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I’d never felt particularly worthy of anything, but I had always aspired to be more. I’d never had much going for me, and I guess it would have been safer, much safer, had it stayed that way. I just felt like I deserved more, ya know?

On the night that changed my life, I was feeling extremely disparaged by my circumstance. I’d quit at the Gas N’ Gulp the week before, after I landed this great marketing job in Madison (full dental and everything). Things were looking up. It took three days for my life to go from happiness to total despair, and I found myself back at the Gas N’ Gulp working my old graveyard shift. 

I felt I deserved the job–I had the schooling after all–but it turns out some Ivy Leaguer wunderkind came available, and it left me out on my community college ass. I’m lucky Melissa didn't leave right then. Don’t feel too bad though, they told me they’d, ‘call if anything came up’. 

The bell on the door clinked and I looked up to see what fresh hell was coming for me. My manager, Martin, held the door open. The wind assaulted my skin, sending goosebumps up my arms and letting flakes rush in around him. 

“I’m off for the night, Alex. Do you need anything before I go?” he said. 

“No, I’m all set here. Just close that door would ya? That wind is freezing tonight.”

He dipped his head, his long beard touching his chest, and turned to go, waving behind him. Once the tail lights on his ‘98 Toyota were swallowed by the blizzard, I went to the docking station, plugged in, and cranked some Modest Mouse to get me through the next three minutes and forty four seconds. 

Ian Brock was in full form when the bells chimed again and a lady older than my grandmother shuffled in. She was hunched over a wooden cane and wore layer after layer of shawls with little shimmering trinkets poking out from the folds on each one, making her unsteady gait sound like Tinker Bell was dancing somewhere in the folds. 

I watched her as she shuffled up to the counter, wondering all the while, hasn’t this woman ever heard of a parka? She looked up at me once she made it to the counter, and her wide, pale blue eyes stared directly into mine. “What can I do for you?” I asked. 

“Package of Camels.”

I grabbed the cigarettes from under the counter. When I looked back down at the woman, her eyes had narrowed and her mouth was turned in a grim look of satisfaction. 

What the hell is up with this lady? I thought while saying, “That’s six eighty five.”

“May I ask you a question?” she asked, making no move to pay.

"Uh-I guess..." I said. What could she want?

"Are you happy?"

"Happy?"

"Yes. Do you feel satisfied?"

Her smile grew wider and under the fluorescent lights, it looked twisted. I thought it would wrap itself all the way around her head. “I work at a gas station, it’s midnight, and my shift only started an hour ago. What do you think?”

Normally I wouldn’t be so rude to what seemed like a sweet old lady, but her face kept moving in weird directions, her lips looking full, then thin and her eyes turned from hooded to bugged out. It was like she wore several different faces at once and they were fighting for control. 

I pushed my glasses up and rubbed my eyes, sure I’d finally lost it, but when I looked back down, her face was still and she was holding out a crumpled twenty.

“You alright?” she asked, her voice dripped honey. 

“I–I’m fine.” I said. I grabbed the bill and made her change. 

“What would you say if I gave you the chance to take everything you ever wanted?”

“I would say the world doesn’t work like that. That I wouldn’t be able to take anything, because people would stop me. They have an order to things.”

“What if I told you I could change that? Disrupt the order and allow you to have real success?”

“I’d like to see that. I could use a win.” I took my glasses off to clean them, my eyes felt like I had just stared at one of those 3D pictures for too long.

“Alright, it’s a deal.”

“Deal? What deal?” I said, putting my glasses back on to see the lady had disappeared. I leaned over the counter to see if she had bent to get a candy bar or something, but she wasn’t there. The bell hadn’t jingled, and the wind never blew in from the storm. She was just gone. 

“I’m losing my fucking mind.” I cursed, rubbing my eyes again, and putting more fingerprints on my freshly cleaned lenses. 

The bell rang, and my hands shot down from my eyes to see if the old bitch was making a run for it, but it wasn’t her. Just Mike coming in before his shift at the power plant. 

“Alex! You’re back?” he said.

“Did a lady walk by you on your way in?”

“Uh–no. What kind of lady?”

“She was really short, and had like a bunch of shawls all over her.” 

Mike raised his eyebrows and puffed out his cheeks,

“Little wooden cane?" I said, "No?”

“Sorry buddy. No one out there but me and Jack Frost.” 

Melissa’s right, I need to cut back on the caffeine.  I watched Mike head back to the coffee station, grabbing a snowball from the shelf without breaking stride. 

“So, why’re you back? I thought you were, 'rid of this place forever'.”

“Yeah, well, things didn’t go like I planned.”

“What happened?”

“They hired some kid who went to Princeton and has a better complexion.”

“Typical. Fucking assholes.” Mike shook his head, placing his goods on the counter. “I thought you had a contract?”

“I was supposed to sign my first day.”

“Motherfuckers.” 

“Yeah; so I’m back.”

“Well, lucky Mahir took you back.” he said, using Martin’s real name. Mike refused to call him Martin saying, what’s so Goddamned hard about saying Mahir? 

“Yeah. That’s me. Alex ‘Lucky’ Rodrigo.” 

“Come on man. Know what you have here, cause there ain’t no jobs out there. I’m lucky I’m union.”

I laughed, “Rub it in.”

“Every chance I get.” He pulled some money from his jacket and counted out some small bills. 

“Hey, check this for me too, would you?” he said, setting down a crumpled lotto ticket. 

I picked up the ticket and glanced at the front. It looked more or less normal, but the lettering was red where Mike had signed. So were his numbers:

04 25 14 09 26 89 7 

His little girl’s and his wife’s birth dates, his old stand by numbers he played every week, with a 7 for good luck. 

“Mike, you know they won’t take this if it’s in red pen.”

“What’s in red pen?”

“The lotto, it’s signed in red.” I held the ticket for him to look at. 

“I think you need to take the night off, man. That’s in black ink.”

“What? No, it’s in re–” I looked back down at the ticket and the whole thing had turned crimson, staining my fingertips red. I blinked hard and rubbed my fingers together, but they felt normal, not slippery with what I felt certain was blood. “Sorry,” I said, “I must be losin’ it.” and flashed Mike a smile. 

“All good, man.” he chuckled. “Give it a check for me, maybe I won big and can get you some therapy.” 

My hands were shaking now, and the ticket was still red. I passed the barcode under the scanner and the machine binged, singing out that the ticket was a winner.

Mike jumped up and down, hopping from foot to foot and rubbing his hands together, “Hoo doggy! I knew it was only a matter of time. How much’d I win?”

I looked at the little screen with the flashing lights reading ‘grand prize winner’ over and over, then looked at the sign hanging above me that read the total. “All of it. Mike, you won the jackpot!”

“What!?” he shouted before doing several fist pumps in the air. “The whole thing?” 

“Don’t get excited yet,” I said, “better take it to the Lottery Commission and verify it first.” I had almost forgotten the red that was dripping from the ticket and onto my hands, smearing everything I touched. 

“Don’t worry, I ain’t gonna quit my job tonight. Gotta make sure it’s for real!”

Mike kept talking, I knew he had, I could see his lips moving, but I couldn
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