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December. Snow has finally arrived. Pressing his face close to the window, Jack watches the flakes fall across the garden. Beyond the trees, the lake comes into view, its surface framed by branches covered in white. Stirring his coffee, he turns to his dog.

“Are you happy?”

Onyx, a Belgian Malinois devoted to his owner, stares through the picture window. He knows he is about to be let outside. Jack opens the door, and Onyx bounds straight into the snow. Jack waits patiently for his guests to arrive.

One by one, the guests begin to arrive, and Jack hurries to greet each of them with genuine warmth. He is an affable man who never hesitates to put that charm on display. People love his easygoing manner, and that warmth has helped him build a devoted following.

He is expecting twenty guests, carefully selected through an online questionnaire he posted on social media. It has proved extremely useful, especially with nearly half a million followers. Jack knows who buys his books, remains accessible to his audience, and has built a reputation around his personality as much as his writing. A year earlier, with the help of his assistant, he created the selection process. Each participant simply had a loyalty account, but those chosen for the drawing shared one thing in common: each had left one question unanswered—one detail that had caught Jack’s attention.

That Sunday in December, the guests arrive one by one and settle into the living room, where brunch is waiting. It is eleven o’clock: fresh fruit, smoked salmon, scrambled eggs, pancakes, champagne, and coffee. Servers have been hired for the day.

The guests are thrilled to be invited to such an extraordinary gathering—and even more excited to take part in a one-million-dollar lottery. Their excitement is impossible to miss.

The day’s schedule begins with introductions, followed by a welcome speech and a reading from Jack’s latest novel. Tyler Loos, a reporter for a national television network, is there to cover the event, along with a security team and an official responsible for delivering the prize properly. His assistant, Samy, a devoted thirty-five-year-old blonde, often reminds herself that working for a celebrity is not for everyone. You have to be single, have no children, be available day and night, and accept very little time off—but what an opportunity. They have worked together for eight years.

Jack is sixty-five. He has had a successful career but never had children. His hair is graying, his skin tanned, and his eyes seem to reveal both intelligence and a complicated past. He often says he never found the woman of his dreams. As a child, he grew up with absent parents: a father who worked in advertising and a mother who was a florist. While attending college, he worked at a fast-food restaurant to make ends meet. He earned a degree in literature, which helped shape the man he became. Early in his career, he worked as his father’s assistant, but it never suited him. He preferred novels. He began writing as a teenager, using stories as a way to escape. He often imagined himself as the main character in every novel, convinced that every day was an adventure. He still writes his novels on an old typewriter.

A chess enthusiast, Jack also loves jazz and fine red wine. With the fortune he has made, he bought his own vineyard, developed an exceptional varietal, and created his own wine label with advice from his father. His staff includes a gardener, a cook, a housekeeper, and his longtime chauffeur, Ben, who has worked for him for twenty years. Ben’s children adore Jack for his generosity and the way he treats them—a natural talent that has made him something of a substitute grandfather. Ben is an experienced driver and once competed in amateur boxing.

Every year, Jack makes sure the media hears about his charitable work, especially his donations to organizations supporting orphaned children, abandoned animals, and the homeless. He cannot stand the idea of having the means to help and doing nothing. In front of a camera, he is always at his best, effortlessly captivating viewers.

He gives a different speech at every appearance, as if stepping onto a stage for his own show. But he also enjoys visiting schools and leading reading sessions for children.

While Peace, the gardener, shovels snow from the front entrance, Onyx leaps into the pile. Inside the living room, the guests take their seats around small flower-decorated tables, and brunch begins. Next comes the welcome presentation, while the national television reporter films the entire scene. Jack begins reading a passage from his new book. The guests are captivated by his voice and sit in complete silence. When the reading ends, the reporter begins asking questions.

“Mr. Glause, your book is a bestseller. What made you create this lottery?”

“I thought sharing was a wonderful idea. Don’t you agree, everyone?” Jack replies.

The guests applaud. Then the official steps onto the small platform in front of the prize fund.

“I’ve double-checked the number of participants,” he says with a smile.

“It’s a crystal urn. It belonged to my grandmother. May the best person win!” Jack replies.

Mr. Blood, the official in charge of the drawing, reaches into the urn and pulls out a slip of paper. He unfolds it, adjusts his glasses, looks up, and announces the winner: June Redworth. Every participant’s name has been written on a piece of paper folded into quarters, but only one has been drawn. He looks toward the reporter, whose camera is still rolling, and says the name aloud. Overwhelmed with excitement, the winner jumps to her feet.

“That’s me! I won! Oh my God!”

The guests applaud.

“Congratulations! Here’s your check!” Jack says.

Tyler takes a group photo and congratulates her.

“Tomorrow, you’ll be on the national news!”

“I don’t even have the words to describe how I feel. Thank you so much, Jack!” June Redworth says.

She walks over to shake his hand. Jack invites her into the living room, pours her a coffee, and asks:

“So, June, what are you going to do with all that money?”

“A lot of things, thanks to you. My mother can come live with me now, and I’ll finally be able to finish my degree and open my own veterinary practice!”

“Why did you leave college? You never answered that question,” Jack points out.

“I got pregnant, and an agency handled the adoption. I couldn’t bring myself to finish school. I became depressed.”

“You had a choice—you could have kept the child or given the baby up for adoption. Do you think you made the right decision?”

“At the time, I did what I thought was best for the baby. I was too young.”

“I’ll let you in on a secret. Every guest had a question they hadn’t answered. Fate decided that you would be the winner.”

At that moment, June is no longer sure whether she should smile or start to worry. For a second, she thinks she sees something almost sociopathic in Jack’s expression. But he quickly puts her at ease, explaining that he is working on his new novel and asking whether her story might provide inspiration. She looks at him, puzzled.

“I’ll have Ben drive you home,” he says.

She smiles at the man and leaves.

Several months pass before Jack finally calls June. She is in the kitchen pouring herself a glass of orange juice, taking a break before her next patient arrives, when her phone rings. She sees Jack’s name on the screen and answers.

“Jack! It’s so good to hear from you!”

He is calling to see how she is doing, but also to ask whether she is available to meet him the following Tuesday. A little surprised by the call, she answers:

“I’d love to!”

She is free to meet for coffee. The appointment is to take place at his secluded estate, surrounded by a lake and a dam where wild ducks can be seen flapping their wings and calling out, not far from a nature preserve. Ben will pick her up around four. She hangs up, wondering why Jack has called and what he wants—but she is happy at the thought of seeing the kind and generous man again.

Her life has completely changed. She now lives in an upscale neighborhood, has bought a house, and has opened her veterinary practice there. She has finally finished her university degree. She also lives with her mother, who became ill after her husband died. Until then, June had neither the money nor the strength to care for her, but the lottery changed everything. With her mother by her side, they have both found their way back to a happier life.

Every week, Brena takes a water-aerobics class at home in the beautiful pool near the veranda. They spend their evenings in the garden. Brena’s favorite pastime is gardening, and she enjoys cooking for her daughter. She also helps out at the veterinary clinic and loves animals. They adopted a two-month-old calico kitten that June found by the side of the road. The little stray was treated, fed, and eventually became part of the family.

A television network interviewed June on a studio set. She also invited the other participants to a dinner at an upscale restaurant in New York, and the event was covered by the press.

Since moving to her new neighborhood in Downtown Ocean City, June has loved shopping and going out to restaurants. She even tried surfing, with little success. She prefers eating ice cream while watching the sunset over the bay. It is one of her favorite moments. She grew up in Nebraska, where some of her happiest childhood memories involve rafting with her parents and watching sandhill cranes. A weight has been lifted from her shoulders: she was able to hire a nurse for her mother, and her business is thriving.

Jack has read the article about the dinner with the other participants, as well as the coverage of June’s television appearance.
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Monday, April 8, 6:00 p.m. Ben is waiting for June outside her home in the upscale neighborhood she is so proud of. She steps outside, closes the door, and waves to her mother, who is busy watering the plants. She does not tell her where she is going. She gets into the car, and Ben drives her to the estate.

She has dressed carefully—a classic black dress, heels, and her hair pulled into a bun. The sun has been shining all afternoon. It is a beautiful day. She watches the scenery during the drive, smiling as she sees children riding bicycles, which reminds her of her own childhood. Then she checks her messages on her phone.

When they arrive, the gate opens automatically. The car rolls slowly forward and stops in front of the entrance. The chauffeur gets out to open her door, and for a moment she feels privileged. The door opens, and Jack appears in jeans and a white shirt, clearly delighted to see her again. They shake hands, their eyes meeting for a long moment. June wonders what could possibly be waiting for her.

“Let me introduce you to my friends,” he says. “This is Nolan Truman, our attorney. Taylor Snow is a doctor. Ana Robinson is a judge. Stacy Conrad is a psychologist. Jim Carlson is a state representative. Everyone, this is June, the winner of the lottery!”

Jack invites them into the living room, a traditionally furnished room where a beautiful table is set with
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