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CARLOS



So there I was, sitting on my folding chair, my first day as a guard at the Long Beach Contemporary Museum, when a man walked in and stood with his back turned to me, arms dangling at his sides. At first I didn’t know what he was doing, why he was looking down. I thought there was something on the floor that held his attention—a plaque I hadn’t noticed, an air vent, some strange insect crawling silently across the hardwood. He spread his feet apart and lifted his head toward the ceiling, at the industrial pipes snaking up there, the light fixture angled at a large pile of bright green sand in the corner of the museum. He moaned. Then the urine came.

“Hey!” I shouted. I stood up from my chair and walked toward the man, half confused, half afraid. Maybe he had a knife. “What are you doing?” I said, which was stupid. I mean, it was pretty obvious.

The man ignored me. Urine splashed on the floor, his puddle growing bigger before him.

“You can’t do that,” I said.

The man looked over his shoulder and continued relieving himself. He was in his early thirties, with a goatee and a long, slender nose. His eyes were self-assured, sleepy, as if he’d been urinating in public all his life and was now bored with the act.

“Who says I can’t?” the man said.

“I say.”

“And who are you?”

“I’m the museum guard.”

It was the last Sunday in January, and up until that moment I had been thinking what an easy gig this was, how little foot traffic there was, that people were probably at home reading the paper, mowing their lawns, or at church listening to a sermon.

And then this jackass walked into the museum.

“Nice jacket,” the man said.

I had thought my suit and tie made me look professional, older and confident, someone who was doing things right. But after his remark I felt foolish, like I was playing dress-up.

The man wiggled his hips. The stink of his piss was pungent, slamming into my nose like the breath of a Dumpster.

“You’re going to have to clean that up,” I told him.

“Says who?”

“Says me.”

“I’m sorry,” the man said, “who are you again?”

“The museum guard!”

“Oh, right, right,” the man said, zipping up. He tucked his shirt in and flicked the name tag that was pinned to my jacket. He patted my shoulder. “Good work,” he said.

Ms. Otto, my boss, came running from the east wing of the museum, her heels clicking fast across the floor. She had a platinum blond bob and her bangs were snipped perfectly above her brows, ruler-straight. She was a small woman, petite, but her voice added weight to her presence. “What’s all this yelling about?” she demanded.

The man turned around, surveying the museum. “Terrific exhibit,” he said, nodding. “That one right there is my favorite.” He motioned toward the giant rag doll Jesus sprawled on the floor. The artist had used brown yarn for hair, a heavy black thread to stitch two Xs for eyes. A pair of scuffed boxing gloves were fitted over the hands.

“What’s going on here, Carlos?” Ms. Otto’s eyes darted to me, to the man walking away, to me again, to the puddle on the floor, then back to me. There was something accusatory about her gaze.

“He did it!” I said, pointing at the man, who was now walking leisurely toward the exit.

“Sir,” she called out. “Sir, come back here!” The automatic sliding doors glided open, and the man stepped outside into the bright sunlight. Ms. Otto made a grunting noise like there was a bear inside her throat as she headed toward the front desk, her bob quivering with each step.

“I told him he couldn’t do that,” I said to her back.

Ms. Otto began questioning the receptionist, who lifted the handset of the telephone and turned in my direction. I held my hands out and shook my head slowly as if to say, There wasn’t anything I could’ve done to stop that man from urinating.

Ms. Otto stormed off, furious, her heels echoing throughout the museum.

I put my hand against my jacket pocket where I kept my bag of Red Vines. Now wasn’t a good time. I was addicted to the red licorice, its sweet flavor and gummy texture, but it also kept me from biting my fingernails, a nervous habit I had had as far back as I could remember. I was probably biting my nails inside my mother’s womb.

Seconds later Ms. Otto returned with a roll of paper towels and an aerosol can. “We’re going to have to clean this up.” She handed me the paper towels while she sprayed the area with Glade. Now the museum smelled like Tropical Mist and urine.


“Do you have any rubber gloves?” I asked her. “And a trash bag?”

“Yes, yes, I’ll be right back.” She set down the aerosol can and marched off.

I unspooled the paper towels like a giant scroll, tore off about ten sheets, and let them fall on the puddle. I imagined myself in a commercial, testing the durability of one brand of paper towels over another. What’s this? I heard the narrator say. The camera slowly zoomed to the urine pond on the floor of the museum. Nothing Brawny can’t handle. So strong. So soft. Then there’d be a shot of me in my museum guard uniform, on my knees, wiping. That’s triple-action performance. That’s Brawny.

Ms. Otto came back with a plastic trash bag and a pair of rubber gloves that were taxicab yellow. “Here you go, Carlos,” she said. “I need to make some phone calls. Can you take care of this?”

“Sure,” I said, trying to conceal my irritation.

“Great. Thanks,” she said, then trotted back to her office.

If someone had told me the week before that in seven days I would be wearing a navy blue suit and rubber gloves, mopping up another man’s piss beside an eight-foot stuffed Jesus wearing boxing gloves, I would’ve asked him what he was smoking.

“Hey,” a voice said from behind me. It was the receptionist. She was about my age and had the same hairstyle as my girlfriend, Mira—straight blond that flipped up at the shoulders. The receptionist’s eyes were a dull blue, her nose small and pudgy. Beige freckles spotted her cheekbones.

“Hey,” I said back.

“That sucks.”

“No kidding.” I lifted a clump of wet towels and dropped them into the bag.

She scrunched up her face. “God, it stinks.”

“It smells worse down here.”

“I’m Vanessa, by the way.”

“Carlos,” I said. “I’d shake your hand, but…” I raised my gloved hands.

“Ms. Otto had me call the police,” she said. “They should be here soon.”


“I hope they catch him.” I spooled out more towels and wiped again.

“So this is your first day, huh?” she asked.

“Yep.”

“It can only get better.”

“I hope so.”

“You in school?” she wanted to know.

“Junior at Millikan,” I said. “You?”

Vanessa smiled. “I go to Millikan.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around.”

“I just transferred a week ago,” she said. “I was at Wilson. Millikan feels a lot bigger. Like I’m in college all of a sudden.”

“How come you transferred?”

Her smile dissolved, she dipped her head. “I had some problems with my last school.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. “Long story,” she said.

I looked up at Vanessa, her shifting eyes.

“So what do you think about all this stuff?” She stepped away to the middle of the museum, her hands at her waist.

“I don’t get some of it,” I admitted.


“I hear you.”

“I mean, I could’ve done that.” I pointed at the giant canvas hanging on one wall. It was completely black, as far as I could tell. “That’s not painting,” I said. “That’s covering.”

Vanessa walked over to the pink neon sign on the opposite wall. In a script font it read:


No more coitus for you.


The sign buzzed softly like an old refrigerator and turned Vanessa’s face pink. She tilted her head to one side. “I kinda like this one,” she said.

“Me too,” I agreed.

The phone at the front desk began ringing, and Vanessa hurried off. “Nice meeting you, Carlos.”

I lifted my gloved hand. “Same here.”

I finished cleaning up and cinched the trash bag closed, then sprayed some more Tropical Mist around the area. Even though I was wearing rubber gloves, I washed my hands really well in the museum’s bathroom before returning to my post. I pulled back my coat sleeve and looked at my watch. I had four hours left in my shift.

Unlike my previous job at Ralph’s, bagging groceries and rounding up shopping carts, this was a pretty easy gig. All I had to do was sit on my ass and keep my eyes open. It paid a quarter per hour less, sure, but at least I wasn’t pushing a train of carts under the sun or running price checks. Besides, I just needed a little cash flow to fill my gas tank and buy Mira some nice things every now and then. If my mom and Ms. Otto weren’t in the same book club, had my name not come up when Ms. Otto mentioned one of her guards quitting without giving her two weeks’ notice, I’d probably still be asking strangers, “Paper or plastic?”

An hour or so later a police officer arrived and I told him everything about the man that I could remember. His goatee, his slender nose, his sleepy eyes. “He said the stuffed Jesus was his favorite,” I said. The officer glanced at the giant rag doll sprawled on the floor and scratched the side of his face. He flipped through his notes and thanked me for my cooperation. I headed back to my post.


Late in the afternoon a family of four came into the museum. They seemed out of place, disoriented. I expected the father to pull out a tourist map from his back pocket at any minute. He had a belly like a globe and walked around the museum with his hands deep in his pockets, rattling his car keys. His daughter was thirteen, maybe fourteen, listening to her iPod, mouthing the lyrics and bobbing her head slightly while she wandered aimlessly around the room. The mother was heavyset and wore a T-shirt with a cartoon honeybee that had red and blue stripes instead of black and yellow. Above the oblong wings it said: PROUD TO BEE AN AMERICAN. Her son hovered close to her, timid. As they neared the neon sign, the boy said, “Mom, what’s coitus?” Except he didn’t know how to pronounce the word and added another syllable: co-eye-tis, like it was some kind of disease.

“Oh, it’s nothing,” the mother said.

“What does it mean?” the boy pleaded.

“I don’t know.”

“Yes you do.” He was practically yelling.

The mother looked at me and smiled nervously. “Come on, Blake. Let’s go see Grandpa Joe.”

I pushed a fist against my mouth, stifling my laughter, air wheezing out of my nostrils.

Once the family had left, I slipped out my Red Vines and pulled a piece from the ripped corner of the bag. I took a large bite and chewed and chewed, the red licorice sticking to the back of my teeth. I wanted to be home already and out of my uniform and on the phone with Mira. I wanted to tell her about my first day.

The neon sign continued to buzz.

The giant pile of green sand sustained its conical shape.

Jesus the boxer stayed put—knocked out, flat on his back, fragile as anyone.











ISABEL



The one-year anniversary of the death of my boyfriend was approaching and the events of that Monday afternoon were coming back to me, playing in my head like a movie. He’d just dropped me off at home and said he’d call after he left Ferraro’s, the Italian restaurant where he bused tables and refilled customers’ drinks. He was already dressed in his uniform—black pants, white shirt, red vest. Before he rolled up the car window and sped off down my street, I kissed those full lips of his and tasted the spearmint of his gum.

It happened shortly after, on Studebaker Road, just north of the 22. The eyewitnesses said he was driving way over the speed limit, that he was making a left-hand turn when he lost control of his car. It skidded, jumped the curb, then crashed through a chain-link fence before rolling down into the glittering blue water of the canal.

A few weeks after Gabriel’s death I pulled down this ratty dictionary I had in my closet, sandwiched between my junior high yearbook and a stack of CDs, and looked up a word that had been gnawing at me even though I basically knew what it meant:


fate \'fat\ n (14c) 1: the principle or determining cause or will by which things in general are believed to come to be as they are or events to happen as they do: DESTINY 2 a: an inevitable and often adverse outcome, condition, or end b: DISASTER; esp: DEATH 3 pl, cap : the three goddesses who determine the course of human life in classical mythology


I sat there on the edge of the bed with the dictionary split open on my lap, looking out my bedroom window at a trio of birds clipped to a TV antenna, little black starlings, until one by one they flew away. I couldn’t accept the idea that Gabriel was destined to die the way he had, that somehow it was all inevitable. If so, if that was how the universe operated, then we are all just theater puppets, moving this way and that way by some invisible hand. It would mean people couldn’t be held responsible for their choices. Just blame it on whoever’s pulling the strings.

Then I looked up free will, skimming forward through the thin and dusty pages, and saw that the definition contradicted fate.

Then I looked up god.

Then I looked up death.

Then remorse.


Then love.

Then I looked up Isabel and was surprised to see it wasn’t included even though other names were, but I pictured it there anyway, right there between Isaac and isallobar.


Is·a·bel \'iz-?-bel\ n (2006) 1: a heart-broken teenager from Long Beach, California, whose boyfriend recently died in a car accident 2: who is now looking up words like fate and love in a dictionary because she’s hoping to find the meaning of life—or at least a sign—within its yellowing pages 3: who now feels that familiar dull ache in her heart as if someone had pushed a thumbtack into it



I was a mess for months—crying in the shower, in bed, during class, at the dinner table—and then I reached a point where I was just going through the motions, a zombie of a girl, my mind elsewhere and nowhere at once. Sometimes I’d be hanging out with Heidi at one of the orange tables in the quad and all of a sudden I’d have tunnel vision. It happened quite often: this sensation that I was looking at the world through a glass tube. Sound was muffled. Everything in slow motion. Then Heidi would nudge me on the arm and say something like, Earth calling Isabel. That’s what happened yesterday.

“Sorry,” I told her. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

Heidi twisted her lips and shook her head. “It has almost been a year, Is.” She reached across the table and placed her hand over mine. “You’ve been thinking about him a lot lately.”

I looked across the quad at some kids leaning against the chain-link fence, a boy with his hands jammed inside his front pockets, his friend on a cell phone.

“Yeah,” I sighed.

Heidi gave my hand a little squeeze.

Soon after, Matt Hawkins walked past us wearing his Oakleys and letterman jacket. He pointed at someone he knew by the fence and smiled, the sky reflecting in his lenses.

Heidi raised a fist to her mouth and bit down on the second knuckle of her forefinger. “Umph,” she grunted.

“He’s okay,” I said.

“Just okay?”

“He’s got a big forehead. You can watch a movie on that thing.”

“It doesn’t bother me so much,” Heidi said.

“And why does he wear his letterman jacket all the time? I think he tries too hard.”

“But would you do him?” she asked.

“No way.”

“I’d do him in a second,” she said, grinning.

The thing was, I had a hard time thinking about hooking up with anyone, let alone some big-headed jock in wraparound shades. Whenever I looked at some boy who I thought was cute, whenever I imagined myself with him, even for a second, part of me felt guilty, like I was still with Gabriel and considering cheating on him. It was no surprise that I hadn’t dated or kissed anyone since he died.


“You all right?” Heidi asked.

“Yeah,” I said unconvincingly.

A girl approached us then with blond hair that curled up at her shoulders. She looked distressed. “You guys mind if I sit here for a second?” she asked. “I think I lost my cell phone.”

“Not at all,” I said.

“Thanks.” She had a small nose and freckles the color of sand. She set her purse down on the table and began rummaging through it. I could hear her keys jingling in there, something plastic clicking against something plastic—a tube of lipstick, a compact, a ballpoint pen. “I need to clean this thing out,” she said, flustered, poking around her purse. “Shit. I hope I didn’t leave it at the museum.”

“What’s your number?” Heidi asked, pulling out her own cell phone. The girl told her, and Heidi dialed, her thumb moving quickly over the numbers. She motioned with her eyebrows at another boy, her neck bent slightly. “How about him, Is?” she said.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, with thick curly hair. “He’s kinda cute,” I said.


Heidi swayed her torso like an exotic dancer. “Oh, I’d do him for sure.” She looked at the girl, her phone still to her ear. “It’s ringing,” she said.

The girl tipped her head toward her purse. Silence. “I knew it,” she said. “I must’ve left it at work.”

“Hello? Who’s this?” Heidi said to the person on the other line. She handed the girl her phone. “It’s Mr. Ziolkowski,” she said, her mouth twisted downward in disgust.

The girl lifted Heidi’s phone to her ear. “Hi, it’s Vanessa from second period,” she said. “Sorry, sorry…Where are you now?…Okay, I’ll be right over….” She hung up and handed the phone back to Heidi. “Thank you,” she said, rising up from the table.

“No problem.”

“Where’s the teachers’ lounge?” she asked. “I’m sort of new here. Just point me in the right direction.”

I looked at Heidi. “Let’s show her.”

Heidi stood up from the table. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Thanks, guys. I’m Vanessa, by the way.”

“I’m Heidi.”


“I’m Isabel,” I said. “You can call me Is.”

“Okay, Is,” she said.

I liked Vanessa immediately. I could tell she wasn’t a snob. She seemed sweet, down-to-earth, maybe a little shy. Her voice had a lilt to it that made it sound like she was always asking a question. She wore a cute green top with stonewashed jeans and had this shiny silver bracelet with black stones in it like drops of ink.

“Thanks,” she said when I told her how pretty it was. She lifted her arm and rotated her fist back and forth like she was trying to open a door. Her bracelet flashed in the sunlight. “My mom bought it for me for my birthday.”

“I wouldn’t trust my mom to buy me anything,” Heidi said. “She wears the ugliest jewelry.”

It was true. All the times I’d seen Heidi’s mom in person she was wearing these godawful earrings. One pair was gold and looked like flattened bottle caps. One had feathers that dangled from big hoops. Feathers! I wondered what she would hang from her ears at a funeral, what hideous stones she had to go with a black dress. Then I wondered who the funeral was for, who was lying inside the casket.


That was something else I’d been doing more often, along with the tunnel vision: thinking about death. When my mom told me the other day I had a face like a cherub, I asked her, What’s a cherub? and she said, A child with wings, an angel child. I said, So a cherub is some kid that died. And she said, Well, in a sense, yes. She walked away and then I started thinking about all the kids dying at that moment around the world and becoming cherubs, wings sprouting from their shoulder blades. A boy falling off a roof. A girl snatched off the street. A boy in a hospital gown with a bald head. A girl on a crosswalk, oblivious, a truck barreling down on her. Dreamlike, morbid visions.

Issues. I had them. So sue me.

Heidi turned to Vanessa before we entered the administration building, a one-story structure with stucco walls and gray doors, very bleak. “You know about Mr. Ziolkowski, right?”

“Nuh-uh,” Vanessa said.

We stopped walking.

“What?” she said. “Tell me.”

“Mr. Z’s a total perv,” Heidi said. “Haven’t you noticed how he looks at some of his students? The girls and the boys?”

Vanessa nodded repeatedly. “Yeah, there’s definitely something creepy about him.”

“Miranda Brewer told me she saw him on 4th Street wearing a dress,” I said.

Vanessa’s eyebrows jumped up her forehead. “Shut. Up.”

“Her boyfriend saw him, too,” Heidi added.

“We had a teacher like that at Wilson.”

Heidi and I waited to hear more, both of us looking at Vanessa intently. She turned her head toward the parking lot as if she’d heard someone calling her name. “Yeah,” she said, even though neither Heidi or me asked her a question.

We went into the administration building, down the west hallway, and found Mr. Z sitting on a coffee-colored sofa chair, his long legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles. You could tell he was as tall as a streetlamp even though he was sitting down. He was thin, bird-faced, with short blond hair that bristled on the top of his head like a toothbrush. He reminded me of a skeleton, which reminded me of death, which made me wonder when he was going to die, where and how, and then I imagined him keeling over in the grocery store, his body crashing into a pyramid of apples, thumping like red fists on the waxed floor before wobbling away from him.

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Z,” Vanessa said.

He reached into his shirt pocket and slipped out Vanessa’s phone. It looked ridiculously small in his hand, like a Matchbox car or a nine-volt battery.

“These things are constantly ringing in my class,” Mr. Z said. His voice cracked a bit like he was in the middle of puberty. “If your phone ever rings during my class, it’s automatic detention.”

“It won’t,” Vanessa said. “I promise.”

“Good,” he said. He extended his long, bony arm and handed Vanessa’s phone back to her. When Mr. Z stood up I thought his head was going to punch right through the ceiling. “See you tomorrow,” he said, and headed out the double doors, taking languid, ostrichlike steps.

When Mr. Z was gone, Heidi asked Vanessa if she’d ever played Who Would You Do?

“How do you play it?” Vanessa said.

“It’s not really much of a game,” I told her.

“Would you ever jump on Mr. Z’s bones?” Heidi asked point-blank.

Vanessa had this I-just-sank-my-teeth-into-an-icy-lemon-wedge look on her face. “Never,” she said.

Heidi grinned. “That’s how you play.”

“I told you it wasn’t really much of a game,” I said.

Vanessa looked at Heidi. “Would you?”

“Never,” she said. “But I bet he has a nice, long salami.”

Vanessa covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh God, don’t make me think about Mr. Z’s dick!”

Heidi and I started to laugh.

And just like that the three of us became, well, the three of us.
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