming you for intentionally ruining the race part but in all seriousness, this was definitely your fault.” He grinned again.
Lucy’s face went red with enmity. She seethed with outrage. “You have no idea what’s riding on this race today for me, Dale! My supervisor is going to have my ass if I don’t—”
Dale lifted a settling hand, stopping her. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. I’m not your enemy, Luc. The situation is, and that cannot be controlled. And you’re supposed to be getting on my good side today, remember? Stay with Dale? Feel him out? Get to know him,” he reminded her.
Lucy growled through her teeth, forced into reasonability. “I already know you,” she said stubbornly.
He nodded dramatically. “That you do!”
Her face twisted. “How is it that you can be so laid back about this? You hold the same title as mine. Isn’t your boss up your butt about today, too?” She asked.
Dale spoke coolly, “I’m so laid back because I know that when tonight comes, you and I are going to walk away from today in fantastic shape. Not physically, of course.” He referred to their injuries. Lucy wondered if that was a clue regarding the convention center bid. She felt a hint of excitement. Dale spoke again. “And no, my boss is never up my butt,” he answered. “I wouldn’t work for him if he was.”
Lucy’s mental train shifted tracks. “Isn’t Jeff tracking you, too?”
He scoffed, “No. He’s my supervisor, not a dictator.”
Lucy’s forehead wrinkled. “What happens when he finds out you fell out of the run?”
“You act like I should be afraid of him, Luc,” Dale said. “I run my branch as assistant head and Jeff trusts me to do so. Let alone a company outing.” He noticed the look of internal struggle on her face. “Don’t you?”
Lucy found herself opening up. “Aren't you worried about screwing up? Making a mistake? Making a decision he wouldn’t make?” She asked, painfully honestly. Her strife with Tammy was now bare naked in front of him.
“Making mistakes is part of growth,” he said. “And my boss didn’t promote a clone of himself, he promoted me. I run my office with Jeff’s guidance. If he doesn’t like the way I do things he’ll replace me and if he promoted the wrong person, that’s on him,” Dale explained. “A manager’s job is to train, teach and guide. Their branch should function so well that it continues to succeed and earn a profit in their inevitable disappearance. Tammy is going to retire one day and it’s likely that you will be her predecessor.”
Lucy’s mind processed. She had never once thought about becoming head of her own branch. The idea drew her to panic. She spoke quietly and earnestly, “If Tammy disappeared, the whole L.A. branch of Hills Electric would come crashing down.”
“Then she has done you all a terrible disservice,” Dale said. Lucy just stared between her legs and to the surface of the sidewalk, pondering. He gave her a few long seconds to process what he had just told her before pointing toward a street corner, two blocks away. “You think you can limp all the way to Shaker’s?” he asked. “Audrey is probably on her second glass of I’m going to kill her with my bare hands by now.”
“Yeah,” Lucy groaned. She leaned forward and steadied herself on one leg, standing. Dale did the same. They braced against one another and the two runners hobbled on two uninjured legs, down the crowded sidewalk and to the tavern. They hopped through the entrance.
Audrey noticed them from the bar. “Oh my God!” She exclaimed. She ran over and helped them to two, empty stools, giving up her stool in the process. “What happened?” She asked as they sat.
“Oh.” Dale answered, “Lucy pushed me down, trying to cross the finish line first and I blew my kneecap out.” Audrey slapped him on the shoulder, in light of his tasteless joke. Quickly, Dale noticed a wide margarita glass filled with dark red liquid and a thin straw. It rested beside Lucy and the stool Audrey had been sitting in. He pointed at it, the pitch of his voice heightened, “What’s that?”
“It’s pomegranate juice,” Audrey answered flatly.
“Oh yeah?” He interrogated, “You sure there’s no rum in that?”
She took the glass and teased him with it, keeping it away from slow, playful minimal-effort swipes with his grabbing hand. His suspicion grew into irritation. “Seriously, Audrey. Is that alcohol?”
Audrey slapped the glass in front of him and slid it under his nose. “It’s pomegranate juice, asshole. Drink it!” She demanded, annoyed with his distrust.
Dale took a sip. “Oh wow. It is pomegranate juice. I’m proud of you, hun.” She rolled her eyes. He sipped again, then chugged it right from the glass.
She asked Lucy, “So, are you both ok?
Lucy moaned, “I pulled a muscle and knocked him over thirty seconds into the race.”
“Isn’t your boss tracking your chip?” Audrey questioned with concern.
“Yeah, but …I’ll deal with that when the time comes,” she answered.
Audrey kicked off her wedges and slid them against the foot of the bar. “Give me your shoes,” she ordered, motioning to Lucy’s feet.
“What do you mean?” Lucy asked, confused.
Dale knew exactly what his wife meant. “Uh, yeah. What the hell do you mean?” He asked angrily.
“I’m running the race for Lucy,” she said boldly. She whipped off her blouse, exposing a bright, yellow sports bra. “I want to do this. I can do this and there is noth—”
Dale stood and raised his voice, cutting her sentence short, “No you’re not!”
Audrey continued, pointing a finger at his face, “...And there is nothing you can do to stop me! My OB-GYN told me that running is perfectly healthy during the first trimester and you are just being paranoid! I want to do this and I owe it to Lucy for what happened at my bridal party last year.”
Lucy shook her head. “Audrey, you don’t owe me anything.”
“Please, Luc. I want to do this for you,” she begged. “I’ll carry your chip the whole loop so your boss can see that you completed it.” Audrey held a hand out. “And, when my child is seven, I can tell all the lazy moms at soccer practice that I ran a fifteen kilometer race while pregnant.”
“Or ballerina practice,” Dale suggested.
Audrey shot a sharp eye at her husband. “We are not having that debate again, not here,” she shouted. She turned back to Lucy. “Please, Luc? I know they’ll fit, we used to trade shoes all the time.” Lucy turned her eyes to Dale. He threw his hands up and returned his butt to the stool, surrendering from the battle. Painful seconds passed.
Lucy’s phone broke the silence. A chime sounded from her pouch. She unzipped it, pulled her device and read the text from Tammy, Have you started yet? I don’t see that you’ve moved. You had better not have lost Dale! Lucy looked back and forth between her phone and Audrey’s face.
Lucy could have said no. She could have taken the heat from Tammy and been the only force that kept her pregnant best friend from possibly overexerting herself, causing some kind of damage and losing her child. Dale didn’t have the power to stop Audrey, but Lucy did. All she had to do was keep her shoes on.
With a long sigh, Lucy pulled her shoes from her heels with the tips of her toes and slid them towards Audrey. The progress chip dangled from the tight laces. Work, Tammy, the assistant manager position and all she had worked so hard for, just meant far too much to her. Lucy drafted a response to Tammy, We just passed the start. Long queue.
Audrey jumped up and down, clapping her hands excitedly. She untied the new, blue and yellow trainers and relaced them tightly around her feet. “Damn, these are nice, Luc. How much did these set you back?” She asked.
“Don’t ask,” Lucy groaned.
Pushing on the toe of the shoes, Audrey noticed extra space. “Are these a little big on you?” She inquired.
Lucy groaned again, “Don’t ask that either.”
Double knotting the laces, Audrey stood. “Give me your bib.” She wiggled her fingers eagerly in front of Lucy’s chest.
“Oh, right,” Lucy gasped. She unpinned her number and fastened it to her best friend’s athletic bra, very carefully.
Audrey hugged both of them at the same time, impatiently. “Love you! See you after I finish!” She erupted. Audrey ran out of the tavern, around the corner, up to the street, passed the starting line and kept on going.
Lucy and Dale turned on their stools and faced the bar. The bartender approached after Dale waved her over. “I’ll just get a Coke, please,” he requested. He turned to Lucy. “You want anything? Cottage Springs is picking up the tab today.” He pulled a company credit card from his wallet and handed it to the server. Lucy’s phone chimed.
“Diet Coke,” Lucy said as she unlocked her screen.
The message read, I see you moving now. Let me know if Dale says anything about the convention center.
The text reminded Lucy she could now track Audrey. She downloaded the app, entered her bib number and a map of the area filled her screen. A small, blue dot appeared approximately five percent into the race. She grinned. “Wow, I’m really hauling,” she joked.
Two beverages were placed before them as Dale observed the map as well. “That you are. And you’ll probably stop to use the bathroom about nine times as well, during the haul,” he said. “Audrey has a small bladder,” he whispered. “She’s going to be a fountain during the third trimester,” he laughed. They both chuckled.
Lucy placed the phone on the bar and took a sip of fake sugar and fizz. She tapped her nails on the hard oak. “So…,” she began.
“So?” Dale inquired curiously.
“...speaking of Cottage Springs…” Lucy alluded.
He smirked, “Ohhhh, I see. You want some inside information.” Lucy’s brow raised high and wide, she nodded slowly and dramatically. “You want to know if you won the Del Rey job, don’t you?” Dale asked. He took a sip and said nothing. His eyes sparkled and his cheeks went red.
Lucy gasped so hard she snorted, “We did?!” She grabbed his arm hard, digging her nails in.
“Ah!” He winced with pain. “Easy, easy!”
She released him and started pushing on his arm, rocking him back and forth. “Did we?! Did we get the convention center?!” Lucy begged the question. Dale gave her the slightest of nods, his face still flush. “Oh my God! Thank you, thank you!” She wrapped her arms around him.
“Don’t thank me! It wasn’t me,” he said strongly. She stopped abusing him and listened intently. “Jeff decided on Hills as soon as Tammy’s name was dropped. The decision was made weeks ago. I had nothing to do with it,” Dale said.
“Wait.” Lucy’s excitement narrowed. “Then why did you let Audrey run for me? I could have told Tammy we won the bid and she wouldn’t have given a damn if I raced or not!” She shouted.
“You aren't supposed to know about it yet and that goes for Tammy as well,” Dale said sternly. He pointed at Lucy’s phone. She leaned back, indicating she wouldn’t spill the beans. He continued, “Jeff is taking the three of us out to dinner tonight to make the announcement. So act surprised,” he said. Lucy bounced up and down on her stool, swelling with delight. Dale sighed with a grin, “And… Audrey wanted nothing more than to run this race today. We were arguing about it all morning. She wants to be one of those power moms.” He pumped his fist in the air. “She definitely will be.” He took another sip. Lucy noticed the look in his eyes when he mentioned his wife. “May as well let everyone’s dreams come true today, right?” He added benevolently.
“You really do love her, don’t you?” Lucy asked. Her elbow rested on the bar and her cheek rested against her fist.
“Of course I do. That’s why I married her,” He said honestly.
“No, I mean you really love her. Like in movies,” Lucy clarified.
Dale nodded with all the confidence in the world. “You could say that,” he said as he pondered her comparison. “You could absolutely say that.”
Lucy examined Dale’s face. Her attitude towards men softened a tad from the incident in the breakroom, from the sluff-off anti-action of Edmond and from Tammy’s derogatory words spoken weeks ago in her office. She still had no desire to meet a man and fall in love, but perhaps her interaction with Dale would help her be a little less prejudiced when dealing with testosterone on a daily basis. Maybe. If she didn’t let her initial thoughts and reactions get the better of her. And, if the men she dealt with deserved it.
Dale yanked her from her thoughts, “You’re Audrey’s best friend, What do you love about her?” He asked curiously.
“Umm,” she stammered. Lucy took a second to change gears. “I guess…” She was surprised to find that she had never asked herself that question before. She sifted through memories and emotions. Easily and quickly, she realized the exact reason she loved her best friend. And it had only taken her 15 years to do it. “I followed Audrey everywhere when we were kids,” she began. “I saw how she interacted with others, how she helped people and how she always assumed the best in people until they proved otherwise. Even then, she was always there for them. She never judged or turned her back on anyone.” Lucy couldn’t believe she was saying the following phrase out loud. “I love Audrey …because she is the person that I always wanted to be,” she said. Lucy’s face reddened. She felt a choke of emotion in her throat. “And all this time we’ve been friends, I never once told her that.”
Dale bobbed his head up and down, understanding completely. “You should tell her,” he suggested.
She turned her head and looked him in the eye. “I will.” Her ponytail bounced.
Murmurs and yells from outside swelled as the last of the racers crossed the starting line. Event crew members were rushing quickly past the windows. Dale noticed. His brow furrowed. “What the hell is going on now?” He mumbled. Lucy turned her head and watched the commotion from her stool. A black van pulled up and parked beside the tavern blocking one, large picture window. Nearby voices grew louder, shouting directions and commanding instructions like sergeants administering orders.
Dale rose and curiously approached the window. Lucy followed closely behind him. She stood in her socks, she wouldn’t be caught dead in Audrey’s pink wedges. Teams outside were gathering cones, collapsing canopies and loading barricades into the parked, nearby van at a hurried pace. Identical vehicles pulled up along every curb. Their doors opened wide and their cabins filled quickly with event materials. The starting arch was deflated, rolled up and stuffed heedlessly into the side of an ebony, sprinter van. Crew members climbed into the cargo hold with the deflated arch and slid the door closed. Dale leaned his elbow against the frame of the window and watched in dismay. “Do they think there’s going to be another earthquake?” He speculated out loud.
“I’m guessing this isn’t typical of an organized race?” Lucy asked.
“No,” he replied, still baffled. “It’s not.” They watched each crew load up the last of the vans, pile in, slam the doors and speed off, leaving the entire intersection as unrestricted and clear as it had been the day before. Normal foot traffic resumed and vehicles were now free to use the streets. The only evidence left behind that there had been an event at all was the banner left carelessly strewn upon the sidewalk. “You know…,” Dale began. “I hadn’t wondered this until just now.” He turned his nose to Lucy. An expression of unease and troubled confusion lingered in his eyes. “Where the hell is the finish line?”
Lucy lifted her phone and observed Audrey’s dot approaching the third mile mark. She scribed a text, asking her if she was ok. Dale watched her thumbs tap the screen. They hovered over the device, waiting for a reply.
The phone chimed. Her words appeared, Barely breaking a sweat! Tell asshole to have a bottle of Pino ready for me when I finish!
“Sounds like everythings going normally on her end,” Dale said after reading the text. He turned his head back to the window. “Why in God’s name did they clean up so fast?”
Lucy shrugged. “Maybe these things are getting more efficient,” she guessed. “L.A. has the highest vehicle traffic rate in the country. Have you seen how quickly they clean up after a parade downtown?”
He teetered his head from side to side. “That’s true,” he agreed. In the middle of Dale’s reply, another rumble struck their feet. A pitcher of beer slid off the bar and smashed upon the floor. Hanging, light fixtures swung vigorously. Dale and Lucy braced themselves against the window as patrons gasped and shouted. Cars slammed on their breaks outside and more alarms bleeped. After five, intense seconds of hysteria, the motion settled and the ground steadied.
Dale forced his hand into his pocket and retrieved his phone. He dialed Audrey and brought the device to his ear. He waited a long moment before she finally picked up. “Audrey!” He said loudly. “Did you feel that? …Yeah, that means you’re done. Turn around and come back the other way.” Lucy could hear Audrey’s voice but couldn’t make out any words. “Then stay there and I’ll drive to you,” Dale argued. “No you’re not! You’re done, do you hear me?! Turn around!” Dale heard his wife hang up and yanked the phone from his ear. “Ah, for God’s sake!” He squawked angrily.
“What did she say?” Lucy asked.
“What do you think she said?! He snapped. “She wants to finish.” Dale jammed the phone back into the pocket of his running shorts.
“She’s always been stubborn,” Lucy commented.
He sighed heavily. “No kidding. Try being married to her.” He rested his hands on his hips and stared at the ceiling as if wondering how to handle the situation.
Lucy’s phone hailed another Tammy message, How’s it going?
She tapped back, Good. Six miles to go. Keeping up with Dale.
Lucy placed a reassuring hand on Dale’s shoulder and shook him blithely. “She’ll finish the race, you’ll get her home and everything will be fine,” she said warmly. He shot her a look of cold conjecture. “I’m not saying that because her finishing the run makes me look good in front of my boss,” she clarified. “I just think you might be being a little…” She hesitated.
“Smart?” He said firmly. “Prudent? Safe?” He added.
“Overbearing,” Lucy stated. “Think about the advice you gave me earlier,” she said calmly. “Your boss promoted you based on your integrity just like you married Audrey because of hers. You can’t expect her to make all the same decisions you would.”
Dale fussed, “I said I married her because I loved her. I could write an entire book about her integrity.” He alluded to his wife’s faults. Lucy tugged his arm in the direction of the bar and reclaimed her stool. He reluctantly sat beside her. The bartender was mopping up the mess as glasses were replaced and new drinks were distributed. Placing her phone back onto the bar, the screen showed Lucy’s dot closing in on the fourth mile.
Dale eyed it. “She’ll be done in about a half hour,” he said. “Audrey runs six-minute miles, average. When she’s competing.”
“Holy shit,” Lucy exclaimed. “I’m eight or nine minutes, tops.”
“Tell me about it. I run a seven-point-five. If we do a ten mile loop, sometimes she’ll lap me,” Dale said. “How long have you been hitting the pavement?” He asked her.
Lucy dithered awkwardly. “Ever since I threw that fit in your kitchen,” she admitted.
He laughed. “That was quite a spectacle. I told Audrey you’d hate that photo. But, I didn’t know you were going to react like that,” he said.
She almost choked on her Coke. “You did?” She asked with surprise.
“Well, you looked so uncomfortable that day and I could see the relief on your face when the wedding was over,” he explained. “I told Audrey not to gift you that picture but she wouldn’t listen. Her excitement about the day made her naive to how uncomfortable you clearly seemed with yourself in that dress.”
Lucy’s tone sharpened. “And exactly why would I be uncomfortable with myself in that dress?” She asked.
Dale defended himself, “I didn’t say you were uncomfortable, I said you looked uncomfortable. It’s called intuition. I figured the photo would just remind you of how much you hated that day and I was trying to protect you.”
She eased. “I guess seeing the good in everyone can blind you from seeing the faults people are uncomfortable with in themselves,” Lucy said.
“More of Audrey’s integrity at work,” Dale joked. His eyes smiled. “I’m glad it happened.”
“You’re glad what happened?” She asked.
“Your freak out. The fight. The separation,” he admitted. “Audrey needed a wake up call and to choose her friendships more carefully. When you left the party, those three bitches had nothing but shitty things to say about you. Audrey kicked them out and hasn’t spoken to them since. You’re the only one she rekindled a relationship with.”
“Really?” Lucy asked.
Dale nodded. “And look at you,” he said brightly, gesturing to her. “Clearly it did you some good, too. You took charge of yourself, took charge of your health, furthered your career. It shows that you’ve finally accepted yourself. You’re more confident, poised, certain. You’ve bettered yourself inside and out and you’re a better person for it,” he congratulated.
Lucy stared at her drink and drifted into thought. Within herself, she could only see the way she had treated everyone in the past year and prior. Cashiers, wait staff, clerks, strangers and her colleagues at work. She saw the looks on their faces when they had responded to her sarcasm, complaints, reprimands and flat-out meanness. Acting on her first, initial thoughts had made her impatient, bitter and callous and her attempts to show kindness had been too little, too late. She had changed in the past year, but for the better? She wasn’t sure.
Lucy’s phone beeped. Audrey’s dot vanished and a window appeared displaying the status, Location Out Of Range. “What does that mean?” Dale said nervously. Other phones in the bar buzzed with similar notifications.
“I don’t know,” she said. Lucy pulled up her contact list and tapped on Audrey’s name. The phone dialed. Rhythmic hums pulsed from the tiny speaker.
“...ucy,” Audrey answered. Her voice was a digital mess of electrical interference.
“Audrey, where are you?” Lucy asked. She put the call on speaker so Dale could listen in.
“I’m …ing in …ong tunnel,” Her voice was cutting out.
“Tunnel? What tunnel?” Lucy questioned.
Dale became annoyed and irritable. “Tunnel? No. These runs don’t take you into any tunnels!” He spoke loudly into the phone, “Turn around and come back! Exit the tunnel!”
The speaker spat and clicked, “I ….an’t. All closed. …an’t find a way out!” The audible portions of Audrey’s voice were panicked and unsettling. Abruptly, the call ended.
“Shit!” Dale cursed. He pulled his phone and dialed only to get a busy signal with each attempt. Lucy’s calls gave the same results. Dale ran out of the tavern and into the street, trying to find the most open area to get a strong signal. Lucy followed in her athletic socks. He called again. Busy signal. “Where the hell is she?” Dale shouted. He looked in the direction where the racers had initially started. Other groups looked as though they were making the same attempt. Calls to loved ones that failed to connect.
Dale and Lucy ran up to a couple who were also attempting to make a call. The woman held a large, green sign at her side reading, Run Like You’re Being Paid To! Dale frantically asked the man, “Are you able to contact anyone in the race?”
The man replied, “No, his location dropped out and we’ve been calling with no answer.”
“Do you know where this race finishes?” Dale asked. The couple just shook their heads. He asked two more athlete supporters the same two questions but received similar answers. Stopping in front of a corner drugstore, He dialed Audrey’s phone again. Lucy kept the map open, in the event that the signal strengthened and Audrey’s location dot appeared. Dale paced, listening to silence. Suddenly, he threw up his hand, indicating he may have succeeded in connecting. The call picked up. Lucy could hear Audrey’s high-pitched voice, faintly emanating from Dale’s phone. “Audrey!” Dale shouted. “Where are you?” The digital voice squealed madly over the line, repeating the same indistinguishable phrase again and again. “What?!” Dale screamed. “That doesn’t make any sense, baby!” His eyes glazed as he descended into a saddening desperation. “Just tell me where you are!” He shrieked with hysteria. What Dale heard next drew his eyes wide open with horror.
He pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it in shock, seized by distress. “What is it?” Lucy asked. Her voice shook. “What’s going on?!” She shrieked. Dale tapped on the screen, placing the call on speaker.
Loudly, thousands of ear-splitting voices emitted from his device. The ghastly sound was similar to that of a worked-up crowd at a concert or sporting event. However, these were not shouts of jubilation or excitement. They were screams of terror. The call ended.
Dale and Lucy’s breaths trembled. “What did she say?” Lucy asked. “What did Audrey say to you?” Dale continued to stare at his phone, paralyzed by dejection. Lucy grabbed his arm and shook him hard, demanding an answer. “What did Audrey say, Dale!”
He turned his head toward Lucy but his focus wandered. Redness formed around his eyes and a tear rolled down his cheek. “She said…,” he started. He sniffed and wiped the tear away. “She said …It’s eating us.”
Lucy’s face went white. “That doesn’t make any sense,” she said. She released his arm and checked her phone. Still no Audrey dot.
The sound of a giant crack rang out from down the street. Debris from a nearby, five-story building fell to the pavement as a flock of birds burst from its roof and into the air. Shouts erupted from onlookers and short trees surrounding the structure shook. Another gargantuan snap from behind them sent a large break in the street directly between Dale and Lucy and continued to the center of the intersection. Other cracks from separate locations met at the same point as the road began to cave. Considerable chunks of freshly-finished pavement fell, piece-by-piece as a sinkhole formed and widened.
The hole grew as vehicles, people, trees and traffic lights were swallowed up by the immense mouth as it yawned and spread, nearing the drug store. Fleeing the collapsing man-made landscape, Dale and Lucy did their best to ignore their afflictions and sprint from the expanding destruction. Dale’s shoes and Lucy’s socks pounded the hot asphalt. Although injured, the pair moved at a slightly quicker pace than the pedestrians accompanying them as the crowds escaped the chaos.
Buildings crumbled into the sinkhole and dense, yellow dust rose into the blue sky, dimming the California sunlight. The cries from the frightened horde sounded dismally familiar to the screams from the last call to Audrey. All at once, the ruination stopped. The sinkhole stilled as the last, loose pieces of street, dirt and sidewalk fell into the smoking pit. The crowd settled, the voices faded and the fleeing seized.
A deep rumble reverberated from the hole, shaking the ground. People, bleached by dust stared curiously and unnervingly into the void. Minutes passed as the tension grew. Sunlight broke through the thinning dust and visibility cleared. Another deep rumble emerged as people gasped and shrieked. Within the pit, the jagged concrete and twisted debris began to rise.
An enormous mass covered in scales and mucus-covered skin, rose from the hole and through the smoldering cloud. As though weightless, the bulbous object passed the edge of the broken street and ascended into the sky above them. The bulging, circular body resembled that of a toad with four limbs that hung heavily at its sides. It hovered over the destruction emitting another deep growl, forcefully impacting the air surrounding it. Its eyes were wide and amphibian-like and the lips of its gargantuan mouth ran from one side of its body to the next. Grotesque rolls of blubber bulged from under its thick hide. The beast was the size of a football stadium and the shadow it projected covered six city blocks. Faintly, the sound of hundreds of panicked screams could be heard from its gripping fists.
It lifted its thick arm and opened its stocky fingers revealing a crying handful of blood-covered runners, stuck to its slimy flesh. The monster opened its mouth. From the back of its throat, an armlike tongue rolled out and slapped against its open palm. The tongue pulled away as strands of ooze and crushed bodies were pulled into its gaping, toothless jaws. It lifted its opposite hand and did the same with a second helping of mangled athletes. Its mouth closed and so did its eyes. The toad’s colossal eyeballs deepened into its head as a deep bellow and a gut-wrenching smell waved across the onlooking crowds.
From between its hanging legs, an explosion of steaming excrement erupted onto the city below. White foam and crimson mucus filled the sinkhole, crashed into buildings and flowed down every street. Dale and Lucy ducked into the doorway of a nearby bank to dodge the wave of noxious waste. Other civilians attempted similar escapes as some were thickly covered in the atrocious substance. Lucy fearfully observed the street from the doorway as the excrement spread and thinned. Scattered across the drenched roadway, running shoes, clothing and human bones laid eroded and burned, left by the wake. Terror rushed through her veins as she locked her eyes on a smoking, human rib cage draped in polyester and pinned with a racing bib. Lucy shook with revulsion.
The beast had eaten and digested every participant in the race and purged their remains in one massive bowel movement, painting Culver City in a mammoth blanket of feces and blood. All of a sudden, Lucy’s phone chimed.
Unlocking her screen, Lucy opened the map. Audrey’s dot appeared around a corner and two blocks down from Lucy’s location. It did not move. She turned to Dale. He sat in the concrete corner, his knees to his chest and his eyes wide with insanity. He trembled and rocked himself, maddened by what he and everyone else had just witnessed. Dale was lost.
Lucy stepped onto the wet street in her socks. The liquid soaked into the fabric but the substance did not burn her feet. She leaned out of the doorway and looked above the sinkhole. The colossal amphibian still hovered, final remnants of waste dropping from its haunches. Phone in hand and her calf aching painfully, Lucy ran across the road, around the corner and two blocks down.
She slowed as she limped across the fallen banner and blood-soaked words, Culver City Race To Feed The Hungry and neared Audrey’s location. Searching the mass of skulls, bones and running accessories, she noticed the bright yellow sole of one of her Ocean Sunrise trainers. Approaching the sight, her heart deflated with irredeemable loss. The shoe laid on its side, the progress chip tied tightly in its laces. A steaming tibia protruded from the trainer’s collar attached to a long femur. At the joint of the femur was Audrey’s titanium hip replacement. The reflective, metal joint gleamed portentously in the sunlight.
Another impactful rumble emitted from the beast. Lucy looked to the sky. The monster opened its eyes, pulled its limbs closely to its body and rose. It ascended into the California sky, sped towards the wispy clouds and vanished into the upper atmosphere. Silence fell over the city, the horrid musk of filth still lingering in the air. Lucy stood over Audrey’s remains, her socks soaked in muck and ruby-red blood splashed across her clothing. Finally some color was added to her array.
Lucy knew once and for all and at that very moment, she was in fact, a terrible human being. Her first thought when everything was over wasn’t for the thousands of lives lost, for Audrey, for her widowed husband or for their unborn baby.
Her very first thought when the massacre stopped, the destruction ended and the beast disappeared …was simply, Is this going to get me a demotion?
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