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Chapter 1: Sigh
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Have you ever survived on less than a dollar a day? You may have laughed at this or even rolled your eyes, thinking it is impossible. And I don't blame you because I, too, laughed at it at some point, until I couldn't. This is my reality now, thanks to my drunkard loser of a father. Normally, I'd say May his soul rest in peace, but I hope he burns in hell.

My name is Jenna, a name I don't hear often because no one bothers to call me by my name when I live in the slums. When I say a slum, I mean the poor and harsh environment you see on TV about Africa whenever someone wants to make money out of kind-hearted people. I have been stuck here for three years now.

I slide my high school diploma back into the cracked plastic folder where I keep it as I watch my younger sister leave for school. Three years later, the paper is already yellowing around the edges. Funny. They handed it to me like it was a ticket out of poverty. Turns out it was just paper. I would have loved to go to college, but life had other plans for me—not the kind that I like, but here we are. I had dreams, but now, at 20, life seems to have caught up with me. Taking care of my ungrateful, diabetic mom and raising my younger sister in this harsh economy leaves me without much hope.

I glance at the cracked wall clock, and my stomach drops. Shit. The long hand is already creeping past where it's supposed to be. The boss is going to have a field day with this. I shove my diploma beneath the mattress, snatch my washed-out blue jeans and a yellow t-shirt I hate so much from the back of a chair, and hop into them while trying not to trip over a loose floorboard.

I work in a pub, and when I say a pub, I don't mean the fancy ones you see in the movies. Think of it as an off-brand version for losers. I know you are probably wondering why a pub is open this early. This kind of pub operates day and night. There is always a loser ready to drink at any time of the day, and believe me, working in a place full of losers isn't the best of experiences. And you can forget about employee rights in such a place.

I push aside the beige tassels hanging over the doorway. They were probably white once. A wave of hot air slams into my face the second I step inside. This place smells like alcohol, sweat, tobacco, stale onions, failed dreams, resentment, and regrets all combined into a stench that qualifies as a bio weapon. It settles at the back of my throat like something alive, and I have to fight the urge to gag. I would love to work somewhere with fresh air and a bit of freedom, but beggars can't be choosers. It's either this or I beg in the streets.

My boss sits at his usual table in the far corner with a calculator in one hand and a cigarette in the other. He is a middle-aged, slightly better loser who counts bottle caps the way normal people count money. I've seen him argue with suppliers over a single coin and dock wages for broken glasses older than I am. If a customer died in the doorway but paid his tab first, Boss would probably call it a successful business day. He chooses that spot because it faces the door. That way, he can keep an eye on customers coming in, customers leaving, and employees unfortunate enough to work for him.

His gaze drops to my chest before I even reach the counter. Of course. "Ah, your excellency, the boss, has arrived." A faint smirk tugs at his lips as he leans back in his chair. His eyes never leave my chest as I walk in, and judging by the bulge pressing against his trousers, he isn't exactly trying to hide how much he's enjoying the view.

I ignore him. I've learned that acknowledging his comments only encourages him. I do not like the way he looks at me, but I need the money. So, I have to put up with it.

My eyes sweep across the room. Four passed-out future liver-failure statistics occupy one table. Another one lies sprawled on the floor with one shoe missing. Two more sit at the counter drinking themselves toward whatever miserable destination waits at the bottom of their bottles. The table looks like toddlers accidentally dropped their food. The floor is littered with candy wrappers, cigarette butts, and a used latex that I absolutely refuse to think about. Just another normal morning. Like usual, I start cleaning up as my workmate carries out empty crates of liquor and walks back in with full crates.

My day progresses relatively well until one slightly better-looking loser walks in, followed by his entourage of errand boys. He has a back vest, three fake silver necklaces, shiny rings on each finger, and weird tattoos on his right shoulder. From the looks of it, he is either a wannabe artist or a drug peddler. He sits at the table and signals for me.

"What a fine ass bitch we got here," he starts, licking his lower lip as he checks me out. "You look nice," he says, flashing me a smile with his tobacco-stained teeth. "And you have nice lips. I bet it will look sexy wrapped around my tool."

I cringe at that, but still force a smile. It is what you do when you work in the service industry. "What can I get for you today?"

"A blowjob."

Eew! "Sorry, we don't offer that here. Anything else?"

"Okay, fine." He glances at his entourage, and they all nod at him. He turns to me again. "Get my boys a beer each and bring me a cup of hot bone broth."

I nod, rushing to get their order so they leave me alone. I balance the tray against my hip and weave between the tables. One wrong step and somebody's lunch becomes everybody's problem. The beers slosh against the rims of the bottles as I set them down one by one. The cup of bone broth follows, steam curling into the stale air. As I turn around to attend to another customer, the loser decides to take his ogling a step further and grabs my ass.

Without thinking, I turn around and punch him square in the face. The entire pub goes silent for a split second before the reality hits me. I fucked up. I was supposed to grin and bear it.

"What the fuck!" he erupts, clutching his nose. Blood seeps through his fingers, and I don't know if that comes from his nose or mouth. Maybe both. "YOU," he shouts, and my boss shoots out of his chair so fast it nearly tips over. By the time he reaches us, his smile is already in place. "I grace my appearance in your filthy pub, and this is the treatment I receive?"

"Sorry, sorry, sorry, sir," my boss utters a string of apologies, "my bad. I haven't trained her well."

"Don't care," the loser says, still clutching his nose. "We are leaving. I want a full refund and pay for damages." As he says that, his entourage gulps their beers, placing empty bottles on the table.

"No, no, no, please don't go. I will rectify the situation," my boss says, glares at me, and then flashes a flattering smile at the loser. "How about this, you continue enjoying yourself, and I will talk to this lovely lady here. I promise the result will be satisfactory." He points at my workmate. "That guy over there will get you a beer each. It's on the house." And when he said it's on the house, he meant my pay will cover that.

My boss heaves a sigh of relief when the loser agrees to his plan. He gives me the look, and I follow him outside, crossing my fingers that he won't strangle me.

"John Cena," my boss says, an evil smile dancing on his lips. "I can see you have decided to take over John Cena's career." He grabs my right hand and pulls it closer to his face, inspecting as if he's looking for a treasure map, and then suddenly lets it go. "Yeah, these hands do look like they belong to a gangster."

"I-I'm sorry, boss," I stutter, my bravado gone. The reality of my situation hits me, and I have no choice but to swallow my pride and apologize. "It was a mistake."

"I didn't hear you stuttering when you assaulted my customer."

"Boss, he assaulted me first. I was only defending myself."

"Ah, your bossy attitude is back," he nods, crossing one arm over his chest and resting his other elbow on the crossed arm. "You know, if I wanted a bouncer, I would have said so when I hired you." He turns around to leave.

"Please, sir, hear me out," I say, clutching the hem of his shirt, tears threatening to leave my eyes. "My mom is sick, and I need this job to afford her medication. Please don't fire me."

"I don't care." He kicks me aside, and I land on my knees. "You should have thought about that before going all 'hero' there." I watch as he heads back in, a smile still on his face as if nothing had happened. I stay on my knees for a second, staring at the dirt beneath me. The world blurs. I swipe at my eyes with the heel of my palm, but fresh tears replace the ones I wipe away.

So that was the end of my glorious career in the alcohol industry. That job was the only thing between us and starvation. It is eleven in the morning, and my stomach twists hard enough to make me hunch forward, reminding me I barely had enough last night, and I missed breakfast. I pass by a vegetable stand and buy enough to get us through lunch.

I arrive home just in time to catch Mom shoving a candy into her mouth. There are three other candy wrappers on the table and a half-full glass of homemade palm wine.

"Mom, are you serious right now?" My shoulders sag.

"Don't lecture me!" She barks, leaning forward to sip her wine. "Are you going to monitor my every move now?"

That is all I get from her. My jaw tightens, and I bite my lower lip, blinking away the tears that threaten to fall. I work so hard not only to afford her medication, but also to raise all of us, since she has clearly shirked that responsibility, and here she is, sabotaging my efforts.

My gaze drops to her foot. The bandage is stained again. A dark, wet patch spreads through the gauze wrapped around her ankle. Last week, the doctor warned us she could lose the leg. At this rate, she seems determined to prove him right. With no energy left in me for a confrontation, I help her clean and disinfect the wound before heading to the kitchen to prepare something. Half an hour later, I place the food on the table and start wolfing down mine.

Mom slaps her spoon on the table. "What is this?"

"Uhm... food?" I slowly raise my head to look at her, confusion written on my face. Why is she asking me that? Is her eyesight failing, too? And why is she glaring at me as if I handed her a plate of maggots?

"Where is the chicken?" she jabs at her food. "Who are you feeding these green leaves to? Do I look like a goat?"

Is she for real right now? Ha! That would be an insult to goats. Pig sounds much better. I put down my fork and sit upright, heat rising to my face. "In case you haven't noticed, money is tight, and we eat what we can get. Besides, this is perfect for your blood sugar."

"Money wouldn't have been tight if you had found yourself a rich husband. Just so you know, I will not eat such things!" She lifts her plate and dumps its contents on my head. I gasp, feeling the warm food slide down my face and drop on the floor. "Go out there and be useful. Get me out of this poverty!"

"Mom!" I screech, raking peas and carrots out of my hair. "What the fuck is wrong with you!" How dare she? Does she even know the struggle I went through to get her that little amount?

"Stop shouting at me," she shoots back, raising her cane to hit me. I duck. The movement happens before I even think about it. Years of dodging flying objects have trained my body well. She misses her target, smacking the plate into pieces. I stand and sprint to the door, ready to flee for my safety.

Crash!

I turn around just in time to see my mom collapsing onto the floor. If I leave now, nobody will blame me. Not even God. Do I let natural selection do its thing?
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