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Tony

“Hey, stop that!” I shouted through the window right before I heard a crack.  The sound soared across the frozen pavement and echoed between the decrepit steel buildings, reverberating back and forth a few times until it was eclipsed by the guy’s scream.  

What the hell was I thinking?  No, Tony, don’t!  Still, I pulled my cab over to the sidewalk and jumped out, all the while telling myself not to get involved.

“I’m bleeding.  Help me!  I’m bleeding!”  The dude was more than just bleeding.  A pure white stick of bone was protruding between the torn skin of his leg, a rapidly advancing pool of bright red blood spreading across the surface of dirty cement.  

The kid watched him, watched the blood steam, nothing in his eyes to reflect the horror of what he had caused.  Probably, the kid had seen plenty of horror in his young life.  Maybe this wasn’t even close to the worst he’d experienced. 

The dog began to lap at the blood before the guy’s screams had all but died out.  

“Ach, that’s enough,” I yelled at it, waving my arms to shoo it away.  It stared at me for a moment, backing onto its skinny haunches, trying to decide if I was as evil as the now dead man, or maybe it was considering how many meals it would get out of my starving body.

Not many.  Long gone were the days when I would spend hours in the gym trying to work off the steak and potatoes, and the vast quantity of alcohol I had consumed the night before.  And, it wasn’t just me.  This street, this city, this entire world was filled with starving people just waiting to die.  A dog was just another useless eater among far too many.  At least I wasn’t at the point where I was willing to eat him.

“Come,” the boy said, holding out his right hand, his voice barely above a whisper.  He glanced at me as if waiting for my response, the metal rod, an old piece of rebar, positioned like a sword in his left.

“You planning to break my leg too?” I asked.  “You’ll get your neck broke if you try.”  It wouldn’t be hard.  The kid was probably six or seven years old at most, a starving sack of bones encased in skin.

The boy’s eyes flashed in a way that showed a spark of intelligence behind them.  He pulled the dog to his side by the scruff of the canine’s neck, shielding the both of them with his makeshift sword.  We stared each other down for a moment, neither taking a step away, although I should have.  I should have turned and gone back to my car, that hulking bucket of rust which sometimes ran and sometimes decided not to for no apparent reason.  What did I care about this kid?  He was one of thousands if not millions that lived on the streets.  It had been a long time since I cared about anybody, and if I had summoned my better judgment, I wouldn’t have cared now.  

“Look.” I waved my hands.  “I’m not going to hurt him.  Personally, I don’t like the taste of dog.  I’m not going to hurt you either if you put that thing down and calmly walk away.  Alright?  Go.”  

He glanced down at the now dead man and then quickly back to me, without saying a word.  Would I call the cops, who wouldn’t come anyway?  Would I seek revenge later for this clear act of murder?  Would I challenge him to carve up what little meat remained on the guy?  Or, would I just accept that another man was gone for no reason any better than all the reasons the millions if not billions before us had perished?

I shrugged, a sad, pathetic acceptance of the world we lived in now.  Poor us, and especially, poor kid, who had no memory of how it was before.  At least, I had enough fuel in my car to keep it running another day.  I would find my way back to my apartment in my decrepit building, and burn something from my dwindling stack of broken wood scraps to keep myself warm.  

First, I needed food, a beer and a frozen burrito from the near empty shelves of what used to be the Quickland Mart around the corner.  Then, I could lay on what was left of my sofa, stomach mostly satiated, and fall asleep dreaming of better days. 

“See ya, kid.”  I turned to head in that direction.  If he clocked me on the head with the rebar, so be it.  I took a few steps.  Nothing.  I took a few more steps, traversed maybe half a block, inadvertently breathing a sigh of relief, before deeming myself safe from a murderous, starving six year old.  Until I turned the corner and discovered the murderous, starving six year old right in front of my path.  
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Lora

I watched the boy from the deck of the house, trying to figure out if he’d caught anything.  

“He’s a good fisherman, that lad,” Vern said last year when the fish were running.  This time of year, they were molting, those few that had survived the poisonous seas, so even if he caught them, the meat was thin and poor tasting.  

“You sure they’re safe to eat?” I must have asked Vern a million times or so, frowning as I cut through the thin, gray flesh.

“Ach yeah.  Why not?  What are you afraid of, old woman?”  After which, he would fork a fair amount of this offal into his mouth.  He didn’t make any noises though.  No mmmms or comments about how tasty, as he did when the children were much younger and he tried to coax them to eat.  Those children were all gone now.  Taken by the radiation and the famines, and if they somehow managed to survive that, the government and their work camps and prisons.  And, Vern was gone too, taken by the poisons in the food that he had insisted was safe.  No one believed me this.  But, I knew.

All that remained now was me and this one lad, a boy who had knocked on our door only the year before, seeking out work and something to fill his belly.  

“Come in,” I insisted for the weather was frigid, the wind so sharp it cut through one’s clothes like a knife.  

He hesitated at first, appraising me with eyes as clear and gray as the sky, before glancing this way and that, seizing upon the boat shed.  

“I can sleep in there,” he suggested, his speech surprisingly good.  The children these days weren’t taught like before.  Schools had been closed for more than a year then.  The students were mostly imbeciles, their minds poisoned, by what exactly, I cannot say.  

“No, you must come in and warm yourself.” I reached for the lad’s arm.  He shied away from my hand, no doubt unused to a caring touch.  That’s when Vern appeared behind me, his round face pink, his smile always welcoming.  He had thick white hair and a long beard, a jolly look about him that always made the children smile.

“Come now, son,” he declared in his boisterous, loud voice.  “You’re safe here.  You’re not the first nor the last lost waif to darken our threshold.”

So the boy came in and after filling his belly with clams from our tidelands and jarred pears from last summer, we sent him down the hall to the bath, bed, and hand-me-down clothing of one of his predecessors.  

Rent, we called him, as we called several of the boys who came before.  Back then, the government would pay us to foster them, and so Vern thought it fun to refer to the child as our rent.  Now, of course, we had basic income instead, which wasn’t even enough to cover the rent.  Vern thought it funny all the same, and the boy didn’t protest, so that was how we came to know him.

Vern taught him to fish, to run the boat, to pull the nets.  In the spring, he tended the gardens, tilled and hoed, planted seeds and hauled water from the well.  When the well pump broke, the lad surprised us by repairing it, using old parts and rusted things from the boat shed.  

“He has a natural inclination for mechanics,” Vern said proudly as if it was all his doing.  
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WHEN SUMMER CAME, VERN and Rent caught crabs from the bay.  For nearly fifty years, Vern and I and the children had done this, feasting on them all summer, and cleaning and freezing plenty for winter.  Never had we a problem until this year when the fish meat turned gray and smelled like a chemical we used to use to clean the floor.  

I couldn’t eat the crabs or the clams, and Rent ate them sparingly while Vern swallowed them practically whole.  “What are you afraid of?” he demanded of me again.  “You think this here crab leg is going to kill you?”

“I’m not afraid of death,” I must have told him, for it was a common refrain between us, his stomach and digestion much stronger than mine.  The truth was, I’d never been afraid of death, even less so the nearer it approached.  It was what preceded it that frightened me.  That swelling of Vern’s face.  The way his lips turned purple, his eyes nearly popped out and his tongue grew to twice its normal size.  He gasped for breath.  He clutched his belly.  He looked at me with eyes filled with fear, but there was nothing we could do and we all knew it.

Long ago, there had been medicines.  Long ago, there had been emergency services, doctors and hospitals that could fix what was wrong.  Long ago, I had a stash of antibiotics and other pills which were gone now.  I tried to give Vern dandelion tea.  I tried oil of oregano and a tincture of bayberry, elderberry and cloves.  

He gasped and he choked and then, his head fell, his awful wheezing breaths silent after a chest-rattling exhalation.  We covered him with a sheet and left him sitting at the dinner table.  The next day, Rent dug a plot in the vacant lot behind the house, far enough away from the cesspool, yet still where the ground was soft.  

Vern was far too large and heavy for us to lift, even worse now that rigor mortis had set in.  Rent dragged the yard trailer to the front door and together we pushed the chair across the threshold, launching it upright until Vern fell in.  

Rent stayed with me through the rest of the summer, though I would not eat what he caught.  Instead, we traded it for whatever our neighbors could provide.  

“Are you sure about this, Rent?” I said, fearing we might kill one of those kind people. 

“It’s okay now,” Rent insisted, and ate a clam or two himself.  “The toxins are gone.  It is safe.”
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Tony

I knew the kid was hungry.  It was pretty obvious by the way he stared at my Quickland bag.  I had heated the burrito in the store’s microwave since I didn’t have anything but a fire back at the flat.  I’m sure he could smell it.  I could smell it.  My stomach was growling.  It was my dinner and probably the only thing I would eat before dinner tomorrow night.  My allotment for this month, my guaranteed basic income was lasting barely a week and a half these days.  That was without heating my flat, or eating anything but crap.  Fortunately, my taxi business managed to cover my rent and gas enough to keep it going.
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“HALF,” I DECIDED, GLANCING down the empty street, making sure a few more street kids didn’t show up.  I reached into the bag, and ripped the tortilla and beans.  Back in the day, back when everything was still good, back when I was just a kid straight out of college, a cascade of beans would have spilled over my hand.  Now, I counted six of them.  “Three beans for each of us.”  He reached for it with two hands, stuffing it into his mouth with a ferociousness brought on by starvation.  “Wow.  You murdered that burrito.  You’re full of murder today, aren’t you kid?”

Taking two quick bites of my half, I handed him the rest which he devoured with equal ferocity.  He licked his fingers, sucking on them as if there might be a stray burrito molecule somewhere in his skin while I cracked open my beer.  I had to eat something.

“No, you can’t have this too.” I walked past him to my car.  “Beer is not for kids.”

“Beer,” he said, following me, his eyes imploring me with an adoration I didn’t deserve.

“No beer.”  I swallowed half the bottle as I pulled open the door.  “See ya, kid.”

“Beer,” he repeated, as if this were his only word.  

While I attempted to start my pride and joy, turning the key and listening to the starter grind, the kid, along with the dog, climbed into the seat next to me.  Setting the beer bottle down in the center console cup holder, I proceeded to pound the steering wheel, pump the gas pedal, and kick the dash, as if that might have some effect.  In the two minutes I spent doing this, while the engine coughed, choked, smoked, and finally began to purr, the kid finished my beer.

“Beer,” he said with a loopy smile.

“Ok,” I sighed.  “I’m going to give you a free ride since you’re obviously inebriated.  Dog, get in the back!”

The beast looked at me, decided I wasn’t kidding and took his hairy ass to my backseat.  

“Where to, kid?  Where’s home?”

“Beer.” He giggled.

“Beer,” I groaned and took the kid back to my apartment.

––––––––
[image: ]


SOMEHOW, COMPLETELY unintentionally, I adopted a kid from the street.  I named him Beer since it was the only word he said during the first two weeks he lived with me.  He sat in the passenger seat while I drove around all day alternatively looking for fares, fuel and food.  Dog, we left out to wander wherever, but he always showed up at our doorstep each night, until one day, he didn’t.

“Left,” Beer said, expanding his vocabulary while displaying a surprising ability to recall the streets and routes of our city.  “Right to Quickland Mart!”  

“Yep, Quickland Mart.” I pulled in front and let him out.  The kid was useful, I had to admit.  I could sit there in relative comfort with the motor running, while he ran in for the requisite burritos.  

His presence actually began to help my business, garnering us more tips from the rich folks who could afford to ride in my cab.  My fares took one look at the bedraggled orphan and forked over an extra fiver or tenner.

Eventually, we got to the point where we made enough for a burrito each and an egg or two in the morning.  I bought him milk instead of my beer, and squirreled away whatever else for whatever was to come.  

We were in the dying days, what was probably the last gasp for air of what had once been a great and powerful nation.  It was hard to believe that not so long ago, my city had been the seat of an immense and wealthy empire.  Some said it was once the most powerful and benevolent force in the entire galaxy.  Beer and I laughed at that fanciful notion as we drove across the ruins and rubble in my dying car.  
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IN A WEIRD WAY, I ENJOYED the kid’s company.  I liked having a copilot tell me where to turn, and someone to listen to my ramblings all day long.  He began to speak more, to learn the words I chatted at him.

“Fuck!”

“No, not that word.” We slid to halt, nearly hitting an old woman in the crosswalk.

“Oops!” Beer smiled broadly.

I did my best to educate him.  Granted, I wasn’t the best teacher and didn’t remember much of anything myself.  I did finish college, though.  I had dual degrees in finance and economics, graduating only to discover the complete lack of employment.  Any profession that might have needed me in the past was now completely dominated by AI. 

Being young and still passionate, especially since having just spent my life savings on that school, I became outspoken politically, demanding a chance, demanding a job, demanding a purpose.  Obviously, I was too outspoken, and my demands didn’t serve me well.  I was lucky to have avoided a work camp or worse, condemned to digging rocks as a prisoner on the Child Moon.  However, my basic income was set at the lowest tier which even then was barely survivable.  For three decades now, I had been living hand to mouth, one of the many have-nots instead of the few haves.

My philosophy has always been that you gotta find happiness wherever it’s hiding.  Abject poverty convinced me of this reality.  Happiness wasn’t money.  It wasn’t the fantastic job or fancy house I had always dreamed of.  Happiness for me was in the form of a kid who pushed his way into my empty life.  Six months later, he called me Pa, and I became a dad.
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“LEFT, PA.  THEN, TWO blocks and a right.”

It was like my heart doubled in size at that moment and a warm fuzzy feeling spread throughout my soul.  If this was the life I was destined to live, even though it sucked in so many ways, I could take it.  I could manage.  I could make it.

As with most things, that’s not what happened.  Instead, only a few months later, our lives were completely upended by a strange, limping dude, who climbed into my cab and took us for a ride from which we’d never return.
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Chapter 4
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Windy

The orange blossoms always smelled best in the morning.  That’s the thing I remembered most about my childhood.  By choice of course.  Purposely, I blocked out all the chaos, all the crises, all the daily catastrophes that dictated my existence and focused only on the sweet fragrance in the spring air as I lay upon the thick carpet of winter grass laboriously kept that way by an extensive system of sprinklers and mowers.

“Windy, you’re getting all wet,” Mom would scold, a wisp of cigarette smoke drifting skyward, visible to me even though I was two floors below the tiny balcony upon which she stood.  “You’re going to destroy that shirt with stains and I’m not going to buy you a new one.”

I didn’t care.  I liked the feel of wetness against my back.  Soon it would be hot, scorching and dry.  

“You’re impossible!” Mom tossed the butt of her cigarette, sending it spiraling down toward me.  It landed on the pavement, hard red cement, already dusty again as if the sprinklers never happened.  The sliding glass door screeched and banged as Mom returned inside, simultaneously yanking it closed while cursing the landlord, which was also the Government.  Nothing in our apartment ever was fixed.  The shower dripped, the toilet leaked, the refrigerator was too warm, the oven not warm enough.  It was cheap though.  Cheap enough that Mom was able to afford both the rent, our food and My Maintenance on her casino cashier’s salary plus the basic income she got for her and me.

“We are lucky,” she told me.  “The casinos are still around even if every year business gets worse and worse.  Count your blessings that we live here instead of that hell hole back east.”

Having never been to that hell hole and not knowing anything different, spoiled brat that I was demanded something more.  “What about a game?” I asked. “What about a toy?  A book?  A chocolate bar?  You never buy me anything.  I never have any fun.”

“Nope.”  She’d shake her head, the snail’s trail of smoke drifting first one way and then another.  “No fun for you.  Do you know how many kids would cross the desert in bare feet to have the kind of life you have?  You should be thanking me everyday that I brought you here where its always warm and you’ve always got something to eat.”

“Bread and peanut butter?  Maybe if you stopped smoking, we’d be able to afford something else once in a while.”

Immediately, her eyes would turn hard.  Her lips would grow narrow.  Her teeth would bare in a snarl like one of those feral cats that roamed the streets.  “I pay for my cigarettes and everything else in this shithole.  You just be damn glad I have money to put shoes on your feet.”

I was damn glad, even if my shoes were too small and worn out.  Frankly, most of the year, I was content to wear plastic flip flops, with tape holding down that thingy between my big toe and the rest of them.  All I needed was something to protect me from the scorpions.  

Usually, I’d apologize but that time, our argument was too far gone, and she was already half way out the door.

Later, after she returned from the casino, Mom would tiptoe into my bedroom and more or less apologize for being so mean to me.  She never actually said she was sorry, but she’d kiss me gently on the forehead and then leave a few dollars on my bedside table.  Her breath stunk like booze, and her voice slurred as she mumbled something that sounded like she loved me. 
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I SQUIRRELED AWAY THOSE dollars, removing them from the bedside table in case she changed her mind or came up short and decided she needed them worse than me.  Sometimes, I spent a little bit on stuff I wanted like the occasional pair of new flip flops or a t-shirt.  Mostly, I hid it away, locking everything in an old metal box I found near the garbage dumpsters.  The lock on the box was broken so I wrapped several layers of twine around it and then tied four square knots to secure it.  
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BY THE TIME I WAS SIXTEEN, I had enough money, all single dollar coins, to buy a ticket to someplace else, which was a good thing, because one night, Mom didn’t come home.

I didn’t worry.  It happened occasionally.  Sometimes she was too drunk after her shift to make it beyond the casino’s alley door, so she ended up on the breakroom couch.  Sometimes, she ended up on some gambler’s couch, or hotel bed, or backseat of his car.  

That time was different though.  The next morning, I was pulled out of class and ushered into the principal’s office.  While attempting to be sympathetic, lowering his eyes in a downcast expression and wringing his hands, he broke the news that Mom was found dead at the casino.  He tried to spare me the gory details, the fact that my only parent’s lifeless body was slumped over the toilet in the men’s restroom, but I found out anyway.  It was too interesting a story for the local newsfeeds to ignore, and by the time I got back to class, every kid in the school had it streaming on their cell.  

“So sorry, Windy,” Teacher said, affecting the same downcast expression and wringing of hands.  “Why don’t you go home?”

I did, packing my tablet in the backpack I left hanging across my chair.  As I walked home, I forced my own downcast expression on my face,  and wrung my hands.  Mom was dead, gone forever, and I should be distraught, or even weeping hysterically.  

A car rumbled by followed by a bus, which belched diesel exhaust in a cloud of black smoke.  I trudged along at the side of the road, trying to force a tear from my eye.  Honestly, deep down in my soul, I would probably miss her a little, but right now, at this moment, all I could feel was relief.  Freedom.

Once I got home though, it seemed like a mistake.  Nobody was waiting for me.  The apartment felt cold and empty, despite the heat of the day.  Now, while I might be free of Mom’s nagging and drunken dictates over my life, I was also completely alone and responsible for the rent!  

I couldn’t pay it even if I wanted to.  Which I didn’t.  I wanted out of this place.  Other than the orange tree outside, there were no redeemable features that I would even begin to miss.  I had no choice but to leave, albeit a little earlier than I had planned, on a homeless journey wherever the road and sky would take me.

Surveying the small apartment, I walked around and assessed the contents.  What would I keep?  There was really nothing I wanted, but out of necessity, I took a fork, a knife and a spoon from a kitchen drawer, as well as one plastic dish and one plastic cup.  

Moving on to my bedroom, I selected a few t-shirts, a pair of shorts and my single pair of jeans.  I had a fleece coat, worn only during the frigid winter nights of the desert, one pair of socks, and a single pair of shoes.  The soles had come unglued at the top of both, but I was not ready to spend any of my savings replacing them.  

Hesitantly, I entered Mom’s bedroom assuming I’d find nothing of value.  She never wore jewelry except for the cheap stuff the casino gave her as dealer incentives.  She probably didn’t have any money beyond the tiny bit leftover for groceries from this week’s paycheck.  That, I found in her top dresser drawer, and as expected, it was barely enough to buy me dinner tonight.  I sifted through the rest of her drawers and closet hoping I’d find a metal box like my own.  There was nothing.  No buried treasure.  No hidden letter from my long lost father, whoever he was, with a royal proclamation claiming me as his heir, or even a key to a safety deposit box with a few more dollars than I had already found.

What did I expect?  Mom was a hooker turned casino dealer, a recovered meth addict who managed to clean herself up enough to be a nighttime/weekend drunk.  Eighteen years ago, she had been pretty enough to sell her wares to someone of higher stature.  My father was someone special.  Someone worth something, one of the oligarchs maybe, or a tech overlord worth billions.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t special enough to want to rescue me.

“Am I not good enough for you?” Mom would snap if I ever dared to question who he was or why we were here.  

“No, Mom,” I always said.  “I’m good.  I love you.”

I did when I was a child, and I lied as I became a teen.  I hated this apartment.  I hated the crap food she put on the table and expected me to eat.  I hated my torn shoes and pathetic clothes.  I wanted something more.  I wanted whatever my father had passed to me through my genetics and I was bound and determined to get it.  I just didn’t know where to start.
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IT WAS THEN THAT I saw something as I wandered back into the living room.  It lay on the mantel above the fake fireplace along with my grade school pictures and Mom’s high school diploma.  It was the necklace she used to wear, a gold locket, which I assumed she received from the casino.  The clasp had broken years ago which is how it came to be tossed up here, haphazardly laying in a pile of dust.  

My first inclination was to sell it.  Pawn it for whatever I could get.  It might have some gold in it.  It might be worth a bus ticket or dinner one night.  I was about to shove it in my pocket when I remembered there was a picture inside.  Opening it, I took out the photo of baby me.  

Staring at me, I considered how innocent my blue eyes looked peering into the camera which captured this moment in time.  My bright blonde hair surrounded my cherubic little face in angel curls.  Always, I had been a contrast to my mother with her thick, dark straight hair and equally dark eyes.  We shared the same face, though.  Or, at least I thought.  Now that I gazed upon it, I realized, we looked nothing alike.  Maybe she wasn’t actually my mother.
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