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You can’t give your heart to a wild thing.
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Chapter One
 

  It was Faye’s birthday. She was feeling generous. She liked to feed the traveling youth that gathered in front of the convenience store not far from home by the beach in Venice. She would pass out sandwiches and orange juice to the malnourished drifters. Left to their own they would choose to survive on a diet of chips and sports drinks. It didn’t seem healthy to her.

  The gathering of kids shouted out their hellos. They morphed into new groupings over time but there was always a straggler who recognized her and would alert the others to Faye being a soft touch. She didn’t mind. They were her daily good deed. Maybe it was selfish. She would go to the store to buy cigarettes. Part of her felt that this act of charity inoculated her from the dangers of the secret habit. The secret habit that was ending that day.

  “Hey Faye,” A dread locked boy with a guitar in hand sang out to her. She didn’t know his name. She tried not to get too attached. The travelers aimlessly roamed around the country and she would sometimes hear of their sad fates. “Roast beef would be good today.” He smiled brightly to her and she couldn’t help but return the expression.

  “Vegetables would be better…” She counted up the kids as she entered the store, five boys and one girl. There were never many girls, and she did worry about their safety, but she admired their spirit all the same.

  She opened the refrigerated compartment and randomly grabbed five sandwiches, making a small effort to find one made with roast beef. Hands full, she dropped them off at the counter and returned to get the kids a selection of fruits and juice. Back at the checkout to pay, she spied a shelf of donuts and chips.

  She rolled her eyes to herself and took the bags and packages off the shelf and placed them on the piled up counter. She knew they would eat the junk food first and spoil their appetites for the healthier food. But it was her birthday, and she was in a generous mood.

  “Cigarettes?” The counterman shyly asked. He had been working in the shop for the previous ten years and saw Faye daily but still couldn’t make eye contact with the comely, friendly woman.

  “Yes,” She tilted her head down and looked up, forcing him to catch her eye. He turned bright red and covered his mouth with his hand, reminding Faye of her daughters when they were small children, “Six lottery tickets too.” She thought the kids outside might like that.

  The man standing behind her in line let out a heavy sigh at the amount of time her transaction was taking. She turned to him, a smile plastered on her face and apologized. She wasn’t really sorry, but she liked to see the embarrassed reaction impatient people expressed when caught in their moment of rudeness.

  He opened his eyes wide in something close to terror as she laughed to console him. It was the little things in life that made it fun for her.

  “64.80,” The counterman said.

  “I meant the scratch tickets.” She said as she fished the credit card from her handbag and saw he was handing her quick pick number slips. She knew the kids would lose the quick pick tickets before the drawing.

  “Okay, let me get the manager to void these ones.”

  “Oh, that’s okay I’ll keep those… but six scratch tickets please.” She didn’t want to hold up the impatient man behind her any further.

  “Thank you… Bye.” She said with a friendly wave of her hand as she exited the store.

  She passed out the food and lottery tickets to the kids and continued on her way home to the sound of a jaunty improvised song of gratitude from them. It was very sweet, and she thought for a moment of going back and telling them that it was her birthday. She wanted to hear them sing the birthday song in their folksy way. She didn’t turn around because turning forty-five wasn’t something she particularly wanted to celebrate.

  She glanced down at the tickets held firmly in her hand as she opened the door to her house and noticed her birth month and day on one of them. That’s fun, she thought to herself as she dropped the tickets on the computer desk in the family room before heading outside to her secret smoking area beneath the Magnolia tree in her backyard.

  The scent of the tree’s blossoms reminded Faye of her daughters who were away at school. They had loved the tree when they were little, playing in it all day long, coming back into the house covered in the sweet odor. She responded to their birthday greeting texts as she inhaled deeply on her cigarette and put the lottery tickets out of my mind.


Chapter Two
 

  Faye's husband, Adam, came into the family room, lounged into their overstuffed sofa and turned on the television. She withheld her inner protest at the interruption and concentrated on the computer screen in front of her. The accounting software she had opened baffled her and required full concentration. Adam was aware of this.

  “Could you be a dear and–"

  “Car chase… in a minute.” Adam’s voice held a trace of his boyhood Croatian accent. The melodic tone never failed to make Faye’s heart flutter.

  “Okay…” She never understood why their whole city shut down to view the chases that always ended in the same way. “That’s Los Angeles for you,” she muttered to herself. She stared at the numbers on the screen willing away the sound of raised voices over the whirling helicopters that blared from the television. She was successful.

  Their finances came from Adams’ job. He was a liquor distributor, promoting the newest brands to trendy hotels and restaurants. He traveled a lot for work. She would miss him but made good use of her time while he was away.

  Faye had a small company, producing hand tooled black leather handbags. Their day-to-day finances were taken care of by Adam’s salary. Her business was for their future, not that Adam was aware of her intentions.

  He wasn’t what one would call good with money. She would never have said that she was either, but it didn’t take a genius to see that a total lack of savings at their age was reckless. She had managed to save in a hidden bank account a little over 100,000 dollars in the previous five years. She mentally patted herself on the back, returned to the numbers and looked for ways to cut the operational costs of her company without sacrificing the quality of the handbags.

  “And the numbers tonight…” The television screeched after a relative period of quiet following the arrest of the scofflaws.

  “Adam…” She swiveled her chair around, the sweetest smile on her face, to ask him to turn the volume down. He was asleep on the sofa. She grunted and returned to her work. She knew her concentration would be lost for good if she got up to turn it off.  

  “11… 16…” She heard her birth month and day called from the television and swiveled her chair around.

  “36, 12, 7 and the powerball number is 1...”

  She felt a shiver of excitement. She had never played the lottery before and didn’t know the rules but she had heard that getting three or four of the numbers paid out a few hundred dollars, or maybe you needed to get the powerball number correct too. She wasn’t sure, but it seemed worth checking. Her eldest daughter, Anja, had been hinting about a pair of boots outside of their family budget for her upcoming birthday. She would be able to get them for her.

  She rifled through her drawer looking for the pile of tickets she had put away earlier as Adam snored away on the sofa. She was tempted to pour the carafe of water over his head, but she didn’t. She was nice that way.

  She leaned back in her chair, tickets in hand and looked up to see the news program had moved on to the sports segment. Enough was enough. She tiptoed across the room and turned it off. She didn’t want to wake Adam up. She did not want him to wrestle away control of the few hundred dollars that was hers with a suggestion of a weekend away or an overpriced dinner. It was always so hard for her to say no to him.

  She closed the accounting file and opened the lottery website page. A wave of nausea passed over her as she read the numbers, her heartbeat coming to a full stop before the powerball number. She had won.

  She closed her eyes as the room spun around her and held back the bile in her throat. No, no, no were the only thoughts in her head. She knew with certainty that the money would destroy their lives. She saw the four of them, five years in the future living in a single room occupancy apartment in Downtown L.A. Skid Row would be their home. The traveler kids she offered food to would be giving her scraps from their leftovers.

  She forced her eyes open and stared down at the ticket. She would rip it up and put this unfortunate incident behind them forever. The tearing sound at the corner of the pale yellow slip of paper brought reality back to her with a sickening speed of force. Her stomach was not handling the situation well at all.

  She didn’t know how much money she had won. Perhaps it was only a million. That would be a lot of money in one lump sum. She wasn’t a jaded person. But it seemed manageable. She could see Adam plowing through in under a year but perhaps she could skim a little off the top, save some for their children, hide it in her business’s secret savings account.

  She turned back to the computer. Her hands trembled and her eyes strained to focus on the jackpot amount, thirty-eight million dollars. She ran from the room, on tiptoe of course, to the bathroom and threw up.
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