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  For Mama. Thank you for your hard work.


  



  Friendship and money: oil and water.


  —Mario Puzo


  



  -1-


  Mo NO Money, Mo Problems


  Oh, the irony of counting out change for a fifty-dollar bill while “Mo Money, Mo Problems” plays in the background. “Sir, I’m out of tens and twenties,” I say. “I’ll have to give you fives and singles . . . is that okay?”


  It has to be, obviously.


  The man smiles and nods enthusiastically. “Perfectly fine,” he says, dusting off the lapels of his (expensive-looking) suit. “Matter of fact, keep a couple of those singles and give me a Mighty Millions ticket with the Mightyplier thing. I’ll slide a few of the other dollars into the Salvation Army bucket out front.”


  Despite my desire to snort—I know one shouldn’t judge a book by its cover, but based on the Mercedes-Benz key fob lying on the counter, I’d say this guy doesn’t need two hundred and twelve million more dollars—I force the corners of my mouth to lift. “That’s very generous of you, sir.” Barf. “Nothing like a cheerful giver!”


  The man takes his $43.74 in change, then grabs his mechanically separated meat stick and bottle of neon-green Powerade. “Thanks so much”—he looks at my name tag—“Rico?”


  “That’s me!” I chirp.


  “Hmm. Interesting name for a cute girl such as yourself. And what interesting eyes you have . . . two different browns!” Now he’s winking.


  Oh God.


  “Thank you, sir. And thank you for shopping at the Gas ’n’ Go.”


  He tosses a Merry Christmas! over the checkout counter before rotating on the heel of his fancy shoe and strutting out like he just won the lotto.


  Merry Christmas. Pfffft. Not much real “merry” about a ten-hour shift on Christmas Eve. It’ll almost be Christmas when I walk out of this joint . . . and then I get to spend thirty minutes walking home since the one public bus in this town stopped running hours ago. Good thing the crime rate in (s)Nor(e)cross, GA, is relatively low and it’s not that cold out.


  I look at my Loki watch—a birthday gift from my baby brother, Jax, that I never leave home without despite how childish it makes me look. Ninety-seven minutes to freedom.


  “It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year” comes pouring out of the speakers (note to self: ask Mr. Zoughbi who the heck made this playlist), and I drop down onto my stool and put my chin in my hand. Truth be told, the influx of holiday cheer really has been a nice reprieve. Seems like every day there’s a new political scandal or gun attack or government-sanctioned act of inhumanity or threat of nuclear war, but then Thanksgiving hit, and it felt like a collective exhale.


  The bell over the door dings, snapping me back, and the cutest little old lady I’ve ever seen makes her way toward the counter. She’s tiny—definitely under five feet and maybe ninety pounds soaking wet—with dark brown skin and a little pouf of white hair. The Christmas tree on her sweater has real lights, and when I smile this time, it’s for real.


  “Welcome to Gas ’n’ Go,” I say as she steps up to the counter.


  “Why, thank you, dear. Aren’t you just lovely?”


  Cheeks are warm. “Well, you’re looking pretty lovely yourself, madam,” I reply.


  She giggles.


  “I mean it. That’s a gorgeous sweater.”


  “Oh, you stop that,” she says. “And anyhow, shouldn’t you be at home with your family? Take it from an old bird: you don’t wanna work your life away, now.”


  I smile again. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be blowing this Popsicle stand in a little over an hour.”


  “Good.” She nods approvingly.


  “So how can I help you on this cool Christmas Eve?”


  She leans forward over the counter a bit, and I’m drawn toward her like a magnet. “Well, I was on my way to church, and between you and me”—she pauses to peek over her shoulder—“I happened to look up as we passed one of those billboards that show the Mighty Millions jackpot. You know what I’m talkin’ about?”


  I nod. Drop my voice to a near-whisper so it matches hers. “Two hundred and twelve million, right?”


  “That’s what the billboard said. I wasn’t gonna play this time, but then I saw your station loom up on the left, and . . . well, it felt like a sign. So I decided to stop.”


  Now I’m really smiling. This is the kind of person I would love to see win.


  “How old are you, sweet pea?” she asks.


  “I’m seventeen, ma’am.”


  “That’s about what I thought. You remind me of my granddaughter. She’s in her third year at Florida A&M University.”


  I feel my smile sag, so I look away and pretend to do something behind the counter. Really hoping she doesn’t ask about my (nonexistent) college plans. I’d rather not deal with another adult customer’s judgy raised eyebrow when I explain that instead of college, I’ll accept the management position I’ve been offered here at Gas ’n’ Go, and continue to help support my family.


  When I turn back to her, she’s rifling around in her purse.


  “Thought I had a photo somewhere, but I guess not.” She shuts the bag and smiles at me. “What were we talkin’ about?”


  “Umm . . . your granddaughter?”


  “No, no.” With a wave. “Before that. I’ve got a nasty case of CRS lately. . . .”


  “CRS?”


  She leans forward and lowers her voice again. “Cain’t Remember Shit.”


  And now I’m really smiling again. Laughing, actually.


  “I’m serious, now!” she says. “Where were we?”


  “You were about to purchase a Mighty Millions ticket.”


  “Oh yes, that’s right! Let’s do that.”


  I step over to the machine. “Do you have specific numbers you’d like to play?”


  “I do! Been playing the same ones since 1989.” She calls them out, and as the ticket prints, I stop breathing: three of her white-ball numbers—06, 29, 01—make up my birth date. And her Mighty Ball number is 07. Which is supposed to be lucky, right?


  “You’ve got my birthday on here!” tumbles out before I can stop it. Frankly, I do my best not to pay attention to the lottery at all. Mama’s been obsessed with the idea of winning for as long as I can remember, but after years of watching her make sure she had a dollar for a ticket and continuing to cling to this impossible hope while our finances literally crumbled around her (no doubt she bought at least one for this jackpot cycle) . . .


  Hard pass.


  Seeing the day I was born pop up on a ticket, though?


  The lady’s face is lit up brighter than her Christmas tree sweater. “Your birthday, huh?”


  “Mm-hmm.” I point it out.


  “Well, I’ll be! Perhaps you’re my lucky charm!”


  My eyes stay fixed on the ticket as she takes it from me. What if she’s right? Two hundred and twelve million dollars could be on that little slip.


  “Tell ya what, print me one of those Quick Picks, too,” she says.


  “Yes, ma’am. Would you like to add the Mightyplier option to this one? For an extra dollar, it’ll double any nonjackpot winnings.”


  “Oh no, we’re going for the big bank!”


  I laugh. “Coming right up.”


  The machine spits out the second piece of paper, and I slide it across the counter to her. She grabs it and then holds both tickets up to take a good look at them.


  Then she shuffles them around and puts them face-down on the counter. “So whattaya think?” she asks. “Right or left?”


  “Oh, definitely left,” I say.


  She nods and pushes the left ticket across the counter to me. “Good. It’s for you.”


  Whoa.


  “Oh wow, that’s really nice of you, ma’am, but I can’t take that.”


  “You certainly can,” she says. “It’s my Christmas present to you.”


  I look at it and bite down on my lower lip. God, how amazing would it be to win even part of two hundred and twelve million dollars? The old Bad Boy rappers say, “Mo money, mo problems,” but they all had plenty of it. Me? I work at a gas station for $7.75 an hour, and most of that goes toward whatever bill Mama hasn’t made enough to cover each month (you know, minus the dollars she spends on weekly lotto tickets).


  “Go on now. Pick it up,” the lady is saying. “Obviously someone over eighteen will have to claim the prize if you win anything, but perhaps one of us will get lucky.” She winks. Very different feeling than when Mr. Fifty-Dollar-Bill did it.


  Makes my skin tingle a little.


  I take the ticket and quickly stick it in my back pocket.


  Which is good because Mr. Zoughbi chooses that moment to exit his office. Not sure he’d be real keen on a customer buying his underage cashier a lottery ticket. The lady and I exchange a look. She gets it.


  “Well, you’ve certainly brightened up my Christmas Eve,” she says loud enough for Mr. Z to hear. “You finish your shift and hurry home now, you hear?”


  I smile and nod again. “You be sure to do the same, ma’am.”


  “Merry Christmas, baby girl.” She turns to leave.


  I swear that ticket has turned radioactive and my right butt cheek is expanding in size right now.


  When she gets to the door, it swings wide, and I hear her say, “Why, thank you, young man. My, aren’t you handsome!”


  I look up, and there holding it open for her, with his million-dollar smile, is Alexander Macklin (“Zan” to his friends/groupies/loyal horde)—varsity quarterback, all-around teen dream, and heir to the booty-paper throne.


  No, for real. His great-great-grandfather or something supposedly patented toilet paper on a roll, and now his family runs Macklin Enterprises, which is legitimately famous for its focus on ass-wipery.


  Speaking of ass-wipery, rumor has it he only goes to our school because he got kicked out of his fancy private one. Something about a hacking scandal.


  And yes, he’s handsome.


  I’m pretty sure he doesn’t have a clue who I am despite the fact that I sit two desks behind him in US History. But still. Would rather the richest boy in school not see me working the cash register at the local gas station. Pretty sure my hair’s a frizzy mess and there’s a cheese stain on my apron from a hot dog I snarfed earlier.


  “Uhh, I need to go to the ladies’ room,” I say as Mr. Z approaches the counter to restock candy bars.


  He looks up at me with an eyebrow raised.


  I glance at the door again. The lady is gone, and Zan is stepping inside now. I think our eyes meet, but I turn away too fast to know for sure.


  “Girl problems,” I say to Mr. Z.


  “Ah.” He lifts his hands. “Say no more.”


  I slip from behind the counter. Zan has turned down the chip aisle, so I do my best to make no noise. Avoid drawing attention.


  Just as I get to the back, Mr. Z hollers, “Oh, Ms. Danger!” He mispronounces my last name. Doesn’t rhyme with “stranger” like everyone assumes. It’s actually DON-gur and I usually correct people . . . having Danger as a last name would be cool if it weren’t such a misnomer.


  Anyway.


  “Check the toilet paper supply while you’re handling the lady business, yes?” he says.


  So much for a clean getaway.
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  Merry Friggin’ Christmas


  The walk home is trash.


  It’s colder than I thought, and I can’t stop thinking about that dumb boy invading my outside-school bubble. In a year and a half of working at the Gas ’n’ Go, none of the rich kids from school have ever come in there. They all fill up their fancy cars at the BP near their gated communities a few miles away.


  Now, with every numb-toed step I take, I wonder if Zan is still out and about. If he’s going to drive by, see me walking the mean streets of Norcross in the dead of a chilly night with no hat or gloves, and assume I’m a hobo.


  I relax the tiniest bit once I reach the street my apartment complex is on, but my head is still messed up from the almost-encounter. Mama’s door is closed by the time I make it home, but Jax is stretched out on the couch in our small living room, trying his damnedest to keep his eyes open while Elf plays on the television screen.


  I look around at the off-white walls and sparse secondhand furniture in our two-bedroom place. Jax was two when we moved in, and he and I have shared a room ever since.


  I wonder what Zan Macklin’s room—what his house—must be like. Especially tonight. To the right of our couch, there’s a sorry excuse for a prelit Christmas tree with two measly newspaper-wrapped gift boxes underneath. An image pops into my head of a massive pine, taller than double my five-feet-six-inch height, and draped with twinkling lights and crystal ornaments and jammed with so many wrapped boxes underneath, it looks like it’s shedding gifts instead of pine needles. . . .


  And Zan Macklin standing over it all trying to decide what to open first.


  Ugh.


  After slipping off my boots, I go over to Jax. He sits up so I can sit down, and then he lays his head in my lap. “Merry Christmas, kiddo,” I say as I run my hand through his mess of khaki-colored curls.


  He sighs, and his sadness drops down onto my shoulder so heavily, tears immediately spring to my eyes. While it’s true he has no idea I squirreled away money from my paychecks over the last six months so I could buy him the bike he wanted, knowing he’s sad because of how little we have really rips me a new one.


  I know we’re filthy rich compared to people in places with genuine poverty, as Mama likes to put it, but Jax is only nine years old. All he knows is that the other kids at his school already have lots of toys and video games and money, yet they still get lots of presents. Mama works upwards of seventy hours a week just so we can live in this bougie-ass area and “go to good schools,” but being poor in comparison with everyone around you sucks. Especially when you’re just a kid. We won’t even talk about the fact that he’s brown where most of the (rich) kids around him are white.


  The ticket in my pocket appears in my mind’s eye. The things I could do with that kind of cash . . .


  “You should go to bed, baby boy,” I say, trying to force some kind of cheer into my voice. “Santa should be here pretty soon. No telling what he’s gonna leave you.”


  “There is no Santa,” he huffs.


  I die a little inside. “What do you mean there’s no Santa?” He turns his head to look up at me. “Isn’t it obvious, Rico? If there is a Santa, he certainly doesn’t give a rat’s butt about kids like me.”


  Wow.


  “First of all, where’s your Christmas spirit, mister? And second, what the heck do you know about the word obvious?”


  His chin starts to quiver, so now I have to hold it together. Dear God.


  “I’m always good, Rico,” he says. “But he never leaves me more than one thing. So either he’s not real, or he doesn’t really care about me.”


  I can’t handle this right now.


  “Well, I know for a fact that he’s bringing a big surprise for you this year.”


  His eyes light up. Hope. Which is almost harder to take than the despair. “You do?”


  “Mm-hmm. He told me.”


  Jax’s eyebrows tug together. “Are you sure?”


  “Would I lie to you, baby boy?”


  He smiles.


  “Come on,” I say. “I’ll tuck you in.”


  We head into the bedroom, and I pull back the Ninja Turtle comforter I found at a thrift store and gave him for his most recent birthday. He climbs in. “Will you sing ‘Smooth Criminal’?” he asks.


  I grin. Our obsession with the Michael Jackson song has its origin in our stint at a shelter during Jaxy’s first couple years of life: there was a family with a toddler who often struggled to fall asleep, and the only thing that would help was the sound of her mom’s voice whisper-singing Baby, are you okay? the way MJ does in the song. I started doing the same to Jax, who was a very fussy baby.


  Good to know that even in his sadness, our bedtime traditions still reign supreme. Come to think of it, I’m glad he waited up for me.


  He curls into a ball on his side, and I pull the comforter up over his shoulder as I begin to sing, but he’s out before I get through the first chorus.


  Which is good because now I’m crying.


  It’s like no matter how hard Mama and me work or how much we do, it always feels like we’re drowning. And now I’ve got images of the richest kid in school superimposing memories of our shelter days and smashing up against the helplessness and desperation constantly simmering beneath the surface of my chill. It’s bub-bub-bubbling up, pouring out, and stinging my windburned face from walking home in the cold.


  I get up and go to the bathroom for a tissue. Feel the weight of the little slip of numbered paper in my pocket. I’ve yet to look at it because . . . well, I hate to admit it considering how low I try to keep my expectations, but the encounter with the cute granny planted quite the “what if?” in the rocky soil of my heart. Which ain’t good: when you live as tenuously as my family does, there’s nothing worse than having even the slightest glimmer of hope dashed against the ugly boulders of life. But after checking my watch, I head to the living room, pulling the ticket out as I go.


  Truth be told, I’m nervous about seeing which of the two I got—it’ll be a little freaky if I chose the one with my birth date on it. I drop down onto the sofa as the movie credits finish rolling, and when cheesy saxophone music comes pouring out of the TV speakers, my breath catches.


  “Mighty . . . Millions . . . Today could be your luc . . . ky . . . DAY!”


  My heart is racing. Which is so dumb. I know from looking at the machine all the time that the odds are one in over 302.5 million, which is more than the jackpot itself.


  But still.


  The first ball drops—


  29.


  17 and 46 come next, but then the final two white balls are 01 and 06.


  06. 29. 01.


  No clue what golden Mighty Ball number is called out because all the sound gets sucked from the room as I look at the ticket in my hand.


  It’s not the one with my birth date.


  None of the other numbers are on my ticket either.


  Fresh tears spring to my eyes as I feel that void from earlier open up beneath me and try to pull me under, but I clench my jaw and quickly swipe them away. Nothing has changed, and it’s fine.


  It has to be.


  No clue whether or not the other numbers match the ones on the old lady’s ticket—seems unlikely, but either way, she just won seven dollars.


  Guess depending on how you look at it, I am a lucky charm.


  Sure hope she has a merry Christmas.
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  The Wrong Ticket


  There’s a shriek like someone’s being stabbed.


  My eyelids pop wide, but I can’t move.


  The bedroom door is thrown open, slamming against that little rubber-tipped metal thingy that protrudes from the wall near the floor, and before I have a chance to react, there’s a body flying through the air and landing on top of me. “Ooof.”


  “He came, Rico, he CAAAAAAME!”


  Jax sits up on my belly and grabs me by the shoulders. “You were riiiiiiiight. Santa DOES give a flip about me!”


  So he saw the bike then.


  “THIS IS THE BEST CHRISTMAS EVERRRRRR!” he yells right in my face with his nine-year-old morning breath (blegh).


  I furrow my brow. “What on earth are you talking about, Jaxy?”


  “Santa came! He brought me this awesome Minecraft Lego set and the twenty-inch Raptor Freestyle BMX Deluxe bike with a welded cross brace, alloy wheels, and super-gnarly pegs! It’s exactly what I wanted, Rico!”


  “That’s awesome, little dude!”


  He jumps off me. “Just wait till Mason Bridges gets a load of this! HA!”


  Mason Bridges. Jax’s most ardent antagonizer. A kid who sees his family’s position at the top of the mountain as a license to drop rocks down on the people who live at the base. (The little jackass.)


  Of course I don’t have the heart to tell Jaxy there’s very little chance of Mason seeing his cool new bike, since there’s no way Mama would let him ride it two miles to school.


  He runs out of the room still screaming his head off.


  I sit up and stretch. Swing my legs over the edge of my twin bed. Still got my brown-skinned Barbie comforter and sheet set from when I was Jax’s age.


  Vintage, yo.


  And then I smell cinnamon. Which would mean French toast.


  Odd.


  When I step out of the bedroom, Mama is standing over the stove decked out in her Hilton housekeeping uniform. Her dark hair spills down her back in a long braid, and her light-brown, freckled cheeks are flushed.


  And there’s French toast.


  “Wow,” I say. “You’re cooking?”


  She snorts. “Don’t sound so surprised. It’s Christmas!”


  “And yet you’re going to work on Christmas morning.” As usual, I fail to keep my “little resentments,” as she likes to call them, in check. And I instantly feel a pinch of guilt about it.


  Typical morning in the Danger household.


  “Somebody’s gotta pay some bills around here, Rico!” she replies in her sarcastic singsong voice. “We can’t all be Santa, you know.”


  This time, I bite my tongue.


  Did I know she’d be pissed about Jax’s bike? Of course. It’s three hundred dollars of financial relief she won’t be getting (and I have no doubt she knows exactly how much the thing cost).


  Speaking of Jax, he chooses that moment to rip through the kitchen screaming, “EVERYTHING IS AWWWWESOME!”


  “Nice to see the kid happy for once,” I say, even though it’s a low blow.


  She glares at me, then peeks around to make sure he’s out of earshot. “You think this is cute?”


  I shrug. “That my little brother gets to act like it’s Christmas on Christmas? Looks pretty cute to me.”


  “Mm-hmm. Well, when they cut our goddamn lights off, perhaps you can teach him how to use that bike to generate some electricity.” She shoves the spatula underneath a piece of French toast so forcefully, it pops out of the pan and plummets to the floor. “Shit!”


  I pour myself a cup of Folgers from the coffeepot—largely to piss Mama off since she hates when I drink it—and carry it over to the dining room table she pulled off a curb two years ago. “That can be one of my pieces.”


  No response. Just a gust of icy air as she sweeps out of the room, pretending I no longer exist.


  Whatever.


  After about a minute, she returns with her coat draped over her arm and an envelope in hand. “I’m pulling a double, by the way.” She slides the card across the table at me.


  Merry Christmas to her too, I guess.


  “You do know I also have to work, right?” I ask. “Two till ten—”


  “I’m aware. Can’t really miss it on that big-ass calendar you’ve got tacked to my wall.”


  This is one of her “little resentments.” The calendar. As a matter of fact, Stacia Danger resents anything that reeks of structure she didn’t create. Likely linked to her resentment of anything that makes her feel like a “bad parent.”


  Problem is, her attempt to be a “good parent” got us into this situation in the first place: living paycheck to paycheck—hers and mine—in an area that’s way out of our price range.


  “So what about Jax?” I say.


  “He’ll go upstairs. I’ve already talked to Señora Alvarez.”


  Thank God for Señora Alvarez, the delightful Salvadorian woman who lives in the apartment above ours and has been playing pinch-hit parent since we moved here. In fact, Jax spends so much time with her, he speaks a little Spanish.


  Mama turns off the stove, wipes her hands on a dish towel, and dashes out of the kitchen. “I’m gonna be late,” she says.


  “Jax, Mommy’s going to work! Come give her a kiss!” I holler.


  Now she looks like she wants to murder me and bury the evidence.


  “You can’t just leave him on Christmas without saying goodbye,” I say before rising from the table and taking the four steps necessary to grab a couple of plates from the cabinet. “Where’s the syrup?”


  She doesn’t respond, and when I look, her eyes have dropped, and her chin begins to tremble before she can stop it.


  Because there is no syrup.


  This was one of her gifts to us. French toast.


  But there’s no syrup.


  I sigh.


  Jax tries to barrel past me, but I stop him to give Mama a second to pull it together. “Jaxy, Mama made us some yummy French toast! Whattaya say we cook up some strawberries with sugar to go on top?” Because no matter what’s lacking in this place, there are always strawberries. It’s our one splurge.


  “Heck yeah!” Jax says.


  “Go tell Mommy thank you for her hard work so she can get going, okay?” I kiss his forehead.


  As he runs to her, Mama looks up at me and smiles. Weakly, but it’s enough.


  A moment of accord.


  “Thank you so, so much, Mommy!” Jax says.


  Mama laughs and quickly wipes her own tears from her face. “You’re welcome, Jaxy-Boy.” She squeezes him tight. I walk over to join the hug.


  “This is the best Christmas ever!”


  “Okay, okay,” Mama says. “I really do have to run.” She breaks free and grabs her purse from the computer table, where our dinosaur of a PC monitor sits stoic and judgmental. “Jax, you be good for Señora Alvarez, okay?” She kisses his cheek and he darts off. “Have a good afternoon at work, Rico.”


  “You too, Mama.” And I swallow my pride. “Thanks for breakfast.”


  She nods. Smiles.


  As the front door closes, I get the strawberries out and start cutting them up. Little sugar, little water . . . who needs crappy fake maple syrup anyway?


  “Jax, breakfast!” I shout once I’ve scrambled some eggs and gotten everything on the plate.


  He comes out of the bedroom with a red Lego robot in one hand and a green one in the other. “Christmas botssssss!” he says, thrusting them into my face.


  I chuckle.


  “You know, since Mama’s gone, we could eat in front of the television,” I tell him. “Care to get a little Grinchy?”


  “Yeaaaaah!” He shoots his little fist into the air. “Fuck the ruuuuuuules!”


  Oh my God. “JAX!”


  “Oops . . . You weren’t supposed to hear that.”


  I just shake my head and smack him upside his. “Come on, you little toilet mouth.”


  As he gets settled into the couch, I turn on the television and tune it to Channel 3. Reach for the power button on the Mesozoic-era DVD player (remote’s been lost for about three years now), but then:


  

    

      

        In breaking news, some folks are having a very merry Christmas as two winning Mighty Millions jackpot tickets were sold last night. One was purchased in Wyoming, but the other came from a machine right here in Metro Atlanta! The owner of the Gas ’n’ Go convenience store on Spalding Drive in Norcross will receive a twenty-five-thousand-dollar bonus from the lottery commission for selling a winning jackpot ticket—


      


    


  


  My mouth goes dry.


  _____


  It’s been five days, and no one in Georgia has come forward with the winning ticket. I know because all I’ve been doing while I’m not at work is gathering information on state lottery rules.


  Rule number one: tickets expire after 180 days. That’s June twenty-third, exactly six days before my eighteenth birthday.


  Rule number two: winnings are subject to 25 percent in federal taxes and 6 percent in state taxes.


  Rule number three: big winners in the state of Georgia cannot collect winnings anonymously.


  In conclusion: someone eighteen or over who visited my workplace on Christmas Eve is holding on to a slip of paper worth one hundred and six million US buckaroos (before taxes).


  I’m at the register when Mr. Zoughbi steps out of his office to come restock cigarettes, but I wait until the store is completely empty before I pop the question. “Mr. Z, do you remember how many Mighty Millions tickets you sold on Christmas Eve?”


  “Oh gracious no, child,” he says. “So many sold, I couldn’t possibly know.”


  “I sold . . . three. One to a middle-aged white guy and two to an elderly black lady. Don’t you think someone would’ve come forward by now? The trucker guy in Wyoming took home a forty-seven-point-two million lump sum after taxes.”


  “Ah, you never know! Perhaps our winner is consulting with financial experts and creating a plan. Many winners tumble into financial ruin due to lack of Preparation.” He wags a finger at me.


  All about the Preparation, that Mr. Z.


  “Few weeks perhaps, there will be news,” he continues.


  I sigh. What he’s saying makes perfect sense, of course. . . .


  I just can’t shake the feeling my fairy godgranny has that ticket.


  I know for a fact she matched at least three of the numbers. If the winner definitely came from our store and was definitely purchased on Christmas Eve according to the reports . . .


  What if she forgot she bought it? (CRS was her phrase, not mine.) What if—God forbid—she lost it?


  “Truth be told, what is it to us?” Mr. Z continues. “The lottery commission already delivered our bonus.” He tries to wink, but it just looks like he has a twitch. “There’s a portion for you in your next paycheck.”


  Whoa. “You don’t have to do that, Mr. Zoughbi. . . .” Curse this knee-jerk pseudo-selflessness!


  “Oh, but I do!” he says. “Bonus for me means bonus for my number one employee!”


  My face heats. “Oh.”


  “I am very thankful for you, child,” he goes on. “You will see how much very soon.”


  He shoves the last carton of cigarettes into the overhead case and dusts his hands off. “Whoever our ticket holder is, we wish them the best, yes? I wouldn’t complain about some of those dollars winding up in our register. . . .” He nudges me with his elbow. “But as a claim that large must be directly handled at the lottery office, I doubt we will ever see the winner again.”


  And back into the office he goes.


  He’s right. I know he’s right. Whoever bought that ticket really has no reason to come back to this store (unless they need gas and/or artificially colored and flavored slushies).


  But that won’t stop me from wondering if I had the opportunity to pocket a big winner—thereby instantly changing everything—and I chose.


  The wrong.


  Ticket.


  



  A Word from the Right Ticket


  Forgive the interruption, dear reader, but I’ll have you know this is going to be an adventure for me, too. It’s not easy being an inanimate object worth enough American dollars to feed a family of six in Chad for over forty thousand years. (Or 4,077 families of six for a decade each. How my value is distributed is of no concern to me.)


  (That is no exaggeration.)


  Right now, that dastardly George Washington has his ugly green face smashed against mine, and there’s a month-old Chick-fil-A receipt pressed against my behind without my consent. To top it off, the person who shoved me into this lackluster billfold truly has forgotten about me.


  The indignity of it all is appalling considering my value, don’t you think?
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  Bonus!


  Five thousand dollars. That was the number on the check inside the Happy New Year! card Mr. Z handed me alongside my regular paycheck.


  And instead of putting it in the account my mother has access to, I cashed it. Put it in an envelope. Stuffed it in a hole in my trusty box spring, same spot I hid the money I secreted away all those months for Jax’s bike.


  Every night after he falls asleep, I close whatever book I’m reading, pull the envelope out, and count the hundred-dollar bills. I’ve never held that much money before, and feeling the paper slide through my fingers keeps me distracted from other facets of my life that often plague my brain in the darkness: the fact that we’re always a few hours of pay away from not making rent; that Mama treats me more like a partner and co-parent than a kid; that my seventeen-year-old life consists entirely of school, work, and sleep; that I have no friends.


  That last one’s really been getting to me lately. Got really acute a few mornings ago when I happened to leave my apartment to head to the (school) bus stop at the exact moment Jessica Barlow—class president, head cheerleader, and popular kid on infinity—was leaving the adjacent apartment.


  Like a ding-dong, I froze, deer-in-headlights style. I vaguely remember her moving in who knows how many years ago, but between never seeing her around here since and the incongruous-to-her-glittering-image bumps and shouts that sometimes filter through our shared walls, I’d forgotten she lives there. Don’t know her situation—she’s one of the bright lights in Zan Macklin’s inner circle and certainly looks the Rich Kid part—so the whole thing was jarring.


  Especially when she smiled at me.


  I’ve always done my best to keep my head down—which is easy to do when it seems like no one realizes you exist (though I’ve admittedly been staring at the back of Zan Macklin’s head a lot more in history lately, wondering if we did in fact make eye contact that night at the store). But knowing she saw me? Maybe before, I would’ve written the whole thing off. But ever since seeing my birth date on that ticket, it’s like this world of possibility has opened up, and now I constantly find myself . . . curious.


  Which feels dangerous. There are few things worse for a poor kid than working up the courage to hope and then having that hope pulverized down to subatomic particles beneath the weight of (another) disappointment.


  So I count my money.


  But then on the afternoon of January twenty-fourth, Mr. Fifty-Dollar-Bill strolls into the Gas ’n’ Go while I’m shelving magazines. He overlooks me as he grabs the latest issue of Playboy, but there’s certainly no shame in his game once he sees me.


  “Hey there!” he says, clutching the magazine to his chest. On the cover is some lady wearing a pair of open jeans and strategically placed suspenders.


  I force a smile to keep from wrinkling my nose. “Hello.”


  “Rico, right? You were here on Christmas Eve?”


  “Mm-hmm.” I stick the last Car and Driver in place. Stand and dust my hands off. “Anything I can help you find today?”


  “Nope, I think I found it!” He holds his magazine up.


  (Can I please throw up now?)


  “Okay then!” I turn to head to the counter, and he follows me. Tries to hand me the magazine to scan.


  “Just hold it out,” I say. Cuz I ain’t touchin’ it.


  It scans. $14.37 including tax.


  Of course he hands me a fifty.


  “So did you have a merry Christmas, Rico? A happy New Year?”


  I shrug. “Not too bad. You?”


  “Well, between you and me, it woulda been a lot merrier had I bought that Mighty Millions jackpot ticket,” he says. “Anybody come forward yet?”


  So it’s not him then. Unless he’s bluffing . . . but why would he be bluffing? “Not that I’m aware of, sir.” I count his change out and slide it to him. “I’m sure we’ll find out eventually.”


  _____


  I don’t sleep that night. Can’t. Every time I close my eyes, I see the smiling face of the little old lady who made being at work on Christmas Eve a little less awful. Counting the bonus doesn’t help because all I can think about is the fact that someone—maybe her . . . (aka, almost me)—could be missing an opportunity to count 1,059,950 more hundred-dollar bills than I currently have in my possession.


  When the sun rises, I’m wrapped in a blanket on the balcony staring at Mama’s beat-up old Nissan pickup truck. The red paint has faded from the roof and one of the back tires is low. I go back inside to start a pot of Folgers, and turn on Rise ’n’ Shine Atlanta.


  First story I see?


  

    

      

        “Wyoming Mighty Millions jackpot winner Wally Winkle is about to become a television star! The ten-episode reality show JACKPOT! will follow the former truck driver as he adjusts to his lavish new lifestyle. The first episode is set to air Thursday, February seventh, at eight p.m. Eastern on the MoneyVision network.”


      


    


  


  I turn it off. Chew my lip. Look around at the dingy walls and mostly secondhand furniture in our closet-sized living room.


  A hundred and six million dollars. Just out there somewhere.


  The things a person could do with that kind of money . . .


  I sold three Mighty Millions tickets on Christmas Eve exactly a month ago. Two of them were not the Big Winner. Could Mr. Zoughbi have sold it earlier in the day? Of course. But I also now know that the winning Mighty Ball number was in fact 07, and that the odds of matching three white balls plus the Mighty Ball are one in 14,547. Which, yes, makes it almost 21,000 times more likely than winning the jackpot . . . but the odds of two tickets with those numbers being sold at the same store on the same day?


  Come on.


  How can I know for sure, though? And what am I supposed to do about it? It’s not like fairy godgranny left me her name and number and invited me over for tea. . . .


  There were three other people, myself included, inside the Gas ’n’ Go when fairy godgranny exited, Christmas sweater alight, holding a ticket that contained at least four of the six winning numbers. I know one of those other people—Mr. Bashir Zoughbi—wouldn’t condone me hunting down one of his customers, so he’s not likely to give me access to the security footage I’ll need to try and find out what kind of car the lady was driving.


  I could try to get into the hella-high-tech, flat-screened monstrosity on Mr. Z’s desk—stuff from the cameras outside the store would have to be on there somewhere, right? Then again, the only computer I really interact with on a regular basis is our Tyrannosaurus rex that’s still rockin’ Windows 8.1. So maybe not a great idea.


  Which leaves me with one other (very rich, handsome, and intimidating) potential option.


  My eyes drop to the hole in the couch that has widened over the years because Jax picks at it when he’s anxious (which is all the effing time).


  I’m picking at it now.


  Sure hope there’s something of substance beneath Zan Macklin’s hundred-dollar haircut.


  And maybe those hacker rumors are true.
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  A Terrible Idea


  And now I’m hiding in the bathroom.


  “A hundred-and-six friggin MIL, Rico,” I whisper from my perch on the abused-looking toilet. “Get your shit together!”


  “Uhh . . . you all right in there?” comes a voice from outside the stall.


  Oops.


  “Yes, fine,” I say. “Just . . . ate a bad breakfast burrito.”


  “Gross . . .”


  But it does the trick. I hear a compact snap shut and the click of shoes exiting shortly thereafter.


  “Okay. Deep breath.”


  I almost missed the bus this morning because I spent so much time fussing over what to wear. Figured if I’m gonna initiate a conversation with the pee-pee-paper prince, I should look as close to a million bucks as possible . . . but then I discovered that the most expensive thing in my closet is a forty-dollar body-con dress Mama found deeply on sale at T. J. Maxx—and the last time I wore that, my turd-brain chem lab partner held up the round-bottom glass chemical container we were using for our experiment, looked me over lasciviously, and said, “Forget back . . . baby got flask.”


  So that was a no-go.


  The bell rings, signaling the end of second lunch/beginning of third.


  The time has come.


  I exit the stall as a gaggle of cheerleaders come in.


  Not even the vaguest peek in my direction.


  I push toward the exit and, before I can think too much about it, run my hands over the front of the billowy skirt I threw on when Mama started yelling about “punctuality,” lift my chin, and make my way out into the cafeteria.


  Not a single head turns. (Typical.)


  Zan is sitting at the far end of his regular table, which should make this easy. Guess it depends on if he resists or not.


  I reach the table, and I’m moving fast.


  This whole thing is a terrible idea. Maybe I should just keep going. They probably wouldn’t even notice me speed-walking by like a freak-and-a-half.


  But then I catch eyes with Jessica Barlow. Who is watching me. She smiles (so weird!), and I force a tight-lipped smile back, but as I pass her, still booking it, her head tilts—quizzically.


  No turning back now.


  One of the guys tells a joke, and everyone laughs. Zander says something to the black kid sitting across from him (think his name is Finesse?), then sets his water bottle down . . . which is when I pass behind him, grab his upper arm, and pull.


  “Whoa,” he says, and I’m sure he’s looking at me, but I’m trying to maintain my forward momentum, so I don’t look back. I do, however, breathe life’s biggest sigh of relief as I feel his weight give. “Guess I’m being summoned,” he says, and he rises to let me tug him along while everyone laughs.


  The sweater he’s wearing must be cashmere or something. It’s by far the softest thing I’ve ever touched. Biceps don’t feel too bad either.


  It’s not until we pass through the open doors to the west stairwell that it hits me: I just pulled Zan Mega-Money Macklin from his lunch table in front of everyone. And he actually came. Holy shi—


  “So is our final destination inside the building at least?” he says.


  I stop and let go of his arm, but now I can’t make myself face him.


  Sweet mother of pearl I did not think this through.


  “Helloooooo? Kidnapper?”


  I take a few breaths and turn around.


  God.


  The guy looks (and smells) like he just stepped off the cover of the J.Crew Christmas catalog.


  It’s disgusting.


  He smiles down at me. “Hi.”


  “Umm, hi.” I look at my feet.


  No, Rico! Chin UP, dammit!


  And . . . Huh. I knew he was tan for a white boy, but his eyes are a lot greener than I expected. His eyebrows are super thick, and he’s got acne along his chin and the ruins of an angry erupted zit in the little crevasse beside his left nostril. I exhale. And almost smile. “I need to talk to you,” I say. He chuckles. “I gathered as much from the cafeteria abduction.”


  “Oh.” What do I say to that? “Uh, I’m Rico, by the way.”


  “Zan.”


  I swallow a snort. “I know.” “So did I,” he says.


  Hmm.


  “K, I’m gonna come right out with it—”


  “That would be nice . . . Didn’t get to finish my lunch.”


  Asshole. “I . . . need your help.”


  “Do you now?” He crosses his arms.


  I totally huff. Like so hard my on-the-verge-of-frizzy bangs flutter. He’s kind of frustrating. And he smells really good. It’s confusing.


  “Yeah. I do.”


  “Aren’t you the same girl who avoided me like the plague when I stepped into your place of employment on Christmas Eve?”


  Is he for real? “My ‘place of employment’? Who even talks like that?”


  “Admit it. You were totally dodging me.”


  “No I wasn’t.”


  “Fine.” He shrugs and turns to leave.


  “Wait, no!”


  “So you were avoiding me, then?”


  “This is completely irrelevant to—”
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