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I WRITE THIS FOR REVENGE. Because the Feds, dirty fucks, took our best car and treated us like shit. They were two clean-shaven pink turds in gray suits, a flabby, pock marked bully and a hairless runt with bad teeth. They showed up at our front door in shirt sleeves and shitty, cheap ties like substitute teachers and they had b.o. and the runt had that sideways look of guys who never got picked for anything. And they just knocked on our front door, out of the blue, no call, no nothing.

The first time, when I opened the door, I could see the tow truck hitching up our new car, a Ford Falcon. It was ice blue inside and out, completely standard, no extra anything, no power nothing. It was small and cheap. We didn’t even spring for an automatic transmission, shift on the column. We were really about broke. But they took it anyway because it was new and because we also had our old red Jeep and were only allowed to have one car, the worst one.

I remember they had identification cards out that said, “Internal Revenue Service” across the top. The bigger one said, “I’m agent blah-blah-blah,” and the runt said, “Agent blah-blah-blah,” and they said, “We need to talk to your parents, please.”

Mom came downstairs with Dad to see what it was all about. They both were dressed in weekend clothes, shirts and pants, but Mom had round, girl-type collars on her shirts and little flowers or fruits printed on them. They looked really worried.

Then the Feds go blah-blah-blah about who they are and show their identification cards and then this big piece of paper that said, “Notice of Federal Lien” and said they had to hang it on the front door. One of them pounded a big ten-penny nail in the door and hung the fucking thing there like Jesus on the cross. Then, they STEPPED RIGHT INTO OUR HOUSE without being invited because the paper said our house was now federal property because we owed a shitload of money. They put their briefcases on the kitchen table and started asking questions. Then, when Mom understood that they were looking for money that they thought Dad was hiding, she started crying. I think she thought they were going to take Dad to prison right then. They started asking questions about the Copacabana, a nightclub that Dad had a long time ago and about guys named, “Mr. Arthur Flegenheimer, alias Dutch Schulz, Mr. Francis Costello and Mr. Joseph Adonis.”

I figured these were the gangsters that nobody was supposed to know about and that nobody was supposed to talk about. I knew the names because I heard them from our aunts and uncles who came down from Kingston for summer vacation. They’d all get drunk by the pool at night and talk about the time Jim Morgan, who I am named after, got shot in the belly by Dutch Schultz’s men for not selling Dutch’s beer. That was a big family story that always came out after they’d been drinking a while. Then, if Mom and Dad weren’t around, they’d whisper about other gangsters and bad guys like Costello and Adonis and that somehow Dad was mixed up with them. I always remembered Frank Costello because the name reminded me of Abbott and Costello who are the funniest guys I ever saw. But the Feds were just a bunch of shitty, phony bastards because they acted just like gangsters too, I think. Like the gangsters in the Untouchables who were always real bullies and shitbirds, just like that.

Anyway, I stood there getting madder and madder while Mom and Dad shuffled across the floor to sit at the kitchen table like prisoners going to be hanged and I belched, real disrespectful which Mom didn’t like and said, “Jimmy,” like I’d better shut up. They sat down at the head of the table and Dad put his hand on Mom’s shoulder as she covered her face.

“Janie.” He said softly. And then they started.

––––––––
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IT WAS ABOUT DAD’S money, where he got it, how much he had in the bank, when he’d be getting another job, how much he expected to make. Just like that. The whole thing made me want to yell and start a big punch-out where we wrecked the whole kitchen and then kicked them in the ass out the door, which usually settled everything on Bonanza, at least until the shootout with the whole posse against the bad guys. But this was real life and so it was just a shitty mess.

They were strangers with a strange power over us. They could take our cars and walk into our house without even saying, “May I come in?” I never saw or heard of anything like this before. Mom, who could stand up to anybody, just broke down and cried in front of them and the Feds just pretended they couldn’t hear her. Dad, who would deck guys for a smart remark, just sat there and took it. Nobody knew what to do. It just made you want to cry but only Timmy did so Mom told him to go to his room and he ran upstairs. The sink was full of dishes and the floor needed mopping, but nobody cared. They weren’t company, they were federal agents and we were scared of them.

Now, they come every couple of weeks. Usually it’s just me and Timmy who are home. If the older guys, Chip or Billy or Mike are home they come and sit at the table to kind of make a stand, like Bonanza, where the sons protect the Ponderosa. But mostly, the other guys aren’t home and it’s just me and Timmy. But one day, we’ll go to where these Fed fucks live, some place like Levittown or Croyden which are towns mostly made out of houses in straight rows, all dead-looking like shitty storage places or something. We’ll find where they live one day and get these fucks and do something bad. I don’t know what, but something, and really bad.

Chip was the oldest of us. He was tall and thin with black hair, just like Adam on Bonanza and could look really scary because he had such a bad temper and a filthy mouth. He’d say things to any grown up like Horace or even Mom and even say, “fuck” to them because that’s how they spoke in college, so nobody wanted to get him mad. I don’t think he would say, “fuck” to Dad though.

So anyway, one day, me and Chip and the other guys would take the Jeep and catch these Federal creeps in Croydon or somewhere at their house and tell them to fuck themselves in front of their kids and then really fuck them up with a punch-out or something. But Chip was usually away at college, so we’d have to plan it for when he was home.

One time, Billy was here for another shit surprise raid. Billy was just over six feet tall and strong as a horse, just like Hoss, the big, friendly son on Bonanza. You really had to push him to get him mad and so he never said, “fuck” to anybody. He was a lineman on Council Rock’s varsity football team. He made the smelly Feds a little nervous and could have beat the shit out of them if he wanted to. Then, of course, he’d probably go to jail, but he could have if he wanted to.

Mike was only 16 and wasn’t that big yet, like Little Joe, but he was a junior varsity wrestler with a vicious take-down and nasty, sneaky hammerlock that he taught me, that the refs hardly ever caught. He had that dead-eye stare he practiced in the mirror which was meant to say he didn’t mind hurting people. That didn’t work too well because the Feds never looked at him. So he just leaned against the wall near the front window with his arms folded and waited for the signal to start the big punch-out. He was still in high school so he didn’t say, “fuck” to any adults yet either.

I was 14 when all this started. So I’d just run to get Dad and then stay around to make tea. Me and Timmy weren’t like anybody on Bonanza. Well, maybe we could have been the hired hands that were around when they needed help with something big like a fire. But Timmy was only 12. When the Feds showed up, he stayed close to Mom. Maybe I was like the Chinese cook, Hop Sing, because I made the tea.

––––––––
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THEY SAID, “PLEASE” the first few times. Then they stopped saying it after Dad didn’t tell them about any money. After that, they’d just show up, always early in the morning on the weekends because they knew Dad was home then. That’s when I figured out they probably had spies checking on us and that’s when I decided to be a spy too, like James Bond, except I don’t have anything cool like a car or a gun or anything. So I made a club out of a twisted sassafras tree which sounds like kind of a stupid kid thing but it was sort of cool because Dad liked it and called it his shillelagh, but I don’t want to talk about that now. 

Anyway, the Feds would knock on the kitchen door and when one of us guys would open it, they’d just say, “We need to speak to your parents,” then they’d walk right in like it was their house. Then we’d go upstairs to give Mom or Dad the bad news. 

If it was me, I’d always come back down to stare at them. They’d sit down, after nobody invited them, at the foot of the kitchen table. One would open his old, worn accordion file, the other would clip a piece of notepaper to a clipboard. I’d stay there and just stare at them with my arms folded with a look like I was smelling shit, but they just ignored me. 

“Fuck you, you fuckers,” I was saying in my head. “Eat shit and die.”

Then Dad and Mom came down because they thought they both had to be there. That’s what we thought the first few times, but then later we found out we didn’t have to be nice or even listen to them. So that’s when Dad farted on them that one time and then they didn’t want to come anymore. But then we got scary letters saying Dad and Mom both better come to down to Bristol to their shitty offices, about an hour away or they’d be arrested. So the fuckers made us pay that way. 

But this first time or two, I just stood there. Dad was in his bathrobe because it was before noon and he had always worked in nightclubs so he didn’t get up until 10 or 11. He’d sit at the head of the table, put his hand on Mom’s shoulder as she covered her face. 

Like I said, all they wanted to know about was money. They thought Dad had millions stashed somewhere. Well, he never told them about any money, because he didn’t have any. I know he didn’t have any because one day Mom asked me if I would give the $300 from my savings account to help Chip go to college in Boston, which I never got back, by the way. Anyway, I said okay. So I know Dad didn’t have any money or Mom wouldn’t have asked me for my measly 300 bucks.

I’d think about this when I was watching the stupid Feds ask the same question over and over, “Where’d the money go, Monte?”

“You had to put some aside, right?”

“You bought some jewelry, right? Jane has some nice pieces, doesn’t she?”

I’d just watch them and get madder and madder, thinking, “No, Jane doesn’t have any nice pieces, you fuckers. She only has a string of pearls and some glass flowers and a little Scottie dog pin made out of some white stone.” 

Why didn’t they ask me anything? I could have told them about my $300 and even these dumbasses could’ve figured it out. But they never asked me anything. They just kept calling Dad a liar and a thief, over and over again, in their stupid shitbird language.

So, instead of repeating himself a hundred times, Dad told the Feds to go fuck themselves in his gentleman language because he never says, “fuck” to anybody either, like Billy. He’s kind of old-fashioned. The way he did it was he didn’t comb his hair or shave or change out of his bathrobe. This was his secret gentleman language that told them they were nobodies.

They didn’t care because they already knew they were nobodies. They smelled like nobodies. They huddled at one end of our long kitchen table in sad, old, gray suits, white shirts and skinny black ties while Dad sat at the other end, sometimes sipping tea, sometimes reading the New York Times, in his bathrobe with his hair exploded on top of his head answering their questions, “Don’t know,” or “Don't remember,” or “Never met him.” Sometimes, he’d take a long time to answer them if he was reading something interesting. Then they’d repeat the question, “We’re talking about a lot of money, Monte. Where’d it go? Where’d the money go, Monte?”

I didn’t think Dad’s way would work at first, because it took a lot longer than just telling them to kiss his ass, but eventually, it did. They started to get so pissed off their lips curled up, they crumpled up paper and fumbled with their pens and dropped paperclips saying, “Achh!” and “Damn!”

I wasn’t sure if Jesus got involved in this kind of thing, especially since Dad was Jewish, but it seemed like he was. Anyway, when they were getting pissed off, I was smiling like the Cheshire Cat, hoping that they’d try to pick a fight, but they never did because they were just broke-dick dogs who were probably too scared. The Runt turned on me one time because he saw me smiling at him.

“Can I get a glass of water, please?”, he said, kind of pissy.

I didn’t know what to do because you have to do what grown-ups say if they say please, so I looked at Dad and he just looked at me and then went back to reading his paper. I was kind of scared I have to admit because The Runt was a guest and a grown-up and he had an identification card and I was just a kid, but I looked at him and said, “No.” and folded my arms across my chest like the Indian Chief in the movie Wagon Train after he says, “I have spoken.”

The Runt got red and his eyes went up into little half-moons and his lips puckered like a butt hole. It was a miracle. It was a hundred times better than telling him to fuck off or even a punch- out. I told a grown up, Federal agent, “No.” I said it over and over in my mind after that and it got better and better, “No, asshole, you can’t have any water and you can kiss my ass in Macy’s window for the May Day parade!”

My cousin Randy knew I was lying when I told him because he heard this streak before from a grown-up, I think it was his Mom who was my Aunt Sis, but I didn’t care. I just kept telling the story this way anyway because it was a pretty good cursing streak and I wanted to remember it. Randy is a wild man and is really good at cursing like, “Why don’t you fuck yourself sideways,” that didn’t make any sense but that was okay because we just liked to curse. One time he came up with really good one that I think he heard from his older brothers that was, “Fuck you, you fucking fucktard, fuckface, Asswhore, with a capital A.” He was my age so we always hung around together and did adventures and swimming and stuff.

––––––––
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ANYWAY, THE FEDS DIDN’T put up with Dad pissing on them like this for too long. It started to go like this; they’d show up already pissed off. They just knocked, boom, boom, boom, and walked right in. Sometimes it was just me and Timmy at home, watching Saturday morning cartoons in the living room. So we’d hear the knocks and hear them walk in.

“We need to see your parents.”

I’d stay with them while Timmy went upstairs to tell Dad. By this time, they stopped being polite altogether. They didn’t say please, or anything, and just sat right down at their usual seats at the kitchen table like they belonged there. Then, like I said, when we figured out they weren’t going to take Dad to prison and so we didn’t have to be nice or even listen to them, Dad even farted on them. That was totally cool and Dave was there to see it. 

One time, Dad was home alone and Dave Brady was there. Dave is my best friend and is kind of like the 6th son because he was at our house a lot, I think because he didn’t have any brothers of his own, only sisters, and he liked to hang around and do adventures and get in pretend fights with us. So Dave was there and the knock comes on the door, boom, boom, boom, “Mr. Proser?”, they shout in case we are asleep or in some other part of the house. Not like a normal tap, tap, tap, like the brush salesman, who wants to be friendly so he can sell us something, it was boom, boom, boom!

So anyway, Dave is there making monster juice, which is milk and club soda because it’s something like an egg cream, which I don’t know what that is, but anyway Dad likes it because it helps his stomach. So he says, “Yeah,” because he knows who’s banging on the door and then they come right in because this was like the ten millionth time they were there and maybe because they think it’s their door already because of the Notice of Federal Lien they nailed on it that said the go0-kjm t owned the place now, so they opened the door and came in.

Dad was just sitting down to his monster juice when they held up their ID cards, “Agent Something, IRS,” and The Runt said, “Agent Or Other...” like we don’t know who they are already and then they put their banged up briefcases on the table. “We need to speak to you, Monte,” using his first name now like they’re friends but really they’re just rude pricks and bullies who were probably never strong enough to bully anybody before.

Dave told the story great but starts laughing all the time so we have to jump him and wrestle for a while to get it out of him. He said Dad, just looked at them and sipped his juice, then stood up, farted real loud and walked upstairs like they weren’t there. I guess that left Dave there smiling because he loves a good fart, like everybody, except maybe his sisters who don’t think they’re funny he says. 

Of course, the agents yelled after Dad as he went up the stairs but soon enough they heard his bedroom door slam and that was that. Then, they just looked at each other and sat down and waited. They didn’t go upstairs after him. I couldn’t figure that out for a while. Why didn’t they go after him? What I figure now is that they knew in their hearts that it wasn’t really their house even with the Notice of Lien nailed on the front door. And even shitbirds like them know when they are being too rude. That’s why they didn’t go after him. 

Anyway, then Dave wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do but he couldn’t stop smiling because it really brightened up his day, and then because Dave has great manners, he did what he’s supposed to do, “Would you like some tea?”

They think about it, “Sure, tea,” they said.

But then Dave wasn’t really sure about what to do because he knows these guys are dicks so he just says, “Nah, sorry.” Dave’s always polite like that and he walks outside to find one of us. Anyway, that’s always a pretty good laugh especially if you can fart at the right part of the story pretending you’re Dad.

But then we started to get the official letters saying Dad and Mom both better come to them at their shitty offices in Bristol, about an hour away, or they’d get arrested. So the fuckers made us pay that way.

The whole thing started when they put that big fucking piece of paper on our front door the “Notice of Lien" and that really crushed Mom because it stared you in the face every time you went in the house. It sort of took the life out of her, so all she wanted to do was sleep. But she was like that anyway, before the big piece of paper, so it just made her worse.

––––––––
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THAT IS MOSTLY WHY we are here now, in the Logan Inn in New Hope. It’s just me and Dad, if you want to know the whole shitty story. Mom’s nerves couldn’t take the Feds always busting in like that and sending us threatening letters, so we moved out and split up the family. And that’s all there is to say. Except it’s November 1968 now. And my job is to massage Dad’s feet.

If you really want to know why I have to massage his feet, three guys jumped him in the park ing lot at the Trenton train station and damaged the nerve in his leg. The sciatic nerve, which is the biggest one in your whole body. I read that somewhere.

“Black kids,” he said, “and after all I did for them,” he said too, meaning black people like Nat King Cole and Lena Horne. If you don’t know who they were, they were famous singers, but that’s a whole nother story. But I’ll tell it anyway because I’m going to be a reporter one day and a spy and all the shitty bastards will be on my shitlist and will end up in jail or dead maybe in the river.

Anyway, Dad gave them both a job at his nightclub, called the Copacabana, which helped to make them into stars back when blacks were total shitbirds to most white people. Which is hard to think about since the only black people I know are Carrie and Margaret and they are like two other Moms to me and my brothers, so I don’t like hearing about these white fuckers, who are on everybody’s shit list now so fuck them.

Anyway, playing the Copa was like meeting the Pope if you’re Catholic, which I am but I don’t really care about the Pope but I guess if you’re a good Catholic like Nan, my Grandmother, then the Pope’s a big deal. So being at the Copa was like you made it to the Yankees. It was the place, the top nightclub in show business, which used to be a real big deal twenty years ago, before TV, but nightclubs now are crap my Dad thinks but that’s a whole nother story too.

So anyway, he thought the fact that he helped so many black people should account for something, or maybe he was just feeling sorry for himself because these three black kids, like everybody else, didn’t know who he was or how he always helped black people and they beat the shit out of him. The only good part of this story is that he beat the shit out of all of them too. He sent two of them to the hospital, one rode in the ambulance with him and he broke the other’s arm, the one who got away. He had 800 dollars in his pocket and they didn’t get any of that either. He was real proud of that part.

Now he lays in the bed, high on paregoric, which he drinks straight from the bottle which is pretty dangerous, I think. So I’m going to write a story about paregoric too and maybe somebody will go to jail but I don’t know exactly for what. Anyway, paregoric is tincture of opium in case you don’t know. His leg aches a lot that’s why he drinks it and why I massage his feet and sometimes shake him and yell to wake him up if he gets too high but I don’t really know when that is so I just do it for the hell of it sometimes, especially if I’m a little scared. If he gets annoyed for being woken up, I know he’s okay. But if he just sort of blinks his eyes and grunts I know he’s too loaded, so I start talking really loud about whatever stupid shit comes into my head and asking questions so he can’t fall back asleep, and then go downstairs and get him a cup of coffee.

I massage his feet every day until my hands cramp. He’s just turned sixty and he has old man’s feet, leathery on the bottom with yellow horn toenails. When he’s not high, he usually just lays there reading one paperback book after the next, looking for his next show, or a movie idea.

So in case you want to know his whole story, my Dad built the Copa and maybe a hundred other nightclubs and produced theatre shows and movies, although the movies were pretty bad from what he said. But I heard some shitbird on Johnny Carson or somewhere say the Copa was a mob place and he was just the front man. I don’t know what that really means, but it’s a fucking lie anyway because my Dad is a boss and not a front man or whatever the fuck that guy said.

And I think that’s a part of how the whole shitty deal got started, with my Mom being a nervous wreck and all. So anyhow, if you want to know the real truth, here it is, “I ran the front of the house, and they ran the back. They owned the liquor, they owned the linen, they owned the garbage. They show up at your door one day and say, “Say hello to your new partner,” and you say, “Hello, new partner. Come on in. And that’s it.” So there you go, from the horse’s mouth. And they wouldn’t say “front man” to his face anyway, fucking assassins.

I call people like that assassins because they are sneaky and they don’t ever stand up and fight like Hoss on Bonanza or Sgt. Saunders on Combat. And assassins are everywhere all the time, even around Christmas time, which is probably a mortal sin. Like Larry the Limo, who you couldn’t tell right away was an assassin but I sort of figured it out later. He was like an assistant assassin because he wasn’t trying to hurt Dad exactly, but I think he worked for gangsters who were fucking dumbasses because they said, “Dese, and dem and dose,” which is some kind of dumb gangster language that Dad makes fun of and because they are always getting caught by the cops. Dumb fuckers. They were the ones who got Dad into trouble with the Feds and they would all be on my shitlist when I get to be a spy. 

So anyway, after the IRS dicks got a hold of us, a few weeks before Christmas, a gigantic, black Cadillac limousine with New York plates drove up our driveway. A very large man smoking a cigar with white hair, bright pink skin in a soft, black overcoat stepped out of the back of the car with his arms loaded with wrapped Christmas presents. He looked a lot like Dad, a little fatter, with a soft, rounded nose like Dad and a big smile. He didn’t look like an assassin, but I didn’t know what was going on yet.

In the house, a roar went up as he came in with his pile of presents, “Larry Kammett!” Dad raised his arms like a champion boxer after the ref raises one arm and says, “The winnahh and champeen of the worrrrld!”, which is something we always say after a wrestling match if one guy gives up. Anyway, then Mom smiled “Oh my!” real quietly like a kid who’s trying to be perfectly good so they get dessert. And then Larry swung his thick, green cigar back into his mouth as he took off his gigantic, black coat. I ran to grab it because that’s our job, to take visitor’s coats. Larry’s coat is soft as feathers and big enough for a bear. It smelled beautifully like Dad’s french cologne and cigar smoke. Larry brushed the last remaining snowflakes from his beautifully clean and shiny black suit and also perfectly clean, snow white shirt with gold and jewel cuff links and he kissed Mom on the cheek, “Janey.” Then he and Dad grabbed each other’s whole arms and came up nose to nose, “How ya feeling?”

“Look at you.”

“How was the drive.”

“Yeah, fine.” Larry sounds like he’s talking through a box of Kleenex, real quiet and kind of squeaky. Larry is like Dad and other guys from New York City, who are always perfectly clean, even their shoes. They must just sit inside all day and not move.

“What’ll you have, Larry?”

“Maybe a nice glass tea” which was funny to Dad because he smiled and nodded a little which was like laughing out loud for most people but Dad doesn’t laugh like that. And Larry smiles, like he's made a joke and Mom smiles too, “It couldn’t hoit,” she says which is part of a joke which I don’t get. They’re speaking the old-fashioned, mostly secret Jewish language called Yiddish which is only really partly Yiddish and mostly English. So everybody laughed because he didn’t say, “A nice cup of tea,” but “A nice glass tea.” It sounds kind of dumb here when I’m writing it but maybe it will get funnier when I get older. Anyway, everybody laughed. Then Mom turned to get Larry’s tea and Larry pulled a cigar box with a red bow on it from the top of the pile and handed it to Dad, who doesn’t smoke cigars, except one every million years, and he put it right down on the bench out of sight.

Now, that was the “tell” which is the thing that lets you know something fishy is going on, but I wasn’t really working on being a spy then because I was still just a kid, so I didn’t know anything about tells yet. But I knew I saw something because me and Timmy do the same thing if we’re feeding Yip, our dog, under the table. A real fast hand-off when Mom’s back is turned and not looking at whatever you’re doing and just continuing to talk about whatever you were talking about before. No jerkiness, just smooth, that’s the key. They were up to something but I didn’t know until later, when we were living in the Logan Inn, just me and Dad, that the cigar box was the whole reason for Larry the Limo’s visit. But I’m going to tell you about that later.

The rest, the jabbering and the jokes, is called distraction by professional spies, like when James Bond made Goldfinger’s place blow up so he could steal the boat and get away. And Dad really likes Larry and that’s what makes him only an assistant assassin. But I started to wonder, who does Larry work for? Does he just deliver cigar boxes or does he do really bad things? 

I don’t know how to figure all that out yet but maybe I can trick Dad into saying stuff by asking special, trick questions like on Perry Mason, where Perry asks all these questions real fast and the guy says, “Yes,” and then “No.” and then “Yes,” and then Perry catches him in a lie and the guy spills the beans.

I’ll probably have to be in college to learn that, because that’s when they teach you how to ask special questions in journalism class, I think. I think it’s a whole, secret language that detectives and reporters use to get the truth out of people, but I don’t know how that works yet. Mike is taking journalism now and I’ve seen his book which I started to read but I didn’t see anything about special questions. I ask Mike about the special questions but he’s not sure how to do it yet. So right now, I watch Perry Mason and try to figure it out on my own. I might have to wait until the end of college because they probably don’t want kids to know all the tricks until they’re completely grown up.

Anyway, that’s why I’m going to be a reporter, or a spy, or a detective like Joe Friday on Dragnet, so I can catch bad guys like the ones who come to our house and hang around Dad. And when I catch an assassin, I’m going to beat the shit out of him. I don’t think there are any lady assassins but maybe, who knows. That’s kind of a problem, beating up a lady but anyway, if there are, maybe I’ll just double-cross her so she gets caught by the cops. It’s pretty complicated when you get into the details. So right now I’m just going to keep a list of them until I can get some kind of real job, like a reporter, so I can fuck them up properly.

Anyway, Larry the Limo only ever stayed for a few minutes, had nice glass tea and then got back in his limousine. Then, we’d see him a few months later. This is very suspicious behavior so I put him on my list.

Then there was Two-Fingers the Brush Salesman. He drives all the way to our house in a pretty old car just to sell cheap kitchen stuff. He wasn’t very nice looking because he looked like an old gray squirrel that had been chewed on a little bit and had two fingers on his right hand that stuck out stiff and straight as a board. It made you feel sorry for him. He said he was in the Navy, so Mom always bought something, little things like dish towels or shoe polish. But I saw his tell one time when he pulled up in his old station wagon that was full of mops and brooms and stuff to sell, before he went into the house. I was way, way up in the big pine tree on the side of the house going uphill toward Rusty’s barn that was next to the pie apple tree. Rusty is my horse and he’s a quarterhorse which means he can run a quarter of a mile faster than any other horse. He is roan which is a red color with a blonde mane and tail which looks pretty cool. I ride him bareback because that’s the cool Indian way and I have to grab his mane in one hand and hold the reins in the other to stay on when takes off running like a shot. If I forget to grab hold, I get thrown on my head. We always beat all the other horses even Dean Ogleby and his horse that is a lot bigger than Rusty. Nobody can beat Rusty in a race. I liked to play Pony Express with just me and him so we would run down the mountain to the mailboxes by Charlie Lindenmayer’s house, pick up the mail in a hurry like robbers were chasing us, and then run back up to the Farm. I had a special leather pouch with a shoulder strap I found in the attic that I think was Mom’s purse a long time ago. I wrote Pony Express on the front of it with a pen. 

Sometimes I would say like in the movies, “I’ll ride to get the mail!”

And Mom or whoever was listening would look at me and say, “Uh...okay,” like I was an idiot. But I was just play acting so I didn’t care. Then I would grab the pouch, throw the strap over my shoulder and say even louder, “The Pony Express rides again!” and run out the front door up to Rusty’s field, throw on his bridle and hop on. Then we would take off like robbers were hot on our trail. 

Riding for the mail on Rusty was just about the most fun thing I ever did when we were living at the Farm. But that was a few years ago before things got bad and the Feds came and fucked everything up. I had to sell Rusty last year because I was spending too much time at school and playing sports and starting to hang around town being a bad kid, so I didn’t ride him a lot like I used to. He was really bored and kind of upset because I would only see him for a few minutes every day when I would carry up his water in buckets. He would snortel and quick walk over to me to get his treat of an apple or carrot. Snortel is a word I made up for the sound horses make when they say hello. The other kids around the mountain like the Riss girls and Dean Ogleby didn’t ride too much anymore because they were all in school all the time too. Horses don’t like to be alone because they are herd animals. I think people are herd animals too but no one ever says that, so I don’t really know if it’s right. Anyway, this is making me really sad right now so I don’t want to talk about it anymore. 

––––––––
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LIKE I WAS SAYING BEFORE, up in the big pine tree was just about my most favorite place in the world because nobody can see me and I can hide as long as I want. The only bad thing is your hands get splotches of pine sap on them and you have to scrub it off with kerosene or Lava soap. When the wind comes up I just swing in the top branches like a Red-Tail hawk who’s not afraid of anything but I’m a little afraid, if you want to know the truth. It’s really high up and I think the tree will break sometimes, then I’m awfully fucked. I brought binoculars that I found in the attic that were really old and in a leather case. I’m not supposed to go in the attic but I do anyway because it’s like a treasure hunt and I always find cool stuff like binoculars.

I was up near the top where the tree gets thin and bendy and I could see all the way down the mountain, across Pineville Road, past Dudley’s farm and all the way to Stoopville which is just the cross roads of Eagle and Stoopville Road in the middle of cornfields with a few houses and the Stoopville store that hardly has anything on the shelves, just bread and milk and matches and dusty cans of soup and other stuff. From up there I could look almost straight down on our house and cars in the driveway. It was the perfect place for a tree house but nobody ever wanted to help lug all the stuff up the 50 feet to build it because they said it would be too dangerous.

Anyway, when Two-Fingers drove up the driveway, I tracked him with the binoculars like a submarine periscope tracking an enemy ship. I pretend stuff like this, periscopes and war stuff, all the time so things aren’t so boring. He parked in front of the house and I could see down through his windshield to his dashboard, steering wheel and front seat. He turned the key to kill his engine, then sat there for a second. I couldn’t see his face but I saw him lean over and turn the rear view mirror toward himself. He turned it back and sat there again, hands in his lap, not moving. Suspicious behavior.

One hand went up out of view and came back with a small notebook that he flipped open. It looked like the pages had writing on them. He was reading. Then his other hand went up and came back with a pencil. He turned in his seat like he was looking around, first to the right, then to the left. Then he made notes. I guess he was writing about what he saw around him in the driveway. Our jeep was there, and the blue Falcon. And Horace was visiting so his Jaguar was parked outside too. Two-Fingers looked like he was making notes on all the cars. I decided he was an assassin. He was working for the Feds.

––––––––

[image: ]


NOW I WILL TELL YOU a little about Horace because he is going to be in the next part about Two-Fingers. Horace Greeley McNab is a very funny guy and his wife, Hilda, is very nice. They make sure Timmy and I have breakfast every morning because they know Mom is out of it and doesn’t make breakfast. We walk by their house that is next door to us at the end of our lane on the way to the bus stop at the bottom of the mountain. I’ll tell you more about Horace’s story later because I want to talk about Two-Fingers right now. So I’ll just say that Horace is a small man with a round belly. He was in World War 2 and has a big, gray mustache that looks sometimes like a mouse and sometimes like a bird.

––––––––
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SO ANYWAY, TWO-FINGERS sidled into the kitchen lugging his big, wooden carpenter’s toolbox sprouting with brushes, backscratchers, sponges and other household stuff, “Merry Christmas, Mrs. Proser!” Even though it was still weeks before Christmas. I had scurried down from my lookout and was watching him. I didn’t even take time to scrub the pine sap from my hands, so I kind of smelled like turpentine.

“Well, hello. Merry Christmas,” Mom said. I don’t think she ever did get his name because she didn’t really want to be friends with him. Mom doesn’t really like too many people, but she’s polite.

“Whole neighborhood’s here, huh?” He smiled at Horace and Hilda, sitting with their tea at the kitchen table. They nodded and smiled at him.

“How are you?” Hilda said because he came to sit in her kitchen just before he got to us. Mom followed up with, “Thanks. We really don’t need anything today.”

I used to like him because he was somebody new and I thought he might have something cool like a pocket knife or toy in his box, but he never did. Also, I thought it was pretty cool that he never listened to her and just kept talking until she bought something. That’s pretty much how me and Timmy get stuff, we just keep asking. So I understood him. But that was before I saw he was an assassin.

“Turkey baster? I’ve got the poultry needles, sew up the stuffing?” He held up each item in his hand with the two stiff fingers so you could get a good look it before he traded it for the next thing. He was really fast, which was also cool because it was a kind of a magic show. The turkey baster became poultry needles when you blinked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Fine, fine. Kitchen towels, drain cleaner? I’ve got scented candles?” 

“No, I...”

His ears twitched at the hesitation. The old gray squirrel smelled a buried nut.

“You got any gliders?” I asked. I love balsa wood gliders that would fly straight or loop the loop depending on how you set the wings.

“Nah,” he shot back like I was a dog scratching to go outside or something. I thought that was kind of rude because he wasn’t really invited or anything.

“Scented candles?” Suddenly both hands were full of fancy candles, “Red, green, they look terrific on the table. Only a few left.”

”Okay, the candles,” Mom gave in.

“I’ve got the long fireplace matches, thumbtacks, scotch tape?” 

“Just the candles, I guess.”

“Sure, fine. Candles it is.” The ears swept the distant conversation as he dug two more candles out of his wooden box. He wrote the order on a his green paper receipt pad as he continued, “Ribbon? Holiday ribbon for the tree? Carving knives? Anything for the bathroom? Scented soaps?” Each one came out of his box and was placed on the kitchen table.

“I don’t think so.”

“Here you go then. 5 dollars and 25 cents, please.”

Mom got the money from her purse. I didn’t like that he was getting this money because we were pretty broke, but you had to give him something or it wouldn’t be polite and maybe he wouldn’t go away.

“Terrific laundry soap?” the show continued as he made change,“Stationery and envelopes?Mouse traps?”

“No, thank you.”

We needed mouse traps because the old ones were all covered with mouse blood and hair and I hated to touch them, but I didn’t want to say anything. Finally it was over. Two-Fingers had won again. He waved his damaged fingers over the contents of his box spread across our kitchen table.

“All done?” 

“Yes, thank you.”

“Have a nice holiday, Mrs. Proser.” as he slowly and carefully put his wares away. “Do you know anyone I could help out today? Neighbor, relative? Saves so much shopping time. I can get almost any item you can think of.”

“Can’t think of anyone.”

“Mr. and Mrs. McNab?” He looked down the table.

“You’re doin’ a good job,” Horace encouraged him and somehow recognized Two-Fingers as a fellow veteran. “What branch?”

“I was in the Navy.”

Horace nodded his head. “Come by tomorrow. We need a few things.” 

“Okay, dandy. Yes indeed, will do.”

With that, Two-Fingers was up and out the door with a final look around the kitchen at no one in particular. I figured that was going in his report too. Maybe he checked the time on the electric clock above the oven. I knew no one would believe me that he was an assassin. So he just went on my list until I had more evidence.

I found out later, in case you think I’m just a kid who is full of shit, that Two-Fingers, or somebody like him, was telling the Feds in Bristol the makes and license plate numbers of our cars because all that was filled out on forms when they came to tow them away. That’s when the car snatching really started.

Then later, when they made Mom and Dad come to the Bristol IRS office where they asked about a thousand questions, and Mom would start crying, me and Timmy watched from the Jeep in the parking lot because Dad wouldn’t let us go in with them. But we could see them in the IRS office. Some little cubby shithole like an old, run-down high school where Mom and Dad were in the principal’s office getting suspended for spitballs. I could imagine Two-Fingers’ there ratting us out, even though Mom was always nice to him.

The few cars that that they stole from us didn’t even make a dent in the $850,535.56 that they said Dad owed them. They probably just made that number up anyway. That’s what lying assassins do. Anyway, they thought that Dad was the goose that laid the golden eggs. And Two-Fingers would stop by from time to time to see if we had any more eggs for them, the squirrel looking, rat fuck assassin, I think.
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Before Everything Got Mostly Fucked Up
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IF YOU DON’T KNOW ABOUT the Copa, it was in New York City somewhere and it was supposed to be a really big deal, even though my Dad never says so because he doesn’t brag because he was raised in England where people don’t brag unless they’re idiots or something. It was a place just for having fun and drinking and anyway, all these people around here in New Hope like Johnny Francis who runs the Canal House restaurant still treat him like he’s big deal even though the Copa was a long time ago.

They’re always going on and on about how there is really nothing even close to it today, which is kind of depressing when you think about it, something so much fun just going extinct like that. I don’t know what happened but from what I see in the old movies on TV, nobody dresses up like they used to and dancing is about being freaky and doing what you want, it’s not about hugging like it used to be, which Dad really doesn’t get.

My friends and I call that kind of dancing they used to do Slow Dancing. And personally, I don’t know anybody who likes it that much. Maybe some girls do, I don’t know. It’s kind of embarrassing too, especially if you get an uncontrollable boner, which happens to my friends and me all the time. Maybe it’s a little sad that people don’t dance together anymore hugging like that but everybody’s into rock and roll now, so that’s just the way it is. Dad doesn’t really get rock and roll but I can see that he kind of wants to because he really likes to have fun, like when he’s at the Logan bar and telling his stories or when he would drive fast over the “Whees” on Lurgan Road where we’d all go “Whee!” because we’d fly up in our seats. That’s what he is, or was, really good at, having fun. But it’s kind of too late for him because he can’t be really freaky like us, that would be too weird.

But we’re not really freaky, because we’re just some farm kids who don’t have any money or anything, and we’re just mostly crazy bored and so we want to be freaky but don’t have any pot or anything, so sometimes we steal Creme de Menthe or nasty shit like that from our parents and get drunk and kind of practice being freaky so we’ll have something cool to talk about. But mostly we’re just pretending and showing off.

We like to hallucinate, that’s like the best thing, to see faces, scary faces is like the freakiest and then you’re close to being a real weird freak who sees God or something like that. Actually, I think you have to take LSD to really hallucinate, I read that somewhere, so we make up a lot of shit, because we usually only have about a half a bottle of stolen Creme de Menthe or a few cans of beer.

And we make up ways of talking that only hippies and kids understand, so Dad’s always asking me, “What are they saying?”, like Iron Butterfly, this rock group that looks really freaky, all long-hair guys who don’t care about anything because they just kind of stand there when they sing. I saw them on the Ed Sullivan show. I just tell Dad, “Inna Gadda da Vida” because I don’t know what they’re saying either. I just shrug my shoulders and he just shakes his head.

All the time on the radio now it’s Inna Gadda Da Vida, Inna Gadda Da Vida which nobody knows what the fuck it means but we don’t care now because it’s all about the beat and being freaky because the dance beat just lets us be freaky like we don’t care about anything. But you can’t be too freaky like tearing your clothes off, that’s weird freaky. You gotta be cool freaky and dance like the other kids or stand around and have long hair like Iron Butterfly. But nobody around here has long hair like hippie long. Some kids have hair growing over their collar but that’s just because their Mom doesn’t make them get a haircut. Some kids in Philly have long hair and you can see them when they come up to New Hope to hang around. We can get thrown out of school for having long hair, so nobody does. 

And then somebody told me what Iron Butterfly is really saying is, “In the Garden of Eden...” but then the rest of the song doesn’t make sense either and you can’t understand the words anyway and that’s what Dad doesn’t like. But we kids don’t care about the words, because we care about being free of hang ups, which are when you have mental problems because you are worried all the time about school or are afraid to say what you think, or don’t like black people, or are afraid of homos, stuff like that. So the opposite of this is being freaky, which is being free and weird and doing dangerous things because that says you’re not afraid. Because I think nobody really wants to go to Vietnam or go to college or go to work. Nobody really wants to do anything anybody older wants us to do, but they keep making us go to school, get a job, get a hobby, go in the Army, so everybody says,”Fuck you.” I’m a freak and weird and you don’t know what the hell I’m singing. So I don’t get it either really but I just like being freaky.

Sometimes Dad’ll make fun of Chip, who is in college in Boston, when he says, “Man...” like, “Man, I don’t know... Oh come on, man,” like that. Dad’s not mean about it. I think he does it because it’s a new way of talking and it reminds him that he’s old. Which means he thinks rock and roll is mostly crap, which is probably right.

Anyway, like I was saying before, people still go on and on about the Copa and sometimes it’s in a movie or song on the radio, so it must have been something pretty special. But I don’t really know, I never went there. I even found a bathing suit in a thrift store with the Copacabana girl with the fruit on her head printed all over it. “I wish I had a nickel,” my Dad says whenever he sees something with the Copa written on it.

Then sometimes he tries to explain, what was going on when he was young and says things like, “It was a discriminating audience. They sat down, they listened. If they liked you, you got to come back tomorrow. Now... who knows?”

I don’t like it when he talks like that, like he’s lost. Because if he’s lost then we’re all, the family, we’re all fucked ducks. We’ll never get back together and never get back to the Farm. So I’m not a really freaky freak that hates everybody over 30 like they say now, I’m just a pretend kind of freak kid and who just wants to be free of hang ups.

So if Dad was a king of show business, like Horace told me, I guess that makes me some kind of prince. But I don’t know what show business is, really, except TV and movies, which are mostly phony shit, if you ask me. Except the Sound of Music which was pretty cool and Bridge Over the River Kwai - that was really cool. We play that last scene in the movie all the time.
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