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I want to change my habits.  I know that's what I have to do. I mean if I want to make improvements and move my life in the right direction. It's up to me. I don't have the desire though. 

Plus I don't know what to do next.

I want him to stay asleep, but I can't get up because I also want that high of him all over me. 

The alarm on my cell phone is loud as hell. How is he not awake? He hasn't even moved.

I bet if I make a move to get up he'll say something.  

I slowly turn over and push my feet off the side of the bed. It's cold immediately without the covers on me. I am naked.  I don't know why they call it sleeping together. It should be called fucking together. The sleep part is only semi-decent after sex. Outside of that, the sleep sucks. 

That's all we do though. We barely talk. He expects it. I want it because it makes me feel good. Every time we get done and the high wears off, the thoughts creep back into my head. I think about how he treats me like crap. 

He hits me when he thinks I am cheating on him. 

He grabbed me the other night hard by the arm. Gave me a bruise. It was over a new job I took.

I don't know what to think of him getting mad about that. But I do know what to think of him. 

He'll never support me with money like I want.

I am cute, nice, and pretty smart. I deserve to have a man take care of me. He'll never be able to. He smokes weed all day. Maybe plays video games with his friends. That's all I see him do.

I push myself up onto my feet. I am freezing. No clothes on and I don't know where I threw them. 

I should just move in. I hate living at my mom's. 

“Come back to bed babe,” Dax says, muffled by his face buried facedown into the top of the bed.

Unbelievable.

He can't even muster enough to lift his head to get me back in there to ride him. Or blow him. Or whatever. That's how little he puts into having me. How little he puts into us.

He's cute. No he's fine. Really fine. He's got that chiseled torso and a large Dracula tattoo down his left arm. 

I love how he feels when he's on top of me. He just pounds me. I love his muscles. There doesn't seem to be an ounce of loose skin on him.

But he's just a little boy. Nineteen years old. I think he sells drugs. I have no idea how he gets money. I never see him work. But he is still poor. But he has enough to live. 

I am afraid to ask him. That's our communication style.  He tells me nothing. I suspect things, but ask him nothing.

We've been together for almost eighteen months and that's it as far as the talking. It's all superficial jabber about movies, and why they need to legalize pot. Then the rest is drama arguing. 

I know it's a bullshit waste of time in my life to argue. But I love how we fuck. It's addicting.

I guess this whole deal right now is way better than not feeling that pleasure.

I just have to find something to throw on so I can get to work. I spy a towel hanging from the door knob of the bathroom.

I wrap it around me. It's still wet from his shower.  Now I am really cold. 

I am paralyzed because this all seems so pointless.  I can't live like this, but he's the only thing that feels good. I know he and I are not going to be anything long-term.

But it's been a year and a half. I am still here. So it's kinda long-term already.

“I gotta go babe,” I yell back while walking intentionally fast to the living room at the end of the hall. “First actual day at work.”

I gaze out the window to the small balcony. The day is dark. Really dark for San Diego. I bet it's going to rain. 

I am sick of the sun anyways. It makes fee guilty when I sit inside. If I laid around in a rainy city or city with bad weather, it would feel cozy. I wouldn't feel so guilty.

I flail around this living room. It's overrun with dog hair, empty red plastic cups, and a two-day old taco bell nacho platter sitting here. 

Trying to find my panties. 

I see them laying there by the TV table. How in the hell? The rest of my clothes are actually organized. Right there on the chair at the kitchen table. 

Was I that messed up last night? My panties are twenty feet from the rest of my clothes and I can only guess how. I have no idea. 

At least this all bothers me.

I just want to get moving so Dax won't get up. Get out the door and get over to the restaurant. I wanted a place that serves booze, but this was all I could get.  

I drop the towel on the plastic floor in the kitchen and realize I never picked up the panties way over by the TV. 

I look to my left and see my reflection on this Budweiser beer mirror. 

I like my body. It's gotta be worth more than this. It's gotta be worth having some options.

I bend over to grab the panties and hear Dax. 

“I told you not to take that job,” he said with a drowsy and scratchy throat tone. “You want to fuck other guys obviously. All day flirting with you. Giving you their number on the bill.”

“What do you think it's like being a woman?” I shoot back probably a little too aggressively. “That  never happens. Most guys are too scared or just have no interest.”

I could make him snap. Although he usually only puts his hands on me in the evening. Probably because of the drugs and booze during the day.

I hesitate and gather myself to make sure I don't raise his temperature too high.

“Only going to stay there long enough to find something that serves booze. So don't worry.”

I put my panties on quickly and proceed back to the kitchen table for the rest of my clothes. 

I take a slight semi-circle path to keep my distance from him. He's now right where the hall to the bedroom ends and the kitchen/living room begins.

“You fuck around on me, I'll kill you and him.”  

He turns around and reenters the bedroom, closing the door quietly behind him.

This is madness. I know it's madness. But I guess I am scared. Leaving is my personal lie to myself. 

I love the closeness of how he makes me feel when we're touching. 

I'm all talk. I am not going anywhere.

I don't know if I am growing or not. It's progress that I at least admit to myself this is not anything I should want. But I keep doing nothing about it. 

I keep turning off my availability to men. It's gotten worse too. I'll meet a nice guy and I just shut it down. 

“I am sorry, I am with someone.”

“Are you happy?” the most recent guy who  was a supplier for my new job asked. 

“Very.”

God, I don't know what to do. I am eighteen and in the end of the summer after my senior year. I am going nowhere. I might as well be forty nine I am so stuck.

I throw on my jeans and white dress shirt. My name tag says “Josie T.” I inspect it while I remove it from my pocket to make sure it has the “e” on the end.

I clip it onto my shirt.

“Ouch!” I exclaim as the pin end pricks me on the thumb, drawing blood.

As I turn the knob, rain starts to batter the glass table out on the balcony. 

My mind is all over the place.

I want to see how today goes. I need to make a decision because I am drifting and I know it. Dax, the drugs, my friends, no school, no plan, and totally no ambition.

I am hating myself right now, but maybe I make some money and get something going? My mom was right to force me to get a job.

I am addicted to this loser who will never support me and that's probably my biggest problem. If I want to stop being poor, and do it the easy fast way, I gotta find a new man with some money. 

I get to my car after running through the driving rain to my little white Dodge Neon. I am soaked.

...

I am walking through the last of my training at Mama's Kitchen. It's off the freeway heading out of the City towards Temecula

I have never waitressed before and this is a lot to remember. I have put zero effort into memorizing the menu and I am nervous. 

I don't like to be watched and critiqued on something I am not used to doing. 

Marion seems like a nice lady, but she's done this for so long. She's going to be on my ass when I mess up.

My first customer is at my first table. I approach. Marion is right behind me. Ugh. 

This new employee training scene always attracts a nice crowd of eyeballs. Going to a table with a superior following right behind you.

“Hello good morning. I am Josie and I'll be your server today.”

The man is older, like 60s.  He smells of rank cigars.

“I'll have my usual, large though on the juice.”

I am relieved. All I have to do is ask him what his usual is and I am off the hook. 

“I am new sir and I am sorry I don't know your usual.”

The restaurant around me seems like it is suddenly quieter. Like everyone is listening in. Wanting to hear me fail. I am sweating in my arm pits and down my legs really bad.  I have only been at wok for fifteen minutes too. This day is going to be shit.

“The eggs and toast special.” he said. 

Now I am really nervous. I know they have an eggs and toast special, but if I have to know anything more than that, I am done.

“How would you like your eggs?”

He winces at me. “You really are new.”

“Fuck it man, just answer.” I am thinking to myself. 

I can't believe I am this worked up about this shit job. But it's my first, so I don't know any better.

“Fried.”

“OK.” I say fake cheerfully. “I'll get that right up for you.”

I hustle back past the sea of tables to the kitchen food pick-up area. It seems like a long walk for twenty feet.

“I know you want to do well, but I don't think you are ready. Part of wanting to do well is being ready.” Marion gripes at me in my ear as I turn in the order.

“What do you mean?”

She moves to my left and looks me in the eye.

“What kinds of toast do we offer?”

I truthfully have no clue, so I say nothing for a few seconds.

“White and wheat right?” I say with a forced smile attempting to lighten things up.

“Marion!” the loud booming voice of Mr. Descano, the manager calls from the back. “I need you right now. Leave the girl. She'll handle the one table and the corner to the back. No one will show up back there. Breakfast is winding down anyways. I gotta have you go over these receipts so I can get my ass out of here.”

Just in time.

“I am not going to say anything, but you can't come in here not knowing our menu.” Marion snorts in my face. “It makes it impossible to train you.”

She walks around me to the back office area to my left heading for Descano's office.

“Go handle your table,” Marion says like the damage is too much to repair.

I think she is a loser in her forties who is taking some crap job too seriously. 

I don't want to be her.  I feel like I want to cry. I just need support right now. Not here at Mama's Kitchen, but out there.  Someone to spend money on me. I am cute enough that I shouldn't work if I don't want to.

I am sweating like crazy in this shirt.  Four more hours to go. I hope my application to Applebees as a hostess comes through. I won't have to memorize a damn thing. 

I honestly don't know what to do next right now. I am the new girl and no one acts like they give a shit. 

I want to go back to high school. I'd kill to turn the clock back and make it Memorial day back in May. Instead, tomorrow is Labor Day. 

I owned the world back in May. A whole summer of graduation parties and the beach to look forward to. No worrying about college or my future plans. 

I was poor but I didn't know it as much. I didn't feel the pain of poor  like I feel it now. My mom and I we have nothing. Now she's on me to get to work

I was better then other people in high school because I was better looking. Now all that doesn't matter and this fat guy is gesturing me over raising his coffee cup.

At least I'll look busy if I walk over there.

...

Sitting and thinking for ten minutes in the bathroom did wonders for me. Put the top cover down on the potty and sat. Closed my eyes. I guess it was toilet meditation. My great uncle from the Orient would be proud.

I gave the fat smelly guy his coffee and disappeared.

I walk out the bathroom door. Immediately the other waitress on duty, the skinny black girl, grabs me by the shoulder. 

“I know sweet heart,” Tamika says. “Don't think I don't.”

I freeze and slight fear paralyzes me again. All this emotion expended for this lousy job. 

What a morning. Now this. 

I close my eyes trying to do a quick meditation. Or maybe I just wish I could disappear.  

“What do you mean?” I have totally fucking had it and it's oozing from my voice.  

Silence.

“I know I smell.” Me trying to bring levity to the whole deal. Coping how I can. “I have sweat like a hog since I got in to be honest.”

I smirk.

“Nawwww. Nawwww.” she laughs and I am relieved. “You seeing this all wrong. Marion and the manager are doing it. Like right now.”

“No way!” I say laughing.

I don't know why but I suddenly feel in my element. All of this doesn't seem so serious anymore. 

“How long?”

“Usually only about ten minutes.” she says.

“No. No. How long as it been going on?” 

I am smiling. Relaxed. I wouldn't even mind another table right about now.

“No way for me to know but I bet since I been here. I been here about a year.” Tamika says.

“Well I'll be. What do you think I should do next?”

“Well I took care of your customer. The fat smelly guy. It's almost 10:30. The place dies down now. We do OK at lunch. I guess just chill. Don't worry. You can have the tip.”

Tamika smiles and a couple gold teeth are visible. The ones bordering either side of the two front teeth.

“Thanks. I owe you one Tamika.”

The manager's voice calls from the back.  I see Marion out of the corner of my eye scurry from his office to the pantry storage behind the kitchen. She's fastening her belt on her dress pants and letting her untucked button-up shirt fall across her waist.

“Ms. Toms! Back here now!” 

There is an angry tone to it. My heart is sinking.

His office is more like a closet. It's got no windows and boxes are piled up everywhere. It's smaller than our crappy little break room. 

He's sitting there hunched over his rickety desk.

“You're fired. Get out.” he says never looking up. 

I instantly begin crying. I didn't bother with any make-up so at least it's not running. But the tears are flowing instantly and uncontrollably.

“Please no. Please,” I plead through the tears. 

He refuses to look up from the paperwork. 

“You left your only table, never told anyone, and let a customer sit out there.” he said like he wrote the “Bible of Waitressing” and I just broke The First Commandment.

“I was sick.” I begin shreeking. “I was fucking sick! Please don't fire me.”

“I am sorry, you're done. Marion said you didn't know the basics of the menu too.”

Now I am pissed. That bitch. Turning me in while she's back here fucking the manager. What a whore.

“She tell you that when you were fucking her or after?” hatred dripping from my voice now. “Or was it before?”

Descano looks up. I have his full attention.  I am shaking. I hate confrontation like this, but I know I got nothing to lose. So I stand there and get ready for the onslaught of what is to come.

“Who told you that?” he says. “That jig?”

“Does it matter?”  I shoot back as my breathing is returning to normal.  

“Tamika! Get in here!” 

Now he is loud. Easily loud enough to be heard clear into the dining room all the way to the front door.

My heart begins to beat rapidly again. I know I just did over Tamika. She is done. She has babies. She needs this way more than me.

I hear Tamika making fun banter with a customer as she approaches. She's popular at this place for a reason. She loves talking to people and she is always smiling. 

She isn't going to be smiling much longer. I feel like I want to throw up.

...

“Bitch, you can't share that shit!” Tamika is screaming at me right in the lobby. The dining room is right behind me. “A few hundred dollars a week. I got too kids.”

She starts to cry. It's easy to see.

She takes off out the door and walks across the parking lot to the four-lane road. In the distance there is a Steak and Shake and a McDonalds. Then behind that, the free way.  

I stay back in the building afraid to go outside. Afraid she'll attack me. 

My eyes are glued on her. She is at the street's edge. There's a bus stop. The least I can do is offer her a ride. I know she'll tell me to fuck off. I don't blame her.

I wasn't thinking when I said that to Descano.

I caused all this crap. Didn't even take me an hour. I feel like total shit.

I regain focus. Sort of.

Immediately to the far right of the parking lot I notice two TV news vans from San Diego. 

There's no one out walking around, but seeing the vans surprises me. 

I restore my gaze straight ahead to Tamika standing by the road. She's got a lit cigarette and she's talking furiously into a cell phone. It's time. I have to face her and at least offer  her a ride.

As I lean against the door to head out to Tamika, a older tall guy with a bald head blocks the door and puts his hand to my face. The window separates him from actually touching me.

I step back and he opens the door. 

“Where are you going?” He's smiling brightly. “We want you here.”

I just want to go the hell home and see if I can get some other job. 

Damn. A couple of my friends are already a week into college. 

I got nothing happening.

I push violently against the door trying to plow the guy out of the way. It's a temper tantrum. I feel like a little girl and I could care less.

Chapter 2 

The guy is really tall and he fills out his suit well. You can tell he's strong. Too strong for me, but I keep banging against the swinging glass door. I just want to disappear.

“Wait! Wait!” He yells back as he keeps absorbing the blows with the side of his body. 

He braces himself with his left hand and reaches into his pocket with his right. 

Out pops a wad of money. It looks like a bunch of fifties. He puts it up to my eye level.

I halt immediately.

The guy steps back from the door. I walk outside. To my left, at the far end of the parking lot nearest a gas station, I spot a huge bus. It's blocking the whole view of the gas station.

On the side it reads: “Stallworth and Hanson For a Change 2016”. The words are in Red, White, and Blue lettering.

Stallworth. Stallworth. Stallworth. 

I am not putting it together. 

“Is he in politics?” I ask the bald guy.

He is quickly joined by a shorter sort of chubby Hispanic woman, and behind her two black men who have ear pieces hanging out of their ears.

The bald guy seems lost about how to answer. He squints his eyes at me briefly.

“I am Harley Miller. Assistant Publicity Manager for the Stallworth campaign.” he says, than pauses looking at me.

I make no effort to act like I know any of what he is talking about. I mean I get it's politics. I don't care if he thinks I don't know more. I don't do politics. I don't do the news. 

Entertainment news sure, but not the information news about governments and wars.

“He's running for President. President of the United States.” Miller says, but not in a way like he is trying to teach me anything. 

He's pleasant enough and he's not talking down to me. 

I want to get talking about the money.

“I just got fired in there.” 

I begin breathing heavier as I relive it.

“I think I got a single mother of two fired too. I just need money and I saw you have some.”

He smiles at me and pulls the wad back out from his side pocket.

“I got a one thousand bucks if you'll go back in there and be my server. Or Mr. Stallworth's server I mean.” 

I am waiting for the punchline.

“I'd love one thousand, but they aren't going to let me back in there.”

Miller smiles confidently and gestures for me to move aside by bracing my shoulder with the palm of his left hand. I do it and come face to face with the rest his group.

Maybe ten seconds pass, fifteen tops. The two black guys open the door and begin walking the dining room, then the kitchen. I turn around  to watch them. They are talking with their hands pushed against their ear pieces flying from room to room.

The Hispanic lady goes right around me and opens the door.

“I didn't get your name.” she says cooly. “I am Elizabeth Ramirez. I am Mr. Stallworth's Traveling Secretary. Looks like you just got your job back.”

She holds the door, waiting for me to pass.

The table right in the center of the room was empty. Now it's getting double and tripled cleaned by Marion who doesn't even look me in the eye as she works at a lightning pace.

Ramirez ushers me to the back area right near the very office where I just got fired. She pulls out a wad of money and gives it to me. 

“One thousand dollars for you.”

She then pulls a small makeup tray out of her tan purse and snaps it open.

“I don't want to overdue it. You are gorgeous. Bonita Latina.”

I am flattered, but I say nothing.

I don't want to risk one cent of this money by telling her I don't know word of Spanish. I am North Asian and something from like Central America. I heard Costa Rica. I look Mexican, but I'll be whatever for this kind of money.

“Your eyes are a little puffy. You crying after that firing?”

I shake my head. “Yeah.”

“We got that covered,” she states confidently as she goes to work on my eyes lids and the ring around the bottom of my eyes.

“I gotta be honest though, we didn't get your job back. The manager knew we were coming. The company that owns Mama's Kitchen is a huge donor. The manager said you could come back in and serve the future President of the United States.”

“Oh my.” 

It's all I can say. 

I am trying to sound interested. She closes the make up kit. Without thinking at all,  I hustle back out to the dining room. Marion hands me two menus as she passes by me without looking me in the eye. 

Sitting at the table with Miller,  there's a man who almost makes my knees buckle he is so breathtakingly handsome.

His legs are crossed and hands gesturing to a group of cameras with people behind him hanging on his every word. I don't even notice the reporters at first. I am fixated on so candidate Micheal Stallworth. 

I hear one of the reporters call him Senator Stallworth as I approach.  I'll have to make it up as I go along. This  is only the second table I've ever handled in my life.

“Hi, I am Josie. Can I start you off with something to drink? The special today is pastrami and also the hot hamburger platter which comes with two sides.”

I am doing better then earlier and the stakes  are definitely way higher. I am just going with it figuring I already got the money and I won't be back working here after it's over.

“Hi Josie. I am going to have ice water with lemon please. Harley?”

Stallworth is looking up at me. It feels like he is looking through me. I shift my glance immediately to Miller because I can't take Stallworth's glance directly in my eyes. 

This is what a man looks like. Chiseled jaw, wavy light brown hair.  Perfection but no effort put in to being perfect. His dark sport coat with gold buttons fits him like a glove. His smile is perfect with his teeth a shiny white. He's a more classically handsome and approachable version of Brad Pitt.

I know nothing of this man, but I am betting he's twenty nine tops.

“I'll have a Coke.” Miller says, waking me up with the request.

I start shaking at the knees knowing Stallworth is looking up at me. His gaze is a million times more nerve wracking then the presence of cameras.  

I walk back to get their drinks and my first thought is how far off the mark I am wasting my time with a guy like Dax. My next thought is I want to give this Stallworth my number. 

I normally don't go for the pretty boy type. But he's way beyond that. He's got this wholeness. He's bigger and more commanding. Rugged is a good word.

I can picture him rescuing me shirtless from a raging fire or from an evil bad guy in a movie. 

I prepare the drinks and peer back over my shoulder hoping he might be glancing at me.

Nope.

I just want to be romanced by a real man like this. Forget him paying for anything. It wouldn't matter.

I'd work ten jobs. But I know he'd pay for everything anyways. 

He's class. You can see it.

So hot. I am as horny as you can possibly be while working a job like this.

I go back to the table with the drinks. I have both hands securely on the tray, gripping tight to break down any shaking that might occur from the nerves. I am losing the battle.

Don't drop the drinks on them. Don't drop the drinks on them.

“Are you ready to order?” as I carefully place the drinks in front of each man. This time I am standing between Stallworth and Miller.

“I'd like a hamburger and fries, pickles on the side.” Stallworth says. 

“It doesn't come with pickles. You have to order them extra.”

I can't believe I just said that. I didn't even know I knew that.

“Get me the manager,” he says. 

I freeze and want to crawl under the table.

“I am just kidding.” 

That gorgeous smile of his again.

Miller laughs and then the media.

“Josie, let me ask you something?” he says not waiting for my answer. “You having a hard time making ends meet these days?”

“I am just a student, but finding a job was hard. Yes.” I am lying like crazy on the first part. The second part is because I am lazy and not ambitious.

He pats me on the elbow and I begin to shiver with delight. He's so sexy.

“It's an America without any regard for opportunity for the working class. Who is going to support our growth if most people don't have opportunity and extra money after they pay all the bills?”

It rolled out of him so smooth. It made some sense too.

He has my vote. But I don't vote. I don't even know how.

But he has it anyway.

“I agree,” I say.

Beyond that, I am afraid I'll sound stupid.

I smile down at him and force myself to look into his eyes. I am trying to tell him he can have me if he only asks. But I can't say it.

I retreat to the back.

I return to the table three more times. One with the food. One seeing if they want pie. One to present the bill.

Miller answers each time. Stallworth says nothing. 

I am devastated. Not one word. He doesn't't even look up. The media took off right after they ordered.

After I present the bill, I head back to the waitress station where the food comes out. I turn my back for ten seconds and sulk.

I look cute I think. Why isn't he interested?  I have all this confidence all the sudden. I guess it's because I did a good job with the table despite all the nerves.

I feel a tap on the shoulder. I can tell it's a man's tap.

I turn around smiling. 

“Here is your money and the tip too Miss.,” Mr. Miller says.

He is still nice but clearly not interested in keeping me around now that I am no longer of use.

“You did a very good job. Senator Stallworth wanted me to give you this.”

I am too afraid to look down. It's his private number. Yes!

I put my hand out but don't look down. 

Miller puts his hand on top of mine. It's not a card. My heart sinks a little. 

I look down. It sinks further.

It's round. It's round as wide as a can of beer. 

On the front it says “Stallworth 2016” I can feel the hinged pin in the palm of my hand.

Before I can say thank you, Miller is gone. It's Marion, me, and a little pin, in a fully empty Mama's Kitchen ten minutes before noon on the Sunday before Labor Day.

...

Without a word for anyone, I hustle out the door not looking for Stallworth, or the bus. 

I am looking for Tamika. She's still there. Thank God. She's sitting on the bench at the bus stop. She's facing back to the restaurant, looking directly at me.

I walk right to her. You can see she's been crying.

“Why'd you stay?” I ask as I get close enough for her to hear me in a normal speaking voice.

“I wanted to see the Senator. I think he's gonna win the whole thing.” she says smiling wearily. “I am sorry honey. I hate that job. You probably did me a favor. I am just hurting with money. My baby daddy is going to kill me that I lost this job. He grabs that money every week and I never see it again.”

I smile knowing that she's ok with me, but don't smile too much. Because none of this is anything to be all that happy about.

I pull the wad of bills from my pants pocket. 

“Here's severance or whatever they call it.” 

I hand her the entire thousand like it was never mine. 

“You want a ride home? I have a car.”

Tamika is about to cry. She shakes her head yes and leaps forward to hug me.

It's a decent conclusion to a shitty two-plus hours that began with me walking around naked in Dax' grubby apartment with a wet towel around me.

I am still broke and getting broker by the minute. I have no job and no prospects. My mom is going to kick my ass out. I can feel it. I don't even want to be around Dax. I am done letting him screw me. It's over, except I can live there so I don't know if it's wise to end things. Plus he makes me feel really hot.

Even though I helped Tamika, I am sad deep down. The man of my dreams just left without saying anything to me that wasn't put on for the cameras.

I need to escape from my current situation. I am going to see if Tamika needs the same on this drive home.

Time to scramble and find a way to survive.

I am eighteen, cute, addicted to  the ride with a bad boy, and our regular partying. I am only like an accidental pregnancy or a trip to jail away from being totally screwed in life.

It's who I am. 

In real life it sure isn't taking much to be right there in fuckedville with the adults I always laughed at.

The way Dax and I have been going at it with me all high, the pregnancy part probably isn't far behind.

I am not stupid. Yeah, I don't know who is running for President. I was a C student at best. But I know I gotta make better choices.

The right ones are the hardest ones to make and actually carry out.

Right now, I just want to get fucked up and talk to Tamika while she does the same. 

All this is on the tip of my tongue as we speed back towards San Diego and her place on the East side.

I wanna tell her I am hot for Senator Michael Stallworth. So I can  keep him alive in my world. Girl talk is a great way to do that.

But he is gone like he never existed. All I have is delusions.

Chapter 3

“I don't want you to feel bad Tamika. Remember I cost you your job.”

Gently I tap her on the shoulder as we sit on the balcony at her small apartment and bake one last time as roommates.

“Shit. He just said: “no more”. Since we have to live off what he brings in now, I have to listen to him.”

It's sunny and warm a few miles inland from the ocean. Temperature has got to be twenty degrees hotter when you get away from the bay and all that water. It's a different world here. No resorts or amusement parks or Pacific sunsets.

Just regular people like me. Like Tamika. Poor people in many cases.

I don't have the heart to tell her. Her baby daddy tried to get into the shower with me the night before last when she was taking the kids to her mom's in El Centro.

I learned my lesson on talking about any of that stuff. 

I am feeling good about being outside, even though I know I don't have any option but to return home.

I'll be swallowing my pride. My mom will be on my ass and in my grill. She's strict. Really strict. Good mom by TV mom standards and all that. Everyone always assumes a teenager like me spinning my wheels going nowhere, got that because my parents suck.

Not true in my case. 

I actually smile sitting here high and in the sun. I am thinking of how clueless people with money are about how hard it is not to have it.

I am just chillin', smilin', and thinkin'

I started drinking at eleven this morning and we've been doping since twelve. It's two. I know I gotta go before sun down. So I have a few hours. But they'll fly by fast.

Tamika became a friend fast. Her man isn't bad looking, but he's a total pig. He would have climbed on me the first chance he got if I let him.

She's a pretty girl too. She takes care of his lazy bones while he does whatever all day.

He's usually doing what we are doing right now. He does it everyday and all day.

“You don't mind me asking, what happened to that grand? I hope you didn't give it to him?”

She starts laughing. 

“I hid it at my mom's. He can work and make money for a while.”

She takes a hit off the little pipe we're sharing.

“Fuck!” she's coughing violently as she leaps to her feet and hurries back inside. 

I hear her rustling around in the bedrooms. Even though the bedrooms are way down the hall from the balcony entrance.  She's that loud.

“Josie girl, you gotta get in here. Close the door and bring all that shit in.”

I am worried. Tamika is always so calm. Except when she got fired. But even then she got her composure back fast.

“Get your shit and get out of here! Now! Don't ask questions, you can thank me later. Go!”

I quickly grab my only bag. I leave behind a few odds and ends in the bathroom and rush out the door.

“Take the entrance to the backside of the building away from the parking lot!” She yells even louder.

I scurry down the hall at a brisk walking pace thinking I might stand out too much if I run. Running from what?

As I reach the exit doorway to the outdoor stairwell at the end of the hall, I hear a banging. 

“San Diego Police! Tamika Reynolds! Are you in there? San Diego Police! We got a warr....”

I bounce down the steps and the whole thing is out of earshot.  

For the first time in my life I can actually hear my heart beat. 

I make it down the three flights of stairs and look to my left towards the back to the main lot of the building about one hundred fifty feet away. Luckily there are no police or police cars I can see in the main lot.

I know driving off might be too risky. I am sure they are parked at the side lot right by the only road leading to the complex.

But I think it over. 

I didn't do anything, so maybe I will just drive right past them. It looks real suspicious, me just standing here.  

I freeze and see the baby daddy heading my way from the road. He has to be driving right past them. He parks his beat up Camaro and doesn't get out. He's thirty feet from me. It's clear he knows not to go up to Tamika's place.

He sees me. I try to act casual. But I am carrying my bag and not going to my car. I am standing and watching with no particular goal.

Finally after ten seconds that seem more like ten minutes, I decide to just get in and drive right out the front. I figure he did it to get into the lot and the police didn't bother him. He looks the part of a thug too.

I jump in the car. I am careful to drive super slow to not appear to be fleeing. 

I pass him and don't look at him. He's parked rear first staring straight ahead. 

I am thinking just a few moments and I reach the front of the building. 

I reach the side of the building right by the lot entrance. To my left I am shocked by what I see. Tamika in cuffs, her face expressionless.  I keep right on driving out the front entrance, make my right turn and peel back west towards my mom's place. It's a ten minute drive by surface roads.

I am breathing more normally now.

Still I know this isn't going to end well for me. I just know it. We've been doing drugs all week. I know this all has something to do with drugs.  

She talked about crack like five times when we were high during the week. Always asking about whether I'd tried it or saying how I should just try it.

I think Tamika is a good person who also likes to have a good time. So I think we have that in common. The difference is, it's all she knows. Now I might be in some serious hot water because I went along with the fun.

I put the window down and suck in some air. My breathing seems to be totally normal at this point.

I have another two minutes to my moms if I don't get lighted. I reach the last light before the last turn. There's palm trees lining both sides of the street. I recognize some kids from my high school. Walking home from school I am betting.

I am jealous as hell.  I close my eyes again briefly.

I open them to blinking lights of a San Diego Police squad car. It's for me. I swing over to the curb out of the traffic and nearly plant the front bumper on my Neon into two kids crossing the street walking hand in hand. 

I seriously feel so much hate for them because they appear normal and happy. 

I have a headache too. A bad one.

“Maam I need you to step out of the car right now with your hands up.” 

Holy shit, I am in deep. It's the drugs. I know it.  He's not even coming to the car. I think he's got his gun drawn.

Holy shit.

I quickly jump out of the car. Apparently a little too quickly for the cop.

“Hands up facing me. I wanna see em.”

I am shaking. He's gotta see the truth of all this and cool down some. I am 5 foot 3. A skinny little Asian girl. Yeah there's the tattoo on my wrist and the big oval one on my shoulder. And it's visible. But I don't look dangerous. At least that's my opinion. 

I am hoping my smallness and girlness will save me here.

I still don't know why I got the damn tattoos. 

“Officer.”

Barely able to get that much out I am stammering so bad.

“Why all this with the gun?”  

I am crying. 

“What did I do!?”

It's a yell. People on the streets are all stopped looking at me. People who knew me from high school.

“Maam, you have any idea how long you were at that light?”

“No.” I answer like I am outsmarting him by playing dumb.

I am definitely high and probably still drunk. Three glasses of wine in forty-five minutes on an empty stomach before noon will do that to you.

“You are under arrest for suspicion of Driving While Intoxicated in violation of the California Motor Vehicle and Penal Codes.”

He snaps the cuffs on me wrenching my wrist in the process. He is laying down the charges in my ear.

“Over five minutes. Passed out at the wheel. In a school zone. We're taking you off the road for a good long while. I promise you that.”

We're face to face but I can't look him in the eye.

My week was actually good until the shower deal with Tamika's boyfriend. Tomorrow I was going to start my new job. 

OK, it's Hooters in Pacific Beach. But it serves booze. I have these barely B cups already  to go. I even got some special makeup to cover the tattoos. 

All I can think about as he lodges me in the car is the job is fucked. And so am I.

Forget anyone loving me. I am telling Dax it's over unless he gets me out of this and helps me get a job. He's useless.

I didn't miss his mauling me in the sack one bit over the last week. I can get by fine without it.

The whole trip downtown to the jail it's about Dax.  I am stuck on what to say to a guy I don't love who doesn't miss me.

Just wasting time. This whole thing.  

I am spiraling. Like down the drain. 

I know it's my fault, but I believe one successful man can turn it all around.

Michael Stallworth changed nothing about my thinking. I am even more helpless now then before. Now I am just looking to trade up to a new guy.

Because that will make it better. 

“We're here. Get out of the car please Ms. Toms. We need to get you booked.”

Chapter 4

She comes down from LA with her busy lawyer's schedule and all I can think of is “screw her”.  

“Now we're going in there and I am going to ask for your driver's license back,”  says Christy, my older, brilliant, and gorgeous sister, who also happens to be my lawyer.

“You could have come down for an afternoon and we could have done that separately. It's almost Thanksfuckinggiving and I got arrested on Labor day. I can't work. I am stuck. I am broke.”

She doesn't even entertain what I am saying with any sort of thought.  The usual by her. 

“Whose fault is that? I am not the one with the prior drug conviction as a juvenile. You are. I talked to the free lawyer from legal aid. Remember? He said you had no chance.  You were between jobs, you had priors. This judge is a bitch on wheels too. I would have wasted the gas and time to get down here for another trip.”

Christy throws down a file folder in front of me and gets up to leave for wherever. I hope she comes back. The hearing is like in ten minutes. 

I know she didn't have to do this, but she's always got some ulterior game she's playing. It's not about being nice. She wants something in return. But she wants to look like she is kind-hearted.  It's all about appearances with her.

She's like 5-9, breasts and hips perfectly proportional. Her hair is that light brown to red you see Jennifer Lawrence with all the time when she's looking spectacular. I think Christy could have done pageants. I am sure every rich prick in LA is always inviting her to some party in Beverly Hills or Los Feliz or the beach. 

Not bad for a lower class Indonesian/North Asian mix girl from Eagle Rock.  I don't buy we have the same father. I never have. She looks like an American silver screen goddess. I look like a little foreigner. A little darkie.  

She bursts back into the room. Just like the old days. She'd always leave and instead of calming down, she'd come back ready for a fight.

“I haven't seen one bit of gratitude out of you Jos. I love you, but that's never been enough. Can't we put that behind us?  I'll admit it was a mistake. You were what sixteen?  You shouldn't have had a serious guy anyways. Certainly not at that age.”

I am so frustrated I can't even think of words to say. I know what's coming next.

“Mom thanked me later on. She knew you couldn't handle it. The drugs. There was everything.”

The drugs? What a joke. It was Christy's damn drugs and I was using them. Her saintly clean living bullshit is a joke. She's going to look like shit when she hits thirty. The way she parties. I'll love every second of it too. 

“I don't want to talk about it.”

The words snap out of me like cobra striking at unsuspecting prey.

“Hey it could be worse. You got a place to stay. Mom isn't down your throat about not having a direction. None of that. This guy seems sweet. Better than that thug you were with. Jax or something?That was his name?”

I can't even muster the energy to fight her. She's got the lawyer's tongue and gift for the BS.  I am going to try a moment of honesty.

“I just feel like I don't know where to go next. I can't find work around here. My record is piling up.”

Then a knock on the door of our conference room. The head of an older grey haired guy in a suit peaks in with a serious face.

“Christy, can I see you a second?”

She'll forget I even said all that by the time she gets back to me. Off back up to LA in her little bitch BMW. The laughable part is I know she's done more and harder drugs in the last week than I have in years.

Since I took up with Matt last month, I have barely done any. He's into church and I don't have any money. I'll fake it as long as I have to. But I'd kill to get high. I'd kill for him to drag his weak self into my guest room in his parent's basement just once and pound me like a dirty whore.  I miss the feeling of escape of what an aggressive sexy man can do to me.

This all sucks. I actually miss Dax.  I know me being at Matt's drives him crazy. He texted me and threatened me. Saying I am cheating on him.

Being wanted is being wanted. It feels good. Even from a guy I know deep down is a loser. A guy who doesn't want a future beyond him getting regular sex.

Tamika's iced. I am going to visit her after this. She'll be out for Christmas I think. 

Christy comes back in. She looks really beaten all the sudden.

“What happened those few days before the arrest? Were you living with a black girl named Tamika?”

I stare at her briefly than drop my head, looking now at my fidgeting hands.

“Yeah so?”

“They are saying you financed a crack deal for her. She told them she got a grand from you. They are going to add to your charges. Conspiracy to deliver illegal narcotics.  Jos, I'll be thrilled if we can just get you jail time and not prison time on this. The hearing is postponed. The last week before Christmas we'll return for a pretrial on the drugs. In the meantime I am going to huddle up with the prosecutor and get the DUI handled. You're taking whatever deal I can get you at this point and you'll like it.”

Ah yeah, Christy in charge. She's loving the power over me. Just like with Nick. That's what it was about. She could have had anybody yet it had to be him.

I sit stunned, but sort of resigned to my fate. I don't know what the answer is for myself. I gotta believe this is what being adult, poor, and in the system feels like.  You just sit back and enjoy the ride it's taking you on? 

Find your fun. Pay your bills. Have enough left over to get something to help you escape for a few hours. Toss out some kids.

“Can I go now?”

“Yeah but only because I signed a bond for you on the drugs. They wanted to lock you up right here and now.” Christy said, obviously pumping herself and her abilities up with self-congratulations.

“Come on I'll give you a ride to Matt's. Buy you a burger. You look like shit weight wise. When is the last time you had anything to eat?”

Without hesitation, I answer.

“No thanks. I mean thank you for everything. I need to clear my head. Plus I can maybe look for jobs down here. I can't quit on trying. I feel like such a slacker. I am nineteen in less than six weeks and I hate where my life is.”

Christy is half-listening and half putting everything away to make a quick escape back up to the Queen City. 

“I  have some ideas and I'll talk to mom. I am going to go by and say hi.”

Oh of course you will. Clear it through her first so you look like the savior and I look like shit. 

Phony.  

One stupid incident at a mall all those years ago, and you've been on my ass ever since. Hey if I motivated you, I take it as a complement. It all goes back to that. My moment of triumph and superiority.

I jump up and walk past her jetting through the door as I swing it violently open.

“We'll talk soon!” I yell already fifteen feet down the hall. It's filled on both sides with Defendants waiting to be called into the court rooms.

I got some decisions to make but first I gotta see Tamika. Something isn't making sense about all this.

Chapter 5

Tamika walks in wearing an orange outfit, head to toe. I can't see her feet because the outfit hangs off her. It's probably at least a few inches too long.  It says SD County Jail on the right front.

Her hair is all different. Shorter and no more braids.

She seems truly excited to see me. Not at all bashful about me being there. I immediately wonder what the hell is going on?  She isn't acting anything like someone who just threw her friend under the bus on a drug charge.

I feel like I am wasting time, but I want to see her and I want to support her. I am playing back and forth in my mind whether I'll even bring up the drug charge. 

She grabs the phone as she sits down on a pull-out chair on the other side of the glass.

“Hey sweety! Long time no see.” she says without a hint of sarcasm or self-pity. 

“I know I should have been here sooner Tamik.” I barely wimper it out. “I was down here today on a DUI. I picked it up that morning when I left your place.”

I watch her and her mouth falls wide open as her head drops. The phone is no longer attached to her ear. It's dangling in her hand.

I look up and notice cameras mounted on all angles and  a sign I overlooked when I first walked in. “This conversation is under surveillance and may be used in Court as evidence.”

I start thinking about a strategy here. I am totally tuning out the mutual apologies taking place between me and Tamika.

I'm gonna go for it.

“Tamika the DA is saying I financed some drug deal or something?”

She still hasn't got rid of the stunned look on her face that appeared when I told her about the drunk driving.

No answer.

“I gave you one thousand for the appearance work I did for Stallworth at the restaurant. I didn't know what you were going to do with it. Remember?”

Her lips still aren't moving.

“Tamik?”

Clink. 

I can make out a faint sound of the phone being dropped onto the table through the glass. She gets up and without so much as word or gesture, leaves the room through the door right behind her.

I have no idea what to make of any of this. But I am becoming scared. 

I feel like everybody is getting their piece off me. Even people I like or who I've helped.

Christy was right. I haven't eaten for days except a couple bowls of cereal I sneak when Matt's parents are gone. 

They are so nice. But so out of touch.  

Maybe if I got into religion like them, I'd be better off now. Who knows?

I am fried tired. I am going to hop the bus and find my way to Matt's. I don't want to call him. If it wasn't for a place to sleep, I wouldn't even go. I'd go to Dax' but I am afraid of him getting violent.

I got twenty minutes until this Courthouse closes down. 

“Sir can you help me?” I spot a police guard outside the visitor's entry area.

“I really need a piece of scratch paper and a pencil.”

He smiles and cordially hands me his pen. Then a sheet of paper.

I sit in a small chair against the wall to his right and start to scratch out a game plan for attacking these drug charges.  

Think on paper. Always.  

Christy. Back in my head.  Thinking of her always ignites me. But I had no money for a lawyer. 

I love how she stole “think on paper” from me too. Just like everything else.

So brilliant. So beloved. She wouldn't piss on mom or anyone in our poor bastard-filled family if they were on fire.

Such a player. Good for her is all I gotta say.

I am going to get out of this on my own. 

I feel a sudden burst of inspiration.

I got a plan. Then when I beat this, I'll get a plan to topple the next problem. 

So fucking sick of being on my heels getting run over by life.

I fold up the paper, return the pen to the guard, and nod my head thanks.

“No problem gorgeous.”

I quickly shake my behind in my form fitting dress slacks and midrise heals as I walk away.  

To hell with it. I am playing whatever card I have. That's how I am operating starting right now.

Chapter 6

I make my way across the building and up the stairs two flights to the Office of the Prosecutor for San Diego County.

I get to the reception area. It sits in front of a security door requiring clearance to get by it. There's no guard, just an older pleasant looking lady with short grey hair sitting at a desk.

“I am looking for a prosecutor on my case.” I say assuredly.

“Do you have counsel miss?” 

I came prepared. I knew they wouldn't talk to me if  they knew about Christy. Of course they'll check the damn file. I'll just lie.

“I don't.” 

She purses her lips like she is solving a rare problem.  

“Well this is different. What kind of case is it? If you don't mind me asking?”

“Drugs and than a DUI. I saw the prosecutor today on my case. It got moved. I never got a chance to talk to him. I don't know if you ever been in trouble. You don't look like the type.”

I smile and she smiles back. I continue.

“I want to make this go away. I lied to you earlier. I have a lawyer, but she is milking me for fees. She's dragging this thing out. I just want to finish and move forward with my life. Get a fresh start.”

She really seems to be listening which I appreciate. Two adults in a row who are treating me like I matter. I wish I could bottle what it is I am doing during the last hour. 

“Let me tell you this.” The receptionist is calm and talking with a kind tone. “Normally, our prosecutors won't talk to someone if they have counsel. The reason is it could come out later and be construed as tampering or improper. I saw it on TV.  Anyway, I am going to help you out because I think you are in the right as far as wanting to get this taken care of. Hold on a second.”

She picks up the phone and talks to someone I am guessing behind the security door. I pull away from the desk to give her space and can't make out what she is saying. 

“What's your name miss?”

“Josie. Josie Toms.”

She speaks into the phone again.  

“Josie, who is your prosecutor?”

“Well I think it was a different guy for the drug case.”

She is back listening into the receiver.

“Come here Josie.”  She has her hand over the receiver. I look around and notice there isn't anyone else in the waiting room and hasn't been for this entire sequence. 

It probably really helped me keep her attention. Whatever good luck, I'll take it. 

I get to her desk and lean my elbows on the table top. It's eye level to the receptionist. I can see her family pictures in her cubicle area behind her.

“You don't have a male prosecutor. Three women are working these two cases. In fact we don't have a male prosecutor working any case in either of those divisions. Felony bodily harm only. No vice crimes and no DUI's. Your charges are misdemeanors.  You didn't see a prosecutor today. Not from this office.”

I take a deep breath, but I am getting sort of excited. I feel like I am on top of something. It feels good.

“I want to see my case file if I can?”

I am close enough to hear her ask on my behalf.

“Wait here for a second. They are going to bring it out. You can't leave the room with it. You can take notes.”

Suddenly my chest is starting to tighten.  Same feeling I had when I was with Nick that last time. I just knew something was going to happen. But that didn't turn out well.

Where big sis is involved, it's always about games and fakeness.

Not a minute passes and the files are there in my hand. 

I shuffle through them. I know what I am looking for. 

File 1, drug case. Who turned me in?

Shit! Statement says informant 1. It's been erased. But no Tamika. Whoever this person was knows about the stuff at the restaurant when that stud hunk Senator Stallworth came in. Because the details about the money is all here.  

I start to think I can beat this one and without Christy's massive ego or big mouth. I don't know how, but I think I can beat it.

File 2, DUI. I want to know who the prosecutors are. I am going to write them my own letter and explain my situation. Get it done. Beg for my driver's license. I'll beg the judge too. My sister the typical lawyer. She wastes time and money, not getting squat done.

The lady is right though. No male prosecutors are listed in either case.

I give the file back and thank her for her time. I'll even write her a note someday. She's been extra good.

I don't know why people can't be more like her?

I want to know who my sister was talking to today when she decided to  leave the room. Something is totally wrong. I can see her trying to manipulate me. Again.

I am now excited because I am on the move. One piece at a time.

Money is next. I gotta get my hands on some.

Maybe I have to be more up front with Matt about what I am and what I want. He's got a lot of good qualities. I can see them when I am at my best.  He'll take care of me.

But if he can't take me like a man, I am going to go live in a shelter. 

My mind is as clear as it's ever been. My heart's on fire. Like that day almost six years ago at the mall. 

The day that  paths got altered and Christy swore to become me, only better. Now I am fighting back and I will win. 

I figure why can't I have the car and the hot men chasing me around?

Chapter 7

––––––––
[image: ]


Matt is one of those hot men. If you look at Matt Michael Anderson, age nineteen of San Diego, you feel all rubbery inside. In a good way. He's a bleach blonde surfer boy with a Swedish mom. 

He's ripped fit and about the nicest guy you'll ever meet. 

Just that he's probably too nice.

I dated him Junior year. He told me he loved me on the second date. I was flattered. I went out with him for months.  We barely kissed. We finally did but only when I told him too.

I don't know if he is shy around women or deeply religious or what?

Unfortunately not much has changed with him.

I want to be attracted to him, but I'm not. I don't know one friend of mine who has laid eyes on him who isn't blown away by how hot he is. 

This is really egotistical, but I am the best looking girl he's ever been with. By quite a bit. 

I know I am no Miss America. I always get the “cute” vote I guess. 

I am watching him move a sprinkler around in his back yard. He's wearing a t-shirt that grabs those muscles in his chest and arms just right. It's a breathable shirt that's somewhere between spandex and cotton.  Wow.

Perfect. I'd have his kids. No doubt about it. He's that perfectly gorgeous. Like a Ken doll or something.

His folks are sitting at the kitchen table with me. It's kind of creepy the way they call me his girlfriend. 

They are so nice and normal. But square as hell.

They  are traveling to Arizona early tomorrow morning. 

Tomorrow is a Saturday. I am going to do it. I am going to make my move.

I don't care about being here anymore. At least I keep lying to myself that I have options.

But I don't have two nickels to rub together. 

The fuck of it all. I tried to do the right thing. I gave that money away to Tamika. 

Now, I get charged with a drug crime. Yeah. Life totally makes sense.

All the sudden this conversation is getting interesting, so I tune out thinking about Matt soaking wet and naked. 

I get back in the moment.

“I think he's going to win. I am excited. The last eight years. Our morals slipped. I know he's a moral and Christian man. The Stallworths have been great for Californians for generations.” Mr. Anderson says bubbling more than I've ever seen him.

Mr. Anderson is pretty much a dull dish rag in the personality department.

“He's a good conservative. We give so much money to lazy people. It's bankrupting us.” Mrs. Anderson jumps in. “He can't be bought. He's a billionaire like two times over.”

My ears perk up even more.

Money does that to me.

It's like I am back at Mama's Kitchen and making eye contact with Senator Michael Stallworth.  The election was a month ago. He's now President Stallworth. Or he will be here coming up next month.

Since that day at work when he came and went, I thought of him like I think of a movie star or rock star who is really hot. Basically I think of him as cake I'll never eat. 

I felt like we shared a moment. I know I felt it.  

Then I actually thought about reality and figured I was being a fool.

I am getting really hot right now thinking about Stallworth. There's chatter happening with Matt's parents, but I am thinking of Stallworth. I see him putting his hands on me, cradling me like a baby, and burying me in a big oversized bed with the ornamental overhang. There's pictures of Presidents on the walls, and antiques everywhere.

He's a billionaire. Rugged. Sexy. He's single. The first unmarried President anyone can remember. 

Whew. So fine.

“Any luck finding work Josie?” Mr. Anderson is now talking to me.

“What?”

I am almost stunned. Daydreaming about the next President being in my pants.

“I'd be welcome to any suggestion on places looking for people sir.” 

I am half-hearted, but I doubt Matt's parents know me well enough to notice.

“I saw a sign at the
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