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CHAPTER 1
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Lying in bed, blocking out the stabbing ache of several bedsprings pushing their way through her worn mattress and drilling into her back, Kyarra Brooks stared blankly at the ceiling, dreading the inevitable blare that would soon sound from her alarm clock, bringing forth the start of what she knew would be another long, grueling day. 

For most of the night she tossed and turned in her sultry bedroom. The beads of sweat that formed at her hairline and the pool of moisture that collected under her breasts were as undeniable as the humidity that clung to the air. From the time the sun rose more than an hour ago, and its heated rays pierced her tattered window blinds, the atmosphere in her small bedroom grew hotter and stickier, making it impossible for her to force the notion of sleep any longer. Her only option to combat the heat was a 20-inch box fan that usually kept her cool enough to enjoy a night’s rest. However, the motor to that fan went out days ago and she didn’t have enough money to replace it. She’d have to wait until payday before she could make the $25 purchase. 

Her alarm clock shrieked to life, prompting her to reach over to the chair that it sat on at the head of her bed and shut it off before resuming her previous state of inertia. Thoughts of how she wasted her life and was a thirty-two-year-old failure surged like a flash flood. She received all the validation she needed for such thinking every time she frequented her Facebook or Instagram accounts and scrolled their respective timelines. 

Most of the people she grew up, along with some randoms she met on her journey to adulthood, all appeared to have better situations than her. While they were uploading joyous pictures of themselves inside of their beautiful homes and apartments, she found herself living in a one-bedroom slum in one of the worse neighborhoods in town. When they posted pictures from vacations they took to places like Florida, Vegas or the Caribbean, she was reminded of the fact that she was car-less. All of her traveling was restricted to the routes of city transportation. And while some friends were either basking in the single life or snuggling with their soulmate, she was confronted with the lonely fact that she hadn’t been on a real date with a decent guy in two years. In the age of instant online hook-ups, finding someone who respected the fact that she respected herself was turning out to be virtually impossible.

Through Kyarra’s light brown eyes, the life she’d grown to assume was a depressing one. She questioned why should she even bother getting up and carrying on with her pathetic existence. That’s when she glanced to her right and saw her four-year-old daughter sleeping soundly beside her. It was then that she remembered her sole reason for foraging on. Her baby was her greatest achievement in life; her only source of pride and joy. 

Though it wasn’t easy keeping a roof over their heads, clothes on their backs and food in their stomachs, somehow, Kyarra managed to do it all on her measly part-time earnings. It was a tight stretch, but her income provided just enough to cover the rent and bills, leaving her on average with a hundred and thirty dollars at the end of each month; forty of which she’d have to use to get back and forth to work throughout the next month. Kyarra used the remaining ninety dollars of her wages to secure budget-friendly groceries that scarcely kept her kitchen cabinets and refrigerator from going bare. 

Finally forcing herself to get out of bed, Kyarra first paid a visit to the bathroom, where she relieved her bladder, then splashed cold water on her face before turning on the hot water to the tub. It usually took three or so minutes of running before the water heated up enough for her to shower. While waiting for the hot water to actually get hot, she went into the kitchen and started making breakfast for herself and her daughter. 

She placed a small pot of water on the stove and set the dial to high. Within a minute’s time, the electric grill went from black to orange, to searing red. She opened two packs of instant banana-flavored oatmeal and dumped them into a plastic bowl. Once the water reached a rolling boil, she removed it from the heat and poured it into the bowl. While the oats absorbed the hot water, Kyarra prepped her own breakfast. A single piece of toast and a boiled egg would be the only form of sustenance she’d have until dinner, which would be close to twelve hours later. 

She showered and put on her work attire before deciding it was time to wake her daughter. Taking a seat on the bed, Kyarra placed her hand on the upper portion of her daughter’s back and softly whispered, “Carli, it’s time to wake up, sweetie.” When Carli didn’t respond, Kyarra gave her a gentle nudge. “Come on, baby. Breakfast is ready. Time to eat.”

Carli groaned, “Yes, mama.”

Kyarra smiled, “That’s my girl. Let’s go to the bathroom first, okay?”

“Ok, mama. Let’s go to the bathroom.” Kyarra picked Carli up and carried her into the bathroom, enjoying the way her baby clung to her. She let Carli eat first, then washed her up and got her dressed. 

As any other workday for Kyarra, this one started off two hours before her shift. Since her only means of getting around relied solely on bus hopping, she always left home early to drop Carli off at her sister’s house in order to make it to work on time. Since Kyarra’s sister only lived a few buildings away, dropping Carli off was usually the easiest exertion of the day. 

The sound of her two nephews playing in her sister’s apartment reached Kyarra’s ears as soon as she made it to their floor. Carrying Carli in one arm, Kyarra used her free hand to knock on their apartment door. After a few seconds, she heard her sister call out, “Who is it?” 

Kyarra replied, then heard the snap of the deadbolt and the click of the doorknob’s lock. The door was pulled open, revealing her older sister, April Brooks.

There were striking similarities between the sisters. They were the same height and shared the same eyes, along with other facial features. Yet, for all their similarities, there were just as many physical differences between them, as well as stark contrasts in their personalities. 

Despite giving birth to two kids, April possessed a curvaceous, athletic shape that Kyarra was a tad jealous of. April was also the younger looking between them, even though she was two years older. Apparently, the pack of cigarettes the thirty-four-year-old incorporated into her daily routine, along with her nightly sips of cognac, had little effect on how she aged. 

Kyarra, on the other hand, appeared slightly older than her age. Though widely considered a plain-Jane for most of her life, especially when compared to April, Kyarra was a reserved young woman who kept herself well-managed, but hardly ever dolled up. April, in contrast, pampered herself with hairdos, manicures and pedicures whenever the mood struck her. 

Kyarra envied April at times, but she often found herself equally frustrated with her too. She was envious because April still managed to club-hop and bar-jump with her friends, despite not having a job or a car. She was in a long-term relationship, and she didn’t have to drag herself across town every day to a job that she despised. April even kept up with modern fashion, lingo, music and trends, while Kyarra regularly felt trapped in the pre-2010 era. 

Kyarra’s frustrations with April stemmed from how her sister achieved her feats of staying active and contemporary. The reason she could afford to spoil herself every week, go out and party with friends whenever she wanted to, and keep her refrigerator stocked full of food was because she received financial security in the form of Welfare; a service she’d been taking full advantage of for years. Kyarra didn’t think there was anything wrong with taking assistance from a government willing to provide it, but April was a healthy young woman who was abusing a system designed to help those in need. It wasn’t intended to be a means of permanent support for people looking to avoid gainful employment their entire adult life, which was exactly what her sister often professed was her game plan. 

“Hey,” April greeted, pushing the door open for them to enter. “Does she need to eat?”

Carrying Carli inside April’s two-bedroom apartment, Kyarra said, “Nope, she already ate. I put some peanut butter and animal crackers in her bag. You can give her the crackers for a snack and make her a peanut butter sandwich for lunch. There’s enough for the boys, too.”

“Girl, please,” said April, closing, then locking her apartment door. “I told you before you don’t have to keep bringing food with her. We got more than enough.”

“Yeah, I know, but that’s your food for your family. It’s not a big deal.”

“Yeah, right,” said April, reaching for Carli, and Carli reaching for her. April kissed her on the cheek before smiling at Kyarra. “Every time you bring her over here or I go to your house you’re always missing something that’s supposed to match. Today, it’s peanut butter minus the bread and jelly. Yesterday, it was grilled cheese without the cheese...”

“That was supposed to be French toast,” Kyarra said. “I didn’t realize I was out of eggs until I had the last two slices of bread already buttered. So instead, I just made buttered toast.”

“Well, where we come from just frying two pieces of buttered bread in a skillet is called a cheese-less grilled cheese. Just like last week when I was over at your house and you called what you made pancakes.”

“They were pancakes,” Kyarra asserted with a smirk.

“Pancakes need syrup, Kyarra. Not a honey substitute because you ran out. Now I don’t know what the hell you would call that creation, but you damn-sure can’t call’em pancakes. Not on my watch. I keep telling you to take my EBT card and get yourself some groceries. They give me way more than I need every month. I haven’t sold off any yet, so I suggest you stop being silly and go fill your kitchen up. There’s a little over four hundred on there.”

“I told you, I’m okay. We’re not starving.”

“Yeah, but I’ve seen your kitchen, and y’all damn sure not eating. It’s your choice though. If you want to eat the same stuff every day that’s your business. But when Carli comes over here, she’s gonna eat real food with us.” Nestling her nose into Carli’s neck playfully, April said, “We’re going to stuff you like a little piggy, ain’t we?” Carli laughed. April looked at Kyarra. “What time you coming back?”

“I work a ten-hour shift today. If the buses run anywhere near the time they’re supposed to, I should be back by nine tonight...ten at the latest.”

“Okay. I’m making Lasagna and garlic bread for dinner. I’ll put you up a plate.”

The thought of Lasagna and garlic bread made Kyarra’s mouth water. It was a rare occasion for her to prepare a meal like that for herself and Carli. The only time they indulged in a luxurious meal was when April made one. It wasn’t as if Kyarra didn’t want to cook a delicious dinner every now and then; it just wasn’t in her budget. Buying the ingredients for a Lasagna was costly. Even the cheaper route of buying a pre-cooked Lasagna wasn’t any better. 

“That sounds good. Thanks, April. Well look, I gotta get going. If I miss my bus I’ll be late for work. Last thing I need right now is another termination threat from Eric.”

“I don’t see why you kill yourself trying to get to that bullshit job every day. They pay you eight dollars an hour, but work you like they’re paying you twenty. Then come payday you don’t have enough change left over to buy a small bag of chips. You’d be better off getting fired. At least then you could get unemployment. You could apply for Welfare. You know I’d help you through the process. Shit, you probably could do both.”

“No thanks. I may not have much, but what I got, I worked for.”

“You act like there’s something wrong with getting help. You know how it is out there. If people ain’t unemployed they’re underemployed. Be happy you live in a country that gives free money to those who need it.”

“There’s no such thing as free money. Your case manager proves that every time she has you do everything but give blood when it’s time for you to reapply for their so-called help.”   

April set Carli on the couch, then looked at her sister, shaking her head. “You’re too stubborn for your own good. But go ahead and catch your buses. Waste another day of your life slaving away at that crappy-ass store with the broken air conditioner. We’ll be right here in this central air-cooled apartment, eating and watching Netflix. Maybe one day you’ll wise up and join us. Enjoy this life of freedom.”

“Maybe one day you’ll realize that as long as you’re dependent on their system, the last thing you are is free. But I love you anyway.” Kyarra gave April a hug, then embraced Carli and gave her a kiss. She then hugged her two nephews before finally leaving April’s apartment.

Now began the process of getting to work. She would first have to hike six blocks to the bus stop, where she’d wait for the number 7 to arrive. Though she made it to the stop ten minutes before the bus was scheduled to arrive, she had to wait an additional twenty-six minutes in the baking sun before it finally showed up. Relieved to be out of the direct beam of the sun, Kyarra didn’t bother complaining to the driver about his tardiness. Instead, she took the first available seat and enjoyed her brief respite from the heat. Twenty minutes later she was at her stop. 

She got off the bus and walked seven blocks over to the second and final bus stop of the morning. The number 4 was only ten minutes late, but that didn’t bother her too much since massive clouds shielded her from the blazing sun. She showed her transfer to the driver before heading towards the back of the bus. It didn’t surprise her that the number 4 was way more crowded than the 7. Bus 4 was the only bus that went to the shopping center where she worked, so it was typically jam-packed.

As expected, when the bus approached the shopping center several other people had already pressed the bell, alerting the driver that they were ready to get off. Kyarra continued to sit and rest as a line of eight people formed in the walkway. She waited until the line dwindled down to two people before she got up. She was in no hurry to go back out into the stifling heat.  

Once off the bus, she checked the time on her cell phone. On the fractured screen of her outdated android, the time read 9:47. She hadn’t even clocked-in yet and she was already fatigued and frustrated from her morning efforts. 

After another brief walk, Kyarra entered her place of employment. Radio Hut was a small electronics store that sold everything from digital antennas to wireless home security systems. 

She dreadfully watched as the remaining moments of her freedom ticked away on the digital clock of the badge system. Ten o’clock was approaching at an accelerated rate; or at least that’s how Kyarra felt. This was usually the point where she began heavily contemplating her sister’s advice. She thought long and hard about making today the day she called it quits. She thought about all the difficult customers she was guaranteed to come across; all the strenuous lifting she’d have to endure, and the countless ring-ups she’d have to perform on a wonky cash register that was just as archaic as her cell phone. 

Worse yet, she’d have to deal with countless questions from confused customers. That wasn’t necessarily a problem when she knew how to answer them with some degree of confidence, but more times than not, she found herself just as clueless as them. While some patrons were understanding, others weren’t so sympathetic. Since she worked in a store that specialized in electronics, those customers all but demanded she be an expert on everything sold there. And whenever she couldn’t answer their questions definitively or resolve whatever issues they were having, she often found herself absorbing verbal abuse so humiliating it would bother her for the rest of the day.

She swiped her badge through the slot of the machine as soon as it read ten o’clock. Before heading out to the floor, Kyarra checked herself in the mirror near the backroom door, making any needed adjustments to her appearance; something she did at the start of every shift. 

Clipping her name tag to her shirt, she stared at herself in the mirror, looking beyond her reflection, gazing into her future. She hated what she saw. She was on the cusp of turning 33 and this was her life. She had a daughter she barely provided for and a college degree that was as useless as the paper it was printed on. But what depressed her most was the dark realization that there was no hope in sight; no light at the end of the tunnel. Her ultimate fear was that she’d become an old woman who’d have to spend the rest of her life serving other people to survive. 

For now, she’d hide those fears and haunting concerns behind a phony smile that her boss demanded all of his employees to display when dealing with all customers. Good or Bad. 

Still staring in the mirror, Kyarra smoothed her shirt before taking one last deep breath. She then made her way out onto the floor. The first hour of ten was underway.

Immediately upon her exit from the backroom, she was met by a customer who posed the very first question of the day. The older woman asked, “Excuse me, do you work here?”

Kyarra wanted to say, “No, bitch, I just wear a name tag and a shirt that says Radio Hut for the hell of it.” But instead, she forced a grin and said, “Yes, ma’am. How can I help you?” 

She spent fifteen minutes with the older woman, helping her decide which cordless phone set best suited her needs. Then she led the woman to the register where she coaxed her into buying the extended warranty for her purchase. The lady was nice, so it wasn’t all that hard for Kyarra to maintain a positive façade. She checked the time as she handed the woman her change and receipt. “You have a nice day, ma’am,” Kyarra smiled. 

Twenty minutes down, five hundred and eighty more to go.
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When Kyarra wasn’t busy tending to customers, she passed the time by reorganizing and restocking shelves. It was a stroke of good fortune that her boss wasn’t scheduled to work that day. His absence always improved her mood. What didn’t help make her day any better was dealing with mobile accounts. Whether it was creating a brand-new account or adding lines to an existing one, it was all a nuisance to her. She didn’t know how to do any of it and relied heavily on the assistance of co-workers to guide her through that aspect of the job. 

Her co-workers were good people though. People who were struggling to make their ends meet just like her. In the one year that she’d been working there, Kyarra formed a close bond with a young woman who was a year her junior. Valerie Anderson was a two-year veteran of Radio Hut and the only person in the store Kyarra considered to be a true friend.

Like Kyarra, Valerie hated working for Radio Hut. Unlike Kyarra, she didn’t have any children, and was married to a man who earned a decent living as a construction worker, so she wasn’t as dependent on her job as Kyarra was. And even though Valerie didn’t necessarily need the tedious work, she had a very solid reason for staying. The money she earned paid her way through college. She hoped to become a nurse one day, and her employment at Radio Hut was a way of expediting that goal. She didn’t want to burden her husband with her school costs since he was already paying all the bills, so she’d keep her position at the store until the day came when she’d be able to turn in her Radio Hut badge for the badge of a Registered Nurse.

Kyarra admired and respected Valerie for her ambition. She thought that if Valerie could make good on her goal to become a nurse, then maybe her own future wasn’t as bleak as she envisioned. And though she rooted for Valerie to succeed, she dreaded the day that she’d move on from Radio Hut and leave her behind. Kyarra knew she was selfish for thinking that way, but she couldn’t help it. Not only would she be alone if Valerie left, but Valerie’s departure would also be a stern reminder of how life was passing her by. 

It wasn’t like Kyarra hadn’t thought about going back to school herself, but she already owned a ton of student loan debts for a degree she hadn’t been able to find a job for since the day she graduated. And given that she was a full-time mom now, trying to provide for herself and Carli on part-time pay while attempting to rededicate herself to school wasn’t a feasible option.

As she stocked several wireless keyboard boxes on shelves, Kyarra pondered how she could improve her life without having to go back to school. Her train of thought was suddenly broken when she heard Valerie call out to her. Kyarra looked up and saw Valerie coming her way with an older gentleman following close behind. Judging by the smile on Valerie’s face, Kyarra knew exactly what she wanted, and it wasn’t work related.

“I got another one for you,” Valerie beamed. 

Kyarra wiped the dust from the boxes off her hands and approached Valerie and the man accompanying her. “What’s up, Val?” To the older gentleman, she asked “How you doing, sir?”

“Oh, I’m just fine, young lady...just fine,” the older gentleman politely answered. “Your friend here tells me you have quite the special gift. I was just wondering if you’d be willing to give a little demonstration.”

Valerie cheerily said, “Of course she’s willing. Kyarra loves showing her skills off.”

Kyarra smiled, “Almost as much as you love showing them off for me.” She then directed her smile to the older gentleman. “Sure, sir...I don’t mind. Fire away whenever you’re ready.”

The older man reached into the pocket of his plaid shirt and retrieved a pair of eyeglasses. Once applied, he removed his cell phone from his pants pocket. While he prepared himself, Valerie utilized the time to give Kyarra a little background information on the sixty-something white male. “By the way, Kyarra Brooks, this is Hank Archibald. He’s a retired high school math teacher who came into our store today to buy the lovely iPhone you now see him handling. While I was setting up his phone we got to talking, and somehow, we started talking about you and what you can do. I tried to tell him you were the real deal, but he kept insisting people like you only exist in movies. I dared him to try you out for himself. To make things interesting, we made a little bet. If you can answer three of his questions, he’ll buy us lunch. But if you miss one, I promised to pick up half the cost of the iPad he’s gonna buy his wife for her b-day.”

“That sounds unfair,” Kyarra said.

“I’m not worried,” Valerie countered, beaming with confidence. “I have faith in my girl,” she said, glancing over at the retired school teacher, who now looked ready to begin.

Hank asked with a smile, “You ready?” Kyarra gave a soft, confident smirk and nodded faintly. “Okay, I’ll start you off with something simple.” The reason Hank retrieved his phone became clear when he tapped on its screen while simultaneously calling out a series of numbers. He was using the phone’s calculator app. “What is 346,000 multiplied by 158?”

Kyarra only needed two seconds to think before she calmly answered, “Fifty-four million, six hundred sixty-eight thousand.”

The old man appeared shocked by her snappy response, but he wasn’t overwhelmed. “Impressive,” he said, staring at the exact same figure on his phone’s screen. “Okay. Let’s try something a little more complex, shall we?” 

“Bring it on,” Valerie playfully said with gusto.

“Okay, what is ninety multiplied by three, divided by two, subtracted by thirty-five, and then squared?”

“Lost me on that one,” Valerie admitted. She looked over at Kyarra, who still had a carefree gaze set on the older gentleman. “What you get, girl?”

Kyarra answered, “Ten thousand.” Feeling confident, she jokingly said to Hank, “I thought we were going to try something a little more complex.”

“Okay. Last one,” Hank said, looking as if he were about to release his secret weapon. “What’s the square root of 62,000,891?”

Kyarra’s once confident demeanor slowly transformed into an impassive one as she calculated the numbers in her head. Unlike the previous two questions, there was no immediate answer. Even Valerie seemed worried by her uncharacteristic delay. About five seconds had passed before Kyarra broke from her state of concentration to dig a small piece of paper and an ink pen out of her pocket. Hank donned a victorious smile, while a befuddled Valerie continued to stare at Kyarra. “Come on, Key, you can figure this out.” 

Hank said to Valerie, “I do believe her having to work the problem out on paper means I’m the winner. I told you before, it’s incredibly rare for someone to consistently solve equations in their head. Only in the movies, kids,” he bragged. “I know educated men who couldn’t figure that one out with a pen and a pad and ten minutes to spare. And we’re talking about engineers and college professors. No offense, but I knew nobody working here would show those guys up. Now, how are we going to handle the monetary arrangement for my iPad?”

Done writing on the tiny piece of paper, Kyarra turned to face Hank, her expression still subdued. She handed him the paper and said, “I wasn’t solving the question, I was writing the answer down because it’s easier than saying it out loud.”      

Hank studied the piece of paper and the series of numbers on it. He then checked his phone and was dumbfounded to find the numbers were a perfect match. “I’ll be damned,” he said, flabbergasted.   

“Got him, girl!” Valerie exclaimed, placing her hands on Kyarra’s shoulders. 

Hank couldn’t help but laugh in amazement. “That’s incredible. I didn’t think I’d ever come across a mind like yours. You have a brain that lets you solve problems just as fast as someone using a calculator. I have friends with Masters Degrees and Doctorates who wouldn’t get that answer right with a Texas Instrument in their hands.”

Unimpressed by Hank’s compliment, Kyarra curtly replied, “All due respect, a degree doesn’t mean anything. Trust me, I know. I’ll pass on lunch. You have a nice day.” Kyarra gave Valerie a congratulatory pat on her shoulder as she passed her by, now making her way to the backroom. Valerie wasn’t sure at first, but she soon sensed something was awry.

Valerie trained her vibrant smile on the older male. “I told you she was for real.”

“She sure is. Is she okay, though? She seemed a little upset.”

“Nah. That’s how she always is. So, do you still want that iPad?”

“I’m not as interested as I was forty seconds ago when I thought I was getting it for half the price, but I guess there’s no point in being a sore loser.”

Valerie laughed, “That’s the spirit. You want it in silver, right? We keep them in back. If you want to wait at the register, I’ll bring it out to you.”

“Okay. You may as well bring me your lunch list while you’re at it. What’s another ten dollars on top of five hundred,” Hank joked.

“Oh, you know I will,” Valerie gloated, heading towards the backroom. When Valerie finally made it into the back area the first thing she saw was Kyarra, seated at a round table that had been positioned in the center of the room. It’s a table that was used for both staff meetings and employee lunches. Since neither was going on at the current moment, Valerie knew her suspicions had been correct. 

She asked Kyarra, “You okay, girl? It ain’t like you to turn down free food.”

“I’m okay,” Kyarra answered, distraught. “Can you believe that fucking guy?”

“Who, Hank?” Valerie came back, confused. “What he do?”

“What he do? You didn’t hear that bullshit? What was that shit about no one working here could show brilliant guys up? What, just because we work here that automatically makes us dummies or something? I’ve dated so-called professionals who were total fucking idiots, so he can miss me with that shit.”

Laughing, Valerie said, “Come on, Key, you’re getting pissed off over nothing, girl. He’s a sweet old man. I don’t think he meant any harm. Just like a really old white person calling a black person colored. It shouldn’t always be taken offensively...it’s just what they know from their era. Don’t take that shit personally, honey. Trust me. I have a radar for assholes, and Hank’s not one of them.” 

“If you say so,” said Kyarra, her mood unimproved. 

Realizing that Kyarra was still agitated, Valerie took a seat next to her friend. “You have to stop letting people get to you, Key. You take everything these motherfuckers say to heart. You need to realize that what they say don’t mean shit. Whether it’s some fool trying to spit game or some asshole who’s upset because we can’t solve his surround sound crisis. You have to remember that it’s all hazards of the job, honey. It ain’t personal.”

“I know,” Kyarra said. “After a while you can’t help but take stuff personal. I know the old guy didn’t mean any harm. I think I’m just starting to get to the point where I’m realizing people aren’t just taking their frustrations out on us because they see us as easy targets. I think they think they’re better than us. They talk to us like peasants because that’s how they see us.”

“Well, if that’s how you feel you should do something about it,” Valerie said. 

“Trust, I thought about it, but what I’d do would get me fired. Probably even arrested.

Valerie laughed, “I’m not talking about kicking somebody’s ass. I’m talking about seeking a higher calling. I’m gonna be real with you, Key...you’re better than this. You’re better than Radio Hut. Hell, I’m better than Radio Hut, and I’m nowhere near as smart as you. You should think about becoming an accountant or something. The way you can handle numbers in your head should make a job like that a breeze for you.”

Kyarra said, “Nah. I don’t even like math. Talk about fate dealing a twisted hand.”

“Maybe you should consider joining the nursing program with me. Nurses are always in demand and the pay is good. I know it ain’t for everybody, but it’s something to think about.”

“I don’t see me spending another minute in anybody’s school no time soon. I barely finished school the last time. Imagine me trying to do it now that I have a four-year-old daughter and a job to deal with. I’d go crazy.”

“You better figure out something while you’re still young. Unless your goal is to work your way up the Radio Hut corporate ladder.” Kyarra appreciated Valerie’s concern, but it was obvious that she needed a minute alone to think. Noticing that, Valerie stood up and said, “Let me get Hank this iPad before he slips outta here without buying me my damn lunch. It’s pretty slow today so you can take an extended break if you want. If it gets busier than I can handle I’ll call you. Until then, you sit back here and cheer up. I hate seeing you like this. It’s depressing.” 

Valerie walked to the cage that housed all the high-end cell phones and Apple products and used her key to unlock it. After retrieving a single iPad, she secured the cage and turned her attention back to Kyarra. “You sure you don’t want something to eat? It’s Hank’s dollar.”

“No, I’m good. You go ahead. I’ll be out in a bit.”

“Okay, girly. Take your time. No rush.”    

When Kyarra returned to the floor the hours seemed to crawl by at a snail’s pace. Hank’s words—along with Valerie’s—were still dancing around in her mind. By the end of her shift, she was mentally exhausted and physically weak from hunger. She regretted not taking the free lunch, but anger clouded her better judgment. Nevertheless, it was time to go home. 

The thought of seeing her daughter’s smiling face recharged her while she waited at the bus stop. She’d only have to catch one bus to get back to her sister’s house, but she still would have to walk six blocks before she got there. And then she’d have to walk a bit longer to get to her own apartment. After picking Carli up and walking the short distance home, Kyarra was finally able to call it a day. 

After giving Carli a bath, Kyarra placed the plate of Lasagna her sister set aside for her in the oven and adjusted the heat to low. The delicious aroma filled her apartment, causing her hunger to reach a new zenith. To give her growling stomach a break from the tantalizing scent of Italian cuisine, Kyarra went into the bathroom to take a shower. It was the only place in the house where the smell of Lasagna hadn’t reached. By the time she finished showering and getting dressed it was time to remove her food from the oven. 

She placed a DVD in the player that sat on top of her 32-inch box TV, then sat on the edge of her bed as she proceeded to enjoy the meal that had been on her mind all day, accompanied by the only person who’d been on her mind the entire day. They only made it halfway through the movie before Carli fell asleep. Though physically drained, Kyarra had a much tougher time dozing off. The room was uncomfortably muggy, and Carli lying nestled up against her only made her all the warmer. Regardless of how hot lying next to Carli made her, Kyarra would willingly bare the heat just to snuggle with her baby.

A cool breeze eventually made its way through the open window directly over her bed. Thanks to the influx of air, Kyarra was finally able to fall asleep. For the first time in several nights, she’d get the kind of rest she hadn’t enjoyed since the motor of her fan died. 


So marked the end of another long, uneventful day of bus hopping and stocking.


Unfortunately for Kyarra, she’d have to do it all over again tomorrow.
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CHAPTER 3
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Entering the second hour of a five-hour shift, Kyarra had already dealt with more rude customers in that short amount of time than she had in all ten hours of the previous day. 

Ringing up what felt like her thirtieth customer, Kyarra had exhausted her patience and was currently running on fumes. She’d been called everything but a child of God and had been made to feel incompetent by a dozen people so far. To make matters worse, she worked the majority of her shift alone.

By her fourth hour, she was joined by two other employees, which lightened her workload and stress level. With the extra hands, she didn’t have to run herself ragged trying to keep the checkout line from stretching out the door or worry about a customer coming in wanting cellular service, which was her Achilles heel since day one on the job. She wasn’t as familiar with her two co-workers as she was with Valerie, but she was delighted to see them all the same. 

Once Kyarra was down to the final thirty minutes of her shift, she began planning out what she’d do with the rest of her day. Since it was payday, the very first thing she wanted to do was go buy herself two new box fans; one for the chair beside her bed, and the other for the window above her headboard. She looked forward to the great night of sleep two fans would almost certainly deliver her to. Since she’d be off for the next three days, she knew she’d need plenty of quality sleep to keep up with her daughter’s high energy. Just the simple thought of spending time with Carli brought a ray of light into what had been a nerve-wrenching day. 

That uplifting ray of light was abruptly smothered by the final dark cloud of her shift. A dark cloud in the form of a fuming customer looking to make a return.

He dropped a large Radio Hut bag filled with merchandise on the counter without saying a word, his heated stare trained on her from behind the tint of his designer shades; as if she was personally responsible for whatever his issue was. Standing over six feet tall, the customer towered of Kyarra. Dressed in blue jean shorts and wearing a tucked-in, light pink polo that unflatteringly accented his round belly, Kyarra knew instantly from past experiences with asshole customers that she may’ve stayed at the register just a minute too long.

“How can I help you, sir?” 

“I’ll tell you how you can help me. You can refund my money.”

“I’ll do what I can, sir. May I have your receipt?”

“I tossed it. I didn’t think I’d be returning this crap three days after buying it.”

“That’s okay. Can I get your phone number? I should be able to pull your receipt up.”

Leaning forward to place one palm flat on the counter while the other rested on his hip, the man said, “I don’t see how that’s gonna be possible when I never gave you guys my info.” 

Kyarra exhaled subtly, then set her focus on the large white bag placed in front of her. She opened the bag and briefly scanned its contents. The packaging of nearly every item had been crudely torn apart and thrown into the bag with even less care. She began pulling the items out, one by one. A Blu-Ray player was the first. She had to go through the daunting task of unwrapping the player from the mess of wires that had been looped around it. She then removed a pair of wired headphones that had no packaging. The audio jack to the headphones was bent from poor handling and the leather cushion of one ear was damaged. There was a sound bar that was still in its box, as well as a high-end universal remote control that was also in its original packaging, but after removing the remote from its casing to give it a closer inspection, Kyarra discovered the battery cover was missing. 

“Sir, I don’t think it’d be possible to give you a full refund. A lot of these items are either missing parts or damaged. Most aren’t even in their packaging. Without a receipt, there’s no way I can be sure these items even came from our store.”

Agitated, the man removed his sunglasses with the hand that previously occupied his hip. “Look, I spent four hundred bucks on this stuff and now you’re going to accuse me of trying to pull some kind of scam just because I didn’t gift wrap it for you...because I didn’t want to give you my phone number and email so you guys could spam me to death.”

“No one’s accusing you of scamming, sir. It’s standard policy for most stores to require some form of proof of purchase. I’m sorry you weren’t satisfied with your purchase, and I’m sorry for any inconvenience you’ve suffered, but without a receipt I don’t think there’s much I can do for you. You can come back tomorrow when my manager will be here. He’s the only one who can authorize large refunds without a receipt. Now, I’m not saying he’ll actually give you one, but he’s the one you need to see. But if you should find your receipt before then, please feel free to come back and we’ll gladly refund your entire purchase.”

“That’s unacceptable,” the man said, standing erect with both hands on his hips. “That’s absolutely unacceptable.” He scolded Kyarra for her inability to grant him the hasty refund he demanded. And while he continued to rant, the line of people waiting to be served expanded. 

Kyarra knew her co-workers were scattered throughout the store tending to other customers, and even if they weren’t, she didn’t expect any of them to come to her rescue since dodging troublesome customers was a refined skill most retail workers developed after serving time on the job. So, with no immediate backup on the way, and with time winding down, it didn’t look as if she was going to be leaving at three o’clock as she anticipated. 

“Let me speak to someone in charge,” the upset customer demanded.

“I’m sorry, sir, but the manager is who you’d need to speak to, but he has the day off. He works all day tomorrow though.”

“Yeah, so do I,” he countered. “I don’t have time to keep coming back here playing games with you people. Why don’t you call someone up here who knows what they’re doing?”

Kyarra restrained her anger and calmly replied, “They’re busy helping other customers at the moment.” Looking to diffuse the situation before tensions escalated, Kyarra suggested, “Listen, sir, I know for a fact we sell this particular Blu-Ray”—she placed her hand on the player—“so I’d be willing to give you a refund for that, but I’ll have to put it on a gift card. Since I don’t know how you paid for your items originally, it’s the only option I have. To get your money back for these other items you’ll either have to bring in a receipt or come back tomorrow to speak with my manager. I’m afraid that’s the best I can do.”

“Well, your best sucks. Now I don’t care what you have to do, but I’m not leaving this place without my money. I dropped four hundred dollars on this counter four days ago because I thought I was getting satisfactory stuff. Then I get home and find out that just about everything I had was crap. The damn Blu-Ray player wouldn’t read my discs, the headphones had piss-poor sound and the audio cables were all wrong, so I couldn’t even hook up the sound bar. If you think giving me twenty-five percent of my money back is supposed to make me feel better than you’re out of your mind. And don’t bother telling me to come back tomorrow just so someone who actually graduated high school can help me. I have a real job, and it requires me being there...not taking time off to jump through hoops. How about I take you by the hand and lead you to every item I bought? You take a piece of paper with you to write down each of their prices, then you come back over here, get a calculator and give me my four hundred damn dollars. That way, I won’t have to complain to your boss about you refusing to help me.”

Fed up, Kyarra decided to give a demonstration of her uncanny ability to recall numbers and problem solve, just to give the loud-mouthed customer a taste of his own medicine. 

“Okay, sir, for the sake of argument, let’s say I followed you over to the Sony Wireless Headphones, model number: MDRRF985RK, wrote down its price of $109.99. Then let’s say I followed you over to the Samsung Blu-Rays, Model number: BD-H6500/ZA and its price tag of $129.99. After that, how about we stroll over to the remote controls and check out the Logitech, model number: 915-000159, which costs $59.99. And let’s not forget the audio optical cables, in which the particular brand you have here runs about $20. If we add all that up, plus tax, that comes to about...$342.37.” 

The irate customer was speechless. 

Kyarra continued. “But that price wouldn’t reflect what you would’ve paid four days ago because at that time the headphones were on sale—twenty percent off...and so was the Blu-Ray player—if you really did buy them from this store. After making the necessary adjustments, that brings you down to a total paid of $271.97. Now I know it doesn’t take a simpleton like me to tell you that that’s nowhere near the price you’re demanding of $400. The two numbers are separated by exactly $128.03. But if you don’t wanna take my word for it, feel free to consult a calculator. I believe there’s one somewhere behind this desk, but I never need it so I’m not sure.”

There was little the upset customer could say in response. Meanwhile, every customer standing behind him seemed impressed with Kyarra and the way she handled herself. 

The upset customer, however, was embarrassed for being exposed by the quick-thinking Radio Hut employee. “I knew that. I just got mixed up because I bought other stuff that day.”

Kyarra donned a noticeably phony smile, and with subtle sarcasm said, “Sure, sir...whatever you say. I’m sure you weren’t trying to pull a scam.” 

“Just give me my money so I can get the hell out of here. I’ll never make the mistake of doing business here again.”

Speaking with a sarcastic, over-the-top pleasantry, Kyarra continued to grin in the fuming customer’s face. “I’m sorry, sir, but even if I was going to give you all that money back, how would I know how to refund it. I don’t know if you paid cash, used a credit card, or if all this stuff was stolen and you’re just trying to cash in. That’s why we require proof of purchase. It’s for our protection, as well as your own.”

The customer said, “I’ve had about all I can stand of your sass and circle-talk. Either drop the bitchy attitude and give me my money now or I’m calling the district office this very minute and demanding they fire your minimum wage ass for being rude to a loyal customer.”

The customer’s words finally hit their mark. Kyarra had been pushed to her limit. Seven dollars an hour wasn’t worth the level of humiliation she now felt. She fixed her lips to fire every vulgar word she knew at the rude customer when another man’s voice suddenly chimed in.”

“I think it’s time for you to leave, friend.” 

The irate customer looked over his shoulder, tracking the voice. “Excuse me?”

As the customer shifted his large frame aside to turn around, Kyarra was permitted an unobstructed view to the owner of the voice. He was dressed dapperly in a dark blue suit and tie, and looked to be somewhere in his mid-to-late thirties. His hair was cut low and his goatee was neatly groomed. He looked to be someone of importance, and the large, rather burly fellow accompanying him, also dressed in a dark suit, standing like a statue at his side gave further credence to that. The stern gaze the burly male trained on the irate customer was like that of a loyal canine, ready to shield and protect his master with a second’s notice.

Standing at a height of 5’10, the dapper gent who spoke up was shorter than the six-foot-plus customer and was even smaller when compared to the specimen standing beside him. But despite his stature, the dapperly dressed man exuded the confidence of a giant as he repeated, “I said, I think it’s time for you to go. The rest of us would like to conduct our business so
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