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Chapter 1






Match all six numbers and be the winner of the Mega Multimillion Dollar Lotto Lottery!” brayed the skinny man on the TV. “This week’s jackpot is three and a half million dollars!”


The camera swept to a tall blonde woman with freakishly long silver fingernails who was poised to pluck a numbered Ping-Pong ball as it popped out of the lottery bin.


Janna tightly gripped the pink slip of paper that could change her life. All week she had worried: What if she lost it? What if it got ripped? What if it was the winning ticket but it got wet and the precious magic numbers disappeared in a smear of ink, and her chance at happiness along with them? Or worst of all, what if her mom found the forbidden lottery slip and took it away—like last time?


“But we need the money, Mom!” Janna had moaned.




“The last thing that people who need money can afford is a lottery ticket!” Janna’s mom had said.


“But if you don’t buy a ticket, how can you ever win? You know, buy a ticket, buy a dream?”


“You have a greater chance of being struck by lightning, dear, yet I don’t see you paying for a chance at that.”


Then Janna’s mother had held up the piece of paper that contained Janna’s hopes, and had ripped it into very tiny, very unhopeful pieces and had flushed them down the toilet. It wasn’t fair!


But that was last week; this was now. Janna had kept the lottery ticket in an envelope under her pillow ever since she’d bought it, and now the paper was safe in her hand, the numbers crisp and clear. It was the winning ticket, she simply knew it. Those six numbers would take that anxious look from her mother’s eyes. Those magic integers would buy them a new car to replace their old and decrepit hatchback named Maybe, because maybe it would start and, then again, maybe it wouldn’t. Those nice numerals would buy Janna anything and everything that she had ever, ever wanted or would ever, ever want. She would be just like Elizabeth Newby across the street—a modern day princess with the newest gadgets and gizmos, the neatest clothes, the coolest of everything cool. How happy those numbers would make her!


The first ball popped out, and the silver talons pounced.




“Check your tickets, Ladies and Gentlemen. The first number is…sixty-three!”


Janna didn’t need to check her slip. She knew that sixty-three was on it.


The second ball hopped out.


“Thirteen! Lucky thirteen for some folks out there. Are you one of them?”


Yes, Janna was one of them.


The third ball appeared.


“The third number is nine. Three more to go! Are you still with us?”


Janna was. There was a slight pause before the fourth ball appeared, and for a moment Janna lost her hope, her resolve, her absolute belief that she held in her hand the ticket to more than three million dollars. The ball finally appeared.


“Fourth on our numbers hit parade today is twenty-two. Those of you who have matched four numbers are already winners! One hundred dollars to anyone who matches four out of six!”


Janna had already won one hundred dollars. She kissed the piece of paper, breathing sweet, supportive words into it.


“Thirty-one! Do you have a thirty-one?”


Janna didn’t have to look. She had looked so many times that she knew the numbers on the pink slip by heart, but she looked all the same, just to make sure that the thirty-one hadn’t disappeared.




It hadn’t.


Five numbers out of six meant she had already won one thousand dollars, but if she didn’t win the entire jackpot, she didn’t want any money at all. They could keep their piddly thousand bucks!


The model’s silver pincers snatched the final ball like a bird grabbing a worm. There was a horrible second as she fumbled the ball slightly instead of rotating it gracefully, and the painted number got lost in her palm.


“You klutz!” Janna shrieked at the TV. Then, afraid her bad temper would break the magic, she concentrated on being calm and serene.


Sixty-six, she breathed.


Sixty-six, she willed.


Sixty-six. She would do anything for a sixty-six.


Sixty-six. It had to be a sixty-six.


It wouldn’t be fair if it was anything except sixty-six! Maybe if she said “sixty-six” sixty-six times?


Sixty-six. Sixty-six. Sixty-six. Sixty-six. Sixty-six. Sixty-six….


The model had regained control of the ball and was slowly rotating it to the screen. There it was! It was…ninety-nine. Janna went cold and still. She felt as if she had just run full speed into a wall. She had been so close. Good-bye, new car. Hello, Maybe. It wasn’t fair!


But wait—the silver talons were turning the ball. Here it came, right side up! The ninety-nine turned into a sixty-six! Sixty-six! Janna had known all the time that it had been a winning ticket! How could she ever have doubted it?


The man with the donkey voice was speaking. “We hope you were the lucky one, but if not, there’s always next week’s Mega Multimillion Dollar Lotto Lottery. Buy a dream for a dollar! Good night, folks!”


Janna stood in the center of the room, clutching the ticket to her chest. Now that she was rich, the very air she breathed seemed different. Now that she was rich, she would change a lot of things. Now that she was rich, she could have everything that Elizabeth Newby had. No, she could have more than Elizabeth Newby had, and before Elizabeth Newby had it.


Janna heard the door open behind her and turned to see her mom with an armful of groceries and a handful of mail. Janna jumped up and ran to her, knocking the mail into the air. She whooped and threw her arms around her mother. She heard glass break as the grocery bag fell to the floor, but Janna didn’t care.


“I won! I won!”


Mom held Janna’s shoulders and stared at her daughter. Janna waved the pink slip in her mother’s face.


“We’re rich! I won the lottery just like I always said I would!”


Janna’s mom said nothing, but Janna could see the tiredness fall from her eyes, and she saw quite clearly the images that appeared in her mother’s mind—a reliable furnace, a dishwasher, a new winter coat instead of a used one.


The telephone rang. Janna fell silent as her mother reached, dreamlike, for the phone.


“Hello?”


Janna could see her mother’s hand tremble as she handed the receiver to Janna.


“Hello, Janna? This is the president of the United States. I just want to congratulate you on winning the lottery. It couldn’t have happened to a nicer person!”


Janna nodded dumbly into the receiver.


“Say thank you,” her mother hissed.


“Thank you,” Janna squeaked.


When the president hung up, she handed her mother first the telephone and then the telephone book.


“Call up the car dealer. Tell them to bring over that new car we were looking at last week, the fancy convertible. Any color you want!”


It seemed that Janna had no sooner turned around to look out the window than a wrecker was hooking up Maybe to haul it away once and for all. The sleek, shiny blue sports car she and her mother had oohed and aahed over was pulling into Maybe’s old place.


As her mother ran out to the car, Janna pulled the stack of catalogs from under her bed, the ones she liked to leaf through and checkmark the things she liked. She dug her mother’s credit card out of her purse on the kitchen table and picked up the phone. To save time Janna just ordered one of everything in the first catalog and requested express delivery. Immediately, the doorbell rang. All the things she had ordered had arrived! She had everything stacked in the hall while she dialed the phone number of the next mail-order company.


“Janna,” her mother called. “Janna!”


Janna looked out the window to see her mother standing by their new car with a fur coat on over an expensive-looking red dress. Shiny jewels sparkled from her ears, her neck, her wrist.


Janna waved, yet her mother still shouted, “Janna! Janna!”


“Yeah, Mom, I see you. Cool!”


“Janna!”


Janna opened her eyes carefully. Her mother was standing in the bedroom doorway.


“What’s cool, Janna?”


“Nothing,” Janna said.


“Hurry up, lazybones. We need to get a move on if you want to get the best pick of winter coats. I’ll go try to start Maybe. Don’t forget to bring your money for the bookstore.”


Janna turned her head to look out the window. Maybe stood in the driveway like a diseased and disgusting bug. She felt under her pillow. There it was, her pink lottery ticket from last night’s lottery. She remembered now. She hadn’t even matched one number in the Mega Multimillion Dollar Lotto Lottery.


Reality stunk.















Chapter 2






I don’t get it,” her mother said on the way to the thrift store. “Your friends run around looking like ragbags, but the rags need to be new and only certain brands.”


Janna was still grouchy from the bursting of her dream bubble, so she retreated to that convenient, overused phrase.


“You don’t understand.”


Her mother was silent for a moment, and Janna wondered fleetingly if she had been a little snappish. She knew that her mother had been dealing with a lot of nasty stuff lately as chair of the middle school board. This year’s budget had failed to pass twice, and Carol Danner had been spending a lot of hours at some very wretched meetings.


Janna was about to apologize when her mother spoke quietly.


“I do understand, Janna, but I also understand that we only have so much money to feed us, clothe us, and pay the bills. This is what we have to do right now.”


Twenty minutes later Janna was in the store, trying to look invisible, which wasn’t too difficult because there were a lot of people engrossed in hunting for bargains. She was pretty sure none of her schoolmates would come in here, but you never knew who knew somebody else, and she wouldn’t be able to stand it if word got out that she bought most of her clothes secondhand. It wasn’t her fault she was growing so fast that she needed a second winter coat this season. She sighed. It wasn’t her mom’s fault either, and the old coat was so tight it didn’t keep her warm. If there was one thing Janna hated, it was being cold. She hated everything about it, from how it made her nose run and the way the frozen runoff chapped her upper lip, all the way down to how her toes felt (before they got numb and she could no longer feel them, that is) as they pushed frigid and bloodless into the hard toe of her boots.


To Janna’s embarrassment, her mother was right in the middle of the commotion. Unlike Janna, her mother was not put off by the less than attractive appearance of some of her fellow shoppers. She was carrying on a pleasant conversation with some woman who was missing a few teeth, while they each quickly and efficiently sorted through hats and mittens, holding them to the light to reveal hidden holes or frayed spots. The coat they had already agreed upon for Janna was draped over Carol’s arm. It was not at all what Janna would have chosen, and it was a little too big (then you can wear it next year too), but Janna’s mom had been so pleased by the label and condition of the coat (it’s such a good coat, Janna) that Janna hadn’t had the heart to argue. It usually went this way.


Janna was waiting as patiently as possible. When they were through at the thrift store, her mom was going to drive her to the bookstore. She had saved up enough allowance to buy The Secret Princess, the new installment in the Medieval Maids series. She had wanted to read it ever since it had come out, and the waiting list at the library was sooooo long. The Medieval Maids were three girls who disguised themselves as knights and went about the countryside doing good deeds of generosity and courage. They were always getting into dangerous predicaments, but they were smart and strong and expert in all the knightly skills, so they always got out of the predicaments as well. Janna liked to imagine herself as one of them. She was looking forward to spending her entire afternoon reading that book curled up with a cup of hot chocolate and maybe some of those flower-shaped chocolate striped cookies that she was so fond of.


Janna was sinking herself back into a rack of coats when she heard snarly voices arguing. She looked up to see a woman not much taller than herself addressing the cashier, waggling her cane at him. The woman’s purple coat had one ripped elbow, and its hem nearly dragged on the ground. Below her coat the toes of men’s black galoshes peeked out. Beside her was a purple vinyl shopping bag that had been carefully patched with gray duct tape in spots. Each handle was wrapped thoroughly with tape as well. Janna could see a tube of toothpaste, a pair of thick gray socks rolled into a ball, and the tatter of what looked like a blanket peeking out of the bag, as well as some returnable bottles. Janna knew about homeless people who carried all their earthly possessions with them. She and her friends called them bag people, although not when Janna’s mother could hear. Janna tried to imagine putting all her possessions in one bag. Her stuffed animals alone wouldn’t even begin to fit.


The bag lady was clutching a purple hat and several bills in the hand that wasn’t holding the cane. The cashier was shaking his head, but the woman still pushed the hat and the money closer to him. Interested, Janna moved out of the coat rack and toward the checkout counter.


“Why not?” she heard the woman’s raspy voice say, but Janna couldn’t see her face.


“I told you, you don’t have enough money,” the cashier said, but he wasn’t really paying attention to her anymore; his back was half-turned and he was already starting to help another customer.


“It’s got a hole in it!”


“That’s reflected in the price already. I’m sorry. You don’t have enough money.”




“But I need a warm hat. It was way below freezing last night, and it’s supposed to be even colder tonight. My ears nearly fell off!”


“Buy a different hat. You don’t have enough money for that one.” The cashier turned his back completely.


The woman threw the hat down onto the counter, picked up her bag, and walked out of the store, grumbling.


Janna moved to the counter and reached for the hat. She looked at her money. Two weeks allowance plus feeding Mrs. Churchill’s cats while she was in Iowa. An afternoon lost in a tale of adventure with a cup of hot chocolate, or a stranger’s warm ears? She was eyeing the hat when it was taken from her hand.


“Popular item,” the checkout man said, holding out his hand.


Janna paused a second, then handed him her money. He ripped the price tag in half and handed her back the hat. She checked to make sure that her mom was still occupied at the mitten and hat table and then ran out of the store. Janna blinked in the bright sun, trying to find the bag lady. For a woman with a cane, the bag lady certainly moved fast. When Janna caught sight of her, she was already more than a block away. Janna ran after her.


“Hey!”


The bag lady kept on walking. Janna ran faster.


“Hey, you!” she yelled. A number of people turned around to look at Janna, but the bag lady wasn’t one of them.


“Ma’am! Excuse me!” Janna called, but the woman just kept moving. Janna finally caught up with her and touched her arm.


The bag lady stopped and whirled toward Janna, her cane raised in the air.


“Leave me alone!” she yelled. Janna froze in shock. It was bad enough being yelled at in front of everyone on the street, but on top of that the bag lady was terrifying to look at. Her dark eyes were saddled by hairy caterpillar eyebrows, and the expression on her lined face made Janna think of gargoyles.


Janna held the hat out to her, breathless.


The bag lady just stared at it.


“Take it,” Janna said. “It’s for you.”


The bag lady snatched it, a quick reptilian grab, a frog snagging a fly. The bag lady didn’t look at the hat, didn’t put it on, didn’t say anything, just stared at Janna. Janna couldn’t move. It was as if the woman’s black eyes had anchored Janna to the pavement, and she knew without a doubt that this was a witch. A real witch who could cast a spell so that Janna would never be able to move again.


“Janna!”


She heard her mother from a long way away. The woman blinked and Janna felt the spell break.


“Janna?” Her mother’s voice came again, closer this time.




Janna turned, nearly knocking down the pedestrian behind her, and walked quickly back to her mother.


“What are you doing out here?” her mother asked. “I’m done in there. Let’s go to the bookstore.”


“I don’t have my money anymore. I lost it.”


Janna felt her mother’s eyes on her, but neither of them said anything further as they got back into Maybe.


As they drove away, Janna thought she saw a bobbing purple spot in the stream of people on the sidewalk, but she couldn’t be sure.















Chapter 3






I’m leaving now,” Janna’s mother called. “The school board meeting is in the gym. If you need me, I’ll be there.”


“Right,” Janna said, looking out her bedroom window, through which she could see right into Elizabeth Newby’s bedroom window.


Her mother walked down the hall to stand in Janna’s doorway.


“Are you okay?” she asked. “You’re awfully quiet.”


“Just a little…tired,” Janna said, still not looking at her mother.


Her mother was silent for a few seconds. “I know you didn’t lose your money this morning.”


“I know you know.”


“Do you want to talk about it?”


“No.”




“Right.” Janna’s mother still stood in the doorway. “It might be a long meeting, but I’ll be home for dinner.”


“Bye, Mom.”


“Bye, sweetie.”


After her mother left, Janna did her homework and chores. Then she took a cup of hot chocolate up to her room and sat on the bottom bunk of her bed. What she needed was a good book to sink into. Not just any book. She needed The Secret Princess. Sighing, Janna took the pink lottery ticket from beneath her pillow and tore it carefully into perfect fuzzy-edged squares. With each rip, she made a pronouncement.


“I will never buy another lottery ticket in my life.”


Rip.


“I will be very, very rich when I grow up.”


Rip.


“And then I will never buy used clothes again.”


Rip.


“I will never, ever believe in good luck as long as I live.”


Rip.


“That creepy old woman better appreciate her stupid purple hat,” Janna said as she let the pink pieces flutter into her wastebasket.


“Oh, she does. I assure you, she does.”


The voice came from above her. Janna looked up to see the bag lady sitting on the top bunk amid the stuffed toys. At least, it had to be the bag lady, for she was wearing the same purple coat and black galoshes, and if there had been any room for doubt, the unmistakable purple hat was perched atop her head.


Janna jumped up and backed away.


“What are you doing here? How did you get here?”


“I walked.”


“No, how did you get in here? Into my room? Onto my bed?”


“I have my methods.”


Janna stared at her. “How…did you find me? This is a long way from the thrift store.”


“It wasn’t easy. That’s what took me so long, Janna. They’re much more stringent about giving out information on minors now. And on a weekend, too!”


Janna narrowed her eyes. “How do you know my name?”


“It’s what your mother called you, so I figured it was a safe guess.”


“And who’s they?”


The woman’s eyes shifted, then she went on as if she hadn’t heard Janna’s question. “I came to thank you. You didn’t give me a chance this morning.”


“You frightened me!” Janna said.


“Well, you frightened me, too,” the bag lady said, looking defensive.


“Me? How could I possibly frighten you?”




“Unexpected kindness is a very scary thing. I am accustomed to people who intend to make life difficult for me. That’s why I yelled at you.”


“Well, you’re welcome for the hat.” Janna paused. The bag lady hopped off the top bunk in a surprisingly fluid motion. She unbuckled her galoshes, which were oddly clean and dry given the weather, and with a couple of relieved grunts worked them off her feet. Then she went to Janna’s closet door, opened it, and, shoving several pairs of Janna’s shoes to one side, set her galoshes down beside them. Janna watched in stunned silence as the bag lady removed her hat and her coat, stuffed the hat tidily into one coat arm, and hung her coat up at the end of the closet rod. The bag lady closed the door, turned around, and smoothed out the front of her bulky gray sweater that fell over a shapeless emerald green dress. The bit of her legs that showed were clad in mismatched dancer’s leg warmers, and below that Janna could see thick black socks. The black socks were worn through in several places, revealing another layer of socks, these bright red. The woman sighed in satisfaction and beamed at Janna expectantly.


“Well,” she said.


Janna had no idea what that meant, but she knew things were getting a little strange.


“My mother isn’t here, or I’m sure she would give you a ride back to…wherever. Would you like…a cup of hot chocolate before you go?”
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