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“Step right up, Sir! Let’s see if you are tonight’s lucky winner!” The manager’s voice cracked through the greasy air, chipper as always. His lively grin was stretched too wide, the sweat dripping down his temples catching the red-and-yellow glow of the fryers. His excitement sounded practiced, not real, a performance repeated every night for the sake of a hollow tradition. 

Harvey Jackson, known around town as “Big H,” chuckled as if on cue. The laugh boomed through the restaurant, echoing off tiled walls and plastic booths. He wiped his hands on his jeans and climbed onto the scale by the counter. The metal groaned beneath him, and for a moment he swore it might break, like everything else in his life eventually did. The numbers blinked red, then green. 

“Two hundred and ten pounds!” the manager hollered, clapping his slick palms together. “A new record! Tonight’s Champion of the Biggest Appetite, Mr. Harvey Jackson!” 

A few scattered claps followed, thin and mechanical. The fry cook barely looked up from the sizzling grill, and a woman mopping the floor forced a weak smile before going back to scrubbing ketchup off the tiles. The rest of the customers barely noticed. Their faces were pale in the bright light, glazed with sweat and grease, chewing with the slow rhythm of people who had stopped savoring or tasting long ago. Outside, the rain fell in silver threads. The neon sign sputtered above the windows WILD’S BURGERS buzzing like a dying insect. The red light washed the puddles in blood tones, reflecting the hollow town of Drexeldale beyond the glass. Later that night, Harvey stood under that same sign, collar turned up against the downpour. The rain bead on his hat, his breath fogging in the cold. In his hand was the golden ticket, the prize, crumpled and soft from being squeezed too tightly. “Lifetime Supply Winner. Heaviest Guest of the Night!” it said in bright, happy letters. He laughed to himself, the sound broken and wet. 

“Free food, huh?” he muttered. “Guess it’s finally my turn to catch a break.”

The words felt strange coming out of his mouth. His voice had grown rough from years of cigarette smoke and silence, the kind of voice that belonged to men nobody called anymore. For once, people had clapped for him. For once, his name had meant something, even if it was only to a handful of strangers in a fast-food joint that smelled like burned oil and curdled vanilla shake. He looked down the street, the flickering lampposts, the cracked sidewalks, the boarded-up windows of what used to be a video store. Drexeldale had a way of swallowing people whole, grinding them down until all they did was eat, sleep, and wait to die. Harvey had been waiting a long time. His life was a string of almost; almost married, almost promoted, almost happy. He’d spent years in windowless offices selling “extended warranties” to people who hung up before he finished the script. When that failed, he mopped floors for buildings no one remembered, where the noises from the vending machines was the only conversation he got. His paychecks vanished as quickly as they came; rent, cigarettes, and takeout dinners eaten alone in the glow of late-night TV, as if stress eating, hidden from the rest of the world. He thought about his mother, gone too early, and the cousins who stopped calling after the funeral. No family left to care if he made it home or not, except for a sister who could care less. Just him, his aching knees, and a diet of dollar-menu meals that kept him alive, except not really living. He coughed hard, doubling over for a moment. His chest burned, the kind of pain that was part of his life for as long as he could remember. He straightened, wiping his mouth on a paper napkin, while forcing a grin. Still, tonight felt different. Someone had noticed him. Someone had said his name out loud and when that crowd, bored and tired as they were, clapped for him, he’d felt something warm spark in the hollow part of his chest. He’d finally won. For once in his life, Harvey Jackson had actually won. He didn’t know yet that the prize waiting for him wasn’t food for him but him for food.

HARVEY M JACKSON

Case: DX-25-0915-M54

(Drexeldale Police Department—September 18, 1996)

The morning after the contest, the rain hadn’t stopped; it had only thinned into a lazy drizzle that made the streets shine like broken glass. The air still smelled a little of fryer oil from the night before. When the patrol car pulled up to Harvey Jackson’s house, the front door was swinging open, creaking on its hinges in the wind like it couldn’t decide whether to close or scream its truth. The wooden steps leading up to the porch were slick with rainwater, cigarette butts caught in the puddles. Inside, the living room glowed an eerie shade of blue from the television that hadn’t been turned off all night. Static danced across the screen, the only sound in the house besides the slow drip of water from the ceiling. The curtains breathed in and out with each gust from the open door, thin fabric mopped across the floor. Harvey’s shoes sat neatly by the entryway. One of them was tilted slightly, as if he’d slipped it off mid-step. The TV remote was on the armrest. A half-eaten box of fries from Wild’s Burgers sat on the coffee table, their ends soggy, the grease darkening the paper. Next to it, on the couch lay his golden ticket, perfectly centered as if placed there with care. The red print visible in the TV light: “Lifetime Supply Winner—The Golden Ticket Special.” The police officers stood there longer than they meant to, no one speaking. The smell of stale food and rainwater was strong in the house. It wasn’t ransacked, no drawers overturned, or any broken glass. The place was too still and quiet, even with the neighbors gathered around to eavesdrop. It didn’t look like someone had been taken. It looked like someone had decided to just get up and leave. Detective Stevens from the Drexeldale PD arrived an hour later, coffee steaming in her hand, coat collar turned up against the drizzle. She ducked under the yellow tape and stepped inside, scanning the room. Her boots left prints in the shallow puddles near the doorway. 

“Front door’s been like that since we got here,” the responding officer said. “No forced entry. TV was still on when we arrived. Fries are from last night’s order at Wild’s Burgers, time-stamped 9:42 P.M.” 

Stevens crouched beside the couch, studying the golden ticket. The thing looked almost ceremonial, red writing, blue from the TV reflection like some strange offering. 

“Neighbors?” she asked without looking up. 

“Nothing. Didn’t see him leave, didn’t hear a car. Nobody’s heard from him since last night.” 

Stevens nodded absently. Her gaze drifted toward the table, half-empty soda cup, condensation now a puddle around it and the straw still in it. The burger wrapper crumpled tight, the kind of ball a man makes when he’s halfway through thinking of something and stops. In the kitchen, the refrigerator played its usual tune, a steady pulse in an otherwise dead house. There were two plates in the sink, half washed. A chair was pushed out just slightly, like someone had stood up mid-bite. No sign of struggle or blood. No sign of panic. Stevens’ eyes moved to the window. The blinds were open, facing the empty street. Beyond them, the neon glow of Wild’s Burgers still flickered through the drizzle. Even from blocks away, she could see a little bit of the sign, red stuttering light spelling WILD’S before cutting on and off, repeating, like a heartbeat that refused to die. She felt it then, the same sensation that had been gnawing at her since this investigation began. Something off, this job was too clean. The officer broke the silence. 

“Think he just walked out?” 

Stevens stared at the golden ticket again. The smile printed on the mascot’s suddenly looked mocking, almost alive. 

“Yeah,” she said softly. “That’s what it looks like.” 

she stood, brushing a hand over the couch, his fingers picking up dusting of salt from the fries. The quiet hum of the TV filled the silence again, static across a game show rerun no one was watching. She could almost picture Harvey sitting right there, grease and salt on his fingers, laugh half-formed, a man who’d finally thought life was giving him something back instead it took everything from him. Stevens’ gaze swept the room one last time, her reflection caught in the now turned off TV screen. For a moment, it looked like she was standing next to someone else, just a blur, a trick of the light, but enough to make her blink. She did a double take, and the screen was empty. She turned toward the door. 

“Get forensics in. And... call his family,” she said quietly. 

“Already did,” the officer replied. “His sister and girlfriend agreed to be interviewed.” 

Stevens hesitated at the threshold. The open door swung again with the wind; a hollow sound of the creak echoed through the house. She looked once more at the ticket, glowing, laying on the couch. Then she stepped outside into the drizzle. The air tasted of frying oil and rain. The neon light of Wild’s Burgers blinked once more in the distance on. off. on. off. A blink or a pulse. She wondered if it was a promise or a warning.​

THE INTERVIEW

(Drexeldale Police Department — September 21, 1996)

Detective Emma Stevens of the Drexeldale Police Department sat across from Mr. Harvey M Jackson’s sister, Marlene Jackson, in Interview Room 3B. the light above painted the room a drab grey color. Marlene’s voice was shaky at first, but she held her chin high. Harvey’s files and Marlene’s complimentary water cup was on the table between the two.

“Ms. Marlene, please start anywhere you’d like.” Stevens told her.

“He called me that night. Said he couldn’t believe it, free food for life! Can you imagine? He sounded so happy. Happier than I’d heard him in years. Then after that... no calls... no contact, I tried him back many times. He never called again, didn’t pick up. I thought he stopped calling because he was afraid someone might take his prize, he used to do that when he’d come into a big amount of money, then as soon as he run out, he’ll come crawling back.”

Detective Stevens took notes. “Do you think his disappearance might be connected to the restaurant, Wild’s?”

Marlene rolled her eyes. “Nothing else makes sense to me because even if he were hiding from me, he’d still stop by and get his food. Police said no one saw him leave the restaurant, but his cars at his house, and when I went down to Wild’s, that manager just smiled at me...  that same stupid smile he had on TV on the night of the contest and said, ‘We’re so happy Harvey got what he deserved.’ I mean, why else would he say it in that way”

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “You know what they serve there now? A new burger called... The Big H Special.”

Stevens blinked. “Named after your brother, but didn’t they announce that it was out of respect of Harvey’s disappearance?”

“They’re trying to hide something,” Marlene interjected. “It does smells just like their old burger; beef, onions, all that but there’s something off about it. You can smell it in the grease. You can taste it in the fries.” Her eyes filled with tears. “That place isn’t feeding people. It’s feeding on them. I didn’t like that place. The moment they opened but people are addicted to their patty.”

Detective Stevens leaned back, unsure how to respond. Rumors had always swirled around Wild’s Burgers, the missing winners, the strange smells, the way employees vanished and got replaced overnight. Still, she kept her tone steady. 

“We don’t have proof of that, Ms. Jackson.”

Marlene crossed her arms. “You will, I know the police will find something soon, test their meat.”​

THE INTERVIEW

(Drexeldale Police Department — September 22, 1996)

Harvey’s long-time girlfriend, Tina Malone, sat slouched in her chair, picking at a chipped nail. 

“Harvey couldn’t disappear if he tried, Hun” she said with a bitter laugh. “That man made noises everywhere he went. Huffin’ and puffin,’ eating all the time. If there was food at a place, Harvey was there, as if he could smell it for miles. That ‘Lifetime Supply’ thing? Yeah, that was right up his alley.”

Stevens wrote in silence, letting Tina talk.

“He wasn’t even that big,” Tina went on. “Just bigger than whoever else happened to be in the restaurant that night. But living with him was like living with a second couch. He worked a few part-time jobs that barely paid anything, spent every paycheck on takeout and scratch-offs. I begged him to eat better, but he said Wild’s made him feel respected.” She let out a humorless laugh. “Guess that respect didn’t last, huh.”

The detective looked up. “Do you think the Wild’s restaurant had something to do with his disappearance?”

Tina lowered her voice. “I don’t think. I know, girl. You don’t just win a contest, take your picture, and vanish like that. And then, like magic, there’s a new burger on the menu called “The Big H Special.” Coincidence? Girl please...”

Stevens frowned. “That’s a serious accusation, Ms. Malone.”

Tina shrugged. “I don’t care, sweetheart. Harvey spent his whole life feeding himself to death. Perhaps the restaurant just sped it up. Only difference is, now the whole town’s eating him too.” Now mad, she continued, “Now, I’m left alone to pay all the bills, I might have to find another job, and I don’t even know where his Golden ticket went, It could’ve help me since he’s gone, you know.”

Detective Stevens stared at Tina with disbelief and closed her notebook. This wasn’t enough for a warrant, or even enough for a search around the outside. Just whispers, greed, and the smell of fryer grease that clung to everyone who walked out of Wild’s. The official report ended the same way as always: No confirmed connection between the victims and Wild’s. The sister Marlene seems to repeat the gossip she has heard on the streets and the girlfriend seem to care more about his Golden ticket than the disappearance of the victim. Insufficient information. Wild’s burgers stays open until further notice.

EVERY TOWN HAS ITS SECRETS, 

THIS PLACE COMES WITH SIDE OF FRIES...

The rain had dried up, but the air still smelled of stale food and milkshakes when Donna Benzalez’s name was called.

“The winner of tonight’s Golden Ticket, our Champion of the Biggest Appetite, Mrs. Donna Benzalez!”

The manager’s voice rose above the chatter of fryers, pop music, and other patrons in the dining area. Donna let out a shriek that turned into a laugh so loud the fryer cook flinched. She nearly dropped her camcorder as she pressed record. The applause this time was slightly livelier, though still tired, the same faces as last week, the same workers, the same clatter of trays and the Same letters unlit on the Wild’s Burgers sign outside the fogged-up windows.

Donna bound to the counter, cheeks flushed, her dark hair sticking to her temples from the restaurant’s heat. She grabbed the shimmering golden ticket with both hands, beaming like she’d just been crowned queen of Drexeldale.

“Guess I’m a big deal now!” she said, laughing so hard she snorted.

A few customers laughed politely. Outside, a local news crew pointed a camera at her as she twirled the ticket for the lens. 

“For life!” she shouted, her voice echoing under the red glow of the sign. “That’s a lot of money saved, that means I can finally buy that leather purse I’ve been eyeing!”

Her friends cheered from the parking lot, their laughter mixing with the noises outside of the restaurant. Donna soaked it in like sunlight. It wasn’t just about the food; it was about attention. For once, people were looking at her. She made sure of it, filming herself on her camcorder. The shaky footage caught of her grinning, tossing her hair, holding the ticket high like a trophy. Every now and then she’d pause to pose, chin up, smile just right, the way she’d practiced in the mirror for years but never got to use. Later that night, Donna sat cross-legged on her bed, still in her jeans, shoes kicked off somewhere near the door. The golden ticket lay across her lap. The room was dim except for the glow of her camcorder replaying the video she’d taken, her laughter bouncing off the walls of her small apartment. She grinned at the sound of it, at her own joy. She looked happy and alive. It had been a long time since she’d liked the person on the polaroid photos she received from the restaurant. 

Her first marriage ended in silence, two years of shouting that eventually turned into nothing at all. With no kids to show for. The spark was just gone. Just the sound of plates clinking and a man who stopped coming home before dinner. He’d left her with a used car and a pile of bills, saying she was “too much work for someone who barely worked.” Her second marriage had been shorter, meaner. He’d called her Princess Burger Queen behind her back, thinking she didn’t hear. By the time she did, she stopped pretending to care. No kids with him either, by then the doctor said she would struggle to get pregnant if she didn’t change her unhealthy habits. She’d told people it didn’t bother her, that she didn’t want children. But sometimes when she saw mothers with strollers outside the mall, she’d feel that ache, a mix of jealousy and relief she couldn’t explain. Now she was on her third husband, Rick, who barely looked at her unless she spoke first. He worked nights at the auto yard, came home reeking of oil, muttered a few words about dinner, and passed out in the recliner. She’d stopped trying to wake him years ago. He didn’t yell, didn’t hit, he just didn’t care. Donna decided that was the worst of all. As for her son, well, not really hers. He was Rick’s from before they met. A little seven-year-old, who lived in his Gameboy and grunted instead of speaking to her. She’d stopped asking about school because it only led to eye rolls. Some days she forgot he was even in the house until she saw his dishes in the sink. She told herself it wasn’t her fault. She’d tried being nice, then strict, then distant. Nothing worked. The boy looked at her like she was a commercial break, something to tune out until the show came back on. So, she’d learned to tune him out too. That night, she poured herself a drink, cheap white wine and toasted to her reflection in the TV screen.

“Finally,” she murmured, holding the ticket up like a magic charm. “Life’s serving me back.”

She laughed, softer this time. Not the manic kind from the restaurant, but something almost peaceful. She took pictures of the ticket, called her friends, called her sister who didn’t pick up, then her ex who did, long enough to hear her brag. She called everyone she could think. Told the same story again and again, each retelling making her grin wider. The golden ticket gleamed under her bedside lamp, catching the light each time she moved. By midnight, her voice was hoarse from talking. By one o’clock, she’d fallen asleep with the ticket pressed against her chest. Outside, Drexeldale’s streets were silent again. Somewhere, a hum rolled through the empty parking lot, like a generator starting up, or something far deeper beneath the earth awakening. By morning, the phone on Donna’s nightstand was still flashing with missed calls. The quiet had taken over and Donna was out.

DONNA L BENZALEZ

Case: DX-25-0915-M55

(Drexeldale Police Department — October 1, 2025)

By the time police arrived at Donna Benzalez’s apartment, the streets showed no signs of rain, but the air still carried that heavy, greasy humidity that seemed to follow Wild’s Burgers wherever it went. The hallway outside her unit smelled of damp carpet and mold. The hum of lights above was in uneven rhythm, as if the building itself were tired of breathing. Apartment 2B’s door was cracked open a little. It swayed with the breeze rolling in from the open stairwell, creaking against the frame. Each time it moved, a strip of dull yellow light flashed across the hallway floor. Detective Stevens stood back as two officers approached first. One of them, Officer Pena, reached out and gently nudged the door wider with the back of his hand. The hinges groaned. Inside was studied stillness, the kind that didn’t feel accidental. The voicemail machine on the kitchen counter was blinking red, steady as a heartbeat. Each pulse of light painted the room in a quick flash of crimson, then darkness, then crimson again. That rhythm moved across the tile floor, over the sink, the cabinets, the peeling wallpaper. Beside the machine lay Donna’s golden ticket, folded cleanly in half, resting on the edge of the counter like a letter she’d meant to mail but changed her mind. The corners were damp from a puddle of water near the faucet. The words “Lifetime Supply Winner” shined each time the voicemail light blinked, making it look alive and breathing. 

The first officer muttered under his breath, “Same setup. Same silence.” 

The detective’s jaw tightened. “Don’t touch the ticket.” 

They moved deeper in. No signs of struggle or broken furniture, no blood, no toppled lamp, or any think that showed foul play. Just a perfect, unnatural calm. The air carried a sweetness that didn’t belong here: vanilla milkshake and fryer oil blending with something floral, her perfume, rose and sugar, soft but distinct. The TV in the living room hissed with static, the snow-like light flickering against the wallpaper and the worn sofa. On the coffee table sat an unfinished milkshake from Wild’s Burgers, the whipped cream collapsed into a pale film across the top. The straw still poked through the lid; lipstick smudged around its rim. A napkin sat beneath it, perfectly folded, as if she’d wiped her mouth one last time before... whatever happened next. In the bedroom, the lamp was still on, its shade tilted slightly. The bed was made, the comforter pulled tight. Donna’s purse sat on top, strap twisted. Her wallet was still inside, cards and cash untouched. No jewelry missing or any sign of packing to leave overnight. No notes were left behind. Just an unfinished life paused mid-breath. In the background, a mechanical heartbeat of the fridge filling the silence. Stevens noticed the condensation trail from the milkshake cup leading toward the hallway, track of melted sweetness that caught the flashlight beam like tiny stars. Officer Pena called out, voice low but firm. 

“Donna Benzalez? Drexeldale PD!” 

His voice echoed down the narrow hallway, came back empty. He tried again, louder this time. 

“Miss Benzalez? Police!” 

Nothing stirred. Just the static of TV. The sound of the television seemed to grow louder after that, as if aware it was the only thing left speaking. Stevens stepped into the living room, eyes sweeping the floor, her reflection wavered across the dark screen each time the static flickered. She could almost imagine her sitting there last night, shoes kicked off, phone to her ear, laughing about her win. The golden ticket caught the next flash of red from the voicemail light. It shimmered across the kitchen like a signal. To Stevens, it looked less like a prize and more like a signature. Perhaps the beginning of a pattern or a ritual. She exhaled slowly. 

“Get crime scene photos. Every angle. Then seal the unit. No one comes in or out without clearance.” 

Officer Pena nodded, already pulling out his camera. The phone on the counter rang once, very loudly. Everyone froze. It rang once again and then stopped. The red light on the voicemail machine flickered three more times and went dark. No one moved for several seconds. Finally, Stevens broke the silence. 

“Run a trace. See who called.” 

The next morning, Drexeldale PD began interviews. Donna’s coworkers at the insurance office described her as upbeat lately, 

“always talking about that contest.” Her best friend, Lisa, shrugged through most of the questions, fidgeting with her hair. “Yeah, we were there that night,” she said. “She was so excited. Filming everything. We thought she was crazy for actually believing that ‘lifetime supply’ stuff. It was just a burger joint, you know? She called me that night, like around midnight perhaps, but I didn’t answer. I figured she was just drunk on milkshakes... or wine.” 

“Did she sound upset when you talked earlier?” Stevens asked. 
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