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  Chapter 1

The Ticket and the Trap


Phil Gunn lived in a small trailer park right next to the river, where he could fish or swim at his leisure. 
The alarm clock rang, and with one eye open, Phil rolled over sleepily to shut it off.
Phil was long and lanky, standing about six foot two and weighing around two hundred ten pounds. He was strong as a bull, though not quite as big. He didn’t mind working the afternoon shift because when he got up at six-thirty in the morning, he still had all day ahead of him before he had to go to work at four in the afternoon. By the time he showered and shaved, he was ready for breakfast. It would be warm enough to walk the two miles to Kamish Café, which was on the other end of town. They had the best breakfast around.
He turned on his favorite radio station—the only Christian station he liked—and Rev. Jenkins was giving a sermon on prayer and fasting. This was a subject Phil always liked to hear about. Pastor Stan Keily had touched on it often. Phil, being a born-again Christian, knew this was a strong part of any Christian walk. He liked the worship music but couldn’t carry a tune too well, so the only place he sang was in the shower, where he couldn’t be heard. He grabbed a towel and headed for the shower. He had barely stepped out when the phone rang.
“Hello? Oh, hi, Mom… No, you didn’t wake me. I just got out of the shower… Oh, you did? How is Jeannie? Well, when you call her back, tell her I’ll try to get her some money, okay? Have you had breakfast yet? You haven’t? You want to meet me at Kamish Café about 9:30? Fine. See you then. Bye.”
As he hung up the phone, he thought to himself that he would help his family where he could, as they were most important to him. Phil knew his mother had probably already eaten, but she would come if for no other reason than just to visit. She lived behind Kamish Café in the Burbank Homes, so she didn’t have far to go. He was about the only one who came to visit her, as she didn’t get out much anymore. He didn’t see her as often as he’d like, so it was good that she would join him this morning.
He was just finishing getting dressed when the phone rang again.
“Hello. Hey, George! How ya doing? How’s the new job? Oh yeah? I’ll bet driving the Hyster is a lot more fun than the trim saw! Yeah, I wouldn’t mind driving it myself—maybe next year. No, I can’t meet you right now. I’m meeting my mom at Kamish Café. Sure, you and Marge can come, about 9:30. If you get there before us, pick us a good table, okay? Bye.”
Phil said out loud to himself, “I hope I can finish getting dressed before the phone rings anymore.”
He went out the front and locked his door. He took a deep breath. “Boy, that smells good,” he said out loud. He breathed in the mix of fir trees, freshly mowed grass, and the faint, cool scent of the river. “What a day.”
As he walked along, he contemplated how hot it might be at work that night because he was already feeling it. On his way to town, he went back to thinking about his mom. She was a small woman, and with her age, he worried about her health. Getting her to go see a doctor for a checkup was worse than pulling chickens’ teeth, since she always claimed to be all right whether she was or not. On the other hand, she fretted about Jeannie being away at medical school and constantly worried about her daughter. Why, he didn’t know. Hopefully she would get to do her internship closer to home, and thank the Lord she was almost finished with school.
He had a savings account, but it never seemed to grow. By the time he paid his tithes and offerings and helped family members and others with their needs, there wasn’t much left to save. He didn’t really care, as helping his family was most important to him.
Then there was Jonathon. The last he heard, his brother was somewhere on the streets of Oakland. Ever since Jonathon came back from the Vietnam War, he had turned to the call of the world—drugs, alcohol, and street life. If you could call it living, because he was a real mess and always down on his luck. Not that he ever asked for help, but love stretches many miles. If it wasn’t for a Christian police officer Phil knew in Oakland, he would have no way of sending Jonathon any money.
When he could, he would send it to the officer, who would track Jonathon down and give it to him. Phil wished Jonathon would have listened when he tried to tell him about God, but his brother always changed the subject.
Dear Lord, Phil prayed, please somehow, someway, bring him to repentance—that he too will be a child of yours.
Phil often told himself that he would upgrade his trailer to a new double-wide as soon as the small trailer he now lived in was showing its age and wear. For now, he would just have to keep doing repairs and patches. He didn’t have much hope of upgrading anytime soon.
Phil looked at his watch. “Better hurry,” he mumbled. “I’m going to be late.”
By the time he reached Kamish Café, it was 9:30. His mother had already found a table, and George and Marge were just pulling in. George was driving his midnight-blue Dodge 4x4 pickup. It was only a year old, but it still wasn’t what George was looking for. He never seemed satisfied with things in life. Nothing could fill the void he had, although he kept trying.
Phil joked, “See ya finally made it.”
“Yeah, you probably just got here yourself. In fact, your mom was probably the first one here, wasn’t she?” George responded with a smile.
“Okay, okay, I concede. I’m guilty as charged,” replied Phil.
All three laughed and walked into the café, where Phil’s mother was seated, waiting for them. You could tell by Mrs. Gunn’s face and hands that she had worked hard in her younger days, as they were calloused and scarred. She also battled other issues she’d rather not talk about. But now, after all these years, she was just a lonely old woman who loved her family. She smiled at Phil and the others.
“We got company?” she asked.
Phil nodded.
“Good, good—the more the merrier, I always say.” She was beaming now. “I’m just going to have some coffee and toast,” said Phil’s mom.
Phil surmised that his mom had already eaten, and now he knew for sure.
“I’ll have my usual. You two need a menu?” asked Phil.
“No,” said George. “Just call the waitress. We already know what we want, too.”
Phil’s mom lifted her hand and motioned to the waitress. “Rosalyn, we’re ready to order.”
Rosalyn came over. “Alrighty then. Where do we start?”
“Well,” Mrs. Gunn said, “I’m just having toast and coffee.”
“And you?” she looked at Phil.
As Phil went to give his order, Rosalyn said it right along with him, because she knew it by heart. After all, she had been serving him since he was about twelve years old.
“Bacon and eggs over easy, toast, hash browns, coffee, large milk, large orange juice, and extra bacon,” they chimed together.
“Need I say more?” snickered Rosalyn.
Phil laughed. “Well, Dad always told me, if you find a good thing, stick with it.”
They all laughed.
Then Rosalyn asked, “And you?” looking at George and Marge.
George stated that he would be having the special—ham and bacon omelet, hash browns, and coffee. Marge decided she wanted poached eggs with bacon, extra crispy, and lightly toasted sourdough. “And oh, make sure the whites are fully cooked too!”
For the next hour they ate, laughed, and made small talk—though most of it was Phil’s mom reminiscing about things Phil used to do.
“Boy, I’ll tell you what,” she said. “You never wanted to leave Phil alone with a screwdriver when he was younger. You’d come back, and he’d have the whole house torn apart.”
“No wonder the foreman won’t give you a tool belt,” spouted George. “He’s heard about you.”
Phil was laughing so hard now his eyes were tearing up. “Yeah, he must have my number all right.”
Marge made a few comments, but they were more derogatory than funny. “You must have been a pain in the butt,” she said, half sarcastically.
“No,” interrupted Phil’s mom, “he was just curious. He just wanted to see what made things tick. He was very smart. In fact, he was the first of my whole family—his father’s too—to graduate from high school. If it wasn’t for his encouragement and his financial help, I’d hate to see where Jeannie would be today.”
“Well, what do you know? I think we’ve got us a real hero in our midst,” mocked Marge.
Phil knew Marge didn’t like him, but he could never figure out why.
Marge knew why, though. Many years ago, she had a big brother too—only he was mean and hateful and did things to her that a sibling should never do. He didn’t protect her from anything. He didn’t care about anyone or anything except himself. It was her brother who got his hands on the inheritance money from their grandparents and squandered it on a business that went belly-up. That was what killed their dad—he couldn’t believe a son would do such a thing. Their mother died shortly thereafter of loneliness. Then her brother left her with an old aunt and uncle who raised her so far in the backcountry that it was completely out of step with the times. Because of this, she was constantly humiliated and teased throughout her growing-up years. When her brother died in a car wreck—so drunk he couldn’t see—she just laughed. Yes, she hated Phil because he represented everything she could never have. Never.
Phil bent over and kissed his mother on the forehead. “Momma, I’ll try extra hard to get over to see you sometime this week, okay?”
“Okay, Phillip. Remember too, that Mr. Winters said I could come up and see the house again! You remember him, don’t you?”
“Sure do. He’s the one I did a little electrical work for a few years ago.”
“Yes sir-ee. I fell in love with that old house the first time I saw it, and he told me he’d sell it to me one day. He said I could come see it anytime I wanted to,” said Phil’s mom.
“Sure, Momma. I’ll do what I can to get you over there soon. I think he’s a bit sweet on you,” teased Phil.
“Oh, phooey.” She blushed slightly.
“Well, if I’m going to get anything done today, I guess I’d better get going,” said Phil as he grabbed the ticket and started for the register.
“Yeah, we’d better get going too,” said George. “Marge and I have some shopping to do before I head off to work.”
“That’s right,” said Marge, “or else there will be no lunch for you.”
“Hold up there, Phil. Let me pay our share,” said George.
“Naw, it’s on me,” said Phil as he paid for the entire breakfast.
“Can we drop you someplace, Phil?” asked George.
“Yeah, as a matter of fact, you can. I’ve got to pick up a few things myself, so I’ll tag along. Then, if you don’t mind, drop me off at my place?”
After being dropped off at home and putting his groceries away, he decided to hold off on the few things he needed to do around the house and jumped into his 1972 Ford wagon. He drove up to the Stop and Go in Kamish to top off his fuel so he wouldn’t have to think about it later in the week. Besides, he really enjoyed visiting with the owners.
He pumped his fuel, then proceeded to go inside. As he entered, Bonnie shouted, “Hi, Phil!” She was a mite older than he was and always had a smile on her face and something nice to say.
“Bonnie, let me tell you something. There are three things I’d really miss if I ever left this town: my momma, breakfast at Kamish Café, and coming here to see your smiling face. What a thrill,” Phil said.
“Hey, Buck-o, that’s my wife you’re talking to,” teased Mac, Bonnie’s husband, who had come in from the back room. “You keep talking like that and I might be in big trouble. She’ll get rid of me and take after you. Fact is, I don’t know who’d be worse off—me or you.”
All three burst out laughing. They had known each other for many years. Phil thought Mac was very wise and respected him. When Phil needed advice on important matters, he always went to Mac.
“You don’t need to worry about that,” Phil joked. “She wouldn’t want a young pup like me.”
“No, but I do have a younger sister, ya know,” teased Bonnie.
“I think I’m in trouble now,” said Phil. “I’d better pay for my gas and get while I’m still ahead—and single.”
“Have a good day,” said Bonnie with a smirk.
“You folks too,” returned Phil.
For some reason, Phil had a yearning deep inside to buy a lottery ticket. But that would be wrong, he thought. Pastor Keily preaches against gambling. Oh, but what if I won! It was a huge amount—either sixty-eight million in cash or one hundred seventy-nine million over the next twenty years. Wow. Wouldn’t that be wild?
As he was leaving the Stop and Go, he felt the pull to go to Klonger’s Grocery again. He walked through the door and made up his mind for sure that he’d get a ticket. He picked up a few snacks for work so he wouldn’t look so conspicuous buying just a lottery ticket. All the time, he felt guilty but overrode it with what if? Besides, what could one ticket hurt? Who would know anyway?
If he didn’t win, it wouldn’t matter. If he did, everyone would think it was a good idea. He had told himself that if he won, he would share the wealth. So the thought became a plan, and the plan became reality.
On his way home, he went to the post office to get his mail. There was a letter from his sister Jeannie reminding him of the money he said he’d send. So he went ahead and bought a money order and sent it to her, that way he wouldn’t forget.
After he got home, he spent the rest of the day feeling dread—but of what, he wasn’t quite sure. He decided then and there that he would never buy another ticket again. He then remembered that he hadn’t read his Daily Bread or his Bible passage, or even prayed today. So he took time to read and pray.
He always read three passages, asking God to show him where to read.
Today, the first passage was in Numbers chapter 22. It told of Balaam, a magician, and King Balak, who hired him to curse Israel. King Balak sent for Balaam the first time, but the Angel of the Lord bid him not to go. The second time the king sent for him, he went, and the Angel of the Lord met him on the way to smite him. It was the donkey on which he rode—speaking in the voice of a man—that saved his life.
The second passage was in II Chronicles chapter 35. It told how Josiah, one of Judah’s good kings, kept the Passover for the first time in many years. It also described his death, how he meddled in something he shouldn’t have—a battle ordered by God in which Josiah was not to take part. He was killed in that battle.
The third passage was in Judges chapter 16. It told how Samson compromised his walk with God for a Philistine woman named Delilah, who broke him down to learn the secret of his strength and led to his death.
Phil could usually tell right away how to apply what he read to his daily life, but today’s passages puzzled him. He didn’t realize that by buying the lottery ticket he had compromised what he believed—that he’d opened the door for Satan to take charge. Afterthought set in, and he prayed for guidance and understanding. He still felt puzzled, unable to find meaning in the passages as he always had before. So he turned his mind toward getting ready for work.
As the night went on, his mind kept wandering back to the lottery ticket. What if I win? What will I do with all that money? The right thing would be to pay tithes and offerings first, of course. But what next? I suppose I could buy Mom that house she loves so much, and then…
“Hey, Phil, are you working tonight or just daydreaming?” chuckled the foreman.
“Oh, hi, I didn’t see you come up. Guess I was a little way away, huh?” replied Phil.
“Well, you can’t do much right now anyway. The head rig is down. It’s going to be a couple of hours before they get it fixed. Maybe you could do a bit of cleanup and then take your break—even though you seem to have just had one,” remarked the foreman with a snicker.
“Right,” said Phil. The only thing that would make it better is if I got off early, he thought.
Phil was getting a little anxious. The fever of the lottery had taken a firm hold. Under the circumstances, he didn’t see any chance of getting off early. Soon the foreman announced that they’d be doing cleanup for the rest of the shift since repairs were taking longer than expected. Phil didn’t like cleanup work because the time dragged by, but he figured it all paid the same.
After the shift was over, everyone clocked out and went their own way.
Phil went straight to the Stop and Go. He hurried inside with a piece of paper and a pen. “Do you have the numbers for tonight’s lottery draw?” he called as he crossed the floor.
“Yes,” said the girl behind the counter, startled by his shout. She pointed. “They’re posted on the board over there.”
Phil quickly scribbled the numbers and said, “Thank you.”
He rushed out the door, the only thing on his mind was getting home to check his ticket. He pulled into his parking space next to the trailer, barely braking, shoved the car into park, and swung open the door. Forgetting his lunch box, he slammed the door and half ran up the steps to his porch. He fumbled with the keys, finally got the door open, and flicked on the lights. His cat, Sparky, wove between his legs; he jumped a little, then regained his composure.
He grabbed the ticket off the counter and began checking the numbers closely, one by one, against the scribbles on the scrap paper. He rubbed his eyes, thinking he’d misread them. No way. He checked again.
“I won,” he whispered. “I can’t believe it.” He sat down, stunned. Then the reality of winning swept over him.
“Wow.”
He needed to tell someone—who better than his best friend? He grabbed the phone and dialed George, not realizing how late it was.
George groped for the phone, not wanting to open his eyes, but checked the caller ID anyway. As he picked up, he heard, “GEORGE!”
“Phil! What’s going on? Are you okay?” George asked, alarmed by the frantic tone.
“Will you do me a favor?”
“Yeah, sure, ol’ buddy. What’s up?”
“Could you and Marge come over here?”
“When—right now?”
“Yes, right now. I’ve got something fantastic to tell you, and you ain’t gonna believe it.”
“Can’t it wait until morning?”
“No, it’s got to be tonight—as soon as you can get here, okay?”
“Boy, sounds like you must have won the lottery or something,” George joked. “Okay, we’ll be there as soon as I can roust Marge.”
By this time Marge was awake, listening to the one-sided conversation. “This better be good, or someone is going to pay for this. I need my beauty sleep.” With an ugh, she got up.
They tapped on Phil’s door and came in. “This better be good,” George said testily. “I could still be asleep.”
“Yeah, humph,” muttered Marge. “You’re always asleep.”
“Look on the table,” said Phil.
“What?”
“Look on the table.”
George walked over slowly, eyeing Phil all the way. “So what am I supposed to be looking at? These?” He picked up the ticket and the scrap paper.
“What do you think now?” Phil asked.
“Is this for real?”
“Yeah.”
“Let me see,” Marge snapped, snatching the ticket from George. “Oh, my word—how much did you win?”
“Well, I won one hundred seventy-nine million in payments, or sixty-eight million in a lump sum, as close as I can figure,” Phil said. “Let’s go celebrate! What do you say?”
“Where? Everything around here is closed. Man, what are you going to do with all that money?” asked George.
“I don’t know. It’s an awful lot, huh? I haven’t even thought about that yet.”
“We could go to Lewis Town,” suggested Marge. “There’s bound to be something open there.” Her face had a look Phil hadn’t seen before. Her whole attitude shifted; she was suddenly acting like his best friend. Even George couldn’t distract her gaze from Phil.
“Okay with me. How about you, George?” said Phil.
“Let’s go.”
They hurried out to George and Marge’s 2000 Chevy Impala. “Why don’t you two sit up front, and I’ll get in back,” Marge said. “That way I can nap on the way. All this excitement has worn me out. Wake me when we get there, okay?” She settled into a corner and closed her eyes.
Her real reason wasn’t sleep. She needed to think. With her eyes closed, she wasn’t drifting off at all. Far from it—she was working on a plan. A plan to get the money. She was going to be rich, not Phil. She would see to that.






  
  Chapter 2

Midnight Feast, Quiet Con


Just before leaving Kamish, Phil realized he’d need some cash in his pocket. They drove over to the local bank ATM, and he withdrew what he thought he’d need. 
The ride to Lewis Town seemed long, but with all the excitement, time wasn’t an issue. The men swapped ideas about how to spend the money.
Marge, meanwhile, was putting together a plan to steal it. In her mind, Phil would never get to spend a dime if she had her way. She’d dreamed up a conniving scheme and deemed it perfect. All she needed was to convince George that it was the only thing to do—and she would.
By this time it was about three-thirty in the morning, and as they drove through Lewis Town, they saw that nothing was open at that hour. They considered what to do and decided to head for the town of Moscow, approximately another hour away. Surely something would be open by the time they got there. They knew of the American Inn and Restaurant, and if that was all there was, that would have to do. With all the excitement, they were getting hungry.
“I have an idea, Phil,” said Marge.
“What’s that?” asked Phil.
“Well, let’s not tell anyone else about the money until after you get it.”
“Hey, that would be a surprise to a lot of people,” Phil said.
“Yeah. I mean, they’ll probably know the ticket was bought at Klonger’s in Kamish, but everyone will be kept in suspense. By the way, how do you get the money?” asked Marge.
“I’ve got to go to Boise. I read the instructions, and they say you have to go to the lottery headquarters to pick it up,” Phil replied.
“You know that George and I can drive you there and keep you company, if you like,” Marge said.
“What about work?” George asked.
“Just take the night off,” Marge said.
“Hey, George, we both have vacation time coming. Why don’t we just take off a couple of days now?” Phil added.
“Yeah, okay. Sounds good to me.”
All the way to Moscow, George and Phil teased each other with jokes about all the different kinds of businesses Phil could get into—everything from making roller skates to putting hats on fat weenie dogs to belly stands for pregnant women.
By the time they reached Moscow, they’d worked up quite an appetite—and so had Marge. She had her plan worked out to the minute. She’d gone over it time and again in her head until she felt she had perfected it. She was surely thankful for that forensic medicine show a few months back; she felt she’d learned enough to take care of this little problem.
Driving into the inn’s parking lot, they saw the sign that said the restaurant was open twenty-four hours. Once inside, the giddiness—from being tired and from the surreal sensation of actually coming into possession of that money—got hold of Phil and George. Marge was excited too, but her determination to relieve Phil of the money kept her emotions in check. She didn’t want to let her secret out, so she played along.
After they were seated and given menus, the waitress came back and asked if she could take their orders. She was quite jolly for that time of day, they thought.
“Okay,” said Phil. “What will you guys have?”
“I’ll take a… number five,” said George.
“Give me a three,” replied Marge.
“Let’s see… I’ll have—everything on this side of the menu,” announced Phil with a chuckle as he waved the card in the air.
“Are you serious?” the waitress asked, laughing skeptically.
“Yep,” replied Phil. “And a large milk, and orange juices around the table.”
By now George and Marge were laughing too.
“How are you going to eat all that?” asked George, a tear running down his face from laughing.
“Well, if we can’t eat it all, we can give it away,” said Phil.
“Maybe we can take it with us for lunch,” added Marge.
“Okay then, will that be all I can get you?” said the waitress—somewhat annoyed, but laughing along. She wasn’t sure whether to believe them. She brought their drinks while the food was being prepared, and the three continued to laugh and joke. Even so, Phil noticed that look in Marge’s eyes again. He brushed it off and raised his drink of choice to make a toast.
“What better way to celebrate than with friends? To the best of friends.”
About that time the manager of the restaurant came over to the table. “Pardon me, but you do plan to pay for all this food, don’t you? I mean, this just doesn’t happen very often.”
“Yes, sir,” answered Phil firmly, handing him two one-hundred-dollar bills. “If it’s more than this, just let me know.”
“Ye… yes, yes, sir, I surely will. You must be celebrating something special to go all out, huh?” he stammered.
“You might say that,” joked Marge. “Let’s just say that from now on things will be different.” The gleam in her eyes left Phil unsettled for a moment, but he let the feeling pass.
The food began to arrive, and the manager had to pull in another table to hold it all. Phil’s, George’s, and Marge’s eyes got bigger and bigger as the dishes kept coming. No doubt it was a lot of food.
“Not to worry,” said the waitress. “We’re ready and willing to put whatever’s left in to-go boxes for you.”
“Yeah, but what do we do then?” asked George.
“May I make a suggestion?” the waitress said.
“Sure,” said Phil.
“If you go down to the A Street Apartments—number eleven—you’ll find a family that’s truly hurting right now and could really use the food. I know because I do volunteer work at the mission here.”
“Excellent!” cried Phil, and they began to eat.
They ate quietly, though a few chuckles came when Phil and George started tossing whipped cream at each other, and every once in a while a blueberry or two went through the air. A red-faced Marge looked on, trying to pretend she didn’t know either of them.
After they were stuffed and could hardly move, Phil paid the bill and left the waitress a big tip.
He got directions to A Street Apartments. They found the place and searched for number eleven. Even though it was early morning, surely someone would be up. Phil knocked, and a little old lady answered. He told her what they had done and said they wished to share the remainder of the food. He and his friends were traveling and couldn’t take it with them.
She looked excited and said, “Come in.”
They brought in the food, and the family was more than thrilled to receive it. The little old lady gave Phil such a big hug and thanked him. For a minute there, he wondered where the strength came from—he thought he was in the grip of a bear. Some children came out from behind her and thanked him. At that moment, it tore at Phil’s heart, so he made out a check for fifty dollars—knowing it wasn’t much, but that it might still help them in some way. He gave it to the old lady and, at the same time, wondered where the children’s parents were.
Finally, it was time to head home.
“I’ll drive to Lewis Town,” Phil said. “Then maybe one of you can take over from there.”
“Yeah, I’ll sleep until then,” said George. “With a little shut-eye, I should be okay and can get us the rest of the way home.”
Marge sat up eagerly. “Why don’t we get a good sleep today and head out for Boise tonight?”
“That’s an idea,” said Phil, “but we’ll need to let our bosses know we won’t be in for the rest of the week. In fact, I’m going to tell mine I quit.”
“We can do that from Lewis Town,” said George.
“Okay, then. It’s Boise-bound tonight,” said Phil.
When they reached Lewis Town, Phil pulled into the nearest gas station, eased up to the pumps, and turned off the motor. He got out, stretched, then reached into the car to wake George and Marge.
“Hey, if you two want to wake up and freshen up, I’ll pump the gas,” Phil said.
“Okay, okay,” said George.
“While we’re in here, we’ll call your boss too,” said Marge. “Will that be all right?”
“Yeah… uh… Just tell him I’ll see him Monday, and I’ll talk to him then,” replied Phil.
“Okay,” said Marge.
She knew the mill’s number by heart. As she and George walked into the station, she said, “I’ll call the mill for you guys. You go ahead and get freshened up and then grab us some coffee, okay?”
“Yeah, I suppose that’ll be all right,” said George as he shuffled off.
Marge heard two rings on the other end of the phone before, “Hello, this is Kamish Lumber. May I help you?”
“Hi, this is Marge Wetzel. I’m calling for my husband, George. He has some very important business out of state today, so he won’t be back until Monday.”
“Okay, thank you for calling—and tell George that we hope all is all right,” came the voice on the line.
“Okay, will do. Thank you. Bye,” said Marge.
With the call made, she went to the restroom, then caught up with George as he was paying for the coffee.
When George finished, they went back to where Phil was waiting. As George climbed behind the wheel, he said, “Phil, I think I hear my mattress calling. Next stop is your house—then mine.”
“Sounds good. Take me home, James, and don’t spare the horses,” Phil said with a chuckle as he leaned back and closed his eyes.






  
  Chapter 3

The Devil's Whisper


Phil spent the rest of the day sleeping, but George and Marge never slept. Later, as they were finally preparing for bed, Marge said, “George, I hate to tell you this, but at the restaurant—remember when Phil went to the restroom and I said I had to go too?” 
“Yeah,” answered George.
“Well, the reason we came back together is because Phil was waiting for me when I came out. He said, ‘Why be with a loser when you could be with me? After all, I’ve got money now and can give you everything you’ve ever wanted.’ Then he tried to kiss me!”
“What? I don’t believe it! Was he joking?” asked George.
“He was serious,” she replied.
“That does it—I’m going over there right now and—” snapped George.
“No. What would hurt him more—your beating him up, or him losing his money?” Marge sneered.
“What do you mean?” asked George.
“I’ve got a plan…” She snickered.
At first, her plan didn’t include getting rid of Phil. But the more she thought about it—and the more she told George about it—the more certain she became that it would be necessary. Soon she had George eating out of her hand more than ever. All she had to do was remind him of the “incident” at the restaurant. She knew she could do no wrong when it came to George and could get what she wanted.
The phone rang several times before Phil was awake enough to answer. “Hello?” he said.
“Phil,” said George.
“Yeah,” Phil replied.
“Say, let’s use your car to go to Boise. After we dropped you off, something didn’t sound right with Marge’s car. I think it might be the transmission. Also, you can get a new car while you’re there and surprise your mom. What ya say, ol’ buddy?”
“Okay, sounds great. Now can I get some sleep?” mumbled Phil.
“Yeah, sure. Catch you later, buddy,” said George.
Phil was up around 8:00 p.m. He showered quickly, then packed what he thought he’d need. He decided to call his mom. No one answered, so he left a message.
“Hi, Mom. Where did you go this time? You know it’s getting harder to catch up with you these days. Are you sure you don’t have a boyfriend you’re not telling me about? Look, I’ve got to go to Boise for a couple of days, and when I get back, I’ll tell you all about it. I’ve got a big surprise for you.”
He hung up, then phoned George and Marge to say he was ready. After leaving food and water for Sparky, he headed for the door, locked it behind him, and went to the car. Halfway there he felt like he’d forgotten something. Thinking it was just nerves, he started for George’s place.
He pulled into George’s driveway, and they came scrambling out. “You got everything?” he asked.
“Yep. How about you?” said George.
“I don’t know. Man, this millionaire stuff is making me crazy.” Laughing, Phil said, “But it feels so-o-o good. Let’s see—got my bag, cat’s taken care of, thermostat’s down, lights out, door locked… Can’t think of anything else.”
Marge piped up. “Do you have the ticket?”
“Oh my! Oh my! How nuts is that? That’s it!” cried Phil.
“Figures,” Marge muttered under her breath.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Phil!” George was exasperated.
“Look, I’ve never had this happen before, so give me a break, will ya? You don’t have to come with me—I can do this on my own.”
“It’ll be okay,” said Marge. “We’re all a little strung out and hyped up over this.”
They drove back to Phil’s. He rushed inside, grabbed the ticket—still on the table where he’d left it—slipped it into his pocket, and headed out the door.
While Phil was inside, George turned to his wife. “Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Yes, George, I’m sure. This is our only chance to have what we want. And sixty-eight million dollars can make us happy for a long time.” She paused. “You’re sure he hasn’t told anyone?”
“I’m positive,” George said, as Phil came back to the car.
“Now we’re ready,” said Phil.
They pulled away in silence, each sunk in private thoughts.
Out on the highway, passing the sign that read Leaving Kamish, Phil said aloud, “Just think—if I come back here in a few days, I’ll be rich.”
“Wha… what d-do you m-mean if you come back?” George stammered, wondering, Does he know what’s going to happen?
“Well, what if I decide to go somewhere else and then send for my mom? There are a lot of other places to live besides Kamish, you know.”
Relieved a little, George said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
Silence fell again, making the car feel closed in—like a tomb.
Halfway to Main Ville, Marge couldn’t take the quiet any longer and turned on the radio. Not liking the Christian station, she asked, “Mind if I change it?”
“Sure, but no hard rock,” said Phil. “I can’t stand that.”
Smiling, she tuned in a country station. “Could we stop in Main Ville to top off the fuel and grab a bite? Then we can make it to Boise without stopping again.”
“Sounds good to me,” said George.
“Sure. I could use a Coke,” said Phil.
Except for the radio, it was quiet again.
George was at war with himself. He and Phil had worked together for more than six years and had grown close. Now jealousy and greed were pushing him toward something terrible against the one person who truly cared for him. How can I do this to my best friend? Then anger took over. If Phil hadn’t bought that ticket, none of this would be happening. And he wouldn’t have tried to make a move on my wife, either. He’s not the good Christian he pretends to be. He deserves what’s coming. Shame crept in: He’s even made me feel like a worthless bum. Yeah, I gotta teach him a lesson.
George had walked into Satan’s trap. He was hooked and being played for the little fish he had become.
At Main Ville, George and Marge went into the store for drinks while Phil pumped gas.
“Marge,” George whispered, “you got the stuff?”
“Of course, you idiot. What do you think? And keep it down. You want the whole world to know what we’re doing?”
“Of course not. I just want to do this and get it over with,” he shot back.
“So come over here so we’re not in plain sight,” she snarled.
She handed him a small medicine bottle. He twisted off the cap and dumped the equivalent of two tablespoons of powder into Phil’s drink.
“My word—how many sleeping pills did you crush?” asked George.
“Enough to do the job,” she said with a wink and a sinister smile. “I want to make sure he doesn’t know what we’re doing until it’s done. Don’t forget to leave your wallet on the counter so you can have Phil look for it when he goes inside to pay for the gas. That’ll give this stuff plenty of time to dissolve. We need to stall for about thirty minutes. After that—it’ll be sleepy time.”
“How are we going to stall?” George whispered.
“For crying out loud, George—do I have to do all the thinking? Don’t answer that. We’ll just say, ‘Hey, Phil, since we’re here, let’s get those burgers we talked about on the way.’ He won’t suspect a thing.”
“I hope it works,” George said flatly.
“You got any better ideas, Mr. Brainchild?” Marge sneered.
“No.”
“Okay, then. Let’s pay and get out of here.”
Kind of gung-ho, isn’t she, George thought. Has she done anything like this before? Maybe I should keep a closer eye on her from now on.
Back at the car, George called out, “Hey, Phil, I think I left my wallet on the counter. Can you check when you go in?”
“Sure,” Phil yelled. He finished fueling, washed the windshield, and headed inside.
“Okay, keep an eye on him and tell me when he’s almost done,” Marge said, opening her door. She walked to the rear of the car, opened the fuel door, took off the gas cap, and set it on top of the pump—making it look as if Phil had forgotten to put it back.
Back in the car, she asked, “What time is it?”
“10:30,” said George.
“Good. We’ll stall another half hour before we take off. By then the traffic will be light—hardly anyone drives that road after ten.”
“Why did you take the gas cap off?” asked George.
“Shhh—here he comes,” she hissed. “I’ll tell you later.”
Phil got in and pulled away from the pumps to park by the curb. “Let’s go in and get a bite,” he said.
“Is this Coke mine?” he asked, nodding toward the cup.
“Yep—sure is,” Marge chirped, handing him the tampered soda.
George watched her. She reminded him of a black widow spider snaring her prey—slowly winding Phil into a web while he waited helplessly for the final strike. Afterward, Phil would be relieved of his money, and we would be the rich ones. Another thought chilled him: If she’s this manipulative before she gets the money, what will she be like after?
He shivered as cold ran down his spine.
“What do you think, George?” asked Phil.
“Huh? About what?”
“About eating a bite and saving the snacks for the road.”
“Oh—yeah. Sounds good. I was daydreaming. Sorry.”
They headed inside to see what they could find for dinner.
“Oh yeah—here’s your wallet, George,” Phil said. “It was on the counter where you left it. Not much in it, though.” He grinned.
They all laughed—George, a bit nervously.
Phil drank half his Coke without stopping. “Man, this tastes kind of strange. Must not be enough carbonation or something.” He turned to the cashier. “Excuse me, miss. This Coke tastes funny. Is it okay if I fill my cup with something else?”
“Yes, sir, go right ahead,” she said.
Her name tag read Jill. The first thing Phil noticed was her smile, and he liked her right away.
“Looks like I’m going to have to come over here a little more often,” he teased.
Jill blushed and smiled back.
“We’d like to get some burgers and stuff before we take off. What do you have that’s hot?” asked Marge.
While they ordered, George held his breath. With his luck, this whole scheme was bound to unravel. Phil had already suspected something was wrong with his drink. Could George actually go through with it?
“What’s the matter, George?” asked Phil.
“Oh, just a slight headache. I’ll be all right once I eat,” George said.
“So, what are you going to do with all that money?” asked Marge.
George shot her a sideways glance.
“Oh, I don’t know. I’ll probably come back to Kamish,” Phil said. “There’s a house about six miles downriver that Mom really likes. Actually two homes—both for sale. One’s a log home; that’s the one I like best. The other is the one my mom was talking about yesterday. It’s a bit secluded, but what a view. Mom doesn’t mind that it’s back a ways—she likes the quiet.”
“Is it real nice inside?” asked Marge.
“I guess—it depends on what you call nice. My mom sure thinks so,” Phil said.
“Wow. Sounds just right for your mom,” said George.
“Yeah—Mom really loves the place. She’s been looking at it for a long time. The driveway needs work, but with what I’m about to get, I can afford it.”
George ate nervously, looking back and forth between Phil and Marge. How can she be so calm knowing what we’re about to do to this poor, unsuspecting man? She’s enjoying this. He swallowed. I’d better watch her after this is over. She might set a trap for me—especially if she thinks I’ll double-cross her. One thing’s for sure: she’s ruthless. A true black widow.
“Boy, Phil, that really sounds nice. I’ll bet your mother will enjoy it,” Marge said, snapping him from his thoughts.
“For sure! Man, is she going to be surprised. I haven’t even told her I won yet.” He laughed, giddy.
“You’re right about that,” Marge said smugly. “She will be surprised.”
George cringed, hoping Phil missed the edge in her voice. She’d better be careful or she’ll let the cat out of the bag.
“Whew,” said Phil. “I didn’t know I was this tired. Must not have slept as well as I thought. Do you mind driving when we head out, George? With the rain starting, I’m not sure I can keep my mind on the road instead of the wipers.”
“Yeah, I can drive for a while. We’ll switch down the road,” George replied.
“Good. I’ll get a little shut-eye, and then I’ll be all right. Wake me when you’re ready to swap,” Phil said, yawning.
“Sure—I can do that,” said George, wishing it were true but knowing it was too late to change course. He’d have to deal with Marge if he backed out now, and one look into those cold blue eyes convinced him he didn’t want to tangle with her. He had no doubt he’d lose. From now on, he’d have to watch her closely and figure out this new person. He’d never seen this side of sweet little Marge.
He studied her from the corner of his eye. This was not the woman he’d fallen in love with four years ago and married a year later. In the single day since they’d found out about the ticket, she had completely changed. She’d put this scheme together in a few hours. He’d gone along without really thinking. In his jealous anger—hearing what Phil supposedly said and did—her idea had sounded good.
Now that he’d calmed down, he had doubts. Not just because Phil was his friend—but because of what she was becoming. She was beginning to frighten him.







  
  Chapter 4

Fire in the Ravine


“Ihope you don’t mind if I snore, but I’m going to hurry up and lie down. Man, I’m really tired—must be all the excitement. Oh, by the way, I’m going to give you guys a couple of mil just for going with me. I mean, it’s not like I won’t be able to afford it and all,” Phil laughed. “Anyway, I believe that’s what God would want me to do, even though it was wrong to buy the ticket.” 
George shuddered. This man not only showed he was a Christian in his daily walk, but even now, in this very moment, he was still teaching them how to live. If only I could tell him: Hey, Phil, we’re going to rid you of your money—what do you think of that? Or even: Run, Phil! Get out of here! It’s a trap! If only he had enough guts to say something.
“George, are you ready to go?” asked Marge. “It’s getting late, and Phil’s really sleepy.”
“Yeah,” he said. His feelings and emotions were drained. He was struggling with all of it. He realized he wanted no part of this but couldn’t muster the courage to tell Marge no. He knew he was in too far and couldn’t turn back now, so he got behind the wheel and drove off.
As they pulled onto the highway, George looked over at Marge. She seemed to be gloating
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