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    The Happiest Place on Earth


    When I was five years old, back when my old man was still sort of around, I watched a promotional video for Disneyland that my mom got in the free box of VHS tapes at the library. Basically, the video was a virtual tour of the Disneyland grounds. I guess you could say it was a harbinger of things to come, because what really sparked my burgeoning imagination, more than all the fanfare and rides, was the fastidious landscaping: the big, perfectly formed Donald Duck  and Pluto-shaped bushes, the vibrant floral beds depicting Mickey and Minnie, and the impeccably manicured lawns. It looked like paradise to me. I would have given anything to experience Disneyland. For months, all I talked about was the Happiest Place on Earth. Mom said if we scrimped and saved hard enough, and we stayed with my dad’s family in El Sereno, maybe we could pull off such a visit.


    “What do you think, Victor?” she said to my old man, sprawled on the sofa.


    “We’ll see about it,” he said, turning up the Mariners game and repositioning his ass.


    I knew he was just blowing us off. But I wouldn’t let it go. I kept pushing for weeks, to where my old man would get really irritable every time I brought it up. Finally, one day he dragged me out to the driveway.


    “Get in,” he said.


    “Where are we going?”


    “Disneyland.”


    Even at five, I was a little circumspect. But what choice did I have except to jump into the Impala?


    “What about Nate and Mom?”


    “Don’t worry about them.”


    We drove through Poulsbo in the rain and took the junction south to Silverdale, my old man unshaven, in a dirty T-shirt, stonily silent, gripping the wheel at ten and two. After twenty minutes, I started getting impatient.


    “How much longer?”


    “Hold your horses.”


    Then I recognized East Bremerton, and I thought maybe we were going to pick up our food stamps on the way or that this was all a big trick to take me to the walk-in clinic again to get a flu shot. My old man stopped at a minimart and left me in the car. He came back out with a big can of beer in a brown paper bag, and a Sprite, which he tossed across the seat at me, so when I opened it up, it fizzed all over the place. But he didn’t yell at menot this time. He just drank his beer calmly out of the brown bag and kept on driving in silence.


    “Are you sure this is the way?”


    “It’s the way.”


    We kept driving until we got downtown near the old naval shipyard, where he parked the car on a deserted side street, and we just sat there looking at the brick facade of an old warehouse while he sipped the last of his beer, his eyes darting back and forth between the street and the rearview mirror.


    “Are we here?” I asked.


    “C’mon,” he said, stashing the empty beer can under the seat.


    It’s not that I was stupid, okay? I was five years old. Yes, I imagined Disneyland would be a lot farther away. I had no idea that Bremerton was in Southern Californiawho knew? It took a leap of faith to believe such a thing could actually happen to me, but I chose to believe, with all my heart. As I trudged along the Bremerton waterfront in the trail of my father’s cigarette smoke, I was practically weightless with joy and wondermentI still remember that sensation. And that’s the thing of it, I never want to forget it. That brief blossoming of expectation, those few delicious moments before the fall, those moments in which I let myself believe something extraordinary was about to happen, that I, little Mike Muñoz, with the dad who called him Polla Pequeña and the chain-smoking mother and the mentally retarded big brother, was actually going to enter the Happiest Place on Earththey are still among the most poignant moments of my entire life.


    When I peered through the chain-link fence, across the expanse of half-barren concrete, at the rusting hulls of the great gray navy vessels, I was perplexed. The place looked big enough, sure. But where was the castle? Where were Mickey and Goofy and Pluto? Where were the big animal-shaped shrubs and the frothing sea of colorful flowers and the lush expanse of green grass that had so thoroughly sparked my imagination? Also, shouldn’t we be hearing the laughter of children? Shouldn’t it smell like cotton candy or roasted peanuts?


    Instead, there were only the frenzied cries of a dozen feeding seagulls and a waterfront redolent with the stench of dead clams and urine. The only bush in site was a blighted thing about three feet high, an Almond Joy wrapper clinging to one of its bare limbs.


    My old man clenched the chain-link fence and looked out over the shipyard in the rain, drawing irritably from his cigarette.


    “Well,” he said, exhaling. “Looks like they moved. C’mon, let’s get out of here.”


    That was Victor Muñoz for you, world’s greatest dad.


    Needless to say, I cried. The entire walk back to the car, I followed in my father’s shadow, chin quivering, vision blurred. But I didn’t let my old man see me crying. I wasn’t gonna give him the pleasure. The whole drive home, I gritted my teeth and tried to make myself believe that it could still happen someday, if only to spite my father, that one day in the not-so-distant future, if I hoped hard enough, I might still gain entrance to the Happiest Place on Earth.


    A kid can dream, can’t he? And that’s what I did, for a while, anyway, until the relentless indignities of privation wore my innocence to a nub, awakening me to the reality that dreams were for dreamers. The point is, I’m not a child anymore. I’m almost twenty-three fucking years old.

  


  
    This Was Not the Plan


    Friday night, while Mom was pulling a double down at the Tide’s Inn, I was at home, babysitting Nate for the third night in a row. Not that I’m complaining, but I could use a break. I watch my brother pretty much every night except Tuesday and Saturday, which consists mostly of placating him so he doesn’t go ape shit. Surrender to Nate’s will and it’s pretty smooth sailing, most of the time. Overexert your own will, however, and you’re asking for trouble.


    Because unlike me, Nate knows exactly what he wants.


    Mom and I make an effort to limit his TV time, because it seems like the right thing to do. So after a dinner of mac and cheese with turkey-dog slices and banana-flavored instant pudding, we screwed around with Mr. Potato Heads in the bedroom for a while. Nate likes to jam the arms and legs into the eye sockets, then hurl them across the room. He thinks it’s hilarious. I can’t really say that I share his amusement, but then I’m pretty much done with Mr. Potato Head at this stage of my life.


    Nate smelled pretty ripe, so I finessed all three hundred pounds of him into the bathtub, using a couple of Oreos as incentive. After a hot bath, he’s usually pretty sedate, which is when I cave in and set him in front of the TV in the kitchen, where he slouches at the table drowsily watching Despicable Me 2. As long as Nate’s hypnotized by the television, I can generally count on him to stay in one place, which means I can almost have a life of my own, which mostly means reading.


    I read at least two books a week, sometimes as many as four. Call it self-improvement. You see, old Mike Muñoz would like to figure out who the hell he actually is, what he’d actually like to do with his life. He aches to be a winner. I’d like nothing more than to spread my proverbial wings and fly the fuck away from my current life, or maybe just get above it for a while. At this point, I feel like I’m nothing more than what everybody needs me to be or whatever the situation demands of me.


    Nebulous, that’s the word I’m looking for.


    “Nate, you good in there?” I shouted from the living room.


    No reply.


    “Nate?”


    Nothing.


    Had I been paying closer attention, my first clue that all was not right in our household would’ve been the fact that the relentless burbling of those idiotic Minions had ceased at some point. But the truth is, once you’ve sat through Despicable Me 2 enough times, you stop hearing the little fuckers. Besides, I was too wrapped up in my book to notice. It’s called The Octopus, by a dead guy named Norris, and it was recommended to me by the new librarian. The novel is about corporate tyranny in the 1800s, about how powerful outside forces impose their wills on us and disenfranchise us and beat us to jelly, until we’re seemingly powerless to fight them because they own the game. They are the landlords of the world. Sound familiar? Take away the sheep-herding poet, and The Octopus could’ve been written yesterday.


    You’d think I would’ve smelled the smoke before the fire alarm started squalling, but oh no. It wasn’t until Nate shouted that I raced to the kitchen to find smoke so thick that I could hardly see him through the haze, fists clenched, tears streaming down his face.


    I grabbed the hot mitts and threw open the oven door, exposing a molten pizza. Molten, because Nate had neglected to take off the plastic wrapper and remove the cardboard Frisbee from underneath. It didn’t help that he was broiling it. I rushed the pizza to the sink, where I deposited it in a smoldering heap, opening both taps full throttle.


    “You okay?” I said. “Did you burn yourself?”


    That’s when he gritted his teeth and raised his balled fists to chest level, and I knew that unless I could calm him within the next three seconds, he would go Incredible Hulk on me.


    “Here, buddy, have an Oreo,” I said. “Have as many as you want.”


    Tears still streaming down his face, he grabbed a fistful of cookies. As soon as he stuffed them in his mouth, his breathing began to quiet.


    You’ve got to hand it to my brotherthe man knows how to leverage his position. You don’t want to negotiate with Nate. If things had gone a little differently with his birth, he might have ended up being one of those people who invented themselves and did whatever the fuck they wanted with their life. Become the first Muñoz to wriggle out of the primordial mud and grow some balls. Why not? He’s got the single-mindedness. He doesn’t take no for an answer. He might’ve cured cancer for all we know. But things didn’t work out that way. As is often the case in the 360, complications arose. Shit happened. And instead of being an astronaut, my older brother is a three-hundred-pound toddler.


    The tears, it turned out, were mostly for the pizza, our last. I shepherded Nate to the living room and, with expert finesse, convinced him to eat a microwaved burrito instead of a pizza. Turning on the big TV, I plugged in the first Despicable Me, whereupon, with the aid of the Minions, I soon managed to restore order.


    Mom came home almost two hours late, noticeably tipsy. Apparently, she was unable to smell the aftermath of our near disaster over the blue tendril of smoke curling off her Vantage.


    “Sorry I’m late, honey,” she said.


    She set her purse down on the dining-room table and proceeded straight to the kitchen for a tumbler of chardonnay with ice. That’s pretty much her go-to. But don’t judge her. Let’s see you take it on the chin from three husbands, your boss, the state, the insurance companies, and anyone else who stands in your way. Let’s see you bring home the bacon, get slapped on the ass all night, do zero self-care, take three vacations in twenty-five years, and not make a mess of raising kids all by yourself. Yes, it’s true, she’s been unlucky and unwise in love. It happens. And anyone who has ever been a waitress at the Tide’s Inn, with its “colorful characters,” its gazillion cast-off scratch tickets, and its signature bouquet of mop water and burnt hamburger meat, will tell you that the place just takes the umph right out of you. Between the job and Nate, she hasn’t got much left for herself by day’s end.


    So, you see, my life is not totally without purpose. After five caregivers in three years (two of whom Nate physically assaulted), we’ve burned so many bridges with the Aging and Disability Services Administration that we don’t even bother asking for help anymore. But we manage to maintain a household, just barely. There’s a lot of broken shit around here and not a lot of resources. So if you’re wondering why our showerhead is an empty plastic liter bottle riddled with fork holes, why don’t you run down to Home Depot and price a new showerhead?


    When Mom emerged from the kitchen, tumbler in hand, she sat in the old brown La-Z-Boy that used to be Ronnie’s. She picked up the remote and turned on the TV to nothing in particular, firing up a fresh heater and drawing deeply from it. Maybe it was just the sickly light of the TV, but behind her veil of smoke she looked a thousand years old. You could see the new crown on her front tooth and how it was whiter than everything elseand it ought to be for six hundred bucks.


    “You okay, Ma?”


    “Fine,” she said, exhaling. “You?”


    “I’m good.”


    She flipped around the channels a bit, puffing her cigarette, until she landed on something called American Pickers, wherein two guys who seem a little gay drive around the country in a van, rummaging through people’s old crap and offering them money for it. Initially, there was something hopeful about the premise, but it turns out it’s not as simple as just being a hoarder. You need the right crap.


    Finally, Mom stubbed out her cigarette and pushed herself to her feet. “When you get a few minutes, honey, could you look under the kitchen sink? It’s still leaking.”


    “Sure, Ma, I’ll take a look.”


    When she was halfway to her bedroom, she turned back, as though she’d forgotten something.


    “Oh, and I hope it’s okay, but I picked up a shift tomorrow night. It’s gonna be tight this month with the”


    “But I was”


    “Oh, never mind, honey. If you’ve got plans, I’ll just call Jerry and”


    “Nah,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. It’s okay.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “Yeah, I got it.”


    After Mom went to her room, I took a cursory look under the sink and quickly determined that the drainpipe (cheap-ass PVC) was cracked, and the elbow seal was also a lost cause. Probably the whole works would have to be replaced. A small pain in the ass, and twenty bucks if you did it right.


    I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed. Not about the sink but about tomorrow night. I’d planned on heading down to Mitzel’s to sit in Remy’s section, and eat another crappy entrée and drink a lot of water, so she’d have to come by and refill my glass. And no, I’m not stalking her. Some slow night, when there’s a break in our conversation that feels natural, I’m gonna ask Remy out. Nick says I need to “hurry up and hit that shit.” But then, Nick’s kind of a dipshit.

  


  
    Nothing Auspicious


    I have this old picture, bent and tattered around the edges, that sits atop my dresser next to my pickle jar full of coins. The photo was taken a few weeks after my old man moved out for good. Not that there’s anything particularly auspicious about the occasion of the photograph, but it’s one of maybe a half dozen I have from my childhood.


    In the picture, I’m standing with Nate and my best friend, Nick Colavito, out in front of the Bainbridge fire station, where my mom brought us for the annual BIFF pancake breakfast. Maybe it’s because I look at the picture so often that I remember the details of that day so vividly. Or maybe I’m embellishing. But I remember my mom paying our admission with her previous night’s tips, a tired but scrupulous stack of small bills. I remember that Mom didn’t buy a plate for herself and that it was only after Nate went back for thirds and couldn’t clean his plate that she devoured a half a strip of bacon and part of a soggy pancake.


    Afterward, we waited in line for a free ride on a fire truck. I distinctly remember not having the heart to tell my mom that I was a little too old to get any kind of kick out of a fire truck, and so was Nick. But looking back, the engine ride was probably for Nate’s benefit. He was always talking way too loud about fire trucksoften in church or in line at the grocery store. Anyway, that’s when Mom lined up the three of us and snapped the photo.


    Nate is on the left, a half foot taller than Nick or me. At eleven, he’s already pretty thick around the middle, his T-shirt clinging to his bloated torso like a sausage skin and barely reaching the waistband of his cotton sweatpants, which are also too small. His hair is cropped short, so he won’t pull it out or catch it on fire. Other than that, he looks somewhat content, if not a little cross-eyed.


    On the far right is Nick, same age as me but older looking, his good-natured grin unable to belie the considerable defiance in his eyes. The effect is sort of a glower, like he’s daring the world to do something or say something. Sometimes I wish I could go back and tell Nick to just hold his horses, that the world has plenty of shit in store for him. But I think he already knew that from experience.


    That’s me, little Mike Muñoz, standing in the middle. A sad-eyed ferret of a kid, skinny and bewildered, slight olive complexion, dark rings under my eyes. Greasy bangs plastered to my forehead, faded Toughskins jeans riding halfway up my shins. On my back, a dirty brown coat with a fake-fur collar. Not exactly the kid from the Sears catalog but a kid all the same. Eight years old and looking for a little security, a little self-confidenceany confidence, really. Just a third grader, bottom lip chafed from obsessive licking, little fingernails bitten to the quick, aching for a good time.


    I don’t know why I keep this old photo around, but it serves as a constant reminder of where I came from. Not that I really need one. I could just as easily look out the window. But sometimes, as with Nick, I wish I could go back and tell little Mike Muñoz a few things, tell him to relax and leave the worrying to the adults. Tell him he’ll find love and security one day, if he can ever figure out where to look for it. And maybe I’d tell little Mike to start by looking outside himself instead of within the murky, undefined recesses of his heart. In my experience, a kid doesn’t gain much through introspection. A kid gets more by throwing a ball or wrestling with a dog or burning anthills with a magnifying glass. Sometimes I wish I could just go back and tell little Mike Muñoz to quit biting his fingernails and have some laughs.


    That’s what kids should do, they should laugh. If there’s a better, righter sound in the whole world than the laughter of children, I don’t know what it is.

  


  
    The Flying Saltshaker


    What I like most about Remy is that she seems comfortable in her own skin, like she’s not trying superhard to impress anyone. She’s not apologetic about being a waitress at Mitzel’s, and why should she be? I hate that everybody is so self-conscious about how much money they make, and how much freedom their big important job allows them, and all the cool places they go, and how good looking their kids are, and all the sexy pictures of jumbo shrimp and giant margaritas they post on their Instagrams. Remy’s not like that. When she tells you to have a good day, you feel like she really means it.


    Of course, Nick doesn’t find Remy attractive, but what does Nick know? He’s got something negative to say about almost every girl I’ve ever tried to get with, even though he’s the one always pushing me. According to Nick, Shannon (the ticket taker from the AMC 7 in Poulsbo) looked like a pteranodon. And yeah, she kind of did, but that didn’t bother me. I’ve got nothing against a slight cranial crest. It’s not like she had wings. I was more bothered by the fact that I had nothing in common with her. According to Nick, Amy (the checker from Rite Aid) looked like Matt Damon. Personally, I thought she looked more like Hilary Swank, but that’s beside the point. The real disconnect with Amy, once again, was that I had nothing in common with her. Nick called Monica from the bookstore “Skillet,” because she looked like someone hit her in the face with a skillet, which was not entirely true. But the thing with Monica was, she didn’t really read books, even though she worked at a damn bookstore. She may as well have been selling bathroom tile. I guess I don’t see the point of dating somebody just because. Sex doesn’t seem like enough.


    The lone exception that Nick was ever willing to grant me was Shelly, the barista at the Coyote Coffee drive-thru on 305, to whom Nick assigned “semihot” status, from the neck down, anyway. He said I should “hit that shit,” even if her face was “butter.” And maybe I could have, if my heart had been in it. But the truth is, things always felt forced with Shelly, what with me ordering three coffees a day at the drive-thru window and trying to start conversations based solely on customer familiarity. With Remy, I don’t feel quite as much pressure. The familiarity was there the first time I sat in her section, and it seems to grow with every visit.


    Since Mom was working, I had no choice but to bring Nate with me when I went to Mitzel’s the following night. This was bad news, of course, on a number of levels, not the least of which was a financial one. In case you didn’t know, mowing lawns doesn’t exactly make a guy rich. You’d think Nate would be grateful for a free, fancy meal. But let me tell you, coaxing him inside was no easy task, though the drive to the restaurant went relatively well. It wasn’t until we parked my truck that things started to go south in a hurry.


    “This isn’t fucking McDonald’s!” he shouted.


    “Shhh,” I said. “You can have anything you want.”


    “You said McDonald’s!”


    “Shhh. Look, they’ve got all kinds of cheeseburgers here. They’re hugeway bigger than Mickey D’s.”


    “You said Big Macs!”


    “Shhh.”


    Clutching two menus, the hostess arrived just in time to run interference.


    “Two of you tonight?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Remy’s section?”


    “Uh, yeah, sure, I guess that’ll work.”


    I swear, the hostess rolled her eyes as she shuttled us briskly to a booth in the middle of the dining room.


    “How’s this?” she said.


    “Not McDonald’s,” grumbled Nate.


    “Great,” I said.


    Begrudgingly, Nate turned his attention to the sticky picture menu.


    “Anything you want under twelve bucks,” I told him.


    “This one,” he said, pointing to the prime rib dip.


    “That’s fourteen. Try the bacon cheeseburger. It’s only eleven.”


    “This one!”


    “Shhh. Calm down.”


    “You said anything!”


    “Fine,” I said, heaving a sigh. “But no dessert and no soda.”


    He stiffened in an instant, thunderheads gathering behind his eyes.


    “Okay, soda. But no dessert.”


    On this occasion, it was Remy’s arrival that saved me.


    “Oh, hey,” she said, fishing her pen from behind an ear.


    It’s not her fault if her uniform is a little frumpy, with its padded shoulders and baggy sleeves and shapeless black slacks, any more than it’s her fault that she always smells like pancake batter. That stuff is all superficial, anyway.


    “Uh, this is my brother, Nate.”


    “Hi, Nate,” she said.


    “This one!” he demanded, pointing to the prime rib dip.


    “Ah, okay,” she said, scribbling down the order as she shot me a sly little wink. So sympathetic, so understanding. She could tell right away that Nate had special needs. What was stopping me from asking this woman out?


    “How about you?” she said.


    “I’ll just have a side salad.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “And, uh, fries, I guess.”


    “Anything to drink?”


    “Soda!” said Nate.


    “Just water for me.”


    Nothing to set the world on fire, sure, but a successful exchangeor at least not a disastrous one. We were still getting to know each other. What was the big hurry?


    When Remy delivered the food, I redoubled my efforts to develop intimacy.


    “Wow. That’s a big salad,” I said.


    “Yeah,” she said. “It’s pretty big.”


    “Really big,” I ventured.


    “Yeah, I guess so. Can I bring you guys anything else?”


    “I think we’re good. Thanks.”


    I thought I saw a little spring in her step as she waltzed back down the aisle to the wait station.


    About two minutes later, Nick came down the aisle, with his trimmed little goatee, which made him look like a NASCAR driver, and his twelfth-man jersey. Muscling into the booth, he immediately started plucking fries off my plate.


    “Man Hands working?”


    “Quit calling her that,” I said.


    “Did you get her digits yet? Get it, digits? Like because of her big fingers.”


    “Just shut up about it.”


    Nick speared another fry off my plate and was eyeing Nate’s.


    “Make a move already, Michael. It’s getting a little creepy, you eating here twice a week. No wonder you’re broke all the time.”


    “Just get off my back for once, would you?”


    “Jesus, why are you so sensitive? Speaking of fags: look at that homo by the window.”


    “And lay off the fag stuff,” I said. “You don’t even know the guy.”


    “Oh, are you a fag, too?”


    “No, as a matter of fact, I’m not. It’s just that what difference does it make about somebody’s lifestyle or whatever. Fags are just people.”


    “Yeah, people who stick shit up their butts.”


    “You like The Rock, don’t you?” I said.


    “What the fuck does that have to do with anything?”


    “Everybody knows he’s gay.”


    “Fuck off! That’s the stupidest shit I’ve ever heard. The fucking Rock, gay. Pfff.”


    Somewhere under all the bravado and the habitual bigotry and the general stupidity, Nick’s got a good heart, I swear. And he’s had my back many times, and Nate’s, too. I guess I’m a loyalist at the end of the day. Just about everybody lets you down sooner or later, so if you know anybody who hasn’t totally betrayed you, I figure you’re pretty smart to stick by them, warts and all.


    But there’s one thing I’d never tell Nick in a million years, not that it really matters: in fourth grade, at a church youth-group meeting, out in the bushes behind the parsonage, I touched Doug Goble’s dick, and he touched mine. In fact, there were even some mouths involved. It’s not something I’d even think about all these years later, except that Goble is the hottest real-estate agent in Kitsap County. His face is all over townsigns, billboards, Christ, even on shopping carts. Do you know what I think three times a day when I see his picture? I wonder, all these years later, why he just kicked our friendship to the curb like that. Was it shame?


    “How about you, Nathan?” Nick said. “How you holding up?”


    Nate grunted through a mouthful of prime rib dip.


    “Always the conversationalist,” said Nick, before turning his attention back to me.


    “Dude, it’s just Man Hands. She’s not even hot. She’s like a five and a half. How much money are you gonna waste in this place? Ask her out right now.”


    “Not with you here.”


    “What, I’m gonna cramp your style? What about him?” he said, indicating Nate, his face slick with grease, his shirt front damp with au jus.


    “Just leave me alone, okay?”


    “Fine, whatever,” Nick said, snatching one last fry. “Anyway, I saw your truck in the lot and just dropped in to say hi. You wanna go down to Tequila’s later? I think the chick with the octopus tattoo is working.”


    “It’s a giant squid, Nick, not an octopus. It’s called a kraken, it’s a legendary sea monster.”


    “So who the fuck cares?”


    “I care.”


    “That figures.”


    “Just go,” I said. “Please.”


    Nick stood up. “Fine. Michael, I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, but you’ve got a real stick up your ass.”


    Thank God, he finally relented, leaving Nate and me in relative peace, a peace that lasted for a while, anyway, until Nate set his sights on dessert.


    “I said no. We can’t afford it.”


    “You said anything!”


    I should have given in. It would’ve lengthened our stay, if nothing else. But as it was, I knew I’d be hitting up the Money Tree by the twenty-third and taking a 30 percent hit on my paycheck.


    “Forget it. No dessert.”


    That’s when Nate snatched up the saltshaker.


    “Relax,” I said. “You can have some Oreos when we get home.”


    Before I could persuade him further, he hurled the saltshaker across the dining room, and I mean winged it like King Felix. It whistled past some old geezer’s head so fast that he didn’t even look up from his soup before it crashed against the far wall, not three feet from Remy at the wait station, shattering a glass picture frame.


    Nate went pale when he saw what he’d done. The dining room set to buzzing. Remy and the hostess immediately started tending to the broken glass while some guy with cropped hair and an earring, who carried himself like the manager, started striding purposefully toward our table. I was standing before he got halfway there.


    “What seems to be the problem here, gentlemen?”


    The guy’s voice threw me. Turns out he was a she, at least I think, just kind of butch.


    “My brother’s developmentally disabled,” I explained, for about the nine-thousandth time in my life. “He’s got impulse-control issues. One time he hugged the neighbor’s cat too hard.”


    “Is he okay?”


    “He broke its spine.”


    “I mean your brother.”


    “Yeah, I think so.”


    “Are you okay, sir?” she asked Nate, slyly confiscating the pepper mill.


    Without even thinking, I fled, leaving Nate with the manager, and the next thing I knew, I was kneeling on all fours, grazing elbows with Remy, close enough to smell her pancake-batter scent, as she plucked glass off the carpet.


    “Ugh, this is so embarrassing,” I said. “Here, let me get it.”


    “I’ve got it,” she said.


    “He does that sometimes. It’s hard to see it coming, you know? It’s not like a daily occurrence or anything. Look,” I said, and I could see in her eyes she knew what was coming. “I know this is weird timing, but sometime”


    She stopped me short. “Maybe you should go check on your brother.”


    I felt like an asshole. Why the hell was I flirting at a time like this?


    “Oh yeah, right, my brother.”


    Remy stood up and walked away with her tray of broken glass.


    As it turned out, order had already been restored to the dining room by the time I was halfway to the table. In fact, Nate was apparently getting chummy with the manager, who was still poised at the end of the booth.


    I could feel myself blushing from anger and embarrassment.


    “Your brother and I were just chatting,” the manager said.


    “Is that right?”


    I was giving Nate the stink eye big-time. I know it wasn’t fair to blame him for my falling flat on my face with Remy, but I couldn’t help it. If he hadn’t thrown the saltshaker, it never would have happened. If I wasn’t stuck looking after him my whole life, who knows how many girlfriends I might have had.


    Remy avoided us after that. We finished our meal in silence, and the manager cleared our plates. It was the manager who brought us our check, and the manager who cashed us out.

  


  
    I Am Not a Virgin


    Don’t get the idea I’m batting zero. I’ve just been in a bit of a slump since I lost my virginity six years ago. Not that I was lighting the world on fire back then. Gina Costerello just happened to fall into my lap junior year. Actually, Nick sort of pushed her there.


    Gina Costerello was a senior, and not unattractive in a horsey way. She was at least three inches taller than me, which was enough to put her out of my league. At least in my memory, Gina always wore dark sweaters with big boobs inside. Not to say that big boobs were important to me. They seemed like an awkwardly designed utility more than anything. Gina’s were hard to ignore, though.


    It was Nick who was standing beside me that cool spring night in the woods at Rob Vosper’s birthday keggerRob Vosper of the underaged tattoos and the older brother named William who was in a band that gigged semiregularly in Seattle, the same older brother who dated Gina Costerello for three weeks the previous year.


    “Dude,” said Nick. “They look like baby seals.”


    “No they don’t. They don’t look anything like baby seals.”


    “I’ll bet she’s got those smooth silver-dollar nipples.”


    “Stop,” I said. “She’s gonna hear you.”


    “No way. She’s shit-housed, dude. Hey, Gina,” he called. “Gina Costerello!” And then he promptly darted off toward the keg.


    Gina turned in my direction sluggishly, her big brown eyes swimming for focus in the whites.


    “Do I know you?” she said.


    “I’m Mike. I sit next to you in home economics. We were partners for the pizza thing yesterday. You actually burned me,” I said, volunteering my wrist.


    “Oh,” she said. “Sorry.”


    “That’s cool. It was an accident.”


    She scanned me up and down with her unsteady gaze, from my fake Adidas Superstars (one too many stripes), up past my off-brand, faded jeans, to my ragged gray sweatshirt, and finally to my face: slightly greasy, with the faintest beginning of a molester mustache. I think she must have seen something pitiable in my brown eyes.


    “You’re actually kind of cute,” she said.


    “Uh, thanks.”


    “C’mon,” she said, without taking my hand.


    And that was pretty much the extent of our courtship. It was more like a transaction. Gina led me businesslike up the gravel road past a half-dozen parked cars. I did my best to be charming as we crunched along.


    “Wow, it’s dark,” I said.


    “Yep,” she said.


    “Really dark.”


    “Uh-huh,” she said.


    My thoughts were racing. My frustrated sexuality was on the cusp of relief. I could feel something big about to happen, though Gina seemed pretty matter of fact about it.


    “Watch the ditch,” she said when we finally arrived at her white Malibu, and I circled around to the passenger’s side, nearly falling in the ditch.


    Once we were in the cramped environs of the car, Gina was mostly business.


    “Relax,” she said. Reaching over me, she groped around for the lever, reclining the passenger’s seat. “How’s that?”


    “Uh, good,” I said, looking up at her in the dark.


    Placing her knee between my legs, she wrestled off her sweater and unbuttoned her blouse and pulled off her panties, and she climbed on top of me before I even had a chance to savor the moment. I’m not saying I wasn’t grateful. To this day, I remain grateful to Gina Costerello and whatever whim, or combination of alcohol and restlessness, prompted her to unbutton my jeans and straddle me in the passenger’s seat of that Malibu. And don’t get the idea that it didn’t feel good, either. It was a revelation, a delirious paroxysm like I’d never known, a welling of rapture from my heels to my temples. The experience literally emptied me.


    For ninety seconds after Gina climbed off me, roughly the time it took to get her clothes back on, I felt shucked like an oyster as I gathered my breath.


    “Don’t tell Rob about this,” Gina said, buttoning her blouse.


    “I won’t. He doesn’t talk to me.”


    “And crack that window, so it doesn’t smell like mushrooms in here.”


    Cracking the window, I pulled up my pants, still wondering what had just happened to me. I spilled out of the car into the ditch, righting myself as gracefully as possible. I followed Gina dazedly back down the gravel road to the party.


    “You’re cute,” she said. “Don’t sulk so much.”


    Then she squeezed my hand once and headed directly for the keg before I could interpret whether or not I was supposed to follow her. I got the feeling she didn’t exactly want me to, but then maybe I was sulking again. Anyway, that’s where my romance with Gina Costerello ended as abruptly as it had begun twenty-five minutes earlier.


    Gina Costerello was always nice to me after that, up until the time she graduated two months later. There was the time Joe Club stuffed me into my locker, and Gina managed to verbally persuade him not to lock me in there. And there was the time she actually signed my yearbook and told me to “take it easy.”


    But it was always painfully obvious to me that there would never be a repeat performance with Gina.


    That never really seemed fair. Or maybe I’m just sulking again.

  


  
    A Place to Land


    Not to belabor the point, but I had good reason to be a nervous kid. A few weeks after that picture was taken in front of the fire station, we lost our house on the res when the landlord jacked our rent without warning. We kept what we could carry and left behind the rest of our worldly possessions, which didn’t really amount to much beyond some tired furniture.


    For nearly a month, Nate, Mom, and I lived in our 1987 monkey-shit-brown Astro van, eating cold SpaghettiOs out of the can, reading by flashlight through the fog of our own breath, and showering weekly at the state park. I wish I could tell you it was an adventure, at least for the first few days, but it wasn’t. The experience was terrifying from the start.


    We parked on the streets most nights, under the sodium glare of a streetlamp if we were lucky, where the shadows played tricks on my uneasy imagination as I lay awake. Other nights, we parked at the end of a dirt road, where I was equally terrorized by the crunch of footsteps over gravel and the clashing of limbs in the wind somewhere in the darkness. Invariably, we awoke damp and chilled to the bone, still wearing our clothes.


    Weekends were the worst, because there was no school. School was warm and dry, and a green ticket meant a free hot lunch. Thank God the library was open on Saturday and there was church on Sundays, so we got some relief. Let’s just say I’ve never been much of a camper. Been there, done that.


    Eventually, we moved in with my diabetic aunt Genie in South Kingston, a situation that was less than ideal since Aunt Genie lived in a single-wide trailer in a motor court with strict guest regulations. Not to mention that she and my mom never got along.


    The first thing Aunt Genie said when we showed up on her doorstep with our damp blankets and dirty laundry was, “This is what you get for marrying a Mexican.”


    At the time, I thought she was talking about Nate and me.


    The three of us slept in the living room, Mom on the floor, and Nate and I on a fold-out couch. The fact that we were all trying to sleep never kept Aunt Genie from watching television, sometimes all night long. Many nights, I slept dreamlessly to the babble of infomercials and televangelists, only to awake at dawn and find Aunt Genie still sitting there on her bile-colored La-Z-Boy.


    After nearly two months of this, my mom picked up a second job, at the elementary school. By that time, Aunt Genie was so anxious to get rid of us that she lent my mom half the money for a new rental on the res. And no, in case you’re wondering, you don’t have to be an Indian to live on the res. Apparently
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