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        To all those who doubted me:

        At last, proof you were right.
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      It’s my opinion that, if you are determined to ruin someone’s life, you should at least let them sleep in first.

      A recent visitor to my desert camp, who arrived before noon, did not share that view.

      The sound of a car pulling up to my camper startled me awake.

      I was in a remote location on federal land in Utah, where I could disappear from society’s unreasonable demands, or more specifically, from my parents.

      Visitors were uncommon. My guard was up.

      I grabbed my flare gun.

      A man stepped out of a sport utility vehicle with tinted windows and approached my camper door while I peeked out the blinds.

      He wore sunglasses far too cool to pull off.

      No self-respecting gangster would go on a job looking like that.

      I relaxed slightly.

      Always a proponent of seizing the initiative in battle, I flung open the camper door, once the man was quite close, just before he could give it a knock.

      My shock-and-awe stratagem was successful.

      He was clutching his chest.

      I displayed (but did not brandish) my flare gun and asked who he was.

      “Put that thing down!” he cried.

      “Tell me who you are first,” I demanded.

      Calming somewhat, he explained, “My name is Fred. I’m a lawyer.”

      I raised the flare gun.

      “No! This is a good thing. I’m here to give you money. If you are who I think you are.”

      “Who do you think I am?” I asked.

      “Terrence Winkworth,” he replied.

      I paused.

      Then I lowered the flare gun.

      “Are you Terrence Winkworth?” he pressed.

      “No comment.”

      He grew visibly annoyed.

      “No comment? Are you serious? Over being given money? Did I mention it’s fifty million dollars?”

      “Get out,” I said, bringing the flare gun back into play. “I don’t know what sort of idiot you think I am, but…”

      He interrupted me.

      “This isn’t a scam. You won a sweepstakes held by a company called Grensfeld Industries.”

      “I never entered any sweepstakes.”

      My visitor lifted his phone, shielding the screen from the early morning sun with his shadow.

      “Did you purchase a power inverter in Altoona, Pennsylvania, last year?”

      I had. But how did Fred know?

      “Are you from the government?”

      “No. I’m telling you, I’m a lawyer.”

      “Okay. Let’s say I did make that purchase. What does that have to do with a sweepstakes?”

      “You were automatically enrolled. Grensfeld manufactured your inverter.”

      “I see.”

      I paused for effect.

      “Now, let me guess. I have to pay you a small amount to claim the supposed prize. Is that your scam?”

      Fred appeared to be tiring of me.

      “If my client weren’t legally obligated to give you this money, I would walk away right now,” he threatened, as if I would be bothered.

      “That sounds like an excellent plan. Enact it. That’s my advice.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “You don’t want free money?”

      “No, I just don’t believe you.”

      “Terrence, look,” Fred said evenly. “This is a contract.”

      He handed me some papers from his jacket pocket.

      “My professional information is at the top. If you don’t believe me, look me up,” he said.

      I checked online. To my surprise, everything appeared to be legitimate.

      Grensfeld Industries was a real multinational corporation that was listed on the New York Stock Exchange.

      Even Fred’s law firm seemed believable.

      “Are you serious?” I asked slowly. “I’ve really won fifty million dollars?”

      He smiled and nodded.

      Very few times in my life have I felt moved to poetry, and this was no exception. But I was thrilled in prose.

      “This is absolutely wonderful!”

      Then reality struck. There had to be a catch. There is never pleasure without pain.

      “What strings are attached to this money?”

      “Strings?”

      “I’m guessing this contract doesn’t simply obligate the company to fork over the money. They must have expectations.”

      “You have to make a few appearances, that’s all,” Fred explained.

      “You mean in public?”

      “I suppose.”

      “Then, no.”

      “I don’t remember asking a question,” Fred observed.

      “I mean ‘no, thanks.’ I don’t want the money.”

      I tried to hand the contract back.

      Fred sighed.

      “Terrence, you have to accept your prize.”

      “I most certainly do not! I’m a free man.”

      Fred stared at me. Then he shouted in the direction of his car.

      “He’s not going to sign. You had better come out.”

      The passenger door opened swiftly.

      A woman in her thirties in a charcoal business suit emerged.

      Her choice of sunglasses was not suspect. She looked the part. A boss.

      She approached.

      “And who are you?” I asked her.

      “Terrence,” she replied, “have you ever heard of a conservatorship?”
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      I steadied myself in the camper doorway. A conservatorship is a cruel thing to lie about.

      The woman extended her hand.

      I made clear my uninterest in reciprocating through the art of applied passivity.

      “I’m Emily,” she said. “And your name is…?”

      “Still unknown.”

      “Well, Mr. Unknown. Fred’s telling the truth. You need to listen.”

      “I see. That clears things up. A perfect stranger insists that another stranger is trustworthy. What more proof could I need?”

      My visitors regarded me with contempt. I was doing things correctly.

      My behavior should have been enough to drive the scammers away. It was troubling that they remained.

      “I’m not worth robbing, you know. I have nothing of value. Look how I live.”

      I stepped aside to let them see into my camper.

      The woman wrinkled her nose and turned away.

      “That proves you need to come with us,” she said.

      Her pity was intolerable. And sincere.

      “I choose to stay,” I said.

      “Terrence,” Emily added, “you’re under a court-ordered conservatorship. That means I have the legal authority to make decisions on your behalf. Please don’t make me call a sheriff. You need to come to Los Angeles with us. You can’t stay here.”

      The game was up. These people weren’t scammers. They might be something worse. Legitimate.

      I had one last move.

      I nodded solemnly.

      “I see. Can you give me a moment to process all of this?”

      Emily nodded.

      I stepped back into my camper and slammed the door. After bolting it, I dove into the driver’s seat and started the ignition.

      I peeled out of the campsite in a triumphant dust cloud.

      In hindsight, it was a tactical blunder.
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      I was barreling full tilt through the desert. The landscape raced past my window at forty-five miles per hour. My camper’s motor let out a wheezy roar.

      Then, a flashing red light entered my peripheral vision. A glance at the side mirror revealed the constabulary was pulling me over.

      My attempt to escape had failed. It was time to admit defeat.

      And I had been so close to freedom.

      I pulled my camper onto the highway’s shoulder and stopped, as jail has never held any particular allure for me.

      I pondered my fate.

      Only eleven minutes earlier, I had peeled out from my campsite, foolishly shouting at my intrusive guests.

      Some of those statements I had come to regret. Such as daring Emily to call the police.

      A sharp rap on the driver’s side window spiked my heart rate. I rolled it down and put on a sickly smile.

      “Good evening,” I greeted the officer, aiming for confidence.

      He frowned.

      It was early afternoon.

      “Please step out of the vehicle,” the officer requested with menacing politeness.

      I opened the door and oozed out like a slug, trying to appear as non-threatening as possible.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I asked once I was confident my compliance had appeased him.

      He ignored me.

      “Sit over there,” he barked, pointing to a litter-filled patch of roadside grass.

      It looked unhygienic.

      “Can I stand instead?” I inquired.

      He gave me a meaningful look.

      I didn’t like what it meant.

      I walked over and sat down.

      Never give them a reason.

      I spent a humiliating hour on the roadside while a representative sampling of the citizenry rolled past, speculating on my crimes.

      Only the disgusting roadside litter kept me from lying down and napping.

      The officer mostly lounged in his air-conditioned car.

      At around two o’clock, another vehicle pulled up.

      It was followed shortly thereafter by a tow truck.

      I began to panic.

      Emily stepped out and approached the officer. I rose to join them.

      My display of initiative did not meet with the law’s approval. I sat, but in a grumpier position.

      After a brief discussion with my captor, Emily approached.

      “Let’s go, Terrence,” she said.

      “I’m not leaving my camper. Why is there a tow truck here?”

      “Terrence, you may be in a conservatorship, but you still went to Northwestern. I think you can figure out why the tow truck is here.”

      “Officer,” I shouted, “I do not consent to my vehicle being towed.”

      The state jackboot only grinned at me.

      “Come, Terrence,” Emily instructed.

      Resistance—especially with the eager cop hovering nearby—seemed pointless.

      I had a choice. I could follow Emily with or without being tasered.

      I chose without.

      We piled into Emily’s car. Fred was waiting inside, enjoying the air conditioning.

      Once the doors were shut, I felt safer.

      “What are you doing to my camper?” I asked, struggling to remain composed.

      Emily showed no emotional reaction.

      “As your conservator, I found your vehicle unsafe for you to live in. It will be hauled to a storage facility. Don’t worry. It will be secure.”

      I was reeling. Not only had this sweepstakes thing become a fiasco, but now I couldn’t even get my existing life back.

      “This is insane. How can I possibly have a conservator?”

      Emily reached into her jacket pocket and withdrew some papers.

      “Here is the judicial order.”

      These two always carried documents to brandish at opportune moments. I admired that about them. Very dramatic.

      I scanned the text.

      The order looked depressingly official. It stated that I had been placed in a conservatorship “in absentia.”

      I attempted a mute protest.

      “This can’t be legal. I wasn’t notified.”

      They both shook their heads. Emily responded.

      “A tremendous effort was made to find you, Terrence. The court wished to have you present. In your absence, your parents’ lawyer made a compelling case.”

      It was a gut punch.

      “My parents? They were responsible for this?”

      I scanned the document again.

      Judge Watters had issued the order. Randolph Watters. My father’s close college friend.

      The fix was in.

      “Am I correct in supposing my parents started this process after learning about the sweepstakes money?”

      Fred nodded, then added some unhelpful analysis.

      “Intentionally disappearing from the face of the earth might have backfired on you a little.”

      I reasoned out my next move.

      “So, if I don’t sign the sweepstakes contract…”

      “I will only sign it in your place,” Emily stated bluntly. “Even if you weren’t a living catalog of worrisome human tendencies, the idea that you would turn down tens of millions of dollars is reason enough to justify your conservatorship. That is not a rational decision.”

      I assured her, “Money can’t buy happiness. I should know.”

      “Sure it can,” Emily chirped. “You can use this sweepstakes money to do things that make you happy, just so long as you get my permission first.”

      I glared at her.

      “Off the record, can I ask about that?” Fred inquired. “Your parents are some of the richest people in America. Why do you live like…”

      He searched for a polite word. Emily found a rude one.

      “…a bum.”

      “I think you mean a free man,” I huffed.

      “Same thing,” she replied.

      “So,” Fred continued, returning to the agenda, “what’s the deal? If it isn’t too rude to ask, why aren’t you filthy rich?”

      “To have access to my parents’ money means letting them have access to me. And this lab monkey is finished getting shocked. I want nothing more to do with those two.”
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      We traveled to Fred’s office in Los Angeles, where I watched him shuffle sweepstakes-related papers for an eternity, at what I assumed was an ungodly hourly rate.

      I signed here, and put my initials there—no, right there—until I officially became the winner of fifty million freedom-robbing dollars, fifty million shackles wrapped around me by a corrupt judicial system whose decisions were for sale to the richest parent.

      I was handed a door key to a room at a nice, nearby hotel, given a debit card with a stipend too small to make a worthy getaway attempt, and the meeting was complete.

      I walked to my room, threw a bunch of pillows together to serve as a backrest, and sat on the bed to process what I had just been through.

      I stared at the ceiling, cursing my horrible luck for winning fifty million dollars. I had lost everything.

      Now I had nothing but pretend wealth—which I couldn’t spend—and this strange ‘keeper’ woman the court had appointed.

      I felt like a rescue pet that had just been adopted out.

      Never before had I seen the law of Conservation of Luck so vividly illustrated. It is a horrible thing to win a lot of money. As soon as you do, you know an awful event is heading your way. It always balances.

      My cell phone rang on the nightstand. I answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, it’s Emily. I just wanted…”

      “Who?” I interrupted, puzzled. Perhaps it was a misdial.

      “Emily,” the caller repeated.

      There was a pause.

      Finally, she continued.

      “You don’t remember my name, do you
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