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“Isn’t she the most perfect baby?” cooed her mother, Louise Parker.

“Well, we could have said that about the other four too,” grinned her father, Amos Parker.

“Yes, but they weren’t our tiny surprise bundle,” she gushed, not realizing the other four were already glowering at the tiny, pink bundle in their mother’s arms.  Their mother, not its.  They’d already exchanged looks and were in agreement about it.  This was their mother, not this unwanted usurper’s.  They had all been shocked when their mother announced at her esteemed age that she was pregnant, again.  It was embarrassing.  It was disgusting that their parents had even engaged in ... sex!  In this day and age when it was legal, the two oldest had the temerity to suggest she abort it.  The resounding slaps had been heard and almost felt by the other two.  No mention of her getting rid of the baby was ever made again.  Now, instead, they smiled half-heartedly as their mother went on and on about the tiny bundle of ... joy.  They exchanged looks once more and they were all in full agreement: this was not their sister, this was not any joy for them, this was an embarrassment.  

Some of their resentment was understandable.  Their parents had worked hard during the four teens’ lives and now that they should be enjoying a little of the fruits of their labors, perhaps not working as hard, they had a new baby to dote on.  The four teens resented it and hadn’t been shy about letting their parents know.  Their parents were puzzled as they felt they had doted on all their children.  This surprise baby should be welcomed by all, but she was not.

Louise and Amos, although surprised to have a child so ‘late’ in their life—late thirties was considered ‘old’ at this point—were thrilled to have one more chance at being parents.  Yes, they had worked hard since their first child was born seventeen years ago.  The succeeding children ages fifteen, fourteen, and twelve (going on thirteen) had watched them struggle.  Now Amos, a factory supervisor, had a cushier job that allowed them to have more of the luxuries in life.  They owned their own home with a swimming pool in the backyard, two cars in the driveway, and were looking forward to the children going off to college.  They were surprised at the vehemence and anger in their teens over the new baby, but thought, perhaps, it would fade.  What really happened was the teens’ anger was ignored by the doting parents and soon faded from the adults’ memories.

Louise and Amos, sure that everyone would dote on little ‘Joy,’ soon were oblivious to the pokes, pinches, and occasional dirty diaper left on the baby too long by its older siblings.  Certain that the teens would be responsible, they felt the built-in babysitters would love to take care of their little sister.  They were so wrong about that.  The resentment began to build even further over this spoiled little brat, as they referred to Joy.  They found every reason not to watch her if they could, especially when their cheap parents refused to pay them for the duty.

“I never had toys as nice as that when I was little,” griped Stewart, twelve years older than Joy, watching as their parents bought new toys for the little girl.  He failed to realize that his hand-me-downs had been lovingly taken care of by his mother who had had to make do with what little they had at the time.

“It’s all about her,” answered Patricia as she watched the little girl being coddled by her mother, taking much needed time from the fourteen-year-old.

“Of course, it’s all about her,” stated Cecilia.  “It’s an infant after all.  Helpless,” she dismissed.

Randall, the oldest, just ignored it.  He was too much of a jock and wasn’t about to let his friends see him with an infant.  They might think it was his and he’d never live that one down.

As Joy grew, she sensed the animosity of her siblings, didn’t understand it, but basked in the absolute love and attention of her doting parents.  They were in awe of the little girl and her sunshiny disposition.  They didn’t see, or refused to see, the little hurts and slights she endured at the hands of her much older and resentful siblings.  

As Randall went off to college on his football scholarship, he didn’t feel his parents were proud of his one great achievement.  Instead, he seethed at finding out they couldn’t come to the great homecoming game where he was a varsity player because little Joy was sick with the croup.  

Cecilia was mortified to have to watch Joy after school every other day and her friends didn’t understand babysitting duties without pay.  She resented every hour with her little sister, pretending she was not there even when she screamed to be fed or changed.

Patricia was worse.  Her parents no longer used her babysitting services since the baby was found crawling on the deck and heading for the swimming pool while the now fifteen-year-old sat twisting the phone cord around her finger and twirling her hair as she spoke to her friends.

Stewart was one of the worst.  He let his friends pay him to see the baby without a diaper; to touch its private areas and marvel at the smoothness.  Joy had no idea their laughter and touches were anything other than something she should laugh about.  Stewart only stopped when his father caught him with the money and he had to lie about where he got it.  The cigarettes he had been about to purchase were long out of reach as was the money his father confiscated.

As the teens grew up, one by one, and went off to college, married, and moved away, Joy became oblivious to them.  She remembered some of the hurts, felt the animosity, and ignored them.  She had two loving parents who enjoyed this belated gift life had given them.  She had come at a time in their lives when most people their age were slowing down, enjoying life, and even becoming grandparents.  She had been aptly named and they enjoyed her greatly.  Now that the others were grown, it was so much fun to enjoy some of the things they had had to miss while they made their way in this world, seeing a lot of firsts with this belated bundle of joy.  They had missed so much with the others, but they weren’t going to miss them with Joy.  Even when they began to have grandchildren when Joy was a mere ten years old, they didn’t give up doting on this last child of theirs.  Instead, they tried to include her with their new grandchildren, getting resentment from the children’s parents over the preferential treatment Joy seemed to get.  The grandchildren picked up on the animosity of their parents towards this aunt of theirs and emulated it.

When Joy was fourteen, her father purchased a brand-new Camaro.  It was a hot sports car and highly coveted by her brothers.  They were incredulous that their father, who hadn’t even let them use the family station wagon when they were growing up, let the underage Joy learn to drive the stick shift machine.  Their protests that she was too young fell on deaf ears.  Amos was thrilled to show his daughter how to drive, forgetting that he hadn’t taught his other sons or daughters and had left that up to Louise and the school.  He relished showing the young teen how to put the pedal to the metal and soar with his midlife crisis machine.  She had an infectious laugh and he adored this precious babe of his.

Louise couldn’t help but relish that she had so much more time for Joy.  Joy was nothing like Patricia or Cecelia, not nearly as girly or clean as the older two.  She was not interested in cooking or learning to make her own clothes as the others had been taught.  Louise laughed at Joy’s tomboyish tendencies; certain she would outgrow them someday.  When the older children complained that their teenage sister was still playing with Legos, she told them to leave her alone, defending her, telling them she would stop when she was ready and not before.

Louise made sure the young lady learned things like dancing and baking, but she also let her off a lot sooner than she would have her older sisters.  After all, it was a different era.  The sisters noted what an easy time Joy had of it.

Randall was furious to find his four-year-old being tended by his fourteen-year-old sister.  She was carving wooden knives for them to play with under the teepee she had already constructed.  She had used a folding pocket knife of their father’s that Randall had long coveted, but hadn’t been allowed to even touch.  He was outraged to find that their Dad had given her this.  He forbade her from ever babysitting his child again, citing that the teepee was unsafe, the child could have stabbed itself on her wooden carvings, and it was unsafe to be with her.

Trips to the zoo, the Grand Canyon, and Disney World were coveted items as the siblings grew up.  With Joy, birthday celebrations were always to this type of destination.  The siblings were not pleased to see their sister so indulged.

Just before Joy’s fifteen birthday tragedy struck in the form of a drunk driver.  Both her parents were killed outright.  They hadn’t left a will, and by the time the other four siblings divided up their parents’ things, there was nothing left for Joy ... no money, no property, no nothing.  None of the siblings would take their sister in and left it to social services to find her a place to live.  The overworked caseworker could have gone after the Parker estate to help pay for Joy’s upkeep, but it was overlooked and the young girl was placed in the system.  For the first time in her life Joy knew hardship, but not as much as her siblings hoped.  

Joy had loved her parents, but she had a healthy sense of reality.  She hadn’t realized she was indulged, hadn’t flaunted it, but knew to accept it gratefully.  She also learned to make do when her petty siblings took her things, broke them, and then blamed her.  She realized there was a harshness in life that had nothing to do with her.  She hadn’t gone into her young-adult years with blinders on.  She was well-liked at school, her parents loved her, but she always knew her siblings didn’t like her in the least.  While it didn’t bother her anymore, she was puzzled at their resentment.  It hadn’t been her fault her parents had her so late in life.  They resented everything about her and in their final pettiness to her, left her abandoned to the system.  Well, she wouldn’t resent them.  Instead, she would forget about them.  They didn’t love her, didn’t want her, and she wouldn’t want them either.  Her parents had loved her enough to create a strong and wonderful young woman and she wouldn’t sully her memory of them by dwelling on what her siblings had done to her.

Joy was shocked to find the suitcase and backpack of belongings she brought into the system was soon rifled through and most of her things stolen.  Other foster children, foster parents, and people who considered themselves do-gooders, unknowingly made things worse for the now parentless child.  Joy’s age was against her; at fifteen, many thought of her as an adult.  Some of the other foster children treated her worse than her siblings, if that were possible.  The ‘system’ failed most foster children.  Some ended up in homes so bad that to speak of it was to have someone upset at them over their income being jeopardized.  The ‘system’ did not work on so many levels it was laughable.  Joy was a victim of this system.  She’d gone from loving and caring parents to no one caring at all.  Even her overworked social worker, who attempted to pretend she cared, failed miserably.  She had so many children on her roster that this self-possessed and intelligent girl wasn’t about to ruin her own little system within the system.  She told Joy where to go and what to do, and if the ‘child’ didn’t like it, that was too bad.  She had no choice.  Joy’s complaints fell on deaf ears, so she stopped making them.  Instead, she fought fiercely for the few possessions she was able to keep of her own—her pictures of her parents and her life before this tragedy.  She earned a reputation for being a troublemaker and got shuffled from house to house.  Not all of them were bad, but by the time Joy was sixteen she’d been in several and had gone to so many schools, she was falling behind.

Then came the final home she was put in.  Her social worker warned her this was the last one and she couldn’t help her anymore if she got in trouble at this one; she lied in an attempt to control this incorrigible teen.  She didn’t look too closely at the couple who had four other teens living with them ... all girls.  Joy would learn that first night that women were nothing more than chattel in this house; they were subservient nothings, meant to be men’s playthings.  Her new ‘stepfather’ threatened her with a belt if she didn’t ‘obey’ him.  He attempted to claim his ‘rights’ the second week she was there.  The only reason she hadn’t left the first week was he locked her in her room, a room with no windows.  She was not allowed to go to school.  At sixteen, that was enough ‘schoolin’ as he told her.  She should stay home, clean, and take care of him like the others.  When he tried to have a sexual relationship with her, she was horrified and pretended she had her period.  That night, she dropped her backpack containing her family pictures out a bathroom window and nearly broke her neck when she climbed out too.  They never saw her again.

Joy had changed a lot since the night her parents died.  She had known the delight of an almost idyllic childhood.  She hadn’t been oblivious to her siblings’ hatred, she had, however learned to be inured to it.  It had helped her survive the nearly two years in the foster care system.  This last home would have been a nightmare had she come to it sooner, but Joy was made of hearty stock.  She couldn’t help the others in this home, but she could get herself out of it and she did not look back.  She knew a long-haired blonde would be easy to spot on the streets and victimized, so she spent some time with father’s knife in a gas station and hacked away at her hair until it was spiky and uneven.  She looked like a hooligan.  She also took some grease and made herself look dirty ... after a few weeks on the street, the effect was no longer fake.  She bit off all her nails and rubbed the grease around them.  That first night she slept in an alleyway under a box, her ears tuned to any sound.  She was lucky no one saw her that night.

“Hey, punk,” someone called to her, but she ignored them as she trod along, learning the streets, going deeper into the core.

“Hey, you!  I’m talkin’ to you!” another voice called and she hurried along, her head down, ignoring them and minding her own business.  She kept her head elevated just enough that she could see out of the corners of her eyes and keep a lookout, always on the lookout for a way out so they wouldn’t catch her.

She ran out of money within three days.  Never having much, her foster care had shown her that to try and keep it was foolish.  She hadn’t thought to steal money from her foster families and trying to get a job was useless as they wanted a social security card and other identification.  She thought about hookin,’ but knew that was a no-win job.  While pimps tried to talk her into it, intimidate her into it—she still had a softness they could see below the dirt—she was careful how close she got to them.  She’d heard stories of girls getting drugged by these people.  Joy collected cans and bottles and used the automatic vending machines at the store, taking her receipt into the store where she was paid hurriedly because of her appearance and smell.

Joy learned how to use the missions, listening to the church-based propaganda for what seemed like hours before she was allowed to eat their watered-down soups.  Still, it was food.  She was grateful for the little she had.  Her life had changed so drastically: from a warm and loving home with two doting parents, to living on the street begging for handouts and trying to keep herself from being a victim of the all-too-common violence.  She was one of many, and while she tended to stay to herself, she was aware, very aware, of the many other street kids like herself.  

Joy could see that just surviving on the streets was no way to live.  She, like countless others, tried to get out, but it was hard once you were in.  She cleaned up the best she could at the missions the nights she was able to cop a bed, but she still had only the clothes on her back and these became ragged and had to be replaced with cast-offs from the mission barrel.  She looked and felt like a castoff herself, one of the many, but she felt she was outside these people, that she was not part of them.  

When she was seventeen, a man at one of the many downtown dives took pity on her and began to train her as a bartender.  She cleaned up good, let her hair get shaggy so it could hide her eyes and her age, and she was able to pass for the legal drinking age of eighteen.  By the time the legal age in Wisconsin was raised to nineteen, she was a fixture in a few of the downtown bars.  She was working as a bartender here and there, and hiding in a dilapidated old building that was to be torn down.  Paid under the table, she avoided taxes and having any legal paperwork identify her.  People, if they wanted to get hold of her, learned to leave a message at one of the bars where she worked, but it might be weeks, if at all, that she answered.

Joy was eighteen when she saved enough to finally feel confident enough to do something she had wanted for a while.  She sent for her birth certificate and then got herself the social security card that her mother had applied for when she was only four months old.  She was grateful that one of the bars allowed her to receive mail.  With this information, she proudly applied for her driver’s license.  She tested with a friend’s car and was delighted to receive her first official form of identification.  One goal had been satisfied.  The next goal would take a little longer and she began to take courses on those nights she was not tending bar, still hiding herself and dodging those would-be hangers-on who would follow a woman alone.  She’d become very adept on the streets, never taking the same way twice to her hideout.

Joy nearly had her GED when she was forced to change accommodations.  The City of Milwaukee had decided to tear down the building that she had called home.  She and many other street rats had to vacate the premises ... and immediately.  She spent weeks trying to find a place, sleeping on the streets once again.  Finally, before the snow flew again and the cold froze her death, she wrangled a room from a friend who was barely in her apartment anyway; too busy working the streets and ending up in various hotels.  With a lock installed on the door of her room, an escape route out the window if necessary, and a ripped-up floorboard to stash her real valuables, she was set.

She was making her way cautiously to work one afternoon, having finagled a few hours from one of the bars in need of a bartender, when she saw someone drop a bag and hurried to pick it up and return it to the elderly black woman who had dropped it.  “Ma’am,” she called politely to get her attention.  It took several tries as the woman seemed to be partially deaf.  “Ma’am,” she panted as she caught up with the spry old woman, “you dropped this,” she smiled down at the wrinkled old woman.

“I did?” she asked, puzzled as to why this young white woman would stop her.  She peered suspiciously at her, recognizing her from having seen her occasionally on their streets.  “Why, thank you, dear,” she said in her raspy voice.  “My grandson would have been so upset if ...” she began, and then realizing she was saying too much, she returned the smile with one of her own and began to totter away, almost slipping on the snowy pavement.  

“Here, let me help you,” Joy offered, seeing her unsteady gait and wondering what was in the bag she had just returned.  Maybe she should have kept it.  No, she may be a street urchin now, but she was an honest one.  She still had her integrity.  She held out her elbow for the elderly lady.

With a look of surprise at her chivalry, the woman grasped tightly on the young woman’s arm and held on as they slowly made their way towards her post-war house.  Joy helped her up the steps and waited until she was inside before waving a cheery goodbye and hurrying off, sure she would be late to the job and lose the hours she had been promised.  She made good time and was just in the door.

“You’re late,” her boss groused, but they both looked at the clock and she was right on time.  She set to work washing down the counter and the floor behind the bar even though the handyman had already washed the floor in the bar the previous night.  He watched as she efficiently sprinkled some comet on the floor and scrubbed using her shoes on the brushes instead of bending down.  None of the other bartenders ever bothered, but Joy had found that spilled beer and fruity, sticky drinks on the floor made a mess and a clean floor made it easier and quicker for her to serve demanding customers.  Her tips reflected her speed and her happy disposition brought some regulars in.  Their constant appeals for dates were all rebuffed with the same answer, “I’m not allowed to date the patrons.”  Her boss didn’t mind; he didn’t need a jealous boyfriend in here anyway.  The men who came into his bar came back because they were eternally hopeful.

Joy hadn’t realized the consequences of some of her actions.  The cleanliness and the helpfulness, were noted by people who didn’t normally receive such niceties.  Some would disparage her behavior, but she was used to that in the form of her siblings and ignored it.  Others were surprised to find it and grateful for it.  Even while eating at the mission, she sometimes chipped in and helped, especially on holidays that she no longer celebrated.  She figured she was better off than some of her companions and would pay it forward.

“You that bartender chick?” a gruff voice greeted her one night as she left one of her few jobs and she quickly jerked back, caught off guard from her usual street-wariness.  He was difficult to see in the dark since there were no street lights or they had been broken in this section.  Only the whites of his eyes and then his smile was visible in the dark.

“That depends.  What do you want?” she snarled back, ungrateful at the intrusion and wary of anyone who tried to stop her.

“You helped a little old lady with her groceries the other day?” he softened his gruff tone and tried to be a little friendlier.

“What of it?” she asked, still sounding rude and uncaring, an affection she kept in her tone to ward off would-be suitors.

“That was my grandmother,” he responded, wondering if this was the chick or not.  Still, G-Ma’s description had been accurate and he remembered seeing her around.

Joy remembered the other day and nodded, unsure if he could see her in the dark and she looked around, wondering why he had bothered.

He did see her nod and continued.  “I owe you one,” he said in a tone that she should know.

Joy turned her head slightly at the phrasing.  She knew what it could mean, but she wanted it spelled out.  “What do you mean?” she asked, as though she didn’t understand.

He sighed, knowing he would have to explain.  “My G-Ma, you did her a favor for me.  I-owe-you-one,” he stressed, meaningfully.

Joy tried to peer through the darkness, not completely sure what it meant and yet her heart was beating so hard in her chest she thought she’d faint shortly if she didn’t get out of here.  She nodded once as though she completely understood and made to go.  He reached out and touched her arm to hold her back, but with only one finger so she could leave if she wanted to.

“You ever need something, you ask for T-Ray,” he told her and then pulled his hand back and backed further into the darkness as someone came along the dark street.

Joy’s heart leapt at the name.  She knew that name on the street and it was not good.  He dealt in drugs and managed pimps, not the girls, but the pimps themselves.  It was a network she had steered clear of for years.  She wanted nothing to do with it.  She was not going to borrow trouble.  She couldn’t see him anymore, but knew it was more than her life was worth to stand here any longer.  She hurried to the well-lit bus stop and fortunately the bus came along not five minutes later.  Her heart had stopped beating so hard, but that didn’t mean she was not drenched in sweat under her winter jacket.  She put her quarters in the fare box and sat down, not daring to look back to the corner or the alleyway where T-Ray had disappeared.  It was a good thing she didn’t or she would have seen the half dozen gang members who had accompanied their leader all walk out of the alleyway.  They had heard their leader.  That blonde street kid was owed one.  They wouldn’t forget.  Unknowingly, Joy now had a protective shield around her in this part of the core and word spread—leave her alone or deal with T-Ray and his posse.

Joy got off and climbed the steps to her apartment.  Her key had difficulty, as it always did, in the sturdy lock that kept people from their apartment.  She heard her roommate entertaining in her room and ignored the sounds of sex as the bed thumped against the floor and wall.  She hated it when the woman brought home Johns.  She’d been fortunate not to have encountered any herself.  She helped herself to the cold Chinese food she had bought the previous day and took it with her to her room.  Turning the lock on her own door, she made sure the drapes were across the drafty windows and sat down on her bed to eat.  She looked down at the disgusting pile of food dishes she had accumulated and after she ate, she put all the dried food, plastic plates, and forks into a garbage bag.  She left the bag by her door to discard on her way out in the morning.  She straightened up her room and quickly went to use the bathroom, slipping in and out so fast that she missed the John who paid for his fun and left.  She locked herself in her room again and tried to sleep.

She was woken twice as her roommate entertained two more men on this cold winter’s night.  She covered her ears with her pillow, wishing she could be somewhere else.  She sighed.  This was her life for now and she would make it better, someday.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Joy obtained her high school equivalency or GED finally.  The sense of accomplishment was something she wanted to share with someone, anyone, and yet she had no one.  That would have to change someday, but she had no idea how at this point.  She was still a loner and very much alone.  She still had nowhere to go and no idea of how to get there.  Having a high school diploma didn’t mean much as she still had no job prospects.  She could trade in her bartending jobs for a regular nine to five job, maybe flipping hamburgers at a local joint, or perhaps continue with a college education, but that would all take years.  She had nowhere to go ... fast.  She decided not to get rid of the bartending jobs for now.  The tips were okay, the cash always good, and while she still had a place to stay, she knew she wouldn’t last there much longer.  In the past few months, Joy’s body had been undergoing a change.  Gone was the thin boyish figure and slowly her body was catching up with her age ... and womanhood.  She was developing embarrassing curves and she knew guys ... men, were noticing.  It hadn’t happened sooner because of her own way of playing it down, even going so far as to bind her burgeoning breasts.  It also helped that she had a safety bubble in the neighborhoods where she worked.  But the bubble was about to be popped as a full-on race war was happening in the core of Milwaukee: gang against gang, black against white.  She was a white girl in a black neighborhood, and while she had been a street urchin they had allowed it.  A full-grown woman was another thing.  She was not one of the prostitutes they owned on their street and some of the gang members didn’t like the way she came and went on their streets.  The murmurings began.

Joy was well past eighteen when she once again was approached by the little black woman she recognized from the past winter.  It was summer, but she was still wearing a jacket as she hurried down the street.

“Hey, you!” the voice commanded respect and for a second Joy faltered in her determined stride, a stride that kept some away because it conveyed a sense of purpose, an unconscious note not to mess with this person.  “Hey you, white girl!” the elderly voice commanded again and Joy looked up, realizing it was directed at her as not too many white girls were on these mean streets.  She smiled as she recognized the little, old lady and nodded at her in reply, at least acknowledging the woman.  “Come here, girl!” she was commanded and Joy decided to indulge her and halted her long stride to stop before her.

“Ma’am?” she said respectfully, showing she still had manners hidden somewhere inside her from long ago.

“You need to get out, girl,” the woman started without preamble.

“You want me to go?” Joy asked, not understanding, wondering why she had been stopped.  She made to move away, but the old woman reached out and with a surprisingly strong grip grabbed her arm.

“No, you need to get out of this neighborhood, girl.  It ain’t safe,” she told her meaningfully.  She looked around at the hangers-on, the ones who loitered near the corners, waiting on the dealers, the girls, and the drunks.

Joy knew that, but she was heading for work.  The woman was not finished with her.

She leaned in as though she were telling the girl a secret.  Joy had to lean down to listen.  “T-Ray sends you a message,” she confided in a whisper.  Joy wanted to stiffen up at the name, but kept herself still, respectfully still.  “He says, ‘Somethin’ is brewin’ and you ain’t safe.’  Get out, get out while the getting’s good, girl.”  With that she let go of the girl’s arm and bustled off as though she meant to all along.  Joy stood there bemusedly and watched her walk away.  Shaking her head, she continued towards work.

Thinking about the strange encounter, Joy almost missed the telltale signs that more was up than usual.  There was an inordinate number of men, boys really, hanging around the bar she was making her way towards and she nearly missed it because she was looking down thinking about what the old woman had said.  She looked up in time, but not nearly soon enough as someone made to grab her.

“Hey, baby, you looking for a good time?” someone breathed in her face, trying to detain her by grabbing her arm.  

Joy was adept at getting released and she twisted her arm around her assailant’s and slipped his hand off her arm.  The next was a little more persistent and she had to slip out of her jacket and leave it as she realized there were far too many men around, waiting for the bar that was always open, to open?  She saw she was being watched ... intently.  It was then that the warning and what it meant slammed home.  She left her jacket, which she had seriously thought to retrieve, and headed back the other way.

“Hey, baby, don’t go,” several called to her.  Some followed, but Joy walked her long strides.  She didn’t look back, she didn’t run, she just kept going.  Fortunately, she kept her money in her front pocket and saw a bus rumbling down the street at that moment.  She didn’t care where it was going.  She ran the last few steps before it could pull away, banged on the door, and got on the step, paying her fare as she sat down and saw she had been pursued.  She looked at the black faces, some Latinos, all looking angrily at her and shouting something.  Her window was closed on the hot bus, but she heard some of the threats.  They had been waiting for her and she had no idea why.

As the bus took off down the street, she breathed a sigh of relief.  She wouldn’t be going back to work there, she knew it wouldn’t be safe, but she wondered about the other places she worked occasionally.  Were all her avenues of making money under the table now in jeopardy?  She thought her situation over carefully.  She had some money saved, but not enough to move on, not nearly enough.  She was so lost in her thoughts she missed her stop, but it was a good thing she did, as she looked and saw some of the same types of guys waiting for her there.  They were all around her building, waiting.  She didn’t get off at her stop, knowing it would be foolish to go home.  Her stash was safe, she thought.  Her roommate didn’t know of it, and if they stole what she had left out it was little enough.  Her clothes, the few she owned, were there, but the rest was hidden.

She spent the night in a sleazy hotel downtown where they rented by the hour to those in the know.  She paid an overpriced fee for the luxury of spending the whole night.  It seriously depleted the cash she had on her.  She couldn’t go home the following day either as she saw from the bus she rode that they were still waiting, or someone was.  She spent the next night at one of the missions, a cold, miserable night as it was overcrowded, but she was lucky to get a bed.  The do-gooders who funded this one were terribly arrogant and she tried another mission the next night, but was unable to get in.  She wandered her streets, knowing to stay away from the neighborhoods where they searched for her.  She finally slept on a park bench, only to be woken by a cop who wanted the vagrants gone.  The next night, she tried the missions again, but to no avail.  Things were becoming desperate.  She was cold, hungry, and tired ... very tired.  Her judgement was lapsing.  She desperately sought shelter out of the cold Wisconsin night and went to sleep in an abandoned warehouse with many other street people.  She was allowed to ‘share’ a fire with several others as they all sought the warmth and slept near its flames, adding to the fire now and then with whatever they could find to burn.

Joy was dreaming.  She was dreaming she was back in her safe, suburban home, with her parents still alive.  It was warm.  She was loved.  It was warm ... too warm.  As the screams started to penetrate her sleepy mind, she began to realize it really was too warm.  The warehouse was on fire!  It was smoke-filled and people were falling over each other and things in the darkness, causing chaos and panic.  Joy tried to make her way to where she remembered the doorway to be.  Someone broke a window, feeding the fire with oxygen and fanning the flames.  Joy heard the screams, shouts, and cries of the disoriented.  People grabbed at her, begging for help.  She tried to pull them along with her, but realized they were holding her back, their hands pulling her from seeking an exit.  She finally shook them off one by one as she sought her own way out of the flames.  She was disoriented, the smoke causing her to cough.  She went to her knees, tripping over something ... or someone.  The air was clearer near the ground and she crawled her way forward, passing out at someone’s feet, someone wearing boots.

Joy came to as an oxygen mask was adjusted on her sooty face.  She started to cough, struggling to pull off the smothering mask.  “Easy there, girl.  Easy, we got you,” someone said as they batted away her hands.  She tried to look around, but her eyes were tearing up and the lights were too bright.  She tried to bring up her hand to shade her eyes, but they thought she was going for the oxygen mask again and her hand was abruptly tied down.  She started another coughing fit and when they wouldn’t let her sit up to combat it, she started choking.  Finally, she leaned over and threw up in the mask.  They paid attention to that.  The fight to get off the mask, to get her airway clear, made her pass out again.

When Joy became aware of her surroundings again, she realized there were tubes going up her nose and a mask over her face.  A woman was wiping down her skin with a sponge and looked startled to see Joy open her blue eyes.  She quickly alerted someone else who came over to look at her.  “Hi, Joy,” he greeted her cheerfully.  “That is your name?  Joy?”  He quickly flashed a penlight into her pupils, pleased with what he saw.

She nodded, wondering how he knew.  

He seemed to read the puzzlement in her eyes as he answered, “We found your identification in your sock when we undressed you.”

As the look of puzzlement became one of alarm, he went to reassure her in this one-sided conversation.  “We have all your belongings in this bag here next to your bed,” he held it up so she could see the blue bag with a big white cross on the side.  It announced the name of the hospital.  “You’ve had a bit of smoke inhalation and we want to keep you a couple of days.”  He held her shoulder down as she attempted to sit up and shook her head.  “Don’t worry, we have you down as indigent.  You won’t have to pay a thing.  You’re one of the lucky ones.  Thirty people died in that warehouse.”

Joy didn’t know if she should be insulted at being listed as indigent, relieved that she wouldn’t have to pay for the hospital care, or relieved that she was not among one of the dead?  She settled back, trying to swallow and noticing her throat was sore.

He saw her trying to swallow.  “Yeah, that’s gonna hurt for a while,” he told her as he pressed carefully on both sides, looking for swollen cords.  “You nearly aspirated there in the ambulance.”  He continued to examine her, making sure her breathing was normal.  “You need to relax.  You are going to be here a few more days.  Is there anyone we should contact?”

Joy shook her head immediately, thinking of her siblings for the first time in a long time, and dismissing them.  She knew they wouldn’t care.  They’d be horrified to find out she was a street person, but then they might think it served her right.  She was an adult now and responsible for herself.  She’d gotten this far on her own and she’d never darken their doorsteps again, not that she had ever seen their homes once they moved out.  As she lay there, it really hit home ... she had no one.  No one cared if she lived or died.  No one.

They let her lay a while before moving her to a semi-private room.  The curtain separated her from her roommate.  The roommate seemed to be very social and very vocal.  Joy pretended to be sleeping a lot, especially when the roommate was alone and wanted to get to know her.  She turned away, showing the woman her back, hearing the curtain slide open, and then slide shut again occasionally.  After a couple of days of this, she overheard the roommate tell one of her many visitors ‘That girl is very unsociable.’

Joy was not unsociable; she was just worried about when she would be leaving this place and where she would be going.  She had no money.  She had no place to go.

They released her after several days and managed to find her a mismatched outfit.  They gave her the bag they had put her belongings in.  She went into the bathroom to put her identification in her sock and was amazed to find the little money she had had on her still there.  She would have thought she wouldn’t have any, but was glad to find it.  She stashed it in the front of the too tight jeans she was wearing.  When she stood up, the jeans were too short and showed off her ripped and holey socks.  She was ashamed, much more so than usual, since she had to leave the hospital with the oversized sweat shirt they had given her and the mismatched shoes.  She’d rather go back to being that street girl she had been as she made her way down the road towards a bus stop.  She debated taking the bus back to her old neighborhood.  Surely, they weren’t still waiting for her and she could go to her building and get her things?  She didn’t imagine her roommate had saved the room for her.  

She sat on the bench a while, looking up at the snowy night, shivering a little as she waited for a bus.  When no bus came after half an hour, she began to walk.  She’d gone half a block when the bus she had been waiting for lumbered by.  Trying to run, she found herself too weak to race after it and slowly walked on, freezing in the cold winter of Milwaukee.  She made her way downtown, past The Grand Theater where she had watched movies with her parents, which now sat vacant and empty.  She’d read somewhere that people were trying to save it.  She had beautiful memories of it and they kept her warm as she plodded along on Wisconsin Avenue.  She went past the expensive Pfister Hotel where even now beautiful people were coming and going.  She glanced through the glass doors as she passed, seeing the beautiful architecture and luxurious interior.  She saw an employee eyeing her warily as she shuffled along, almost as though she would have the audacity to enter such a fine establishment.

She knew she was going to have to stop and eat something besides the soup she had at the hospital many hours ago.  She was a long way from any of the missions and she knew she better not show her face in her old neighborhoods for a while.  Her jobs were long gone and not being able to reach her would frustrate her former employers, unlikely endearing her to them since they may have needed her to work.  She looked up at the old-fashioned drug store and went inside.

She was greeted with, “You can’t come in here.”  She looked up in surprise as the clerk pointed at her.  She looked behind her as though they were talking to someone else.

“You mean, me?” she asked haughtily.

“Yeah, you,” they pointed again.  “Unless you buy something, you can’t stay.”  She sniffed and looked Joy up and down from the mismatched shoes, to the flood pants, exposed socks, and weird sweatshirt.  The woman looked down on her luck.

“I was hoping for some hot chocolate?” Joy asked and reached for her pocket money, knowing she shouldn’t indulge, but she needed to warm up to face the rest of the night.  Maybe she would find an alleyway with plenty of boxes to keep the snow off her.  If she wrapped herself just right, she wouldn’t freeze to death.

“You can pay for it?” the clerk asked rudely as she went behind the food counter and looked at Joy suspiciously.

“Of course,” Joy muttered and pulled out a dollar to pay for the cup.  When the clerk delivered it, she wrapped her cold hands around the mug and relished the warmth.  The clerk scooped up the dollar bill and looked at it suspiciously before depositing it in the till and returning with Joy’s change.  She seemed reluctant to put it down on the counter, but did, and then slipped back out from behind the counter to continue stocking some shelves so she could watch Joy in the slanted mirror at the top of the ceiling.

Joy took her time, sipping slowly at the hot chocolate so as not to burn her tongue.  The chocolate goodness was delicious.  She’d only had Jell-O for sweets while in the hospital and she didn’t often indulge.  The chocolate was wonderful and she was pleased at the little marshmallows too, fishing them out with her tongue to play them between her teeth, making it last longer as the warmth of the store seeped into her bones.  She glanced around the store, looking at the many things she needed, but couldn’t afford: maxi pads for her period versus using rags that she washed out and reused, Band-aids for a cut or scrape versus letting it air dry and her blood clot, and shampoo and conditioner for her hair.  She glanced up into the mirror to see the clerk exasperatedly looking at her slowly drinking the hot liquid.  She knew the woman probably thought she was casing the joint.

“Did you want another?” the harsh voice of the clerk interrupted Joy’s thoughts of the things she missed as well as her delight in feeling warm again.

Joy considered carefully.  If she used some more of her carefully hoarded money, she would regret it as she wouldn’t be able to get on the bus or perhaps buy a sandwich later, but the thought of going out into the cold made her inwardly cringe, so she smiled brightly and nodded yes.  The clerk reluctantly brought her another cup, this time with whipped cream.  “Thank you,” she said as she passed another dollar bill across the counter.

“You’re welcome,” the clerk answered automatically, sounding surly.  She returned the coins again and headed back to stocking shelves, still watching her in the mirrors of the store.

Joy took as much time with the second cup, if not more.  The whipped cream was absolutely delicious.  She knew she couldn’t delay this time as she finished the cup.  Feeling generous, but knowing she shouldn’t do it, she left two quarters on the counter for the clerk and cheerfully called, “Thank you!” as she made her way to the front of the store and left.  She saw in the mirror as the clerk looked after her and headed to pocket the tip.  She went out again into the cold, snowy evening and headed further up Wisconsin Avenue, heading west and away from Lake Michigan.  The snow was coming down thicker and she thought about making an igloo as her father had taught her in the snowdrifts in their yard when she was little.  Thoughts of her parents made her almost as warm as the hot chocolate had and she buried her hands in her pockets as she looked down and walked along.  It was then she saw it ... a five-dollar bill in the snow.  She looked around to see if someone had dropped it.  She put her foot down on it and waited to see if someone was pulling a prank or if something more sinister was afoot.  Some of the tricks that gangs or street people pulled were downright dangerous and putting a fiver out for some unsuspecting person meant they could rob them or worse.  She looked around, but saw no one, not even an alley where someone could be hiding.  Slowly, she crouched down and removed the bill from under her shoe.  She pulled it out and stuffed it in her pocket, not even examining it as she continued her walk up the avenue.

The bill was almost burning a hole in her pocket as she walked along, the snow blowing into her face, the wind blowing at her back from the lake.  The effect was causing her to chill more rapidly than it had before.  She was starting to stiffen up from hunching over and knew she better find a place out of the wind, a place to warm up, or she would be in trouble.  She saw the gas station and didn’t know what impulse compelled her to go inside.  She knew they would be able to tell by her attire that she was a street person and not likely to buy anything.  She saw the suspicious clerk behind his thick glass.  She knew they stayed behind that protective glass because people sometimes held up gas stations.  A gunshot might be deflected by the thick glass.  She looked for something she could buy that would be warm, but there was very little to offer in the store.  She headed up and down the aisles.  There was plenty if she wanted snack food, but it was way too expensive, and bad for her besides.  It would eat up what little she had with her and not fill the hole that was her stomach.  She merely wanted to stay warm, but she saw the clerk eyeing her a little too closely and she felt uncomfortable under his gaze.  To delay a little, she went to the lottery counter and looked at the little slips of paper you could fill in to choose your own numbers.  On impulse, she started to fill in the little dots next to numbers representing her birthday, her mother’s birthday, and then her father’s.  Since her parents were born the same year, she had her five numbers.  She chose the number five as the Powerball number since she was the fifth child.  She laughed at herself for the idea.  Like she would waste two dollars on a ticket.  She felt a hand on her back and whirled around, but no one was there.  The hand had felt familiar, like when Dad had encouraged her to try something. It was an odd sensation to be having in the middle of a convenience store/gas station.  She looked up again to see the clerk looking at her oddly; he must have seen her twirl.  She returned to her ticket as though examining if she had filled in the tiny dots exactly.  Her pencil filled them in a little more, making sure each circle was completely filled.  She knew she was just wasting time, trying to get warm.  She glanced out of the corner of her eye, her hair hiding the look, but saw the clerk still staring at her suspiciously.  She sighed.  She couldn’t stay here all night.

She bravely walked up to the counter, grabbed a salted nut roll and a Hershey’s chocolate bar, and put them on the counter with the lottery slip, pulling the five-dollar bill from her pocket.  It was found money; she might as well use it.

“Do you want the multiplier?” he asked, the first words he had spoken as he took the ticket and her five-dollar bill.

“What’s that?” she asked, not having the faintest idea.

“It’s the Power Play option?” he clarified as though she would understand that.

Having never bought a lottery ticket in her life, she shook her head.

He sighed.  “If you buy the Power Play option and you win anything else but the jackpot, what you win is automatically doubled,” he explained as though she were an idiot.

“I have to buy this Power Play?” she asked wonderingly.  

“Yes, the Powerball costs two dollars and the Power Play is an extra dollar.”

“So, it costs three dollars?” she asked, horrified at the expense.

“Well, only if you get the extra Power Play,” he sounded condescending.  “Otherwise, it’s only two dollars.”

‘Only two dollars,’ she thought.  ‘Two wasted dollars!’  Still, she felt that hand on her back again and wondered if snow had gotten down her sweatshirt and was now feeling warm as it ran down her back?  She whirled again to look behind her and no one was there, so she looked down to see if any snow had melted and fallen.

The clerk looked at her curiously, wondering if she was right in the head.  The way she was dressed, and certainly the way she was acting, was suspicious.  He waited patiently.  She didn’t speak as she thought about it and finally, he asked, “Do you want the candy and the ticket?”  He wondered if she was going to bolt with the candy or if he was going to have to call the police on her.

Joy started and nodded, deciding to indulge herself this once.  The candy would feel good and she hadn’t had a candy bar in a very long time.  “I’ll take the lottery ticket without the Power Play,” she told him, proud that she had made a decision.  That one dollar would go towards the candy, which was overpriced as it was.  What happened to the day when candy bars were only a quarter?

He handed her the ticket after running her slip, then handed that back as well.

“What do I do with this?” she asked, holding out the slip she had filled in.

He shrugged.  “Some people use it time and time again for their numbers.”

“Oh,” she said, folding it and stuffing it into her jeans pocket.  She folded the lottery ticket and slipped it into another pocket and then took the change and the candy.  She slipped the coins in the front pocket again and ripped open the candy bar.  “Thank you,” she said as she went back out into the cold.

That night she managed to find shelter under two refrigerator boxes, wrapping herself and her head in newspapers that someone had thrown out.  She crumpled them up and slid them into the sweatshirt for insulation, wrapping them around her feet and legs where she could.  She shivered herself in and out of sleep for most of the night and rose to stamp her blood awake as she slowly made her way to one of the churches that allowed the homeless to come to worship.  That Sunday, she prayed with the sinners, not believing a word of it, but feeling better for having gone.  She went to three services before noon and felt warmer for the first time since she had left the hospital.  

She made her way to the first of several missions to get food, a blanket, and a place to stay.  For the next couple of weeks, she was lucky to find a place.  Then one night, she was too late and all the spots were filled.  She was turned away time and time again.  

She made her way back down Wisconsin Avenue and saw the gas station again.  Remembering the lottery ticket, she headed inside.  The clerk was a different one, but still looked at her attire suspiciously as she dug deep in her pocket, pulled the paper out, and slid the ticket across the counter.  The girl ran it under a scanner to read the numbers.

“You’ve won!” the girl said excitedly.

“How much?” Joy asked, her own excitement over her good fortune mounting.

The girl looked at her, confused for a moment.  “It just says you are a winner.  You’ll have to go down to the lottery commission to find out.”

“It doesn’t tell you how much?” Joy asked, disappointed, wondering if it would even be worth it to go all the way downtown again where the commission was sure to be.  She didn’t want to waste her time or energy.

“It just flashes on my screen, ‘This ticket is a winner,’” she explained.

Joy was annoyed.  “You can’t pay me?” she asked, hoping she didn’t have to go downtown again.  She knew it would be cold and she was cold enough.  She wanted to find one of the shelters.  She hoped whoever was looking for her was not looking there.

“No, not amounts over six hundred,” the girl told her, chewing on her gum like a cow chewing its cud.  She looked like she was ready to pop a bubble as she chomped.

“So, it is definitely over six hundred?” Joy allowed her spirits to soar in hope.  That was a lot of money; it would definitely buy her a ticket out of town.  Maybe she should go to Florida and sleep on the beach for a change.  Maybe going downtown wouldn’t be so bad after all.

The girl looked at Joy as though she were stupid.  “Yeah, it has to be or it would tell me to pay you.”

“So, where do I go to claim this?” she indicated the ticket the girl had handed back to her, wondering if she would pull it back and Joy wouldn’t get her money.

“Well, if I were you, I’d fill out the back in pen and then go down to the lottery office and get your money,” she told her helpfully.

“Fill out the back?” Joy mumbled as she turned the ticket over and saw a space for her name and address.  Fortunately, thanks to her driver’s license, she did have an address, even if she didn’t live there anymore.  What if they checked though?  Would they still give her the money?  She looked up at the girl again.  “Do you have a pen I may borrow?”  

Reluctantly the clerk slid a pen across the counter.  “I need it back though; we don’t give them out like.”

Joy agreed to return it, but took her ticket to the lottery counter so that other customers could be served as she slowly filled out the tiny lines including her name and address.  Shoving the ticket deep in her front pocket, she stood in line again to return the pen and then asked the girl, “Do you know where the lottery commission is?”

“It’s downtown, I think,” the girl said absentmindedly as she took her pen back and pressed a button and spoke into a speaker, “Go ahead, pump number five.”

Joy could see she was distracted, doing her job, and didn’t have any more time for her.  She spotted a telephone at the back of the store and looked through the phone book to find the address for the lottery commission.  She repeated the address several times in her head to memorize it.  

As she was starting to head down Wisconsin Avenue again, she realized it was Sunday and the office wouldn’t be open on a weekend.  Cursing her luck, she realized she was already so far down that she might as well find out where it was and note it for the following day.  She could then hang out in a mall or somewhere until closing time.  Maybe she would find somewhere to sleep in a dumpster, which was dangerous as you never knew where or when they would be picked up.  Or maybe a parking garage, but that meant she might be spotted and harassed by security.  She finally found the address.  It was closed, the whole business building was locked, and she ended up in the Grand Avenue Mall.  She wandered through it, window shopping, looking at things she didn’t want and had never wanted, wondering how much she might have won.  It was over six hundred dollars or that girl would have paid her ... that kept ringing in her head.  Later, she dozed by one of the many fountains until security asked her to move along.  

She stayed at the mall until all the security guards had her under their view.  They knew what she was doing and finally chased her out of the mall.  She’d been warm most of the day and quickly slipped into a dumpster, finding a tarp that someone had disposed of and wrapping herself in it.  She slept well that night, out of the weather, her body heat generated and protected by the tarp.  She was pretty comfortable, if she didn’t think about the smells coming from the dumpster.  She was up early, so as not to alarm anyone by being seen climbing out and was just in time as that dumpster was picked up shortly after she climbed over the edge and walked away.  She saw the truck coming to empty it.  She watched the driver not even look inside as the forklift prongs lifted it up and over the front of the truck, dumping it inside the large trash compactor part of the truck.  If she had been inside, she would have been dumped without even a glance into the large truck.  She shuddered at the thought, having heard stories on the streets of just such an occurrence.  

Her stomach rumbled, the peanut bar she had pieced out yesterday was long gone.  She thought of the garbage cans at the mall, the many people throwing away half-eaten trays of food, and her stomach clenched.  She had eaten garbage a few times in her years on the street, but she was not proud of it.  She glanced at a clock on the street and saw it was nearly eight in the morning.  Surely that building was open.  She felt for the paper in her pocket and was strangely relieved to feel it in the too tight jeans.  She made her way to the office building that she had memorized, still chanting the address in her head, the way she had learned things in her youth.  The door was open, but as she tried to cross the lobby, she was stopped by a security guard.

“Where do you think you are going?” he asked, officiously.

“I was told to go to the lottery commission.  It’s on ...” she began, but he interrupted her.

“It’s not open until nine a.m.”  He looked at her outfit and knew her for what she was, a poor street person.

“Can I wait ...” she began, but he was already shaking his head.  She knew when she was beaten as she slumped her shoulders and began to head for the exit.

“Hey, wait a minute,” he called to her.  Feeling sorry for her, he told her she could wait for the office to open if she stayed out of sight in the stairwell.  He pointed it out.  “If anyone asks, I don’t know you.”

She smiled her thanks, unaware that her face was dirty from where she had slept and the fact that she stank.  She headed into the stairwell, very aware she could have walked up the stairs to the office to wait, but not wanting to piss off the generous man.  She found a pocket under the last steps and stayed out of sight for a good hour before heading up the stairs when she heard people entering the building and talking.  She stayed in the stairwell until she got to the fifth floor and began reading the signs, finding the lottery commission office and entering.  

The office was nothing special, merely a misted glass window with a receptionist and a door next to it.  “May I help you?” the woman asked and then noticed what her visitor looked like.  It took a moment for the smell to permeate and she wrinkled her nose in distaste.

“Hi, I was told I had to redeem this here?” Joy asked as she fished the lottery ticket from her pocket.  The jeans resisted her, tight as they were, and she felt the ticket begin to tear.  She delved further into the pocket with her fingers and hand, nearly pulling her pants down in her attempt to pull the ticket out.  Finally, she had it and pulled it gently out of the pocket.  The tear was not bad, but the ticket was very crumpled from having spent all that time in her front pocket.  She pushed it across to the receptionist who took it distastefully.  The woman picked it up by a corner only, nearly tearing it some more before sliding it under a scanner to read the numbers.  Her eyes widened at what came up.  She turned the ticket over and saw that the girl had filled it out properly.  

“Just a minute,” she said and got up from her desk to head back further in the office.  Joy watched her go, alarmed at first that she took the ticket with her.  She stood there resolutely.  She was not going to leave without her ticket or her money.  They’d have to call the police on her; she was not leaving.  They couldn’t cheat her ... they ... whatever they were going to do would have to wait as a man accompanied the receptionist back to the front.

“Ms. Parker?” he asked solicitously.

Joy blinked.  No one had used her name so respectfully in a long time.  She had gone by several street names over the years.  Few, if any, knew her name was Joy, and no one knew she was a Parker.  Only at the hospital those many weeks ago, had they used it properly.  “Yes,” she said softly, wondering if this were some horrible joke.  She just wanted her six hundred dollars so she could go.  She was not hurting anybody.

“Would you come in the office?  I have some paperwork for you to fill out,” he said kindly.  He could see she was shocked.  Anyone would be.  He smiled to reassure her.

“Paperwork?” she repeated dumbly as he opened the door to the inner sanctum.

“Yes, it’s necessary for taxes,” he informed her, trying not to wrinkle his nose at her odor.

Joy followed him, feeling very self-conscious as she wiped her hands on her already filthy jeans.  Her stomach was rumbling.  She tried not to hear it, but she could feel it and her nervousness was making her feel gassy.  She hoped she didn’t start farting on top of the way she was already feeling.  She saw the receptionist turn away as she went back into the offices.  The forms he laid before her were simple.  He explained it was for state and federal taxes and if she wanted her winnings in one lump sum or an annuity.

“What’s an annuity?” she asked, feeling stupid, like she should know.

“It’s where we, the lottery commission, pay you in annual payments,” he explained gently.  He realized she was nervous.  He also realized that given how she was dressed, she probably hadn’t ever seen much money.  This would change her whole life.

“So, I don’t get all the money?” she asked, feeling even more stupid for having to ask.  She should know, shouldn’t she?

“You have a choice.  You can get it all up front or you could go with the payments.”

“Why would I go with that annuity thing?”

“You actually get more.”

“But I don’t if I go with the lump sum?”

“No, because we have to take out more in taxes.”

“But then I get it all at once?”

He nodded.  “Yes, but they give you less than the annuity would.”

She mulled that over as she considered.  “What happens if you run out before you pay me all of it?”

He smiled.  “That won’t happen; it’s backed by the lottery.”

“What if the lottery runs outta money?” she repeated worriedly.

“That happened momentarily in Illinois once,” he admitted.  “That was their state lottery.  This is run in several states and they won’t run out,” he assured her.

Still, the thought that she wouldn’t get her full six hundred dollars worried her.  What if they ran out?  “How long is this annuity thing?” she asked to be certain before she checked the box on how she wanted her money.

“It’s twenty-nine payments,” he told her, sure she would go with the annuity now and proud he had somehow convinced her.

“Twenty-nine?!?” she asked, aghast.  “How often do you send ‘em?”

“Once a year.  They are deposited directly into your bank account for you.”

Having worked as a bartender, she had learned to add and subtract quickly.  Multiplying and division took only a moment longer.  “Only once a year?” she asked as she figured out the math.  That worked out to a mere twenty dollars a year for twenty-nine years?  That made her ‘win’ sound pathetic.  She’d wasted her time coming down here for those six hundred dollars.  Still, twenty dollars a year was something and she had come, so she might as well finish the paperwork they were making her sign.  But why twenty-nine?  That’s right, he had mentioned taxes.  They must keep that one year’s worth.

“Well, I’m sure you will find a financial advisor who will help you sort that out so you don’t overspend,” he assured her winningly with a false smile.  She really smelled bad and in the enclosed office it was becoming overpowering.  With the heat on, it was something he would never forget.

“How’s a financial advisor gonna help me spend twenty?” she asked, confused, as she finished one of the many papers.  She was so glad she had memorized her social security number.  She’d been so pleased to obtain that.

The man was confused.  “Well, I can’t advise or recommend on how you get your money, that’s your decision, but I do recommend to everyone who wins this kind of money,” he gestured to the paperwork and then the lottery logo on the wall, “to get a financial advisor.”

“I sure don’t need help spending twenty bucks,” she thought as she dug into the second form.

“We sure aren’t going to want a picture op with this winner,” he was thinking as he looked from her overly tight jeans to the ripped socks and the dirty hair.  Normally they did a press conference with an oversized check and the winner holding it up proudly.  This one they would pass that grand occurrence.  He knew there would be disappointed press, but he had to think of the prestige of winning.  This specimen wouldn’t help the sales of tickets.

It took a long time for her to fill out all the necessary paperwork.  Not only was she slow, but she was concise.  Her mother had taught her to write when she was very young and her handwriting was impeccable.  She did not use it very often, so she took her time making sure it was neat and tidy.  The man was surprised to see the impeccable script when he started to peruse the lines.  Given her appearance, he was surprised she could even write.  He saw she had checked that she wanted one lump sum.  He didn’t blame her, most did.  A lot of times, the winners could do more with the lump sum than waiting on the annual payments.

“How long until I get my check?” she asked after she handed him the last form and the pen he had given her—it read Lottery Commission on the side.

“Oh, we can issue you a check today,” he assured her with a smile.  The smell of her was giving him a terrific headache.  He couldn’t hurry her though.  “Normally it takes two weeks,” he saw the delight vanish from her face; she was looking at him suspiciously now, “but since it’s been two weeks since the lottery, we can issue you a check right away.”  The smile returned to her face.  Maybe if it were cleaner, she’d be prettier.  “We could transfer the money to your account ...” he began, but she shook her head. 

“I don’t have an account ...” she told him, not wanting to explain she always got paid in cash.  She’d always wanted to go to a bank and have an account, but she had no reason to.  Cash went a lot further and was easier to spend.

“Okay, I’ll just put this through, show it to my boss, and we’ll issue you a check.  Please stay here,” he thought of the havoc she would create if he let her into the office snack room and then asked, “Can I get you some water, maybe some coffee?”

“Do you have hot chocolate?” she asked, remembering that night a few weeks back.  Six hundred dollars would buy a lot of hot chocolate if she were so inclined.

“I believe we do.  Please wait here.”  He quickly left the office to run her social security number as well as the driver’s license number she had put down.  He’d seen her remove the card from her sock.  He shook his head; glad he hadn’t had to touch it.  He wondered what she would look like a month from now, even a week?

“The winner walked in the office?” his boss popped his head around the office door.

“Yeah, apparently just this morning,” he showed the paperwork he was faxing down to Madison.  It would only take moments and a check could be filled out here in their office.

“Oh, Janie, could you take our guest a hot chocolate?” he asked as he saw the receptionist walk by.

“Do I have to?” she whispered hastily.

“Why, Janie,” gasped the branch manager, angrily.

“You don’t know what she’s like,” she whispered, but hurried off to do their bidding.

“What is she like?” he asked, turning as the last of the faxes were sent off to Madison.

He looked around, making sure they weren’t overheard and whispered, “She’s a street person.  She stinks horribly.”  He wrinkled his nose for effect.

“Then this should help her,” he gestured at the ticket he saw filled out and the paperwork that had just been faxed.  He saw the social security number had come up on the screen alongside a driver’s license.  “Is that her?”  

“Yeah, it matches.  Just have to wait on Madison and we’re good to go.”

“I’ll call the press,” he offered generously.

“No, we won’t have a press conference.  Not with this one.”

“She refuses?”

He shook his head.  “No, I didn’t ask her.  Trust me on this, we do not want the press.  We’ll release her name and the press will find her address, but nothing more.”

His boss, trusting his employee’s judgment, just nodded as he looked curiously at the license picture.  She didn’t look that bad.  He wondered if Janie had been exaggerating, but if his employee said she shouldn’t have a press conference, she might be that bad ... a street person, wow.

It took another half an hour before the authorities in Madison agreed to release the check and they could print the check in their Milwaukee office.  As he walked back in the office where Joy was sitting, looking ready to bolt, he smiled at her.  “I’m sorry it took so long.  I had to fax your paperwork to Madison.”

“That’s okay,” she tried to sound relaxed, but she was strung tight.  All this for six hundred dollars!  Many things had gone through her head: they had called the cops on her, this was all a setup of some kind, they were pulling a prank on her.

“Here you go,” he said with a flourish as he slid the check across the table.

“What this number here?” she asked, not looking at the check but at the check stub.

“That’s how much you would have gotten if you had taken the annuity.  Remember, I explained that to you,” he said gently, wondering if she were simpleminded and not able to really understand.

“That’s almost twice as much as ... wait, you got the decimal point in the wrong ... and the comma’s ... wait, what is this?” she asked jumping back from the check as though it was going to burn her.  “I didn’t win that much?  You’ve made a mistake or something?”

He smiled at her, seeing the genuine worry that there had been an error.  “I promise you there is no mistake.  Every dime you have coming to you is in that check.  We do not cheat our winners.”

“How much did I win?” she mused, not realizing she said it aloud as she looked at the numbers.

“Here, let me show you,” he began, sitting down across the table from her.  He named a figure that she just simply couldn’t comprehend.  “See if you had taken the annuity, after taxes you would have gotten four hundred eighty-seven million dollars, but because you took the lump sum it’s only three hundred forty-one million seven hundred twenty-six thousand one hundred and seventy-eight dollars and ten cents.”  He said it so matter-of-factly that he was sure he was making complete sense to her.

“What about my six hundred dollars?” she asked in a small voice, feeling cheated.

“What six hundred dollars?” he asked blankly.

“The clerk at the store said she couldn’t pay anything over six hundred dollars,” she explained.

Suddenly he realized she hadn’t known how much she had won.  “You didn’t know you won the Powerball?” he asked gently.  He wanted to hug her, but her appearance was off-putting.  He could see some sort of shock on her face, but she still hadn’t comprehended what he was saying.

She stared at him unblinking and then glanced at the check and all the numbers.  “I won the Powerball?” she asked stupidly, stunned.

“Yes, Joy, you did,” he said in a kind voice.  He realized it would take a while.  She had expected, what?  Six hundred dollars?  She had won the largest payout in Wisconsin’s history.  The media was going to storm her at home.  He looked askance at what she was wearing.  Did she even have a home anymore?  He wondered if the address on her driver’s license would hold up to scrutiny.  Still, Madison had okayed the issuance of this check.  He was sure it was legitimate.

She started to tear up, not because of the amount, but because she was suddenly scared.  What did this mean?  She looked at the amount again uncomprehendingly.  She’d never seen those kind of numbers except when she played on a calculator, and even they didn’t go to three digits beyond the second comma.  She gulped.  After a long time, she finally looked up at the man.  “What do I do now?” she asked in a little girl’s voice.

“Do you have any family you would like to share this with?” 

It was suddenly reminiscent of her hospital stay; she hadn’t anyone to tell then either.  She shook her head in answer to his question.  Suddenly a thought occurred to her.  “Will people know I’ve won this?”

He nodded.  “Wisconsin releases the names of its winners.”

“There’s no way to keep this quiet?” she suddenly sounded worried.

He shook his head.  “The media is very persistent about things like this.  They already know someone in Wisconsin won.  They’ve had our office staked out for two weeks.”  He had a thought.  “How’d you get into the office without seeing them?”

She shrugged.  “I came up the stairwell.”

That explained why she hadn’t been seen, they’d have been watching the elevators.  “I’d suggest you leave the same way,” he advised.  “Go to a bank—any bank would be glad to have your business—and open an account.  Maybe you might want to buy some new clothes?” he suggested kindly, hesitantly, not sure how she would feel about the suggestion.

Joy looked down at the check again and then at her clothes.  She smiled suddenly, realizing she could buy her own clothes instead of wearing someone’s castoffs.  She hadn’t had new clothes in so long ... She looked at the check again.  “Is this real?”

“It’s very real.”

“They aren’t going to question it?”

“Of course they will.  They will also ask for your driver’s license for identification and your social security number.  But once you are set up, they will treat you very, very differently,” he assured her.  He had never seen a winner act like this.  He was sure she was still in shock.  “Joy,” he said quietly, wishing he had the guts to reach across the table and grasp those dirty hands of hers, “I suggest you go directly to a bank and open that account.  Ask to speak to a manager and he’ll help you.  Don’t invest it right away until you have had time to clean up and speak to a financial advisor.  You’ve already been hit hard by taxes, which we had to take by federal law.  They will try to take more in taxes if you don’t have someone advising you.”
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