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Prologue
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This story begins with a very normal boy.

A very normal boy the very normal age of twelve with very normal sandy blonde hair, very normal blue eyes, and very normal freckles. He wasn’t fat and he wasn’t skinny; he wasn’t tall and he wasn’t short. He liked playing video games, reading, riding his bike, and playing sports. This very normal boy was very nice, and very kind, and very polite, and just happened to live in a small gambling town in the middle of a desert. That being said, as very normal as this twelve-year-old boy was, his life was quite the opposite. As to say, he lived a not-so-normal life.  

Not that living in a small gambling town in the middle of a desert isn’t normal. Certainly there are many normal twelve-year-olds living in small gambling towns in the middle deserts. But our normal twelve-year-old lived in a trailer park with his single mom who homeschooled him.

Now perhaps, just maybe, there are a handful of normal twelve-year-old boys out there living in small gambling towns in RV parks with their homeschooling moms. If this is so, then we can hardly say our normal twelve-year-old boy lived a not-so-normal life when other twelve-year-old boys are living similar lives.

But there was more to this normal twelve-year-old’s life that still might make it not-so-normal. Do those other normal twelve-year-olds living in small gambling towns in trailer parks with their homeschooling moms have only two best friends?

That, too, is very possible.

But are those two best friends seven and thirty-one years of age? 

Now we’re getting not-so-normal aren’t we? After all, how many normal twelve-year-olds out there living in small gambling towns in trailer parks with their homeschooling moms have only two best friends ages seven and thirty-one? 

Maybe one or two normal twelve-year-olds are out there living in trailer parks in the middle of deserts with their homeschooling moms with two best friends ages seven and thirty-one. But what are their names? Certainly those normal twelve-year-old boys have names like Bill, or Chuck, or Ted, or Kevin? Chances are they don’t have a name like...Sizzy.

Sizzy Flint?

Yet...?

Perhaps...?

Possibly...by some crazy circumstance, by some unfathomable coincidence, there is another Sizzy Flint out there living with his homeschooling mom and playing with his two best friends ages seven and thirty-one...in a trailer park...in a small gambling town in the middle of a desert. If so, we still can’t say our Sizzy Flint’s life was not-so-normal because there could very well be another Sizzy Flint, as described, out there in the world! Even if the possibility of that is crazier than winning all the lotteries on the entire planet at the same time, we can’t lie! We can’t say our Sizzy Flint lived a not-so-normal life when there might be another Sizzy Flint living the exact same life! 

But this story has just begun.

And there will be no doubt that when you’re finished with this story you’ll know that our Sizzy Flint was the only Sizzy Flint who lived a not-so-normal life. 

Why?

Because there’s only one Ambassador To The Stars.

So let us begin again.

This story is about a very normal boy who lived a not-so-normal life. 
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Chapter One
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Let’s take Sizzy’s town, for instance. 

It wasn’t the normal gambling town like the Las Vegas type of gambling town (which is really a city) with casinos the size of stadiums, water parks with wave pools, restaurants with circus entertainment, and a night that flashes to life with a gazillion sparkling lights. He didn’t live in that type of gambling town. He lived in the type of gambling town that had a grand total population of forty-three and went by the name of Hold ‘Em. A town so small you can’t find it on a map, unless you’re looking at the map in the casino brochure.

Yup. Hold ‘Em. A town with a whopping population of forty-three, thirty-two of whom worked at the Hold ‘Em Casino. To put it simply, Hold ‘Em had only one thing in town: the casino. It had no stores—other than the casino gift shop; and no gas stations—other than the two filling tanks on the edge of the parking lot. Hold ‘Em didn’t even have a putt-putt golf course. 

Well, maybe we should say Hold ‘Em had one-and-a-half things in the town: the casino and the old RV park next door to the casino full of beat-up trailers.

So there’s the town of Hold ‘Em for you, out in the middle of nowhere.

And if you’re wondering how a gambling town pops up in the middle of nowhere, it’s because of one Storflov Orbiniflutzin, who, after running from the law in the Eastern European country of Astanastan, snuck over to America, bought a getaway donkey, got lost in the desert, found an oasis with fresh water, started digging a hole for an outhouse, hit upon a gold nugget, changed his name to Jimmy Smith, and decided to start a casino. The Hold ‘Em Casino started as a tool shed built around a flat rock that made a good card table. 

Since then the Hold ‘Em Casino has grown into a very big casino (for being out in the middle of nowhere). And the reason it’s so big is because it gets a lot of customers. And the reason it gets a lot of customers is because the Hold ‘Em Casino controls the market in the middle of nowhere—the middle of nowhere market consisting of lost tourists and those in need of supplies, like gasoline and water. Along with its own so-called gas station and its own so-called convenient store (in the gift shop), the casino has nice beds to rest in, televisions to watch, air conditioning, a swimming pool, and yes, entertaining gaming rooms where adults can enjoy a cold beverage and lose their money. It also has the best meal in the middle of nowhere, and not because they serve a lot of it at a cheap price (they do), it’s because Sizzy Flint’s mom, Meredith “G. G.” Flint, is the head cook, and a good one at that.  

Her food is so good that Patterson McGill would roll his wheelchair over rocks, cacti, and desert brush for a spoonful of her grub. He has in the past, often getting stuck between his trailer and Sizzy’s without anyone knowing and nearly dying from heatstroke before he was found. But because Patterson kept to a schedule—visiting Sizzy’s everyday coincidentally around lunchtime—G. G. thought it best that her son give him a push, which Sizzy’s been doing at around one-fifty in the afternoon every day since the age of nine. Two o’clock is G. G.’s mealtime break from the casino kitchen and the time when she hauls over the old buffet food from the morning along with the new buffet food she’s cooking for the evening. (By the way: Why she’s called G. G.? Nobody knows.)

“So you think she’ll say yes today?”

“You can try, Mr. McGill,” said Sizzy, who was getting pretty good at steering the old man over the rock shards and around the desert fan palms and saguaro cacti that made up the majority of the RV park (if only because over the years Sizzy’s forged a nice path and he’s gotten stronger, and Mr. McGill, now ninety-eight, is lighter); up the ramp (built by Gerald The Groundskeeper) to Sizzy’s back door, where they’ll roll inside to eat in Sizzy’s air-conditioned trailer. (Before Gerald built the ramp, they sat outside under a tarp in the heat.) 

It wouldn’t be a second after rolling Patterson to the table that Angie and Dexter would walk in, with Angie holding Dexter’s hand, and Dexter with his other hand held up near his face to hide his eyes and smile. Today Angie wore a football helmet. 

“Angie, darling, you might’n wanna remove that helmet to eat,” said Sizzy’s mother, G. G., noticing the mashed potatoes on the face mask after Angie’s attempt to spoon them through the face cage. Angie undid the chin strap, that looked very tight around her chunky red cheeks, and set it on her head like she was only taking a timeout from the game and the helmet she’d soon be needing.

“Oompf,” said Dexter, his head nearly touching the trailer bed above him. Taking up a majority of the booth, he sat alone on the other side of the fold-down trailer table.

“I got it,” said Patterson, reacting to Dexter’s oompf. He winked at Sizzy’s mother who reached for the candles in the center of the table. Patterson proceeded for the next five minutes, with trembling hands, to pat around his overalls for his lighter. When he finally retrieved it and held it in his hands everyone watched as he tried to shakily flick it to flame. 

“Here,” said G. G., not having the patience to watch the charade—that she’s seen many times before—any longer. That, and Dexter was oompfing louder. After lighting the lighter while it was still in Patterson’s hand, G. G. brought the three candles to the shaking flame.

“Oompf!” said Dexter, satisfied. 

“You got the softest hands in the world! Let’s say we tie the knot!” McGill spouted to Sizzy’s mom. Dexter grunted. Angie, chewing and waiting for an answer, looked around Sizzy at Mrs. Flint (the three of them shared the other side of the trailer booth from Dexter with Sizzy in the middle). Sizzy shoveled in his food, face to plate. Patterson pushed and moaned and squirmed in his wheelchair.

“Patterson, calm yourself,” Sizzy’s mother said, putting a hand on the old man’s arm. She knew what he was trying to do. They all knew what he was trying to do. Patterson, once again, was trying to lower himself off his wheelchair to get on one knee to propose marriage to Sizzy’s mother. “Not today, Patterson, I have to go back to work. And you know my answer.”

“Mr. McGill,” said Angie, stern and very serious. “There’s no way Mrs. Flint is going to marry you because you’re old and who wants to marry that?” Angie swallowed and waited for a very serious answer.

“What?” At certain times, when necessary, Patterson fakes deafness.

“I SAID,” Angie started again.

“He heard you,” said Sizzy.

“What?” said Patterson. 

Dexter made his noises. Sizzy smiled at him. Sizzy knew that Dexter knew what was going on, not that Dexter could always express it, being on the spectrum as it was so-called. (And where on the spectrum? No one knew.) But if you grew up with Dexter, like Sizzy had, you’d know quite well that Dexter knew very much what was going on. Actually, if you asked Sizzy, he’d say that Dexter was some type of a genius. A genius who loves light. Walking into Dexter’s trailer was like walking into the middle of a giant firework frozen in mid-explosion; or like walking into the middle of a Christmas tree decorated by every possible light. For most of Dexter’s thirty-one birthdays he’s received lights—light being the only thing he’s ever wanted. Primarily strings of lights. Like Christmas tree icicles and lights shaped like peppers. He has flashing LED lights of every color and lights that pulse in different rhythms. They make him happy and he can sit in his room and stare at them for hours. 

“What if I told y’all I got somethin’ special for after lunch,” G. G. grinned.

“Dessert!” Angie popped up, her helmet thumping over her face. 

“That’s correct, Angelina, dessert.”

“Who’s birthday is it?” Angie asked, raising her helmet.

“It’s not a birthday dessert, it’s a special day dessert.”

“What’s a special day dessert?” Angie asked excitedly. This was something new. Maybe special day desserts can happen more often than birthday desserts. 

“A special day dessert is a dessert served during the day when my boy, Sizzy, gets him a job!”

Sizzy choked on his bite. A job? His mom mentioned something about jobs before but Sizzy never payed much attention.

“A job dessert?” said Angie, disappointed. “That’s boring.”

Sizzy took a long sip behind his glass of ice water, hiding his fear. A job? Work? That’s for older kids and adults, isn’t it?

Mrs. Flint pulled the éclairs from the bag she brought from the casino. “Mr. Carrufa had to replace Carl. He ran off again.”

“He’ll come back,” Angie said. “He always does. He doesn’t go very far. Momma said last time he was down in Heatsville, at the bar.”

“Wherever he ran off to is no matter. He ain’t been back and the pool’s gettin’ dirty and Teddy don’t like cleanin’ it no more, and Cindy, she ain’t never touched a piece of equipment in her entire life. So I says to ‘im that my boy ain’t doin’ nothin’ and that he’s a real capable child, got a lot upstairs,” G. G. said, getting the finger she tapped on her head stuck in her hairnet. “Mr. Carrufa asked if Sizzy got any spreadable diseases and I said no and then he says he’ll give Sizzy a go. Ain’t that divine?”

“Mmm!” Patterson confirmed, but no one knew if he was commenting on what G. G. said or the éclair that was placed in front of him.

“That sucks,” said Angie.

“Sucks is not a good word for a seven-year-old,” said Mrs. Flint. 

Dexter made a laughing oompf. “Shut up, Dexter, it’s not funny,” Angie snapped, slumping in her helmet to hide and pout. “That means Sizzy won’t be able to play with us.”

“No. That means Sizzy could earn him some money so one day he gonna go to college.”

Sizzy took another sip of water. College? College was like getting a job. Both were about as distantly incomprehensible as riding his bike to the moon. The only thing Sizzy knew about college was that college kids—judging by what he saw in the casino parking lot—had a lot of stickers on their cars and consumed mass quantities of junk food. Sizzy only knew of one person ever to go to college from the RV park, and that was Harriet Stilgood. But she was smart and went away to school when she was growing up in the park. Sizzy, on the other hand, was, as previously mentioned, homeschooled. And being homeschooled by a mother who left for work in the morning and returned in the late evening wasn’t much of a homeschooling, especially when she didn’t have much of an education herself: she dropped out of High School to run away with her boyfriend. 

Which leads us to a brief history of Meredith G. G. Flint and how Sizzy got his name. Her High School boyfriend ran away from her when she was pregnant with Sizzy, leaving her alone in the Hold ‘Em Casino when he said he was going out for a “job interview.” He never came back. With only a dollar in her pocket, tears in her eyes, and not really thinking straight (not that she does much of that anyway) Meredith Flint tossed her last dollar in a slot machine and pulled the lever. Through her tears she witnessed a miracle. She knew enough math to know three fiery sevens clunking to a stop in a row meant something. She collected her jackpot, asked a few folks what one of the trailers in the park would cost and decided she would still have money leftover if she bought the rattiest trailer in the park. She could read enough to decipher recipes, and because of that, made a fine pie that became well known among her neighbors. It was that slot machine, not her math skills, that got her on her feet, and the cooking, not her English skills, that got her a job at the casino. And it would be from that slot machine—not from a name in a book or from her imagination—where she would get her son’s name: The Sizzling Sevens slot machine. Her boy’s name—Sizzling Sevens Flint. Sizzy for short. 

Being homeschooled by a mother who named him after a slot machine didn’t provide Sizzy with the most advantageous education: “Did you read some today, boy?” Mrs. Flint would ask, and Sizzy would nod. Not much else to do, really. It’s not like you can ride your bike or play football in the hot desert all day. It’s much nicer in an air-conditioned trailer. After playing his only two video games for the thousandth time, and putting Angie down for a nap (in the earlier years of his babysitting), or keeping her occupied with a sports activity, and when Dexter was involved in listening to his headphones and staring at his lights, there wasn’t much else to do but read.

Sizzy’s first reading materials were casino and tourist brochures. After mom and drink Sizzy’s first words were double-down, buffet, and jackpot. G. G. went on to collect the literature left behind at the hotel for her son’s education. Therefore (educators plug your ears) Sizzy grew up reading comic books, women’s magazines, best-selling thrillers, and crime novels. Unfortunately for Sizzy not too many comic books were left behind—only the tattered ones with the covers and pages missing or those used to mop up a spill in the car. The majority of materials left behind for Sizzy’s homeschooling were the magazines and books left behind in the hotel rooms and around the swimming pool—reading material apparently so bad it wasn’t worth the effort to repack. But if you asked a first-grader whether he thought Russian espionage, grand theft auto, larceny, serial killing, blackmailing, and kidnapping was light reading, he’d probably tell you differently. The articles in the women’s magazines were lighter reading but Sizzy could only read so many of those before his eyes started to water. And not from the sad break-up stories, but from the perfumes sampled on the pages. 

With such schooling, was it no wonder that Sizzy grew up imagining the outside world to be...well...scary? 

The border that separated Sizzy from that outer world of scariness was the Lucky Lost Trailer Park cactus-and-bougainvillea-lined chainlink fence—the threshold to the world of Russian espionage, grand theft auto, larceny, serial killing, blackmailing, kidnapping, and the all around scariness that was somewhere past the loading dock and cafeteria kitchen and into the casino. At least in the two-part world of Sizzy Flint—one part being the broken-down rusty swing sets, old tire basketball hoop, stand-up swimming pool, and the prickly shrubs and palm trees of his trailer park, and the other being the casino and the rest of the world.

So when his mom plopped the éclair in front of him Sizzy was deep in his thoughts, walking through the latched gate to the other side. This job, this pool cleaning job, this would put him on the other side of the fence and into the world of Russian espionage, grand theft auto, larceny, serial killing, blackmailing, and kidnapping—the fence his mother walked through every day (except the three days of her vacation per year). 

Not that he hadn’t been over there in the past. It wasn’t like he lived in a complete prison. After all, he did have the entire desert for a backyard. But the kids from the trailer park weren’t allowed to run around in front of the casino or go anywhere beyond the cafeteria kitchen and the loading dock. If, for whatever reason, Sizzy had to get Angie’s mother (she, too, was single, and cleaned rooms) because Angie needed stitches after a climbing fall, crashing her bike, or a sports accident; or if he had to get his own mother because Dexter was swimming naked in the trailer park pool again, Sizzy had to enter through those back entrances.  

But the pool...the casino swimming pool. He’d only snuck into the swimming pool a few times, but that was after it closed and before the surveillance cameras. (He was grounded all three of those times. He wouldn’t have been, he knew, if Dexter and Angie weren’t such loud swimmers.) But now it would be legitimate. He was going to be there during the day. With the tourists—all the people from the outer world of Russian espionage, grand theft auto, larceny, serial killing, blackmailing, and kidnapping; all those people from the scary world traveling...or lost...in the middle of nowhere. 

For the first time in his life Sizzy didn’t finish his dessert.
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Chapter Two
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“So you’re gonna wear this suit with pride, real one-hundred-percent pride.”

“Real pride. Yes, sir.” 

Sizzy’s previous encounters with Mr. Carrufa were strictly from a distance. He’d see him getting in his fancy car and drive away to wherever he lived, which certainly wasn’t anywhere near Hold ‘Em. His shiny black hair looked different up close. From far away it looked like a bike helmet, but up close Sizzy could see it wasn’t completely full, thinning on the top, with comb rows where the hair gel created lines. Mr. Carrufa’s skin looked leathery.

“You have to keep your clothes clean. Real clean. Clean like the casino clean. Everything’s clean here, not like over there,” Mr. Carrufa said, throwing a thumb over his shoulder toward the trailer park. “You get two shirts and two pants.” Mr. Carrufa pulled his own polyester Staff shirt from his body and let it go with a snap. Sizzy figured he did this to get some air under his shirt because it stuck to his body sweat. It looked like Mr. Carrufa was always sweating. “No talking to the guests. You just clean the pool, got that?” 

“Yes, sir.”  

“And no getting to work late.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And no wandering around the casino.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And if you see Mr. Smith—and you better not, because that means you’re in the wrong area—but if you do, or he just happens to be where you are, then you stop and face him with your arms behind your back, and bow. Like this.” Mr. Carrufa struggled from his chair, snapped his shirt, put his arms behind his back, smiled and bowed. The smile disappeared as fast as it came. “Got that?” Carrufa said, doing it all again rapidly, “Like that,” as if it were a dance he mastered.

“Okay,” gulped Sizzy. Mr. Smith? If he sees Mr. Smith? Mr. Smith is the great great great grandson of the first Jimmy Smith. He’s the owner. He lived at the top of the casino...sometimes...though no one’s ever sure. He comes and goes in a helicopter and nobody’s certain if he’s being dropped off or carried away. Sizzy’s mother would sometimes tell Sizzy she saw him or he passed by the cafeteria. One time his mother said, “I almost shook Mr. Smith’s hand today. I reached my hand out to say, ‘How do ya do, Mr. Smith?’ and he just stared at it like I was showing him somethin’ dead. Then ya know what? I remembers—Mr. Smith don’t like to touch the hands of any of his staff.” 

Carrufa snapped his shirt. “Follow me.”

Just as Sizzy was thinking he’d never know if he saw Jimmy Smith because he didn’t know what Jimmy Smith looked like, he passed a portrait in the hallway and did a double-take after seeing the name on the frame. Captain Jimmy Junior Junior Smith it read in fancy cursive lettering on a small bronze plaque under the portrait. The man had a big silver gray mustache and a silver gray beard growing only under his chin and on his neck. He wore white gloves and a blue jacket with lots of gold buttons on it. It wasn’t the Jimmy Smith of today, it was a Jimmy Smith of the American calvary days. Nonetheless, Sizzy did his best to remember the face as he followed Mr. Carrufa down to the pool office. 

Mr. Carrufa introduced him to Ted Powers who was the lead lifeguard and who once, a long time ago, cleaned the pool. Ted would make sure Sizzy knew this. “I used to do this when I was about your age. How old are you?”

“Twelve...and a half.”

“Twelve, and a half,” Ted laughed. “You’re twelve and you still say, and a half? What? Did you grow up in a trailer park?” Ted looked at him, but not for an answer because he was going to answer it himself. “Oh, yeah, you did grow up in a trailer park!” Ted laughed at his own joke. Then he got serious. “Do people still live over there?” He didn’t give Sizzy time to answer. “Or is it just you and that retarded man? That’s what happens to you if you grow up over there. You become retarded.”

Sizzy’s fists clenched involuntarily. He knew Ted was talking about Dexter. These were the times it was hard to have Dexter as a friend—all the fights he could have been in if he had let his fists fly at people calling Dexter retarded, or stupid, or dumb. At least Ted didn’t know his other best friend was a seven-year-old girl. Sometimes it was painful for Sizzy to have the friends he had and he wished he just had normal friends his own age so he wouldn’t have to deal with idiots like Ted. 

Ted didn’t wait for a response. “Hopefully you’re not too retarded yet and you’ll understand how to clean the pool. I’m sure you won’t do much worse than drunk Carl. Just pay attention ‘cause I’m only showing you how to do this once.”

It was a long day with Ted, to say the least. Along with belittling the trailer park, Ted kept calling him Sissy. “Okay, Sissy,” Ted would say, showing him how to turn on a pump or assemble the cleaning brushes. “Did you get that, Sissy?” “All right, Sissy, it’s time we learned about chemicals, Sissy.” “Sissy, are you getting what I’m saying, Sissy?”—as if Ted really liked to say the name Sissy. Certainly being called Sissy was the oldest joke in Sizzy’s book. Every new kid he met would call him Sissy. But he wouldn’t expect it to drag on so long from a twenty-something-year-old. Ted had the wild look in his eyes like he’d rather be jumping his motorcycle off cliffs than be at a swimming pool, which, in Sizzy’s mind, was probably why he was so bitter—Ted wasn’t on the motocross circuit like his older brother.

“Cindy, this is Sissy. Sissy here is the new pool cleaner.” Cindy was the other longterm lifeguard.

“Sizzly?” Cindy chirped, with a tilt of her head and a snap of her gum. “Is that really your name?”

“No it’s—”

“No, it’s not Sizzly,” Ted interrupted. “It’s Sissy.”

“Oh, how sad,” Cindy said, with another gum snap and a hand on her hip, looking down at Sizzy. She was probably also in her twenties, Sizzy guessed, and she also lived down in the nice housing development of Heatsville. “Oh well, nice to meet you. Make sure you clean the ground filters because sometimes Carl forgot and they’d start to stink.”

The day went as well as could be expected for a first day. The only weird thing was the way he had to leave the pool area to get back to his house. He had to go very far out of his way to avoid being seen by the guests, which was the same way he’d have to come and go from the job, even though his hours were from five to seven in the morning. 

“Okay, come on, I’ll show you the way you should walk back to the trailer park. Not like I go that way...ever. But it’s the way you should go.” Cindy popped and snapped her gum—a pop and snap that popped and snapped with the snap of her flip-flops. 

With Sizzy behind her she immediately got on her phone. “Yeah, I gotta show the new kid the way out the back for staff that live in the trailer park. Yeah...(pop snap flop flop pop snap) yeah...trailer park...yeah...yeah...sad...yeah...(pop snap flop flop pop snap) totally.” 

With Sizzy holding his pile of clothes and following five paces behind Cindy, she took him into a side entrance to the casino, to the stair doors, down into what could have been the basement, up another two flights of stairs, through a door, down a hallway, down more stairs, through a maintenance area, up into a warehouse, into an elevator, up three floors, through more doors, and then she stopped. 

“See those doors at the end of the hallway? (pop snap) Those are the doors to the outside.” 

They were the doors to the outside, but around the corner from the loading dock and the cafeteria. They were the doors all the card dealers and maids used when they left. Not the doors closest to the trailer park that he wanted to use. 

Sizzy hardly slept that night as his thoughts circled less from worrying about how to clean the pool than the path he was supposed to take to get to the pool. And just when he
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