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      I closed the car door, taking care to shut it as quietly as possible. Mrs. O’Hare of 4A had already complained to the landlord more than once about the noise of my car and the beams of my headlights allegedly waking her up when I came home from driving my night fares. She even claimed that I slammed my doors, which I assuredly did not.

      I spotted movement as I reached the stairs to go up to our second floor apartment. I glanced over to see, sure enough, she was there peering out of her curtain, phone pressed to her ear. There was no way she’d been in bed asleep! She had to be sitting up laying in wait. I sighed, hoping that I didn’t get another letter from the landlord. At this rate, we’d have to find a new place to move to and it would be difficult, as while there were only two of us, my brother was only twelve.

      It had taken me ages to find this studio apartment in my financial range and close enough to my university that I could save gas by walking. I only used the car for doing my Uber and Door Dash runs if I could help it. All the other landlords had insisted that my brother should have his own room and tried to rent me a two bedroom. Not even a one bedroom where I could still sleep in the living room, but a two. They had been beyond my means.

      Haru had left the outside light on for me again, and the light was also on over the stove so I could see to get in. I smiled, seeing he’d washed up from having had tonight's bowl of ramen and from the look of things, he’d also emptied out the trash. He was laying sprawled out diagonally on the double mattress I’d gotten us from Craig’s List.

      That and a set of plastic garden chairs with a matching table, in dark green and rescued from where they’d been left out at the curb by another tenant who’d moved out, were our only furnishings. Well, unless you counted my three year old laptop that we both used for school work and watching videos. He also had a tablet the school provided for schoolwork and which had most of his text books on it.

      I rolled my neck, trying to relieve the tension in it and went into the kitchen to make myself a sandwich, as I was starving.

      Fuck. There’s only three slices of bread and he has a field trip tomorrow, so needs a packed lunch.

      I looked in the fridge. He hadn’t remembered to pack his lunch for the trip, so the three pieces were indeed the last of it. There was nothing for it, I couldn’t let him go without a reasonable looking lunch. The school would be all over my ass if I did, for good reason too. It was bad enough that he only got a good breakfast and lunch on days he had school, as he ate for free.

      Well, except on days like this. For some reason, the school did not provide free lunch students with a free packed lunch for field trips. You’d think someone responsible for feeding the kids would realize that if families had to rely on the free meals, that they needed to have the meals for free. All the meals they have during school time, not just some of them, but no.

      I closed the fridge and opened the cabinet that held our food. I smiled. Score! We had a can of tuna flakes left. I took it out, taking care to drain the tuna water into a plastic cup. I next opened the drawer where our scavenged packets of mayo and ketchup were. I pulled out a packet of mayo and squirted it onto a slice of bread, then used a knife to spread it more evenly. Next, I sprinkled some of the drained tuna flakes onto the bread and topped that with a second piece of bread, which I used a second packet of mayo on. I wrapped the sandwich up in some cling film and had a rummage to see what I could send him to go with it.

      A can of fruit cocktail  still sat there, courtesy of the food bank. I opened another cupboard and pulled out an empty margarine tub that we used for food storage. I opened the can of fruit with our hand held can opener and scooped out about half the can, making sure he got the cherries, because those were the best bits, but only enough liquid to not let the fruit dry out. I put the lid on it, then wrapped the whole thing up in more cling film to be on the safe side. I didn’t want it to leak all over.

      Chips and pretzels and shit like that were expensive, so I didn’t buy any of those things. Celery and carrots were cheap though, so we had some of those. I peeled a large carrot and cut it into sticks, adding a celery stick that I stuffed with a slice of orange value brand cheese food, that I  cut into thirds and lined up so that the whole stalk was full. I cut that in half and wrapped it up in cling film with the carrot sticks.

      That left me just having to figure out a drink for him. Soda was also expensive, so I didn’t buy that either. I had a box of powdered milk that I mixed up every night, in a free protein drink shaker I’d gotten with a sample of protein shake one day at college from someone handing them out, but that was so he’d have cold milk to drink at home with his dinner. I decided to mix up the next day’s milk and pour it into a glass which I covered with more cling film. At this rate, I was going to kill the planet all by myself, but it was cheap and we were poor, so there it was.

      I rinsed out the shaker. It was designed to be portable so you could take it to drink post work out and it wouldn’t leak. I just needed to fill it. Milk was out, it would spoil unrefrigerated in the heat of late May. I checked the fruit cocktail tin. It was syrup, not juice, so out. I sighed, putting what I’d made so far into a small shopping bag from under the sink and stuffing it in the fridge. I picked up my keys from the counter and crept quietly to the door.

      I’d just have to walk to the gas station and hope they had a cheap packet of Kool Aid type stuff. The money I’d earned tonight would cover the electric bill and pay for enough gas to go out again tomorrow, hopefully, but that was it. I’d sent a check already for the electric bill, so that money had to stay there so the check would clear.

      I rummaged in my pockets, happy to find I had just over a dollar in change. I could maybe buy a can of peas or mixed vegetables to add to our ramen tomorrow night, if the drink wasn’t too expensive. My stomach rumbled and I turned around, grabbing the last piece of bread and adding a bit of the leftover tuna to one side before folding it over and taking a big bite, deciding to eat along the way. I needed to haul ass to get to the store and back so I could get some sleep. I had to see him off to school and get to my ten a.m. class.

      Days like this, I missed Mom and Dad most of all.

      I trudged down our dimly lit street, grateful that my curtain twitching neighbor seemed to have finally gone to bed for real. The hairy part of my journey was what came once I reached the corner. I had four lanes of traffic, with a narrow median between them to cross, to reach the gas station and convenience store. There wasn’t a pedestrian crossing, either. I had to wait for the right moment to dash across, which fortunately didn’t take long. It was late enough on a weekday night that there was hardly any traffic about.

      The store had small packets of unsweetened drink mix and I swiped a couple of the free packets of sugar from by the coffee machine to sweeten it with. I found a dented can of peas marked half price, so I grabbed it and made my way to the counter. I had a whole fourteen cents left over after I counted out my change to pay him. Then it was back home again, playing chicken with the semis and other late night travellers, and back up the stairs. I’d been wrong, though. The old busybody hadn’t gone to bed at all. She opened her door and called up to me, “You should be ashamed of yourself! Leaving that child all alone at night while you go gallivanting about!”

      I held up my bag of shopping. “I had to go buy stuff for him to take to school tomorrow,” I said, then continued on. Once inside, I mixed up the drink mix, using only part of the packet since it wasn’t for a whole pitcher. I added the sugar packets first and warm water to make sure the sugar dissolved, then used a teaspoon to spoon out the fine purple drink powder. I kept adding tiny bits until it looked the right color, then gave the bottle a shake, had a small taste, then added a bit more.

      Then I put the bottle in to chill. I was satisfied that he would be well enough provisioned for tomorrow. I’d have the rest of the fruit cocktail for breakfast, maybe. I wasn’t worried about me so much. Haru was a growing kid and it was him that I was concerned about. I’d manage, I always did. It was only for  three more days, anyway. Then our SNAP would come in and I could go buy more food. Everything put away, I checked to make sure the door was locked, putting on the security chain since I’d forgotten, then stripped off and sprawled out next to him to sleep.

      Morning came all too soon, the alarm on my phone bitching at us to get up so Haru could get to school. A bus came by later in the morning, but if he wanted breakfast, he had to get there early. There was no way I was going to let him walk along the busy roads by himself, even though his school was within walking distance.

      No, I’d walk him to school, which gave us time to talk. It was actually one of the better parts of my day, hearing about the stuff he and his friends got up to at school.

      “Harry invited me to his birthday party on Saturday,” Haru said.

      That was only a few days away. Birthday parties meant presents and presents meant money. I wanted to tell him no, but he was looking at me with those puppy dog eyes and I simply couldn’t do it.

      “Okay, but I need a phone number so I can call his mom to let her know you’ll be there for sure.”

      “Yes!” he said, doing a fist pump.

      I felt awful, as in reality, I was going to have to call this Harry kid’s mom and apologize for not being able to send Haru with a gift. It was humiliating, but I’d walk through fire for my little brother, so this wasn’t the first time since our parents died at the end of last summer that I’d had to do this. The moms were always very nice, knowing Haru and I were the ‘orphan boys’. One woman even bought a gift, wrapped it, and put Haru’s name on it to give to her kid. It had been a nice gesture and none of the other kids had ever known that Haru hadn’t been able to buy a present.

      “Okay, here you are.” I handed him the plastic shopping bag with his packed lunch inside. “Have fun at the aquarium.”

      “I will,” he promised. “Do you have to work again tonight?”

      “I do,” I sighed. “I’m going to need new tires  and the rent is going to be due soon.”

      He grimaced. “Okay. I wish I could help.”

      “You just keep studying hard, kiddo.” I ruffled his hair. It was getting shaggier than he liked it. I mentally added the price of a haircut to the list of things I needed to pay for.  I watched as he went inside, then turned to walk to my college campus. The student union would be open and I could get some of my homework done. Sometimes I was even lucky enough that a classmate would see me and buy me a cup of coffee. That would be nice, I thought.
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      I only had the one class today, the second one marked as cancelled. I was pretty relieved about that, to be honest. I could boogie on home and grab a nap before Haru got home from school. I walked him mornings, but afternoons, he rode the bus home, so I didn’t have to worry about getting up to go get him or anything.

      I was ready to flop face down on the mattress by the time I reached home. I checked the mailbox, praying that there was an update on the financial aid I’d applied for so I could attend the summer term. There were two letters in the mailbox. One was from the college and the other from my landlord. I went inside and opened them once I shut the door. I had a pretty good idea what was inside the one from my landlord, especially as the envelope wasn’t even postmarked. Hand delivered notifications from the office were never good news.

      To soften the blow, I opened the one from my college first. I stared down at the words, not comprehending them. Tuition was going up and my award had gone down. How the hell had it gone down? I turned the letter over, my hands shaking. We were already living on the edge, we couldn’t afford to stretch ourselves any further.

      Then I saw it. The scholarship fund I got from the college was where the financial cut had come from. They offered a smaller pot for the summer term than they did for the full fall and spring semesters. It made sense, but damn. I was going to have to rethink taking a few courses over the summer, even though that meant graduating later.

      The landlord’s letter was pretty much what I expected. ‘We regret that your tenancy will not be renewed and we ask you to vacate premises no later than the last day of your tenancy agreement.’

      That blew, it really did. I hadn’t done anything, but the old busybody downstairs had been pissed off since day one when she realized they’d rented the apartment out to a student, and one with a kid, no less. Really, since she was the one causing a ruckus, calling them at all hours to complain about a bunch of nothing, she should have been the one evicted, not me. It was unfair, but even if I could have gotten it overturned by a lawyer, I didn’t have the money for it.

      I tossed both letters onto the plastic table and went into the kitchen, grabbing myself a drink of water to fill my belly before trying to sleep. I was going to have to do the airport run this evening and first thing in the morning if I had any hope of scraping up a deposit for another place. I snorted softly to myself before draining the last of my drink.

      That’s if I can even find us another place.

      I thought back of the house my parents had bought when I first entered high school, just six years ago. If it had been an option, I’d have upped sticks and applied to go to school there. But the bank had foreclosed on it after my parents’ deaths and it seemed Dad had been in a bit of financial trouble he’d not told anyone about. He’s cancelled their life insurance policies and missed payments on the ones for the boat and stuff.

      No use crying over spilled milk. They were healthy and active. I’m sure he thought he’d catch up and it’d all be fine. He sure as hell didn’t know they’d end up capsized and drowned in a squall like that.

      I flung myself down for a nap. If I didn’t get some shut eye, I’d be a danger on the road and might end up leaving my brother and someone else’s family facing a sudden tragedy of my own making. I flung my arm over my eyes and just like that, I was gone.
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      The sound of the door opening had me bolting upright.

      “Oh, sorry,” Haru mumbled. “I didn’t even know you were here.”

      “Yeah, I made it home just after lunch, Peterson cancelled class.”

      “Cool.”

      “How was your trip?” I asked him as he emptied his book bag onto the small table. I rubbed my eyes tiredly and stood up to go pour him a glass of milk and serve him his snack. I’d ended up not eating the rest of that fruit cocktail for breakfast this morning after all, opting to skip eating so he could have it for an after school snack.

      “It was okay, I guess,” he replied. “Mrs. Wilson gave us some homework about it. I have to write an essay about my favorite animal there and stuff.”

      “When’s it due?” I asked him, pulling the milk and margarine tub holding the fruit cocktail out of the fridge.

      “Tomorrow,” he said, sounding morose. “It’s just gotta be fifteen hundred words and she wants us to handwrite it. She says we need the practice because it looks like chicken scratch.”

      I laughed.

      “You best get on it then.” I turned to get a glass out of the cupboard, turning around to find him holding the letter from the landlord.

      “They’re kicking us out?” he asked, looking scared. “Why?”

      “It’s okay,” I reassured him. “They probably want to rent it out for more money or something,” I lied.

      “It’s that old lady, isn’t it?” he asked me. “She once asked me if I had drugs in my backpack!”

      “What?” I tipped my head down to take a deep breath, trying to control my rage. Her complaints about me were one thing, but to harass my little brother, an innocent school kid? He didn’t even look his age, for Pete’s sake! He looked like he was maybe in fifth grade, at most!

      “Don’t say anything,” Haru begged. “We’re moving anyway, so who cares about her.”

      I did, but I’d let it slide rather than upset him, as long as the landlord gave us a good reference. I glanced at my phone, knowing I should have thought to ring them before I took my nap. The office would be closing now. I’d have to do it tomorrow.

      I set his snack down in front of him and went into the kitchen to boil the water in a pan. I’d eat before going out. He could either eat with me or reheat it in the dinky microwave that the apartment came furnished with.

      “Ramen again?” he asked.

      “Yup,” I said, forcing myself to sound cheerful. “But not just straight out of the packet. I’ve got some tuna and peas to add to it.”

      He nodded, drinking his milk while trying to not make a face. I didn’t blame him. The milk was thin and didn’t taste anything like regular milk. As always, he didn’t complain though, just drank it and ate the food I gave him, while starting on his homework.

      If only everything else was as easy.

      “We’re going to be okay, aren’t we?” Haru’s question was quietly spoken, his eyes still on the paper where he was taking his time writing out his work.

      “Yeah,” I replied, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible. “I’m going to do some extra shifts so we can save for a bigger deposit,” Please let him buy it, I mentally prayed, “and we can start looking this weekend.”

      He glanced up at me, his expression troubled. “You already work all the time.”

      I sighed. “I know it seems like that and I do work a lot, but I only have two more years before I graduate. In fact, you know what?” I asked, sudden inspiration striking me. “I’m not attending summer classes after all. So, I was thinking, we could move somewhere less expensive and I can look at transferring my credits.”

      “Move where?”

      “Somewhere we both think would be cool. How about we look on Zillow this weekend and then we can Google the places to see what the towns are like?”

      He gave me a small smile. “Maybe we can even rent a house  and we’ll have nice neighbors.”

      I doubted that, about the house part at least, but the worried expression was gone from his face so that was something.  I added the noodles and stock packets from the instant ramen  to the now boiling water.

      “I’m going to head out as soon as I eat this. You can reheat yours when you’re ready for it. Don’t answer the door and stay inside, okay? If you need anything, call me on my cell. Don’t even go ask Mr. Lipkiss.”

      Mr. Lipkiss was the nice old guy in the apartment across from ours. He kept an eye out on Haru when I was working, on hand should he need anything.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I’m going to be doing the airport run tonight. I’m going to stick around and do the red-eye flight pick ups, too.”

      I knew he’d understand that meant I’d basically be gone all night. I wasn’t worried about him being on his own. I knew he’d get himself to bed, eager to cause me no trouble. I’d call him just before bedtime to make sure he did, anyway. It was something we’d done before, when there was a big concert or convention in town.

      People like to continue to party after and I happily took them to the clubs and bars and accepted their tips. Others wanted to go eat, so I took them there, too. It was all good, unless they sicked up, and then they had to pay the cleaning fee so that was covered, as well.

      “Promise if you get sleepy you’ll stop,” he begged.

      “I promise.” I walked over and gave him a one armed hug. “I’m not going to do anything stupid and leave you alone.”

      He leaned into my hug, his own arm going around my waist.  “Please don’t.”

      I dropped my chin onto the top of his head, not letting go. “So, what animal are you writing about?”

      “Sea turtles. Hey, do you think we could move where there are sea turtles?”

      I knew anywhere near a beach would be expensive.

      “Well, if not this time, we’ll definitely have to shortlist someplace like that once I graduate and get a job.”

      I definitely needed to add some courses that would be useful in the advertising field, I decided. I needed to greatly improve my chances of landing a good job and with a degree in media studies, the field was competitive. I need to be able to spread my net wider.

      I straightened up, releasing him to go add the tuna and peas. I also rummaged in the sauce packet drawer, happy to find a couple packets of soy sauce in there from the last time we’d been to the mall. The food court was great for getting packets of salt, pepper, mayo, ketchup, napkins, and stuff like that.

      The soy sauce I’d found on a table that hadn’t been cleared by someone who’d gotten food from the Chinese place. We only ever took the stuff from the tables, not the sections where the paying customers took them from. That way it was only stuff that was going to be thrown away.

      Well, except for this morning, but I’d paid for unsweetened drink mix so it’s not like I just swiped it without buying anything.

      That didn’t make me feel any less guilty.

    



OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/drama-mask-ornamental-break.jpg





OEBPS/images/natsumihime-ebook-1.jpg
~ LEONA WINDWALKER

MAT!! OF THE MYLOS





OEBPS/images/logo1-7.jpg






OEBPS/images/planet.jpg





