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Carl Phillips was standing in the darkest
part of the alley he could find and still see the convenience store
across the street. He was muttering to himself, "Why are those
people still going in there? It's almost midnight. Why don't they
go home?"

The cars left and he was just about to cross
the street to go to the store when another car drove by. He stayed
in the darkness and was shivering. It wasn't from the cold but from
the anticipation. Inside the pocket on his hoody he felt the cold
metal of the gun. He looked up and down the street before he
carefully walked across. His eyes were darting all around looking
for anything to cause him to take flight. He slowly walked up to
the store and looked through the window. The clerk was putting some
things on the shelf and wasn't paying attention to anything on the
outside. Carl put on his sunglasses and pulled his hood up farther.
He quickly moved to the door and pulled it open.

As he stepped through the door, he pulled the
pistol and walked straight back to the clerk. He shoved the pistol
right in the woman's face. She gave a start, turned pale and her
eyes got very big. Carl always liked this part. He was the big,
bad-man with a gun. He had the power.

"Open the register!" he growled in his
scariest voice.

"I don't have …ah …umm hardly any money!" the
frightened clerk stammered.

"Open up! Get a move on or I'll use
this."

Carl roughly shoved the woman and she hurried
to the register. She opened it and Carl ordered her to lie on the
floor. The woman was sweating and shaking as she quickly complied.
Carl kept an eye on her as he opened the drawer further and looked
in. It was almost empty! He pulled out one five-dollar bill and
four one's. He took the five quarters, five dimes and two nickels
but left the pennies. He was so disgusted that he turned to the
woman and snarled, "Is this it? What about the safe?"

"The safe is on a time lock and I can't open
it. I just put my cash in the drop. This is the second time this
week that we've been robbed!"

"You fat cow, I should shoot you and put you
out of your misery. Get up."

Carl gestured fiercely and the woman
struggled to her feet. She was cringing, afraid that he was going
to shoot her or do something worse. Carl motioned for her to move
to the back room. He saw a door and opened it. It was a broom
closet, so he pulled a broom and a mop out before he shoved the
woman in. The mop handle was just about right to reach from the
door to the other wall. Carl jammed it against the bottom of the
door and against the other wall. It wasn't the best but maybe a
little scare would keep the old cow in the closet for awhile.

Carl roughly said, "If you make any noise or
try to get out of there in the next twenty minutes, I'll start
shooting through the door. We'll see if the door or you are bullet
proof."

The woman was quietly whimpering in the
closet, so Carl went back to the front of the store. He couldn't
walk out of here with just $10.85, so he looked around. He grabbed
a pack of beer and started to the front of the store. As he went by
the register, he saw the scratch-off lottery tickets. His eyes lit
up and he went behind the counter again. He started pulling tickets
out of the cases. He decided not to take all of them but just a few
from each one. Maybe he would hit the big jackpot.

Carl stuffed the tickets in the front pockets
of his hoody with his pistol and then started to walk out with the
beer. He stopped because he remembered a friend who had been picked
up for carrying an unpackaged pack of beer. He reached under the
counter and found a plastic bag. He put the beer in it and walked
out of the store. He went down the alley to his car and drove to
his apartment.

Carl went in the apartment and set the beer
on the table. He then went into the bedroom where he pulled a chair
over to the closet and opened the door. He emptied the lottery
tickets on the bed but left the pistol in the pocket. He took the
hoody off and wrapped it up. He picked up a plastic bag from
Wal-Mart and stuffed the hoody and pistol in it. He then climbed on
the chair to store everything in the attic space. He checked to see
if the trap door to the attic was back like it should be and once
he was satisfied, he moved the chair back.

Carl decided to go have one of the beers and
scratch off the lottery tickets. He picked them up off the bed and
went to the table. He took one of the quarters he had stolen out of
his pocket for a scratcher and sat down. He opened the sack and
took out a beer. He opened it and took a long drink before he
turned his attention to the tickets.

He counted the tickets and saw that he had
twenty-three of them. He started with the tickets that had a top
prize of $1000. He scratched the spot off on all of them and didn't
win anything. He then started on the ones for $10,000. He found one
ticket that gave him another ticket but he pushed it aside. It
wasn't worth his time. He continued scratching off spots. He was
down to five tickets left and no winner so far. He knew these
things were a rip-off. He had one $10,000 ticket left and four of
the $250,000 tickets. He tried three of the $250,000 tickets with
the same results he had been having. His hand wavered over the two
remaining tickets and he picked up his beer for another drink
before he chose the one for $10,000. Carl half-heartedly scratched
off the spot. He was about to toss it aside when his eyes focused
on the amount. It was good for $10,000!

Carl couldn't even breathe. He had a big
winning ticket. He sat in his chair for almost a minute staring at
the ticket. It finally sunk in that he had a winner. He leaped to
his feet, yelled and started dancing around. He was yelling, "I
won. I won. I have a $10,000 ticket. Oh, all the things I'm going
to do!"

There was one more ticket but Carl was too
excited to scratch the spot off of it. He raked all of the tickets
into a pile on the table. He finished his beer and opened another.
He was shaking so bad that he spilled a lot of it on the floor but
he didn't care. He had a winning lottery ticket. He sat down to
drink his beer and look at the ticket again. Carl turned the ticket
over to see how to collect his money. He squinted trying to read
the small print and finally made out that for $10,000 he was going
to have to go to Helena or mail the ticket in. He didn't trust
those jerks in Helena. There was no way he would mail it.

Wait a minute! Did the store know that some
of the tickets had been stolen? How would he know? He would wait
for a couple of days and watch the paper to see if they reported
the robbery. How good of a description would the clerk give? He
thought he remembered seeing a security camera. He wondered if it
was fake or was really working. Maybe his fence would buy the
ticket and get it cashed. Yes, wait to see what was reported about
the robbery and then see about fencing the ticket.

Carl thought about drinking the rest of the
beer but decided he needed a clear head tomorrow. He went to bed
but tossed and turned until almost daybreak. He drifted into an
uneasy sleep dreaming about all the things he could buy. At 7:00
some dogs across the street started barking and woke him up. He
knew he would never be able to get back to sleep, so he got up and
got dressed. He made some coffee but skipped breakfast. He didn't
think his stomach would stand for food right now. He needed a
paper. Carl went to his car and drove to a convenience store near
his house. He picked up a paper and couldn't wait to get home to
read it. He sat in the car reading the paper. There wasn't anything
in it about the robbery and he was almost ready to head to Helena
when he remembered it had been after midnight when he went into the
store. Maybe the paper didn't have the latest news. Carl drove back
to his apartment and turned on the TV. He flipped back and forth
between the local channels looking for a news program. Nothing!
Carl stayed in the apartment, alternating between pacing and
sitting. He had the TV on at noon and the news told about the
robbery. They gave a description of the robber but only said an
undisclosed amount of cash had been taken. They interviewed the
clerk and she told how terrified she had been. Carl had to smile
when she told how tough he had seemed.

Patience wasn't one of Carl's strong points,
so the day seemed to wear on forever. He couldn't sit for very long
before he had to pace. He would get tired and sit down for just a
few minutes before he was up again. He ate a small supper and
started on the rest of the beer. He tried to watch TV but just
couldn't concentrate on the programs. Finally, the 10:00 news came
on. It was just about the same as the news at noon. They showed a
picture of the store front and the artist's sketch of him. He
didn't think it looked anything like him. He decided he was going
to his fence tomorrow.

Carl was so tired that he slept a little
better but it still took a long time to get to sleep. The barking
dogs woke him up at 7:00 again the next morning. He got dressed and
had his coffee before he headed to the store for the paper. He read
it in the car again and didn't see any new news about the robbery.
He was getting excited again and the paper was shaking as he
finished.

Carl was a basket case of nerves as he waited
for the time to go see his fence. The minutes moved like hours and
the clock seemed to have stopped. Finally, the time arrived and he
hurried to his fence's meeting place.

Carl knocked on the door and his fence said,
"Come in."

"Hi, Carl. What have you got today?"

"I've got a $10,000 winning lottery
ticket."

"Why don't you take it to Helena and cash it
yourself?"

"Someone might recognize me. I grabbed it the
other night when I knocked off the convenience store."

"I'm sorry, Carl. I don't deal in lottery
tickets. I can't help you."

"But it's a winner!"

"Sorry. I can't help you."

"Can't or won't?"

"Bring me jewelry, laptops, cell phones and a
host of other things and I'll be glad to do business with you. I
don't want to walk into the lottery office and try to cash that
ticket."

"What'll I do with it?"

"Why don't you try Mike Anderson? He hangs
out over at Red's Bar most nights. Tell him I sent you. That's all
the help I have for you."

As Carl walked out the door, the fence
thought, "Loser. You and Anderson
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