  1. Home, not so sweet Home – 2004

    Atina pushed the door open with her shoulder, holding her backpack and keys in one hand and managing the lock with the other. She dropped the bag on the floor in the foyer, pulling Bobby’s backpack off his shoulders as he bolted past her. It was a trying day for the 6-year-old, and she knew he was ready to unleash the extra energy he’d kept bottled up since they’d boarded the plane.
She’d made her way to the back porch and dumped the contents of the backpacks into the washer, pulling out the lip gloss and bouncy ball from the pockets of the jeans in the bags.
Heading back to the foyer, she stooped to pick up the pieces of mail shoved through the mail slot and scattered on the rug. Opening them one at a time, she found two past-due bills and the bank statement, which confirmed she didn’t have the money to cover them. Sighing again, she shook her head in disgust and replayed the previous week in her mind.
The most recent months had been tough between her and Bobby’s father since he lost his job and sadly had started drinking. If she were honest with herself, he was sometimes nicer to her when he was drunk.
Her mother, Lou, sent the plane tickets for Atina and Bobby after hearing the stress in her voice and knowing she needed the break. Lou had to work hard to keep her mouth shut, but reminded Atina that her family loved her and that coming back home to start over was an option.
The stink of it was that Atina never really thought of Oklahoma as home. Sure, Hammond was where she grew up, where her family lived, but it wasn't where her heart truly wanted to be. She felt so small, like a Tinkerbell, fairy dust in hand, trapped for eternity in a glass jar.
Turning to look at her son, Atina saw Bobby playing with two of his favorite trucks on the living room rug. He stopped and looked at his mother. “Mama, I’m hungry.” Atina shook her head again, realizing she had never even thought about dinner.
“Let me go see what we have.” Then she turned and 
stepped into the kitchen and did a quick inventory. She rifled through the cupboards and found chili, Spaghetti-O, and a can of green beans. Turning to the icebox, Atina pulled the door open. She cracked a half-smile when an apple, half a bottle of apple juice, two eggs, and three slices of bread sat on the shelf in front of her.
“Spaghetti-o’s it is!” she said, loud enough for Bobby to hear.
A  joy-filled exclamation came from the boy, expressing his excitement over the perfect supper. 
As Atina stirred the saucepan on the stove, she reflected on the last big blowout fight she’d had with Mason. Although he was Bobby’s father, he was burdened by their presence. Thank God they’d never married. The middle-aged man was downright mean and unreasonable, something that happened after her pregnant belly became obvious. She kept thinking she’d done something to offend him, something that made him hate her, when all along it was simply because he truly didn’t love her or their son.
Why am I attracted to him? She thought as she poured the pasta and tiny meatball concoction into bowls, realizing it wasn't the first time the question had popped into her mind.
She placed the bowls on the little kitchen table, then plopped down in front of a half-filled bowl, her son beside her. He happily shared the pretend game he was playing with his trucks, smiling gently, bringing her much joy.
She picked up a spoonful of the pasta delight and blew on it, realizing for the first time that an overwhelming strength to leave her oppressive situation had suddenly emerged. The stone amulet that her son had picked up at the airport began to warm, slowly and comfortingly. Atina smiled. She didn’t have the means; no money or education to get her anywhere in life, yet she was, without warning, ready to be done with his hateful ways and his abuse.
Her hand wandered to the charmed amulet around her neck, and she felt its security. The weight of the stone replaced what she’d been carrying for so long. The mysterious trinket made her burden seem lighter than before. She hadn’t contemplated being free for a very long time, but now she knew what she had to do.
Her view changed, and her soul responded. She picked up her cell phone to call Donita, her closest friend and the mother of her son’s best friend. Donita knew about the tension between Atina and Mason and was happy to step in and help whenever needed.
Slipping onto the back porch, pretending to deal with the load of laundry, she told her friend, “Today is the day when our lives will change. I’m so ready to be done with this bullshit!”
No one was happier about the decision than Donita. Mason was so volatile that she honestly feared he would someday put her or Bobby in the hospital. “Whatever you need, my friend, I’m there for you.”
Atina hung up the phone and rummaged through the hamper and drawers, refilling her and Bobby’s backpacks, ready to enact her plan.
The front door flew open, and Atina dropped Bobby’s backpack on the floor, shocked by what she knew would happen next. She stood straight and rigid, not sure what to do.
“Dena? Where are you, you little slut?”
Atina stuttered, then stepped into the hall. “I’m right here. What do you need?” She could tell by the glazed look in his eyes that he was three sheets to the wind, and intentionally placed herself between him and Bobby, sheltering him as much as she could.
“What’s for supper? I’m hungry.”
“Well, you can have my spaghetti-o’s. I haven’t even taken a bite yet.”
“Spaghetti-o’s? Really? That’s what you feed a grown man?
“It’s all we have, unless you want chili. I could warm up the chili.”
He shoved her out of the way, pushing her against the counter, then opened the cupboards himself and found the can of chili.
“Where is the food? Did you and that mongrel eat everything?”
“Mason, we have no money. This is all we have until Friday. Eat spaghetti-o's. I will do the chili tomorrow.”
He slapped her but barely connected because he was falling back as he raised his hand. “Don’t sass me. Just give me some food!”
Atina gave Bobby the sign, and he jumped up and scooted off to his room, but not before Mason saw what he was doing.
“Wait a minute, you little shit. Where are you going?” 
“Mason, he’s finished eating. Let him be.”
He grabbed his son’s arm, then backhanded the boy, dropping Bobby to the floor. He lay there, still, as Atina looked on, gasping, tears beginning to sting her face.
She stood straight, then thrust Mason back with both of her hands, exhibiting strength she didn’t know she had.
“I have had enough of you, you miserable prick. You have pushed me—us around for the last time!” She walked toward him, lifting him by his shirt collar, and jerked him around so he faced the door. “Leave!”
Mason wanted to fight, but was admittedly intimidated by her. He liked her better when he could push her around. “Just wait, you stupid bitch. I’ll show you a thing or two!”
She opened the door and thrust him out, shouting after him, “Don’t come back, you bastard, or you’ll be sorry!” Slamming the door, she fell against it, her heart pounding with fear at what she had just done. She felt the warmth from the stone amulet radiating through her shirt, as though it was speaking to her. Then, standing, she rushed to her son, darting to Bobby’s side as he lay crying on the floor.
“Don’t worry, baby, he’s gone for good!” She paused for a minute, looked into his eyes, and examined his body. Seeing the red handprint on his chin, she held her son. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry!” Tears came to her now, as she felt the regret deep down, knowing this assault should never have happened.
                                                                         ***
As Donita opened the door, she saw the looks on their faces and embraced them both. “Rough day?”
“You have no idea,” Atina responded, letting out a huff of air as she stepped into the house.
She brought them in and cheerfully told Bobby that Eric was anxious to see him, pointing the way to her son’s room.
“What happened?” Donita asked with a genuinely heartfelt tone.
“He was drunk as usual, and he hit Bobby. He should never have hit Bobby.” Atina began crying again, wearing the guilt of the assault as though she’d done it herself.
“Aww, honey, it’s not your fault. You can’t blame yourself for this.” Donita had her arms around her friend as she cried out her misery.
“I can’t believe I shoved him out of the house, Donita, I mean, really shoved him. The funny thing was, he didn’t come back.”
“Good thing. I’m glad you’re out. Now what are you gonna do?”
“I gotta start over. I gotta put Bobby first and get out of here. I gotta …” Atina took a breath, suddenly unsure of how she would do what she had to. However, going back to that man was impossible.

