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YOU'D BETTER WATCH OUT

My father had always been shitstorm crazy
violent, but they finally put him away for it thirteen years ago,
after he’d swallowed my mother’s tongue, when I was eleven.

You could ask anyone in the neighborhood the
kind of man he was. They all hated him and wished him dead, but no
one ever lifted a finger, a fist, or a 12-gauge against him. He was
a dirty cop who skimmed on the mob’s protection racket and kept the
local shop owners hard under thumb. If anyone new to the area came
to him for help he turned their name over to the wise guys. The
next day we’d all gather in front of some store on fire and listen
to the owner wail in the middle of the street as the flames ate his
merchandise. Or his wife. Or his kids.

My father moonlighted as extra muscle for
Johnny Iacobuzio, who we all knew as Johnny Booze. It was an open
secret even in his Brooklyn precinct, the most corrupt one in the
city. It was the station that perfected the “Brooklyn Bounce,” a
term applied because of the money and drugs that would disappear
out of the evidence locker.

Lots of cops were on the take, but only my
old man would strip off his blues and later go out with Booze’s
boys and heist a truckload of flat screen TV’s or pack his
throw-down weapon for some back alley drug deal. Even dirty cops
put the blue before the long green and made sure the badge came
first, but my old man never looked at it that way. Even the other
cops hated him.

On Thanksgiving or Christmas or even Easter,
Johnny Booze would load up his Mercedes SUV with top-shelf liquor,
and hand it out all over town. To the church, the firehouse, the
police station, even the old folks home. Johnny Booze knew if you
wanted to win over the people all you had to do was keep them
loaded.

My father used to abuse my mother and me
regularly. It was so commonplace that I don’t think any of us put
much into it anymore. My mother and I suffered in silence, and my
old man would fume and glare and lash out at us the same way,
silently. We lived in a house of private quiet pain. I would hear
my mother grunt in their bedroom and never know if he was slapping
her or fucking her. In the morning she always looked equally
bruised.

She never tried to lighten my load. She never
made promises that we would one day escape the brutality of my
father. She never told me that I would one day make it out of the
neighborhood and do something with my life. It wasn’t her fault.
The possibilities of life had been torn out of her kick by kick.
While I sat at the kitchen table and did homework she would sew the
buttons back onto his shirts that had been ripped loose by his
whores. I would catch her jabbing the needle into her thumb and the
two of us would watch her blood well. She never cried and neither
did I.

Once, Johnny Booze’s bagman stopped by the
house to drop off my father’s weekly cut and took her by the hand
to the bedroom. I don’t know if what he did to her could be
considered rape since she never fought or cried or showed any
resistance. I listened to him grunting and calling her a fucking
bitch with every thrust. I wondered who he hated so much. If it was
his wife or his mother or some puppy love who’d broken his heart
when he was a youth. “You fucking bitch! You fucking bitch!” I
suspected my mother found some kind of solace in his emotion-laden
malice. I stood in the hall and glimpsed his face in the bedroom
mirror. It was red with fury and he was sweating wildly. His throat
was covered with twisting black, bulging veins. She held his face
in her hands and stared into his eyes.

I thought I understood why such obvious
viciousness would appeal to her. It was open. It was honest. It was
human. Unlike my father’s hate.

When the bagman left the house he handed me a
hundred dollar bill and said, “Buy your mother something nice with
this.”

I tried. I walked in and out of the
neighborhood stores wondering what she would like. Nothing made any
impression on me because my mother hardly made one. Clothing,
makeup, shoes, jewelry, food—none of it mattered to her. I walked
into a toy store and looked around at the games and gadgets and
didn’t care enough about any of it to even spend the money on
myself. I remember standing outside on the curb in the breeze and
letting my hand drift open as I watched the C-note dive toward the
asphalt and suddenly swoop upwards and out into traffic. It fell
onto the other side of the street and kicked around in the gutter.
I didn’t bother to watch where it went.

Every week for the next couple of months the
bagman showed up early with my father’s money and took my mother in
the bedroom and screwed her. I listened to him call her a fucking
bitch.

Eventually my old man finally crossed the
last line. It was Christmas morning and my mother had gotten up at
dawn and spent the hours fixing a ham, baking cookies, and making
last-minute arrangements to the decorations and the wrapping of
presents. Despite her lack of will and brooding eyes there was
always something about the holidays that managed to stir her from
her cocoon of intensely black depression. The bagman came over and
tried to fuck her but apparently couldn’t get it up. I heard him
cursing louder than usual.

“It’s your fault,” he said. “You did
something to me.”

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered.

“Sorry? You’re sorry? You bitch. You rotten
bitch.”

The bagman must’ve worked muscle for Johnny
Booze as well because he knew how to inflict pain without leaving
marks. Not that it would’ve mattered much. My mother was already
scarred and bruised and battered. But the bagman spent some time on
her and I listened at the doorway as she coughed and groaned and
squealed, but never very loudly.

I waited for her to call my name. I held on
to a knife she’d left out to cut the ham. It wasn’t a particularly
big blade and didn’t have to be. I thought, All she has to do is
show some resistance. All she has to do is speak my name. All she
has to do is plead with him, beg him to stop, scratch his face, and
I’d drive the knife in under his ear. People were always talking
about the best way to incapacitate and kill a man. My father
expounded with his drunken friends at length. He acted out scenes
in the living room showing the correct way to press a pistol barrel
against someone’s temple to avoid blowback. How to stab someone so
they’d die immediately, or take hours crawling through their own
filth.

But my mother said nothing, didn’t defend
herself at all, accepted his fists and fingers, his slaps and
pinches.

When he was finished I put the knife back and
stood by the Christmas tree. I stared at the angels and thought of
blood. When the bagman left he handed me two C-notes and said,
“Merry Christmas, kid. Make sure you buy your mother something
nice. And get yourself a little something too, right?”

“Right,” I said.

This time I unscrewed the plate to an
electrical outlet in my bedroom and stuffed the bills inside the
little niche. One of these days, I knew, I would have to get the
hell out of here.

Late afternoon my old man walked in from a
night of whoring, smelling of sweat, sex, blood, and perfume. He
wasn’t drunk like usual. He seemed edgy as hell. I got the feeling
that someone had told him the bagman had been in the house a long
time. I thought maybe Johnny Booze had done it just to get rid of
my father. He’d been growing more and more violent and unstable in
recent months. The other cops had started turning their backs on
him. I overheard his phone calls and knew my old man had been
slipping.

He walked to my mother. He said, “Have you
been fucking some other man?”

My mother said, “Yes.”

She folded the knife and fork and held her
chin up as she stared into his eyes. She had absolutely no fear. A
charge burned through the air. We could all feel it. We all knew
what was about to happen. My father shut his eyes and screwed up
his face and hung his head. He raised his massive fists up as if to
damn God. It was a Biblical moment in its own way. The house seemed
dry as a desert, with the dust of a thousand generations settling
on our neglected, cheap furniture.

Even then I wondered why he acted the way he
did at that moment. Why he may have cared so much or pretended to
care so much. It all seemed like such a sham.

He glowered at me. “Did you know?”

I said, “Yes.”

My mother glanced in my direction and smiled.
It was such an unfamiliar sight that it was the first time in years
that I felt genuine terror.

My old man looked into my eyes and understood
that I knew what had been happening all along. He took one step in
my direction and my mother took him into her arms. She hugged him
tightly and tried to quiet his fury by shushing him and patting his
back. She twined herself about him and he took her in his arms and
pressed his mouth over hers and gave her the most passionate and
loving kiss that I’ve ever seen.

Then
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