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Chapter 1
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Tina pulled her old red sedan into the truck stop where she worked. Despite being in the middle of Texas, the place, ‘The First of Many’ had every conceivable comfort for its clients. One could shop in several of the stores, take a hot shower, or get a bite to eat. A man could leave his rig and walk over to the Adult Bookstore next door and indulge himself with the hookers lurking about. 

She drove past the long line of rigs and pulled up behind the diner, next to the garbage bin. Tina revved the engine once and then turned it off. She honked the horn several times, hoping the noise would scare off any rats hiding next to the rear door. The place had been written up once or twice for health code violations, but now, the owner, Earl, bribed the inspectors to look the other way.

Tina threw her cigarette out the window, grabbed a half smoked joint from the overflowing ashtray, lit it, and took a few deep hits. She stubbed it out, saving the remainder for later. 

All day long she’d been feeling woozy, and nothing seemed to help. Before getting out of the car, Tina twisted the rearview mirror and looked at herself.  Folks always said she appeared much younger than her twenty years. The phony  ID in her purse earned it’s keep every time a bouncer asked for proof. Tina pinched her cheeks, stroked her hair, and stuck out her tongue. It looked okay, but it was impossible to tell in this light. Her breast felt swollen but Tina figured her period was coming

She walked past the dumpster where the noxious odor made her want to puke. Halfway up a staircase, the door opened, and her friend Karen came out and lit a cigarette. Close to Tina’s age, Karen wore the diner’s uniform, size extra tall: short skirt, tight top, with a bit of lace around the collar. Tina dragged herself up the last few steps and leaned against the railing. 

“You look like shit,” Karen said, blowing smoke rings, and looking her over. “Maybe you should take the night off.”

“Think I could afford to lose a day’s pay?”

“What’s with Brian?”

“That no good husband a mine still can’t find a job. You think I’d be working the graveyard shift if he could support me?” Tina grabbed the cigarette from Karen and took a deep drag. 

“Tips is good tonight.” Karen took the cigarette back. 

“I’m gonna clock one of these truckers if they pat my ass.” 

Karen smiled. “Let’s go. We don’t want to piss off Earl.” She pulled the door open. 

Inside, Tina put her personals in a locker and pulled her long black curly hair into a ponytail. She didn’t like wearing it like that, but Earl insisted. It was either that or a hair net. She’d tried the net, but her hair bunched up and she looked like some kind of clown, so she opted for the ponytail. She stood straight as a rod, her tight white uniform accentuating her hips and breasts. Petite in size, her olive skin glowed without the need for makeup, except for a little around her mysterious black eyes. Tina smiled all the time, a heartfelt smile, radiating from her heart, no matter how bad she felt. But tonight, it would take an extra effort.

Tina walked through the diner, giving everyone a cheery hello. She waltzed through the aisles, more like sliding along on the grease-coated ceramic tiles, long turned yellow from the lack of good cleaning, and years of cigarette smoke that settled into the floor. The place smelled of coffee, tobacco, and fried onions.

“You’re early,” Earl shouted from in front of the grill. He stood by the window between the kitchen and the counter. Plates of food were lined up on the shelf. Earl rang a bell. “Pick up.” 

Tina poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down on a stool. 

Earl sneered at her. “There’s a big party just come in. Get your scrawny butt over there.”

Prick. She hurried to the booth and gave the customers a menu. They were dressed in tight blue jeans and western shirts. These weren’t truckers. They were locals, out looking for excitement. 

She took their order, mostly burgers and fried chicken streak, and gave it to Earl. She stopped to say ‘hi’ to a woman, a regular who always sat at the counter, closest to the register. Tina knew she went by the name Cassidy and drove a rig on a local route. Big boned and chubby, without any make up, wearing western paraphernalia. Her greying hair was cut short, and she smoked unfiltered cigarettes. 

Tina went about taking other orders, and seeing the big party getting impatient, yelled into the kitchen, “Hurry up in their, Earl.” She wiped her forehead with her arm. A sudden headache pierced her head. For a second, she thought she might be sick. 

“You okay, cupcake?” Cassidy asked, raising her coffee cup to her lips.

Tina turned to Cassidy. “Do I look okay?”

“You look like shit. Maybe Earl could cut you some slack and let you go home early.”

“You don’t know Earl.” 

A bell went off from the kitchen, and Earl shouted, “Pick up.” 

Tina grabbed the plates and balanced them on a large tray, but she only got hallway to the booth when her eyes turned up into her head and she flopped on her butt. The food tray came crashing down. Plates shattered. Ketchup along with brown gravy splattered on the tile, all over Tina, and on a few customers. 

Karen and another waitress ran over to her. So, did Cassidy. Earl looked out from the window, cursing out loud. 

Tina got up on one elbow and looked at the people around her: feeling embarrassed. She tried to stand, but a husky trucker picked her up like she weighed nothing. 

“You stay off your feet, little lady.” He carried her toward the kitchen. “Earl, open that back office of yours, get your shit off that couch.”

He gently placed Tina on the sofa. It sagged in the middle and smelled of mildew. 

Karen followed with a wet washcloth. “You take it easy now.” 

Tina closed her eyes as Karen wiped her brow. “The tray. I dropped everything...” 

Earl walked in and stood over her. 

“Don’t you worry none. Ain’t that right, Earl?” Karen gave the owner a look like she meant business. “Nothing a mop can’t clean up.”

“Yeah, guess so.” Earl shook a finger at Tina. “Should a told me you weren’t feeling right. You stay put. The others will cover for you. Everybody else, get back to work. You too, Karen.”

“I’ll be right there. Just let me make sure Tina here is all right.”

“Don’t babysit too long. I got hungry customers out there. Paying ones at that.”

“Anything I can get you?” the trucker who carried her in asked.

Tina thanked him, said no, and looked him over. He was mighty handsome. The trucker gave her a wink and walked away. Karen stayed with Tina, offering words of comfort. She told Tina to close her eyes, get some rest. “I’ll drive you home, soon as you feel better.”

Tina didn’t need a ride. After lying there a few minutes, she felt the exhaustion release its grip on her. “I’m gonna go home. I feel better. Tell Earl, okay?” 

“Let me drive you,” Karen said.

“No. I can drive.”

“Let’s see how steady you are on your feet.” 

Tina stood up, gauging her balance, and after determining that she wouldn’t keel over again, went to her locker and got her purse. 

Karen still wanted to take her home, but Tina still wouldn’t let her.
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Tina drove the short distance to the trailer park where she lived with her husband. At the far end, under a cluster of trees sat their mobile home, a bit beat up and tilted to one side. They liked that spot because there wasn’t anyone else close to them, and it provided privacy whenever they argued. 

All the lights in the trailer were out, except for a soft glow coming from the bedroom window. She figured Brain must be sleeping. His motorcycle stood by the front door. Oddly enough, she saw a small battered car with a rusty bumper parked in her spot. Tina parked her car by the road and keyed her way inside. 

The place reeked of pot. Several empty beer cans littered the coffee table. A woman’s blouse lay crumpled on the floor, and next to it, a bra. A little farther away, one of Brian’s boots stood upright by the couch. A few feet away, the other one was lying on its side. His jeans, one leg turned inside out, were dumped outside the bedroom door. Tina’s breath became shallow, her heartbeat faster, her mind scrambling to make sense of what she was seeing. She could hear music coming from the room. Then she heard a woman’s voice moaning. She shook her head. “That cheating bastard...” and grabbed a baseball bat she kept handy in the hallway. 

She kicked the bedroom door open and saw her husband’s buck-naked rear end grinding between a woman’s thighs. The gyrations stopped immediately, and Brian stood up, holding a pillow in front of him. His eyes were bulging out of his head. The woman grabbed a sheet and held it up to her chest.

“What the fuck you doing in my house, you tramp?” Tina held the bat up high with both hands. “Get out now, you skank, or they’re gonna have to carry you out.” Tina swung the bat at dead air. It made an ominous whooshing sound. “I’ll bust your head open.”

The woman grabbed her clothes, and half-dressed, ran out.

“Calm down, Tina.” Brian found a pair of shorts and stepped into them. “We don’t want nobody to get hurt.”

“You shut your face.” She stood in front of him, so close she could smell the other woman on him. “How long’s this been going on?” she yelled. 

He mumbled and threw a t-shirt on, as if trying to stall long enough to come up with some bullshit answer.

“Never mind how long. It ain’t important.” Tina turned to survey the room. “I should have known better than to trust you. My momma was right. You ain’t no good. Get out. Get the hell outta here.”

Brian threw both hands up, waving her off. “Come on, honey, it was just this once.”

“I don’t care, and I don’t believe you. Get outta here.”

“Come on, calm down. Let’s talk.”

Tina threw the bat against a far wall. It knocked a lamp over. She sat on the edge of the bed and cried. Brian sat next to her and put a hand on her shoulder.

She pushed it away. “Don’t touch me.”

Brian went on making excuses, saying he was sorry, how he ran into the girl at a local bar. “She’s to blame, got me all worked up, I’m really sorry.”

For a second, Tina wanted to forgive him. That would be the easy way out. Then she looked over at the nightstand and saw a stack of condoms. She picked it up, holding one by the edge. About ten of them were attached, like lights on a string.

“Just this once?” she screamed at him. “We, don’t use condoms. What the fuck you need these for?” She started hitting him with her fist. Brian tried to cover up. Tina stood. Her barrage continued. She threw in a kick or two. Furious with him, she grabbed an empty beer can that stood on an end table and knocked it against his forehead. Brian’s knees came up to his chest. He rolled across the bed, holding his head. He stood, wiped his brow and saw blood. Brian reached into a dresser drawer and pulled out a gun. He cocked it and pointed it at her.

“You crazy bitch. You could have killed me.”

“I don’t care. I never want to see you again. Get the fuck outta here.” She stood, and retrieved the bat, clutching it with both hands.

“That ain’t gonna help you, and I ain’t going nowhere,” he said. “This is my place, remember? My folks gave it to me, not us. If anyone’s leaving, it’s you.” He pointed the gun at the ground. 

“You said we was owners. Together. You done added me to the title.” 

“Lucky me. Never got around to it. Now get the fuck out.”

“Where am I supposed to go?”

“Ain’t none of my concern. Just go.”

“I wanna hear a judge say I ain’t got no claim to this place. I’m leaving, but I should have left you a long time ago. You’re nothing but a lazy bum.” On her way out, she threw in, “And a lousy fuck too.”​
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Karen’s face dropped when she saw Tina storm back into the diner. Not through the rear door, no. Tina came in through the front, like a customer, steaming mad. Her mangled hair gave her a menacing look, and she grabbed Karen by the arm and dragged her into the lady’s room.

“What happened?” Karen asked. “You all right?”

Tina turned the faucet on and splashed cold water on her face. She mumbled to herself, and tried to get her hair under control, running her hands through it. Then tears started coming and she buried her face in Karen’s chest.

“Take a deep breath, sweetie, it’ll be all right.” 

That made Tina cry louder. Another waitress stuck her head in the door and surveyed the scene. “Keep it down. Earl’s gonna have a fit.”

“That bum,” Tina finally said. 

“Who? Earl?” Karen asked, with a confused look on her face.

“Hell, no. Brian.” She stopped to catch her breath. “He had a skank with him. I caught them.” She broke down again, then went on spilling all the details, stopping every once in a while to wipe her tears or blow her nose. “That bastard, and then he had the balls to kick me out. Me. Imagine that.”

Karen wiped away the mascara running down Tina’s cheeks. “You feel any better? You ain’t gonna pass out or anything?”

“No.” Tina opened the door to a stall and sat on the toilet. “What am I gonna do?”

“First off, you’re going to my place. I’ll be along soon as I can. Take a shower. There’s some valium in the medicine cabinet. Take one. Calm down and get some sleep. I don’t like the way you look. Okay?”

“I wanna kill that bastard.” Tina’s face started turning red again as she thought of the scene she had walked into. “She wasn’t even pretty.”

Karen led her to the locker room and handed over the keys to her apartment. 

Earl saw them. “Why’d you come back?” 

“Mind your own beeswax,” Tina spat. 

​
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Chapter 2
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A noise woke Tina from a sound sleep. She propped herself up on the couch and saw Karen getting herself something to drink from the fridge. Tina slowly got to her feet.

Of all the people Tina worked with, Karen was the only one she’d grown close to. The girl could have played basketball because she was so tall. And skinny as a pole, with a nose that she broke a long time ago. Her black rimmed glasses didn’t help with her appearance; they drew your attention to her. She wore her hair short. Karen was divorced and had been living on her own for some time. 

“You feeling any better today?” Karen sipped milk from a short glass.

“Don’t know yet, but the headache’s gone.” 

“Good, you take it easy. Earl switched some of us around. You got tonight off. So do I.”

At first, Tina thought a night off would do her some good, and then she remembered it was Saturday, the busiest night of the week. Karen would be losing some serious tip money. “Karen, you don’t want to be off tonight. Call Earl, get back on.”

“I thought you’d need some company.”

“What I really need is a big husky trucker, like the one who picked me up off the floor. Someone to go with me to the trailer so I can get my stuff. Maybe kick the shit out of Brian for me.”

“I’ll go with you. But right now, I’m going back to bed. Make yourself at home.” Karen stepped into the bedroom and closed the door.

Tina took a shower, and then decided to eat something, but nothing in Karen’s fridge looked appealing, except some eggs, which she scrambled. The fatigue came over her again, and then the eggs came up. She wondered what could be wrong, and feeling anxious, she took one of Karen’s valiums. Before long, she fell asleep again.
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When she woke up, she felt better, and called Joan, her mother. 

“I didn’t want you calling me at home and hearing it from Brian,” Tina said, explaining the events of the night before.

She listened to her mother spout all sorts of derogatory remarks about Brian. Tina let her go on, knowing she couldn’t stop her. “You never liked him anyway,” Tina said, almost defending him. That aggravated Joan.  

“No, you got it all wrong. Look, Ma, it doesn’t matter. It’s over between us. He can’t keep a job, and now this. Who knows how long he’s been screwing around?”

“Well, at least it happened before he got you pregnant. Not that I don’t want grandkids. Your brother ain’t in no hurry to give me any either.”

There she goes again, Tina thought, reading her mother’s mind. “You gonna bring up all your kid’s faults now, and tell me what a disappointment I am?” 

“Any faults you have you got from your Daddy. Same goes for your brother. I get no credit for my parenting skills.” 

Tina didn’t want to hear any more of her mother’s rambling. She was always good at laying a guilt trip on her. “Look, I gotta go. I’m staying with Karen. Do you remember her?”

“That mousey girl with the beak nose?”

“Bye, Ma.” Tina hung up. She watched television most of the day, wondering about the turn of events in her life. 

Around midafternoon, Karen woke up. “What do you want to do today?”  

“I want to get my stuff.”

“Oh, I was hoping you’d forget about that.”

“You got anything I can wear?” Tina tugged at the old robe she’d found in Karen’s closet. It reached the floor and sagged on her. “I’ll look real cute running around in my waitress outfit.”

Karen searched through her closet and found some clothes for Tina. “This is the best I can do. I’m so much taller than you.”

Tina tried on an old brown sweatshirt. It reached past her fingertips. The capris matched in color but went down to her ankles. A slit on the side of the legs stood out, making her look ridiculous. 

They were about to leave for the trailer, when Karen said, “We can’t just show up. What if that girl is there again? Or he’s got his buddies with him?”

Tina agreed and tried calling the trailer, but it went to voice mail. The outgoing message they’d made together months ago, the one they thought sounded so cute and clever at the time, now sickened her. She hung up.

“Good, he’s not home. Let’s run over quick.”

“Maybe you ought to try his cell phone?”

“No. I’ll be in and out.”

Just then the fatigue came over her again, and she felt like puking. She never bothered with anything after the eggs, and now, she threw up yellow bile.

“You got to see a doctor,” Karen said. 

“I ain’t got time for that right now.”

They took Tina’s car. She floored the old jalopy, and her tires screeched as they headed for the trailer.
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Karen waited outside. She claimed to be too nervous to come in. Tina didn’t argue. It might be better this way, in case Brian showed up. 

In the trailer, Tina piled all her clothes on the bed. She didn’t have time to fold things, and besides, her stuff consisted of bargain basement apparel. She looked for a suitcase but ended up throwing everything into plastic garbage bags. Besides her clothes, there was a photo album, and a coffeemaker, which she took. Other everyday household items, some wedding presents, she left. Her bicycle she’d come back for later. Tina kept it in the backyard and could get it anytime. She rifled through a filing cabinet stuffed in the rear of a closet and took some personal papers.

Tina surveyed her collection of vinyl records. Moving them would require more effort, and boxes, and she had none with her. But she really wanted them. Most of them belonged to her father, who’d been collecting them since he was a teenager. When he died, she took them. It didn’t matter that she didn’t have a turntable; they were the only connection she had to him. And besides, they were worth money. 

Tina’s cell phone rang. She looked at it, and saw Karen’s name on the caller ID. Not a good sign.

“What’s up,” she said. Tina knew what Karen had to say before her friend said a word.

“He’s coming. I can see his bike down the road. You better get out.”

Tina forgot about the records, and her thoughts turned to a coffee can in the kitchen. It held all their money, or as she now realized, her money. She’d earned it, every penny of it. She took the wad of bills out of it, maybe a few hundred bucks, and stuffed them in her pockets. 

She heard Brian outside, yelling at Karen. Tina grabbed the garbage bags full of her clothes and lugged them to the door.

“We was just leaving,” she said, without even facing him. “Don’t get hot and bothered. I knew you weren’t home and figured it be the best time to come.”

“Did you? How do I know you ain’t touching my stuff?” He came up the stairs to the trailer and blocked her exit.

“Why would I want anything of yours?” She pushed against him, and he let her walk by. She threw the bags into the car and then headed back inside for the rest. Brian followed her. 

“Make sure you get it all ‘cause I don’t want you coming back, you hear? This is my place.”

Tina wanted to argue over the trailer, but this wasn’t the time.

“I need to come back for my albums,” she said from the bedroom. She turned, her arms full, and she saw him rifling through the kitchen pantry. “You can throw out those bowls and shit, unless your skank can cook. I don’t want them.”

Brian didn’t say a word. He pushed things around, looking for something. He threw a box of cereal to the floor. A package of napkins went flying, ripped open so they fluttered through the air. A jar of honey crashed to the ground spilling its gooey contents. He stared at her.

“Where is it?” His eyes were glaring, his face red. The features on his face twisted from anger.

“Where’s what?” Tina stood in the bedroom doorway. 

“You know what I’m talking about. The coffee can.”

His eyes scanned the room. He saw it, picked it up and shook it. A few coins Tina didn’t care about clanged around. Brian opened it. “You bitch. You think you can take all the money? What am I supposed to live on?”

Tina rushed out the door. “Get a job. Or let that skank support you.”

Brian followed her outside and grabbed her by the shoulders. He pushed her, almost knocking her over. “I want half that money.” 

Tina threw her stuff inside the car. “Am I getting half the trailer? I worked for that money.”

Brian hit her with the back of his hand, right across her face. Karen pulled her cell phone out and dialed a number, as Tina fell to the ground. Even for a petite woman, Tina had a lot of spunk, and a conniver at that. She timed her next move perfectly. Tina lay on her back, with Brian standing over her. His one hand was held up high, and both legs were spread apart in preparation to strike another blow. Tina kicked him hard as she could in the groin. He screamed. She got up and, along with Karen, climbed into the car, where they locked the doors. She would have driven off but Brian, his hands between his legs, and hunched over, managed to stumble to the front of the car, blocking their exit. All sorts of threats and curses came out of his mouth. He started banging on the hood of the car. Tina threw it in reverse, backed up a few feet, but he followed her. Then she threw it in drive and lurched forward a bit, trying to scare him. Brian picked up a rock, and threw it, which bounced off the roof of her car with a thud. He quickly moved to the driver’s side window and banged on it.

“I’m gonna kill you. Open the fucking door.”

Brain ran inside and came out with his gun. Tina could see him in her rearview mirror, his gun pointed toward her, but Brian never fired a shot. It could be he saw the police car approaching. It blocked Tina’s path and she slammed on the brakes. The tires skidded on the dirt road, stopping a few inches from the cop car’s grill.

The cop bounded out of his car with a revolver in hand, pointed at Brian. “Drop the weapon.”

Brian placed the gun on the ground and held his hands up, palms facing the cop. “Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.”

“What the hell is going on here?” the cop demanded.

“Just a little misunderstanding,” Brian answered.

The cop picked up Brian’s gun and holstered his revolver. “I know you. Ain’t you the alderman’s son?” 

“Sure am.” Brian realized that the cop knowing his Father would work to his advantage. He told the officer his side of the story. 

Then Tina gave him her version of what was going on. The cop shook his head, like he’d heard it all before.

“Look here, Brian. I should run you in but...” He stopped to examine the gun. “You can’t go around pointing guns at people. Let this be a warning to you. Missy, you got all your stuff?”

“Mostly, ‘cept for my albums.” 

Brian’s eyes pointed up toward the sky, and he kicked at the dirt. “You mean you’re coming back?” 

“Yes. I want them.”

“Look, you two, work it out, okay? I don’t want to come back here to separate you.” He got back in his police cruiser, set the gun on the passenger seat, and drove off. 

Tina got in the car with Karen and left.
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Tina had no choice but to talk with her mother. “Mom ain’t gonna say no. Would she? Would she turn her back on her own child?” Tina said that to herself a hundred times, until she believed it. There was no one else to turn to, except her brother, and he didn’t live nearby. 

Joan wasn’t always the perfect mother. No, she didn’t even make a good wife. Tina couldn’t understand why her father stuck around as long as he did. Then again, Joan probably brought on the heart attack that killed him with all her laziness, lying, and needy personality. What Joan’s boyfriend, Purnell, saw in her remained a mystery to Tina. Maybe good sex, that’s what Karen said. The thought made Tina shudder. 

At Joan’s house, the door was locked. Tina rang the bell. She used to have a key, but her mother asked for it back when Purnell moved in. No one answered right away, so she knocked again, louder. It was the middle of the day. Joan couldn’t be asleep.

Tina walked around to the back of the small clapboard house. Laundry, hanging out to dry, fluttered in the breeze. Two piles of wood, one split, the other waiting, were separated by an old stump with a pile of chips scattered around it. Someone had left the axe stuck in the stump, either as a reminder that they meant to come back or gave up out of frustration.

The green and yellow striped curtain on the rear door window didn’t reach to the bottom of the glass, and Tina peeked inside. The place looked deserted, but lived in, and in need of a woman’s touch, some woman other than her mother. Then Tina saw her. Wearing nothing but panties and a bra, her mother came swaying into the kitchen. A cup in one hand, and a cigarette in the other, with headphones in her ears, she danced as she walked. The way Joan moved her lips, she had to be singing. Despite her mother’s unkempt hair, she still looked younger than her age. 

Tina tried the doorknob, but found it locked. She knocked on the window a few times until Joan either heard her or saw her.

“How long you been standing there?” she said, opening the door. “Come on in.”

Joan poured two cups of coffee and led Tina into the bedroom. 

“Take a seat somewhere.” Joan waved her hand. She slipped on a man’s shirt.

Piles of magazines were stacked on a recliner. There was an ashtray on one arm of the chair. On the floor, at the foot of the bed, a heap of laundry leaned precariously to one side. Joan plopped into bed. A plate with the remnants of a sandwich lay next to her. The handset to a telephone, a cell phone, and a television remote were lined up nearby. Joan slid the plate unto an end table next to her, pushing aside an empty drinking glass, and bottles of prescription drugs. Then she flicked the remote, and the screen on the television came to life.

“Come. Sit here.” Joan patted the spot where the plate had lain. “Do you have any pot?”

Tina shook her head no.

“Just as well. Purnell don’t like me smoking that stuff. Says I eat too much. You know, from the munchies? He bought me these headphones.” Joan took them off her ears and held them up.  “Those little suckers sure do kick butt. Do you know how to download songs on my computer?”

“I’ll show you later.” Tina tried to bring up Brian and her problems but Joan started rambling about Purnell.

“He wants us to get married. I don’t know ‘bout that. I think once was enough. Who knows, next he might want to have babies.”

“That’s what you get for keeping a younger man, Mom.” She tried to get comfortable on the bed, but sitting like that made her back hurt.

“That’s ‘cause I still got it, know what I mean?” Joan sat up in bed and looked at herself in a mirror. “Oh God. I look a mess. What time is it anyway? I need to put on a face before he gets home.”

“You really have to kiss up to him?”

“No, you don’t know him. Oh, reminds me. You know I was only kidding the other day when I mentioned grand babies. I thought about it. I’m too young to be a grandmother.”

“Ma, we got to talk.” Tina took her mother’s hand.

“Sure, you can always talk to me. What’s up? You’re not dying or something, are you? You don’t look so good.” 

“No Ma. Me and Brian, you know we split up.”

“That no good S.O.B. I could call him a lot a other names if I weren’t a Christian.”

“That ain’t gonna do anyone any good. Look, what I wanted to say is, I can’t live with Karen. She likes to come home in the morning and unwind by watching some mindless show on TV. All I wanna do is take a shower, put on my jammies, and go to sleep on the couch. I can’t. Sooner or later, Karen would go to bed, but she’ll start fiddling around the house early in the day, waking me. She’s always saying she’s sorry she woke me. The girl just can’t be quiet.”

“Maybe you two should switch rooms, you know?”

“I can’t stay there much longer, Ma.”

“It’s only been a few days. Give it a chance.”

“No, Ma. I was wondering. Can I have the spare bedroom? Please? Until I get squared away?”

Joan’s jaw dropped. Not a word came out of her mouth.

“Please, Mom?”

“Y-you know Purnell never had any k-kids living under his r-roof,” her mother stuttered. “You living here might have a negative impact on our relationship.” She stopped for a second.  Then, her eyes lit up. “The spare room. I can’t put you there.  I sleep in that bed when he’s snoring real bad. Or if we’re fighting, he’ll sleep in that room.”

“Ma, I need your help.” Although Tina expected this from her mother, tears started streaming down her cheeks. She wiped her face on her sleeve. She bawled. “Brian don’t want me, he’s made that clear, and now my own mother won’t take me in.” 

“Now don’t go taking it personally. I need Purnell. I couldn’t afford to keep this place if it weren’t for him. Come here.” She spread her arms, welcoming Tina to her bosom, but Tina shook her head and fled to the bathroom. 

By the time she came out, the tears had stopped. “I better get going. I’m working tonight and I’m gonna try taking a nap, that is if Karen lets me. Bye Mom. Say hello to Purnell.”

Joan reached out with one arm, trying to hug her daughter goodbye, but Tina had no desire for any signs of affection. Joan jumped out of bed, blocking her path. She put a lit cigarette to her lips and grabbed Tina by the shoulders. 

“I’ll talk to him, okay? Don’t judge me. At least give me a chance, please? He’s got a real nice
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