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For my late mother, Pia Wichmann, 
who taught me to play.


 “If you don't play, you won't win.” 

Every page began with your voice.








  
  I never pictured myself as an author, yet here we are. If you know me, my mind is a busy workshop of ideas and projects, a gift I carry from my mom. Her line kept me brave while I wrote: “If you don't play, you won't win.” This story grew from that dare to try. It is also a little manifestation, a wink at the day a ticket might change everything, Powerball or Mega Millions, who knows. 

To everyone who has steadied me, cheered for me, and asked with a smile, “What is she up to now,” thank you. Your nudges made me better. I could fill a whole book with your names.

And to you holding this one right now, thank you. Readers turn dreams into work worth doing. I hope Rachel keeps you turning pages, and I hope her courage rubs off. Maybe one day we will trade stories about a very lucky ticket. Until then, keep playing in the best sense of the word. 

Happy reading.
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  QT Morning


The alarm said six. Rusty said no. He stretched across the clock and purred into the snooze button until the room went quiet again. When I finally sat up, his whiskers were in my face and the digital numbers had skipped past seven. His pupils were big saucers, very pleased with what he had done to the concept of punctuality. 
"Conspiracy," I told him.
He rolled onto his back and presented a belly I had never once been allowed to touch. I took the usual bait, then withdrew my hand with my dignity intact and all my fingers. Coffee. Pants from the chair. The good blouse because it was clean and because hope is a habit. Rusty followed me to the kitchen and took his post on the counter like a foreman. I set his bowl down and he pretended not to care, then inhaled it as if I were late for his reservation.
"I am leaving five minutes earlier tomorrow," I said.
He yawned and blinked once, slow as honey.
Outside, the sky over Wills Point was that washed Texas blue that makes you think the day might behave. It did not. Two cars were half-hugging the shoulder near mile marker 503, hazard lights blinking like bored eyes. A trail of glass winked in the sun and popped under my tires. I turned the radio down, felt my jaw set, and promised myself I would not tell Maya the whole saga again about how if I left five minutes earlier none of this would happen. I would, and we both knew it.
The red Kia Soul had a new rattle, a little tin can percussion somewhere under the dash. The gas light glowed a soft, accusing amber. I pulled off at the next exit and rolled into the QT in Terrell where the flags on the roofline never looked new or old, only tired. Two pumps were bagged with Out of Order signs. One of the air hoses coiled like a dead snake. I parked by the pump closest to the entrance and set the nozzle.
Fuel smell has a way of cutting straight through whatever thoughts you tell yourself to have. The numbers ticked. I watched the little black ants work at a crack in the concrete and wondered where they thought they were going in such a hurry. A breeze worked the prayer flyers on the bulletin board by the door. Missing cat, half-off auto detail with a Bible verse in the corner, casserole sale at the church on Saturday. And in the window, the red and blue lottery sign that changes by itself like a heartbeat: Powerball, estimated jackpot one point five billion dollars. Fourth largest in history. 
I looked at the number. The number looked back.
Inside, the QT was cold in the particular way of a convenience store that keeps colder in summer because the cool feels like a product. The clerk was a broad-shouldered man with a tattoo of a sparrow on one knuckle, eyes kind, boredom professional. A teenager stood at the counter counting coins for an energy drink. A woman in scrubs stared into the coffee urn like it might answer for something.
I grabbed a large pineapple sweet tea and two taquitos to quiet my rumbling stomach. My feet did not take me to the lottery counter. They were very responsible feet. They took me to the register, to the small talk about heat and traffic and the wreck by mile marker 506. The clerk nodded like he had heard all of it twice already.
"Anything else?"
The sign glowed at my right shoulder. Almost two billion dollars... Numbers that sound like someone else’s life.
I could hear Rusty’s trill in my head, the sound he makes when he approves of a decision. I could also hear my father, half joke and half warning. Money only shows you more of yourself. Which would be fine if I knew exactly who that was.
"One Powerball with Power Play, please," I said, like it was a normal sentence I said all the time.
The clerk did not blink. "Quick Pick or your numbers?"
"Quick Pick."
He tapped the keys. The machine chirped. My cup left a cold ring on the counter. Behind me the door chimed and a sun-beaten man in a feed cap walked in and went straight for the jerky like he had been thinking about it since dawn. The clerk slid the ticket across the counter along with my receipt.
"Good luck," he said with the dry tone of a man who says good luck three hundred times a week. He might have meant it. He might have not. It landed either way.
The ticket was warm from the printer. Not heavy. Not special. It was just paper with ink and a string of numbers that had almost nothing to do with me. Almost.
Back at the pump, the handle clicked. I tucked the ticket behind my debit card in my wallet, then tucked the wallet into the zippered pocket of my purse, then zipped the purse and set it on the passenger seat where I could see it. I watched my own hand do all that as if it belonged to someone else. I told myself out loud that I was not that person who buys lottery tickets. I was a person who bought a lottery ticket once, on a Thursday, because the sign was bright and my Kia rattled and the world felt like it owed me a surprise that was not a dented bumper.
On I-20 the traffic stacked and unstacked in slow motion. I kept my eyes on the lane lines and my mind on the small things I could control. Lunch in the bag. A decent playlist. The way the sun on the crape myrtles along the access road made them look like they were lit from inside. The thought slipped in of Florida, the way it always did when the sky went big. Not just beaches. Land with live oaks and a fence line. A porch where I could hear my own breath.
By the time I pulled into MetroCare Support, the parking lot was already full. I slid into the back row by the dumpster and jogged inside with my badge held out like an apology.
"Morning," Maya said as I dropped into my chair. "You are glowing."
"That is speed sweat." I logged in and put on my headset. The first call of the day was a man who had been on hold for twelve minutes and had measured each of them with a stopwatch.
"Thank you for calling MetroCare Support. This is Rachel. How can I help you?"
He did not believe me at first. They rarely do. I pulled up his account and fixed the simple thing that had been making his life hard. When he exhaled, I felt my shoulders drop with him. It is a small power, but it is real.
By ten, the room smelled like burnt coffee and lemon cleaner. Brandi was telling anyone who would listen that she had eaten at the new barbecue place over the weekend and the sauce tasted like regret. On the far wall a television cycled weather, traffic, and headlines nobody read. The sound was off. The closed captions chased the anchors like they were a step behind on purpose. Every few minutes, the red and blue lottery logo bloomed in the corner of the screen and the caption caught up with the number. One point eight billion.
"You see that?" Maya said, following my eyes.
"I see it."
"What would you do with that kind of money?"
It was the kind of question people ask to shape the air. I said the kind of things people say. Pay off the house. Fix the Kia. Cover my parents for a while so they could breathe deep without watching the mailbox. Then I let the truth peek out, the one that sits under my ribs and hums.
"Florida," I said. "Land, not a condo. Trees that make their own shade. A porch big enough for Thanksgiving and a piano that does not have to live against a wall."
Maya smiled like she could see it too. "A better coffee maker for the break room. I would buy this place a coffee maker that does not sound like it is chewing gravel."
A call lit up my screen. The next caller had a problem with a payment portal that did not like his zip code. I smoothed it out and told him what would happen next so he would not have to guess. He said, Thank you, sincerely, and I felt the solid click in my chest that reminded me why I am good at this. I can make a stranger’s day one notch easier. It is not glamorous. It is not nothing.
On my break I stepped outside to the thin strip of shade by the smokers and texted my parents in Houston a picture of Rusty sitting like a loaf on the windowsill. My mother sent a heart. My father sent a joke about how that cat had better pay rent. I typed, Someday he will, and surprised myself by believing it for a breath longer than a joke.
"Florida," I said out loud, just to taste it.
I opened TikTok and my feed turned into a lottery school. Numerology. Dream charts. People who swear by birthdays. People who swear by Quick Picks. People preach rules if you win: sign the ticket, take photos, call a lawyer, build a trust, tell no one. I took mental notes like a student and then reminded myself about the odds. They were a cliff. I shut the app and went back to work.
Back inside, I pulled open the bottom drawer of my desk and took a sip from the pineapple sweet tea I had brought in from QT. The ticket lived for the moment behind my debit card. I thought about moving it to my pocket, then thought about the way pockets betray you when you need them to be perfect. I left it where it was and closed the drawer like that would help. I wondered why I was so obsessed with this ticket. I never buy tickets, but this time was different. 
At lunch, Maya and I ate in my car because the break room smelled like onions that had lost a fight. We watched people come and go, each with their own version of the day. A man in a suit and running shoes, late. A woman with a stroller who overshot the curb and laughed at herself. Brandi hurried to her car, keys already in her hand like they were a solution she could hold.
"Travis called me twice last night," I said, mostly to say it out loud. "I did not pick up."
"Does he know why?"
"He knows and he does not. He likes me right where I am."
Maya nodded in that way where she is not taking a side because she knows I already have.
"If you won," she said, and she meant it as an exercise, "what is the first thing you would buy that is not responsible?"
"A ticket to a Cody Rigsby show," I said, fast. "Front row. He would point at me during the chorus and I would believe he meant it."
She laughed. Then we sat with the idea, not touching it too hard. It was a warm stone that felt good in the hand and did not need to be thrown.
The afternoon slid into its usual rhythm, calls like beads on a string. A mother who could not get her app to add her child to the account. A man who forgot his password and his backup and the email he used to set both. An elderly woman who thought she was calling 911, and I stayed with her long enough to make sure she landed where she needed to land. When the line clicked over and the operator took her, I sat for a second with my hands flat on the desk.
On the wall, the television flashed the lottery logo again and a reporter with serious hair moved his mouth about the odds. The caption tried to capture the math. I did not read it.
At four thirty, the office buzz shifted as it always does when people start counting minutes. Brandi told the room that a big winner from years ago had lost it all on bad real estate and worse cousins. Someone else said a woman had hidden her ticket behind a loose brick in her kitchen and her contractor found it and there had been a lawsuit that ate half the money. People love the edges of other people’s fortune.
I kept my eyes on my screen. I knew the odds in a way that was not factual. I knew them like you know the odds of rain in a sky that looks like a yes and behaves like a no. You take an umbrella. You also wear sandals.
When the day finally let go of us, I drove home without stopping. The sun hung low and mean in my rearview and I felt that particular kind of tiredness where your muscles remember the shape of your chair. I unlocked the door and Rusty greeted me with a chirp that sounded like a question and a greeting and a reprimand for being late.
"I brought home a moral dilemma," I told him.
He trotted ahead of me to the kitchen and jumped to his spot on the counter. I set my purse down where I could see it and took the pineapple sweet tea from the bag. The house had that quiet of late afternoon that makes you hear the refrigerator like it is a person in the next room. I opened the purse, opened my wallet, and looked at the ticket. There it was, exactly as printed, ink black and calm.
"Level with me, Rusty," I said. "Is this the kind of impulse that ruins people?"
Rusty blinked once, slow and deliberate. He wrapped his tail around his paws and sat like he was presiding.
"Right," I said. "Depends on the person."
I slid the ticket back into the wallet. Then I did a thing that would have made no sense to anyone who has never lived with my grandmother’s rules. I took her old Bible from the china cabinet and opened it to the presentation page with my name written in her hand. I set the wallet on the counter and cut a piece of parchment paper to size. The ticket sat between the pages, not stuck, only held. It looked ridiculous. It looked right.
Rusty rose and touched the corner of the Bible with one paw like a notary seal.
"We are not telling anyone," I said. "Not Maya. Not Travis. Not anyone."
He was thrilled, and the verdict was delivered.
I pushed the Bible back on the shelf behind the glass. I stood there longer than I needed to, then closed the cabinet and checked the latch. The evening folded itself into small chores. Leftovers warmed. A show that did not require attention hummed from the television. Rusty chased a fly with morose dignity and missed it every time. I showered the day off and put on the soft T-shirt from a music festival that had promised to change my life and had mostly changed my feet.
When I sat with a cup of tea at the table, the silence felt larger than usual. I let it be. The red Kia sat under the streetlight with bug dust on the windshield, a tired soldier who still showed up. My phone face down on the table stayed politely quiet. My mind did the math with itself, a tug of war between what I knew and what I wanted to be true. I pictured my parents sitting on the back porch in Houston, the way my mother tucked her feet under her when she talked about old friends, the way my father never let a bill sit untouched if he could help it. I pictured my own porch, not yet real, with a view of trees and a line of fence where nothing needed to be said.
"If it happened," I said to Rusty, because it felt safer than saying if I won, "we would keep our heads. We would do it right."
He hopped up and curled in the chair across from me like a small, polite person who had paid for his ticket to the show and did not plan to cause trouble.
"First thing, responsible," I said. "House, parents, tires. Second thing, something that is mine because I want it. A front row seat and a night where I am not worried about what comes next. Florida, but the quiet part. No jet skis. Not yet."
Rusty nodded off with his eyes half closed. I took that as assent.
At ten, I stood in front of the cabinet again. I checked the latch again. I told myself to let it go. I told myself I would sleep like I always do, the solid sleep of a person whose dreams are clear enough to see and far enough away that they do not wake you up.
"Tomorrow," I told Rusty. "I am leaving five minutes earlier."
He made the soft sound he makes when he is almost asleep and does not want to agree out loud.
I turned off the lights and the house went into its night shape. In bed, the air felt lighter than it had in a long while, like the ceiling had lifted half an inch. I did not pick up my phone. I did not look up odds or stories or advice. I did not think about how many tickets had already been printed that day, how many hands had held them and put them in pockets or glove boxes or junk drawers. I thought about the sign in the QT window, the way the number looked like it knew something about me I did not yet know about myself.
I thought about the way the clerk had said good luck like it was a blessing for people who needed it and a little joke for people who did not. I thought about Maya, Travis, and my parents. I thought about Florida, and trees that make their own shade.
Sleep came on like a tide. Rusty took the spot at my feet that is his by ancient right. The house settled and the refrigerator clicked and the distant sound of the highway ran like a river you do not have to cross yet.
In the morning, the number in the QT window would be the same.
For now, it was only a ticket in a book and a woman in a bed, and a cat who believed in rules when it suited him.






  
  Kaufman County Morning


Rusty woke me before the alarm with a paw to the cheek and an opinion about breakfast. The phone on my nightstand lit the room in a hard white blink. A text from Travis sat on the lock screen, then another, and another. 
TRAVIS: Why did you not answer the other day
TRAVIS: Are you ignoring me now?
TRAVIS: This is getting old Rachel
I stared at his name until it blurred. Rusty chirped and headbutted my chin like he was trying to knock the decision loose.
"We will write to him after coffee," I said. My voice did not sound convincing.
I told myself I would leave five minutes early. Then I lost seven minutes looking for the other shoe and five feeding Rusty twice because he convinced me I had not fed him the first time. The TV stayed dark. The little red light on the edge of the screen looked like an eye that could keep a secret.
The kitchen felt quiet,  like a clean sheet on a hot night. I poured coffee, grabbed the lunch I had packed, and counted back from ten for no good reason. Rusty sat on the counter, hiding my keys until I scratched the right spot behind his ear.
The clock owned the room. I was late. Again.
In the Kia, the air conditioner coughed and then remembered its purpose. I pulled onto I-20 and braced for the usual crawl. It did not come. The highway moved like a river with somewhere good to be. I let the radio fill the car because I did not want to think about what to text Travis or what to do with a relationship that felt like a plant that would not bloom no matter how often you turned it toward the light.
The morning host bantered about school zones and a barbecue place that had run out of brisket by noon. Then the traffic guy with a calm voice came on and read the list of lanes to avoid. When he finished, the news reader took over.
"State lottery officials confirm the winning Powerball ticket was sold in Kaufman County. The store name has not yet been released."
I did not breathe for a count of three. The steering wheel under my palms went warmer. The road did its moving picture trick, trees, fence, sky, repeat.
Kaufman County. I lived in Van Zandt. I worked in Kaufman. I bought the ticket at QT in Terrell because the Kia had been thirsty and my stomach had said taquitos. I knew all of that. I also knew the ticket was at home, in the Bible, where I could not check it without turning the car around and making my life suspicious.
"We do not know anything yet," I told the empty passenger seat. Rusty would have answered. The seat only held my purse and the ghost of a pineapple sweet tea.
By the time I pulled into MetroCare Support, the parking lot buzzed like a hive. People walked faster than usual. Phones were up. The television inside was already tuned to the local morning show with the smiling anchors who could talk about anything and make it sound like a neighborly emergency.
Maya met me at my desk with both eyebrows raised. "Did you hear? Kaufman County."
"I heard." I put my bag down and pretended to look for my headset.
Brandi leaned over our divider like a plant that would not respect a fence. "My cousin says it was sold in Terrell. She knows a guy who knows a guy at a store."
"Your cousin also knew the end of that reality show before it aired because her neighbor's hairdresser had a dream," Maya said.
Brandi made a face and flounced away with her mug.
I logged in. The first caller had been locked out of his account because he fat-fingered his password and then guessed his recovery questions wrong. I talked him through the reset and listened for the moment when his breathing eased.
The TV on the wall flashed aerial footage of highways and shopping centers. The crawl at the bottom of the screen repeated itself like a mantra. Winning ticket. Kaufman County. Store not yet named. Someone would be calling a lawyer today. Someone would be standing in a kitchen holding a piece of paper that looked like nothing and everything.
My phone buzzed on the desk. I turned it face down. It buzzed again and I gave in.
MOM: Did you buy a ticket yesterday?
MOM: News says the winner is from your area. Your father is already talking about what we would do. I said we would tithe first.
DAD: If I win I am fixing the fence and the A/C and buying your mother a new recliner. Also we are going to Galveston for a week. Do not tell your brother I said that.
MOM: He would tell your brother.
I smiled and the smile surprised me. I typed back slowly so I would not say more than I meant to say.
ME: I did buy one. Lots of people did. We will see. Love you both. I'm working now.
I did not add that the ticket lived at home in a book behind glass. I did not add that my heart felt like a bird that had found a window.
The calls stacked. I handled them one by one. A woman cried because the system would not accept her card and I stayed with her until it did. A man told me he had been up all night with a sick kid and needed one thing to work and I made sure it worked. Small power. Real power. Under it, a humming wire I could not ignore.
At ten, a push alert lit my phone.
Breaking: Reporters gathering at a QT in Terrell after officials confirm the winning ticket was sold there.
Maya saw me go still. "What is it?"
I turned the screen so she could read it. She let out a low whistle. "That is your stop, right?"
"I mean, it is where I fuel up. Lots of people use that exit." My voice did not sound like mine. It sounded like a person trying to keep a balloon from floating to the ceiling.
Brandi appeared with her phone already playing a live stream. A reporter in a bright blazer stood with the QT in the background, red and white sign over her shoulder, a mop bucket gliding past like an extra who had not been told to hold.
"They say a single ticket hit it," Brandi said. "Can you imagine?"
I imagined a hundred ways to leave my chair and drive home. I imagined staying where I was and finishing my shift like a grown woman with a job. I chose the second picture and clicked back into a call.
Travis texted again while I was on hold with a vendor.
TRAVIS: So now you are not talking to me at all?
TRAVIS: I thought we were good
TRAVIS: Can you at least tell me what I did wrong?
I typed three messages and deleted them all. The truth was, not a single thing he did was wrong. It was a long series of not doing. It was the space between us that had become a fact. I put the phone in the drawer with the pineapple cup. I closed the drawer and stacked my hands on the desk like a person who knew her life.
By noon, the anchors had cycled through every way to say the same sentence. QT in Terrell. Kaufman County. The winner has not come forward. Odds of winning are one in something so large it does not fit in your mouth. The camera found the counter where I had stood with my cup ring and my ridiculous hope.
Maya slid a napkin onto my desk like a bartender in a movie. "Eat."
"I am fine." I answered.
"Eat anyway."
I bit a corner of my sandwich and tasted nothing. I told myself stories so I would not float off the chair. There had to be hundreds of tickets sold there. Thousands even. People on their way to Dallas. People who commute from Forney and Terrell and Crandall. People like me, people not like me. I added facts until they felt like sandbags.
At two, my mother again.
MOM: Your father says he would buy you a better car first thing. He is asking if you bought QT or Brookshire's.
ME: QT, but Mom, odds. I have to work. Love you.
MOM: Love you more.
DAD: Ford Expedition. White. With the big screen. Just saying.
The room hummed. The afternoon calls had that tired edge where the smallest problem feels like a personal insult. I took them one by one. I thanked people for their patience even when they had none. I listened more than I spoke and when I spoke I made sure every word did work.
By four, the live truck shot looked sunburned. The reporter’s hair had lost the morning’s fight with humidity. A little crowd had gathered at the edge of the frame, half curious and half hoping luck could rub off on them if they stood by the right door long enough. Someone held a sign that said Lucky Day in marker on a pizza box lid.
My supervisor asked if I could stay an extra thirty minutes to cover a late lunch break. I said yes because that is the woman I have always been. The choice felt small and it felt right.
When I finally clocked out, the sun had gone to the side of the building where it makes the lobby look like a fish tank. My phone pinged with a city alert about lane closures on eastbound I-20. Construction at the split, expect delays.
Of course.
The radio still talked about the winner like they knew them. They did not. The highway turned into a single slow breath. Orange barrels lined the shoulder like a parade nobody wanted. Brake lights stacked from the curve to the horizon. The Kia idled and the air conditioner tried and failed and tried again.
I counted exit signs like prayers. I let trucks merge. I let a woman with a dog the color of Rusty cut in front of me and I wanted to take that as a sign but I did not let myself. I stayed in my lane. My hands did not shake, not really. My thoughts moved in a circle. Store, county, ticket, Bible, door.
Travis called. I let it ring out. Then he called again and I let it ring again. The third time I turned the phone off and looked at the line of taillights and told myself I would give him an answer he could understand when I had one I could live with.
The sky deepened to a softer blue. Streetlights blinked to life one by one. When the worst of the jam broke and I rolled past the construction, I wanted to cheer for the men in vests with their slow signs and their patience. I wanted to pull into the shoulder and run. I did not.
Home smelled like air that had been sleeping. Rusty met me at the door with a trill and a look that said I had clearly missed dinner by a criminal margin.
"You would not believe the day," I told him. "Or you would because you believe everything I tell you."
He trotted to the kitchen and took his seat on the counter like a judge who had been waiting for court to resume.
I set my purse on the table where I could see it. I filled his bowl and he pretended not to care and then inhaled it. The house was quiet in the way it gets when the refrigerator is the loudest thing alive. I washed my hands. I dried them. I stood in front of the china cabinet.
The glass showed me a reflection I wanted to recognize. Tired eyes. A line at the corner of my mouth I had not noticed last week. Rusty’s tail was like a question mark at my knee.
"We are going to open it," I said. My voice sounded steady.
I placed both palms on the cabinet doors and felt the cool of the glass. I thought about the live truck outside the QT. I thought about my mother’s text and my father’s list. I thought about Travis and the plant that would not bloom. I thought about Florida and the porch and the piano that did not have to live against a wall.
I opened the cabinet.






  
  Friday Honey & Saturday Night


The anchors on TV had said it enough times that the words floated through the house even with the set turned off. Powerball drawings are on Wednesday nights. By the time I closed the cabinet and washed my hands, Thursday had worn itself thin. The street outside was quiet. Rusty followed me to the kitchen and took his spot on the counter like a witness for the record. 
"Moment of truth," I told him. "No speeches."
He trilled once and tucked his paws like a small judge.
I opened the china cabinet, lifted my grandmother’s Bible, and slid out the ticket wrapped in parchment. The paper felt warm from my hands. My heart did what it does when a siren passes and you do not know if it is for someone you love.
I pulled up the winning numbers on my phone. Then I read the ticket like a recipe. First number. Second. Third. The fourth almost broke my breath. The fifth took the rest. The red ball matched.
The refrigerator hummed. The clock on the stove kept on being a clock. Rusty stretched and tapped the corner of the parchment with one neat paw.
"It is us," I said. The words came out soft and careful, like picking up glass.
I set the ticket on the counter and leaned my hips against the cabinet until my knees remembered what to do. Then I sat on the couch and let my hands learn stillness again. I did not run. I did not shout. I breathed until my breath came back.
The list from my late night TikTok schooling ran through my head in order. Photograph the front. Photograph the back. Sign only when ready. Add ID for your files. Selfie if you must. Save the files somewhere that does not live on the cloud.
"We are doing this by the book," I told Rusty. Trying to realize what just happened.
I signed the back in my neatest hand. I took a photo of the front. I took a photo of the back. I took one with my driver’s license beside the ticket. One with my face because nerves wanted proof. I airdropped every photo to the old laptop that never goes anywhere. I copied them to a thumb drive that has lived in a drawer for years. I emailed nothing. I posted nothing. I breathed again.
Then I downloaded the Texas Lottery app because I wanted a machine to tell me what my eyes already knew. The app opened with a cheerful chime and a scan button. I held the barcode over the little box on the screen. The phone buzzed in my hand.
Winner. The screen filled with numbers and words that did not all make sense to me. It told me to contact the Lottery Commission for claims. It showed an amount I could not hold in my head, then hid it behind instructions like it was trying not to scare anyone.
"Confirmed," I said to Rusty. "Twice."
He blinked, verdict noted.
I made tea for my shaking hands and forgot to drink it. I opened the calculator on my phone and started turning a mountain into smaller hills. The news called it one point eight billion dollars. If I took the cash option, the amount would be much lower. Call it nine hundred million to make the math honest and simple. Federal withholding would take twenty four percent right away. That’s about two hundred and twenty million. The top rate at tax time would want more. Another hundred million or so. None of this would be real until a person with letters after their name wrote it on paper, but I needed round figures to put the floor under my feet.
Five hundred and sixty minus a hundred. Four sixty. Four sixty minus another fifty. About four hundred and ten. Give or take. Enough to build a life and not set it on fire.
"Rules," I said. "We write them down. We keep them."
I opened a fresh page in a small notebook. Real things first. Pay rent for six months so I could think straight. New tires for the Kia even if I replaced the Kia later. A cooling unit that did not cough before it worked. Quiet help for my parents disguised as something boring. A reserve before dreams. No cameras. No interviews. No boats.
Dreams could stand in the doorway and wait their turn. House in Florida. Not the tourist parts. Land and shade from trees that have seen things. A porch big enough for a long table. Music nights where no one has to shout. A fund I could use to fix one private problem a month. Someone’s roof. Someone’s bill. No speeches. My grandmother’s name on scholarships for girls who work hard and vanish under the noise.
I opened a manila folder and wrote Florida Quiet Plan across the tab. I slid the first page of rules inside along with a list of names I might someday help. Then I made a matching folder on the old laptop called Florida Plan and left it empty on purpose. I put the manila folder in the locked drawer with the thumb drive and closed it.
Travis took his place in the line of thoughts. Not a villain. Not my future. Kind eyes and a way of avoiding decisions that made my days feel small. I opened our thread and typed what was true.
Can we talk? In person.
He answered quickly.
TRAVIS: Yes. Saturday evening?
ME: Seven at the park.
I turned the phone face down and felt a line of relief cut through the fog. Clarity is a kindness even when it stings.
Sleep did not visit much. I lay in the dark and watched the ceiling fan draw circles. When I closed my eyes, I saw the QT sign and the reporter’s jacket and the string of numbers lined up like houses. I checked the
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