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Chapter 1
A police car, with its siren blowing and emergency
lights flashing, sped east on Hollywood Boulevard. Gooch,
driving in the same direction about 200 yards ahead of
the cop car, saw it quickly approaching in his rear view
mirror. He realized that his car insurance had expired and
he freaked out; his legs started shaking, pressing the gas
pedal erratically, thus making the car jump back and forth.
Dammit! Oh boy! I don't even have car insurance.
Oh well! What the hell!
The police car blew past Gooch’s old Honda just as
he was pulling over to the side of the road. He was so
elated and relieved that the police were not after him.
Gooch Harrison was 5’6” and weighed 156 pounds.
He was a white male in his mid-thirties. He lived in a onebedroom rental apartment in a lower middle class
neighborhood in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida. He had been a
semi-good looking man before a six-foot mountain of
beer cases came crashing down on him two years ago;
one case hit him in the face, leaving Gooch with crooked
nose. His hair was always short, he had no facial hair, and
he liked to dress in T-shirts and long khaki pants. He
was shrewd — sometimes cunning, and sometimes
eccentric. He was meticulous when it came to money and
was a frugal spender. Out of his meager salary, Gooch
had been saving $800 per month, and it grew into a fat
savings account. He fought for every penny, some-times
foolishly, ending up losing more than he could save. He
would drive miles to a gas station that sold for a penny
less than the one in his area. If asked why, Gooch
would say, “Just as a good gesture and show of support.”
He did not give away anything for free and he didn’t take
5

F. T. Kasay

anything that did not belong to him. He was a high school
dropout and horrible at spelling. He worked at a
convenience store called Hope Food Store, which was
owned by a middle-aged Indian guy named Ramjeet.
Gooch worked all shifts, all hours, and holidays; he
volunteered to cover for his co-workers while racking up
sometimes 100 hours a week. He was saving every penny
he made so that in two to three years, he could own the
store he was working at. He hoped and was almost sure
that Ramjeet eventually would get tired of living in the
United States, or would miss his family so terribly that he
would pack up and go back to his native country, India.
Gooch continued driving, and half a mile down the
street he saw that the police car had stopped with its lights
still flashing. The officer, with a notepad in his left hand,
was walking toward the driver of a small compact car.
Gooch could not resist the excitement he felt as it
appeared to him now that the police had their man and he
was out of the woods, so he wanted to congratulate the
officer. “Good job, officer! Bravo! You nailed him. It was
ridiculous the way he was driving. What’s that violation
called? Ludicrous driving?” Gooch called out.
“You mean reckless driving?” the officer asked.
“Yeah, that’s it! Wonder where he got his license.
Give that sucker a fat ticket,” Gooch said.
The driver was staring at Gooch in confusion and
astonishment, and yelled, “What you doing? And who the
hell are you? You loser! Asshole! Go to hell! Go away
from here!”
The officer turned to look at Gooch, then back at the
driver, and boomed, “Calm down!”
Then to Gooch he said, “That’s not the violation here.
It is driving with an expired car insurance policy. Move
along. Get moving.”
Gooch had already been gone before the officer could
finish the second sentence. But he did not like the way he
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was treated by the officer. Oh well, he didn’t have to bark
at me like that. I was only praising him. What’s wrong
with people these days? My! My!
A car horn blasted behind Gooch. An old woman,
raising her left hand out of the driver’s side window of an
old Cadillac sedan, was furious because Gooch was
slowing her down. “Come on! Let’s go, dummy,” the old
woman cried.
Gooch started to move forward but was angry at
these back-to-back rants from almost everybody, and he
did not like rants, especially when he was on the receiving
end. What the hell! First the white girl, the priest, then the
black guy, and now this old woman; it is society. What is
wrong with society these days? Don’t start with me,
society! Oh no! He continued driving home.
***
Nate Green had worked in a fast food restaurant
called Nice Restaurant as a burger flipper for three years
before he was promoted to a cashier’s position. It was his
first day at this new position, and he was sitting on a tall
chair by the cash register in the drive-thru section of the
restaurant. He would curse every morning he was at the
restaurant. Nate was already having problems with the
headset and the cash register. Plus, he could not
understand a word of the orders of some customers with
accents. He cursed more every time he heard accented
English over the speaker. He would say, “How can they
use a drive-thru when their English sounds like that of a
parrot?”
Nate observed that there were more security cameras
today than there were yesterday when they trained him.
Where did these cameras come from? he thought.
Rick Alan, as a manager of the restaurant, had a master
headset and he could hear and monitor all the conversations
that went through all the employees’ headsets. He was
filling the soda machine with ice from a bucket when he
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heard Nate mumble. He stopped what he was doing and
turned to Nate and said, “Are you working? Or are you
talking to yourself? You can’t talk to yourself with your
headset on, remember, Socrates?”
“Both,” Nate replied. Pointing his index finger at one
of the cameras almost touching his nose, Nate continued,
“I just want to ask you, what are these? These cameras
were not here yesterday.”
“So?”
“Why are they here now on my first day as a cashier?”
Rick put the empty bucket down on the floor and
raised both his hands up in the air, then walked toward
Nate.
“Come on now! They are welcoming you on your
first day. They are congratulating you on your promotion.”
Nate got pissed off; first, for not being trusted after
three years of flipping burgers for the restaurant, and
secondly, for being treated like a three-year-old child.
Now he wanted to curse aloud and throw things and quit,
but he held back and gritted his teeth as the image of his
unemployed pregnant wife waiting for his paycheck at
home zoomed in his mind.
“Just curious, Rick, I was just curious. Whose call
was it anyway to put these cameras here today? Yours?”
Nate asked.
Rick saw that Nate was softening a little bit now, so
he started to use humor and analogy to further persuade
Nate. He grinned and swayed his head left and right to
suggest that it was obvious why cameras exist at a cheap
restaurant.
“Not mine. It is society’s call. Society demands
them.”
Nate could not believe what he just heard. He
looked left and right, then stared at Rick and frowned.
“What! Where is this society now? I don’t see any
society here.”
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“You fool, I know you may not get this, but I will try
to explain anyway. Society wants cheap and fast food.
And we can afford to provide that only if we can
minimize our losses,” Rick said. It seemed to Rick now
that this was a good opportunity to spread his idea that
working at a fast food restaurant was for the good of
society and a good cause after all. He wanted to start
with Nate and then move on to the other employees. He
had to convince each and every one of them that the
cameras were not aimed at them. “Among other things,
employee theft is one thing that can put a business like
ours at a disadvantage,” Rick continued.
“Who is the thief?”
“Nate, listen here. It is not you that I am worried
about. I can’t name names, but you are not the target.
Besides it is a must we install these cameras, otherwise
you and I would be out of work.”
“You would say the same thing to the others too.”
“No, I would not. They also record who is working
and who is not. You got promoted, so you should thank
these cameras because they witnessed your hard work.
Come on, Nate! Between you and me, all these cameras are
fake except one, and don’t try to find out which one
because you can’t,” Rick concluded his theory.
Nate was bewildered, half-convinced and halffrightened at the sound of being unemployed. He looked at
the cameras and wondered if they really had anything to do
with his promotion. He smiled and bowed at the cameras.
“Whatever! Welcome to Nice Restaurant. May I help
you?” Nate said.
“Are you some kind of a retard or a glitch? Get
another job,” a female customer blurted before she
drove by, sticking her middle finger up at Nate.
***
Nate Green was a black man in his late twenties. He
was of a medium height and weight. He was laid back and
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relaxed at all times, even though he was living from
paycheck to paycheck. Nate was always waiting for a
change in his life, any kind of change caused by God or
by someone or something other than him. He had a
girlfriend, Phaedra, who was six months pregnant. She was
so petite that her pregnancy looked like a big monster
eating her up slowly. She was a white girl from
Oklahoma who was in her mid-thirties and savvy about
almost everything. Phaedra was both a girlfriend and a
mentor to Nate.
Nate and Phaedra lived in a one-bedroom apartment in
one of the toughest neighborhoods in North Miami. They
would not have even been able to afford rent in this
landfill-like, run-down building had it not been for the
help they got from the government. It was a crimeinfested area that hardly ever passed a night without
police sirens blaring or choppers hovering over so low
that toilets flushed and tap water ran just from the
vibration. Some residents of the apartments often joked
around that they used their bathrooms during helicopter
raids so they did not have to flush their toilets. Despite all
the adversity, Nate and Phaedra had each other and were
full of dreams and hopes for the future.
Nate entered his apartment at 3:25 p.m. after
finishing his shift at Nice Restaurant. He was still
wearing his apron on top of his work uniform. He
looked dirty and tired. Nate started to empty his pockets on
the table. They included sandwiches wrapped in oily,
glossy paper, sugar packs, assorted condiments, napkins,
and stirrers. He then took off all his clothes except his
underwear and dropped heavily on the sofa. He fell asleep
before his head touched the torn rag and started snoring.
Phaedra woke up from a heavy sleep and staggered to
grab her clothes. She was drenched in sweat from the
unbearably hot and humid summer in Florida. The AC
had been broken for two months, and Nate could not
afford to repair it. In fact, it was not the one-time repair
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fee that bothered Nate; it was the ever-increasing monthly
electricity bill that forced Nate and Phaedra to use fans
instead. A huge chunk of their income was going into
covering the energy bill. Since they pulled the plug on
the AC, however, they reclaimed their money and were
able to go out for dinner once a week.
“It is after 3 p.m. already? I must have slept for over
two hours now. Oh, my God. It is so freaking hot up in
here,” Phaedra said. She headed straight to the table
where the feast was waiting and watched Nate in his deep
sleep. “When did he get here? Let’s see what he brought
this time. Oh, no.” She picked up one of the stirrers and
sneered. “Nate, why do you bring stirrers, for Christ’s
sake? What we supposed to do with stirrers? Gosh!”
Nate snored heavily, as if clearing his mouth and
throat. The cell phone rang, and Phaedra picked it up.
“Hello, who is this? Oh, yeah, how are you, Dexter?
Yeah, he just came from work, and he is sleeping. No, he
is just tired. OK, hold on, let me get a pen and a pencil.”
She wrote down name and an address of a mortgage
company.
Dexter was her ex-boyfriend. He had been so in love
with Phaedra that he was planning to pop the question. But he
had a weakness for women, and Phaedra was girlfriend
number three (but his favorite of all the others). It was
not long before Phaedra suspected that she was not the
only one. He would come over every now and then
smelling of different kinds of perfumes. Phaedra had to
take samples of the scents to the local perfume vendor to
learn that they were used by women. She broke up with
him right away and started dating Nate. Dexter would
always call, trying to win her back, but he stopped when
she became pregnant from Nate. He realized it was over
and wanted to help and be a good friend.
Nate woke up from his afternoon nap and walked to
the bathroom. He came back with a towel wrapped around
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his waist. Phaedra walked out of the kitchen very slowly,
supporting her back with both hands and moving a little
left and right, as if searching for a target to shoot with her
bulging belly. She pulled out a chair and sat with a cup of
water in her hand. “Hi, babe. When did you come home?”
Phaedra asked.
Nate was still sleepy and struggling to stay awake. He
went to the refrigerator and came back with a soda. “You
mean from the bathroom? Just now.”
“From work. Whatever. Why do you bring stirrers
home anyway?”
“You may not even get used napkins next time.”
“Why? What happened? They gonna search your ass
next time?”
Nate opened a can of Coca Cola and took a sip.
“Security cameras are popping up on the walls like
mushrooms all around me. One’s directed at my left ear
and another one at my right ear. And one camera is almost
touching my nose. It looks to me they are checking my
earwax and boogers. It’s ridiculous… ridicu-l-o-u-s.”
Phaedra could not stop laughing and giggling, and
said, “What for? Haha. They are afraid you may lift the
whole restaurant and carry it home with you. Haha.
Funny. Dexter called while you were sleeping.”
“What does he want? I thought you guys broke up.”
“He is taking me to lunch tomorrow.”
Nate felt like a bee stung him, and he jolted before
Phaedra could utter the last word. “Oh, yeah! He is taking
you to lunch?! And you already agreed to go?”
“Yeah! Just lunch with just a friend. He is a very
nice guy.”
“I don’t know him that much. Some guys are weird.
Why don’t he take Luanda to lunch instead of a pregnant
ex-girlfriend?”
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“Haha! Luanda is a name of a city in Africa.”
“Whatever. Maybe I’m gonna steal one of those
cameras at the restaurant and put it in there,” Nate said,
pointing his index finger at her crotch.
“Good idea. Now you’re thinking. He called to tell
you that a new mortgage company, Early Bird Mortgage, is
hiring loan officers, and he wants you to apply there. He
says he has connections and he will help you. Here is the
address and phone number.”
Nate looked uninterested and was looking outside
through the window while shaking his head left and right.
“Do I look like I need help?” Nate said, his eyes still
gazing far outside. He then stood up and walked toward
the window. “Besides, you don’t need no connection.
They’ll hire a monkey if it applies for a loan officer
position. They don’t pay.”
Phaedra, a bit shaken by Nate’s negative response,
said, “What does it hurt to go and see?”
“I know it all. They don’t pay you unless you bring
them a deal and close on it.”
“That’s called a commission, and they give you an
office, stationery, other office supplies, training, and all
that stuff.”
“I know some guys don’t see a check for a year. Too
much risk. Nope.”
“You are taking a risk stealing stirrers anyway, Nate.
Just go! They have meetings on Fridays, so go and see for
yourself. Don’t listen to anybody.”
“I don’t know. We’ll see.”
***
Gooch was deeply asleep when the alarm clock went
off at 5 a.m. A piercing, disconnected sound echoed
across the room. The sun had not come out yet, but the
room was semi-illuminated by the light coming from the
street lamps through the cracks of the back window. Gooch
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stretched his right arm out to switch off the alarm. He
missed at first, then tried again, and finally stopped it.
“Mum, come on! It is 5 a.m. already. This is not fair.
Not fair at all,” Gooch said. He finally got up from bed
and went to the bathroom. He then walked to where the fan
was humming and pulled out his underwear that he had
left to dry the previous night after a sweaty workout. He
then walked to the closet to get his uniform. At 5:15
a.m., he turned on the TV to catch the news and weather
for the day.
The TV anchor said, “A South Florida man gets the
scare of his life when he finds a Burmese python coiled in
his trunk. Today’s weather will be sporadic showers across
West Palm Beach and Broward counties, and overcast in
Dade County. Today’s high will be eighty-nine, and low
is eighty-one.”
Gooch got up and turned the TV off. He walked out
of his place and headed toward his car. He always doubleparked his old Honda to protect it from scratches and dents
that resulted from parking too close to another car. He
unfastened the club, which he insisted on using despite his
car being old, then started the engine and drove toward I95. He drove about four miles south on I-95 and exited on
Hollywood Boulevard West, then made a left turn on 14th
Street and entered into an L-shaped shopping plaza. The
long section of the plaza was facing west. It included a
beauty salon, an adult entertainment store (of which
Gooch was a regular back door customer), a Chinese
restaurant, and several small stores of various kinds. On
the far corner of the plaza facing south was Hope Food
Store, where Gooch had worked for the last three years.
It had four designated parking spots with a sign that
stated “Customer Only,” and Gooch always used one
of them. Gooch parked, engaged his security club, and
then got out. He unlocked the big door and entered the
store. Every morning he did the monotonous task of
preparing the store for the day’s business. He would
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arrange and dust off merchandise on the shelf. All sorts of
containers, bottles, cans, and plastics had to face forward,
a few inches back from the edge of the shelf. At 6:30
a.m., the store was ready for business.
He was watching an old woman in thick eyeglasses who was spending a lot of time checking and rechecking the labels and nutrition facts of the merchandise.
She would pick up one item, bring it close to her eyes,
almost touching the tip of her nose, and just put it back.
Then she would pick another item and do the same drill;
then another and another, messing up the arrangement so
meticulously engineered by Gooch. He was so enraged
that the old woman was disrupting the order, just to buy
one item or may be none at all. He quietly walked behind
her and started re-arranging the items back to their
original positions. The old woman, unaware of Gooch’s
presence behind her, continued messing up the order
and violating Gooch’s arrangement principle.
After studying the old woman for a while, Gooch
walked in front of her and started to work in exact
opposite of her moves, disrupting everything. He took
preemptive steps to voluntarily disorder the arrangement
of the items in anticipation that the old woman,
subliminally, would rearrange them back to perfect
order. Gooch finished his destructive task and moved one
aisle back, folded both his arms, rested them on top of the
shelf, placed his chin on the backs of his hands, and
watched the woman. She did rearrange the items correctly,
as if Gooch had trained her. The old woman picked item
after item and placed them on the shelf just the way Gooch
wanted them. He was laughing and praising himself on
how resourceful he was and wondered why he was still
working at a convenience store. The old woman, to the
dismay of Gooch, did not finish the entire assignment that
he prepared for her. He touched far too many items. She
got her item and walked to the cash register, where Gooch
was waiting for her with a frown that she did not notice.
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Just as the old woman was leaving, Ruben, Gooch’s
friend and a store rat, opened the door and entered. He
carried a huge bunch of keys so that every step he took
made a clicking and clacking sound.
“Good morning, Gooch,” Ruben said.
“Good morning, Ruben. How goes it today?”
“It is going. I went to a housewarming party yesterday.
One of my co-workers bought a house,” Ruben said
while rubbing his eyes and yawning at the same time.
“Oh, yeah, everybody is buying a house these days,”
Gooch said.
A customer came to the cash register with some chips
and soda, and Ruben moved to the side so Gooch could
help the customer.
“Well, a house is the way to go these days. Imagine
this guy, my co-worker, paid under the construction price;
by the time he was ready to move in, the value of the house
went up by twenty percent. I might be buying too. How
about you Gooch? My cousin is a mortgage broker, and he
can help you if you want to buy,” Ruben said.
“Oh, no! I am good for the next two to three years. If
I had a wife or girlfriend, maybe. You know, instead of
sharing rooms. Besides, I would rather buy a store like
this than… Let me ask you, what is the under-construction
price?”
The phone rang and Gooch picked it up. “Hold on,
Ruben. Hope Food Store, may I help you? Oh, Mr.
Ramjeet. Yes, everything is good. Yes, I opened at 6 a.m.
No, they will deliver tomorrow. Yeah, OK. Have a good
day, Mr. Ramjeet,” Gooch said, and then he put the phone
down.
“Old Ramjeet checking on you, huh?” Ruben said.
“OK, the under-construction price means that they pay the
price when the foundation is laid and construction starts.
It’s very early stage.”
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“That is crazy. Lots of things can happen before the
house is finished and ready,” Gooch said.
“Yeah, get this: they can even sell or resell the house
before it is finished. They don’t even have to live in it or
wait till it is finished.”
An old lady on crutches knocked on the door and
waved at Gooch. He walked to the storage area and came
back with a bag of expired bagels and handed it to the old
woman. The old woman said some words of blessing,
thanked Gooch, and left.
“I am not good at these things. Really, I would rather
hold on to my hard-earned money and be a squatter at the
apartment. If I have to buy a house, I need to know all the
ins and outs. I mean, I have to understand all the rules. I
am very suspicious by nature, and I don’t trust banks.”
“I will get you some books on being a first-time
homebuyer. The Federal Housing Administration, or the
FHA, provides free videos, books, and all that,” Ruben
said.
“Who is this FHA?” Gooch asked.
“You will learn all that.”
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