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For Papa,

Whose childhood lent heavily to this character.
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Here’s to the stories our fathers tell us.
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Part One:

Little Boy Pickpocket
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You don’t know me, but in a way you do. We’ve talked briefly before. I’m the guy that bumped into you on the subway. I’m the guy who stole your tip the instant you laid it down for the waitress, making you look like a tightwad.

Sorry, but it’s true.

I’m the one who was going fishing when you had no idea that you were my big game. I’m the guy that nobody likes to talk about.

Starting to get the picture, are we?

I’ll be your pickpocket for the evening. My name is Frankie.

Surprised?

I bet you are. It’s not every day the guy who robs you goes and writes a book about it.

I know what you’re thinking.

Right now you want to get up from your chair, spilling your latte in the process, and proceed to jump on this hardcover/paperback until your kneecaps shatter, wishing that the spine of the book was my spine that you were crushing. You’ll do this whether you’re in a bookstore, airport or waiting room. And imagining that will make me laugh, I can’t lie to you.

But if you’d just cool your jets and settle your tantrums, you’ll see that I am sorry for what I did and that I only did it to survive in the rough and tough world that we all live in.

For those of you who are still reading, thanks for being patient. I just know that you’re bubbling and sizzling to know how a little hidden jerk wad punk like me got around to stealing your specific wallet.

Know this - this book is not meant to be a list of all the people I have stolen from and I’m not going to list all of them. And the ones I do mention will not be the real names but rather they will be alternate versions to the originals. I’m doing this thing my way, so get used to it. Believe me, there’s a much bigger story here than a bunch of missing wallets. Wallets are just the starting point of something major that changed my life, my luck, and made me retire from pick pocketing altogether.

I’m told that I am half Irish and half Italian but who really knows for sure. I guess that opens up a whole stockpile of beer-guzzling, pasta-eating red-whop jokes. 

Please, people, contain yourselves. 

My mother left a long time ago because, I am told, she just couldn’t handle my father’s traveling work. Neither would she tolerate such secrecy. Her name was Julia. She left when I was five.

For those of you who don’t know me, please, don’t feel sorry for me. I’ve forgiven her a long time ago. 

My mother and father raised me as best as they could and they had a good run of it.

I am the only child they ever had. Born on New Year’s Eve, if you can believe it. I kind of liked the idea of large crowds gathering everywhere, counting down the new year. Like one big grand old birthday party just for me. I was a lucky kid.

I wasn’t a mistake, more like a moment of joyful inspiration. Being that they wanted a baby after they realized they were having a baby. They wanted one and only one. You, me, and baby makes three kinda deal. Now, without my mom, me and my papa were struggling along, and damn near inseparable from one another. His name is Alfonso. He was constantly looking for work and making long distance phone calls at every payphone we wandered to. We traveled like gypsies from all over the place, we originally hail from Florida.

For some reason, maybe in God’s infinite humor, I was donned a pair of conversation-starter eyes. Not that they are anything special or awe-inspiring; my left one is brown and my right one is hazel, dark enough to where you have to be six inches away to really notice that they are both a different color.

My hair is sandy brown and I’ve always kept it unkempt, in a word; scraggly. But I always trim it short, not too long. Don’t wanna look like a hippie or anything.

You basically know what I look like now so, by all means, let’s move on.

I was ten years old when my father finally left me. I remember it like it was yesterday. There I was, sitting on a bench, flipping my father’s lucky silver dollar in the air. He always had a fascination with coins. Call him a collector, I don’t care. So you know what that means, don’t you? If he loved coins, I loved coins . . . But I didn’t necessarily understand it all.

I had my whole life packed up in a bag sitting right beside me. My papa, God bless him, was a couple yards away on the payphone, endlessly screaming and bargaining at the same time into the greasy receiver. I got used to it. At least he wasn’t barking at me. He knew better. He just really wanted work, I assume.

So there we were, two fellas hanging out at the train station, not knowing when our next meal was going to be, and we were making it last. There were only a few bystanders, which was good. Time slowed to a drag, yet our time together wasn’t that much of a drag. We had a stronger connection, as I said before, right after mom left.

It was eleven in the morning, close to lunch time, my stomach clued me in. I managed to flip the coin ten feet in the air and caught it. That was about the highest I could fling it and catch it without dropping.

When I tried to shoot for eleven feet, my father was right beside me and caught it in mid air.

“Careful, Frankie,” he said to me, “Or else you’ll lose it someday. You don’t want to lose it now, do you?”

He handed the coin back to me. I took it with a nod. “No, papa, I don’t want to lose it.”

He was a good man. Taught me a lot of things.

He also kept a lot of things from me. I guess you could say that it was weird, out of the ordinary the way my family was run but, hey, we can’t all be eating from a silver spoon.

Shit. I’m starting to sound like Holden Caulfield already.

Yes, I read the book. Yes, I enjoyed it very much.

Anyway, back to what was really weird about my family. My father’s odd jobs were just that: odd jobs. He’d leave the house, be gone for several days, the longest was a stretch of two weeks, and then he’d come home with a pile of cash in his hand. He never told me what he did for a living and I never questioned it. So long as he came home with not one scratch on him, I was fine, damn near docile. It was kind of exciting having that little bit of mystery to it.

Another thing that was really weird, weird enough to talk about with you folks, is that, for some reason I cannot determine, my parents kept our last name a secret. I didn’t know it and my mom sure as hell didn’t either. It was my father’s wishes. “Our last name, Russell, is just stage makeup,” He’d say. It may have been for the best. It saved me from having my cheeks pinched from a bunch of relatives. Come to think of it, I rarely remember an uncle or an aunt who would come to visit us. Was he keeping our location a secret too?

In any case, with these restrictions came questions and I guess my mom had too many of them unanswered. I didn’t mind.

It was a bright summer day at that train station, I remember. After his phone call, and sneaking up on me, my father didn’t bother to sit down. He was always the type to keep moving, kept looking for work and hardly had enough time to sit.

He bent down next to me, parking his weight on his ankles as he hunched down to look up at me. He had thick brown eyes, slick black hair, defining brows, and a rough and tough exterior. He wore his best brown suit with his neon color tie. Something told me that he was going somewhere.

He had this edge to him that I had never seen before. He kept looking back and forth, waiting for the train to come by. It made me uncomfortable, to say the least.

“I promise, I won’t lose it papa,” I said.

For some reason, that just made it worse. He looked like he was seriously restraining himself from crying. From what, I had no earthly idea.

And then he looked up at the huge clock above us. And then he started telling me things. Things that were wise but, like him, were mysterious as well. He knew that that always got me to listen to him.

“Time, son.” He said. He looked back at me. “All our lives, people will never have enough of it. They’ll try though, they always do. People keep a little piece of time with them every day to give themselves the illusion of control over it.”

He lifted up his right arm, pulled back his sleeve and displayed his hairy wrist with his old watch clinging to it like a birthmark. He always had that same watch, never wanted a new one. It had a gold casing and a brown strap. It was simple and nice.

“See this watch, Frankie. You see? I’m guilty of it too. We clamp these to our skin the same as bow ties.”

He looked at his watch with a smile. Eleven minutes past precisely.

“Did you know that before these, people actually kept their watches on a chain?”

“They did?”

My father nodded. “Sure did.”

“Were...were they afraid that time would get away from them, papa?”

My father laughed heartily. He flicked a tear off his cheek. “Yeah, son. They kept time on a short leash. They kept those things close to their stomachs and never wanted to part with them, all because they needed to constantly be updated on what time it was. Now, remember this, Frankie, don’t let your life be brief moments of clockwatching. You’ll get nowhere in life doing that, you’ll only make yourself even more worried that you won’t make your appointments. Don’t let time wear you down. The sooner you realize that time is nothing without memories to spend them on, the better. There are going to be moments in your life where you think time will drag you down, son. Don’t let it. Just wait.”

I rubbed my thumb across the coin, trying hard to infuse those words into my head although I didn’t know how they could be important. He was a wise man, and I knew he meant well.

“Don’t understand, do you?”

I shook my head.

“You will,” he said. “One day you will, and I’ll be right there when you do.”

Then, we heard it. Both of us looked up. The train was coming upon us, letting us know that time didn’t stop for no man.

My stomach growled. My father collected his briefcase, which was unusually large for just another trip, and he put on his brown fedora.

I started to slide off the bench. He placed a hand on my shoulder. 

“No, Frankie,” he said immediately.

I was confused. I didn’t understand.

“But that’s our train.”

“No, it isn’t, son. There will be another train coming shortly. That’s our train. I just have to meet up with someone on this one. They have something they want to give me.”

And then, like an idiot, I started with the guessing games. Call it a moment of exploding curiosity, built up from all the questions my mother never had answered.

“A book? . . . A watch? . . . A job?”

My father smiled.

“A job.” he said.

“That’s great.” I said. “How long will it take?”

He stopped smiling. “Try not to think of how long it will take. Try to think of how short it will take.”

I sat back down on the bench. “Of course, papa. I’ll be waiting.”

He kissed me on the forehead, gave me a big hug. At least he did that. He even had time to show me a trick. He made the silver dollar disappear and then reappear right from behind my ear. He showed me how to do it and said that it was all in how you gripped the coin. So, I practiced. But my hands were too small. I thought that they would never grow, not even an inch.

Before he walked away from me, I told him I was hungry. He looked back and nodded. He then made arrangements with someone who worked at the station, told them to see to it that I had anything I wanted from the bakery that was there, enough to tide me over. He gave the man the money, waved goodbye and then hopped on the train.

And like a little nitwit, I actually convinced myself that he was coming back.

I know what you’re thinking.

Don’t.

I didn’t hate my father. I missed him.

In time, I came to forgive him but I still cried some nights because I missed him so damn much.

After scooting myself into the bakery, I had a helping of the finest breads and sandwich’s I could find. From what I was told by the man who worked at this station, my father left a good fifty dollars in his possession to treat me to anything I wanted to eat. As I’m thinking about it, while writing this, I have my suspicions that the man pocketed some of the money and didn’t tell me. Now, that man I hate. Because he could have made my new life a helluva lot easier.

And when I say new life it is simply because I had to face up to the unbelievable truth: I was abandoned, alone, kicked to the curb, on my own, all by myself.

After I got done eating, I waited on the bench again. The next train rolled by and guess what? No papa. I searched like crazy and never saw him.

I should have known better. But I was young and naïve which pretty much go hand in hand when you look at it. The day lingered on and I went through a brief period of denial followed by an even bigger period of loneliness. The sun went down and the moon hopped on out and smiled at me. But I didn’t return the favor, because while that damn moon sat up in the sky all peaceful, and my dad was God knows where, I had to make a nest on that bench and try to get to sleep. Just shifting in those things made my back ache. Surprisingly, I had no problems passing out.

When I awoke early the next morning, the sun was warming my welcome. I threw my jacket off of me and smacked my lips together. Bad case of morning breath. Or, as I like to call it, bench breath.

I looked around me, looked under the bench. I had everything, nothing was stolen. Lucky me.

“’scuse me, boy,” said an elderly lady who came up to me. “Are you lost?”

I scratched a few flakes of dandruff off my scalp. I needed a shower already.

“What a stupid thing to say.” I told her. “How can I be lost if you found me? Why doncha get lost for both of us, will ya?”

The woman blubbered, gave a look like she was going to hit me and moved on. What can I say? I was bitter.

At some point during when I was just sitting there doing nothing, I decided to take steps in planning my new life. Yes, it was dropped on me like a ton of bricks but, being full of pep, I decided to make the most of it.

The first thing I needed was a name. I wanted to keep my first name. Papa gave it to me and I wasn’t going to let go of it. It was the only piece of evidence I had that proved he even existed, besides the silver dollar.

I took a glance at the clock above me. Right next to it was the name of the station. I was sitting at Pickens Train Station. Now, I admit, Pickens doesn’t sound that good of a last name. Sounds like slim pickens, to tell you the truth. But I took it all the same. Frankie Pickens, I thought. That’s my name, kiddo. Don’t wear it out.

After naming myself, my thoughts immediately went primal. I thought of food. My belly was aching like mad. I managed to gather my things, order a few sandwiches, all with a different kind of meat in them just for a nice surprise, scrounged up enough money for a ticket and got up the guts to jump on the train heading for New York City, totting my backpack behind me the whole way.
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I had a booth all to myself, thank God. I wanted to be alone with my thoughts and didn’t want someone across from me jabbering on about meaningless things. I’m sure you’ve sat next to them. They can dish out some of the most inane stories that can last for hours.

My booth became my womb, my comfort zone, my home away from home. The seats were a dark brown overlooking a purple and green carpet with mahogany red walls. Now, I’m no decorator but, shit, those colors can really constipate a person. Speaking of which, I had my own tiny bathroom that was just big enough for a kid my size.

I tossed my back pack at the seat to my left until it crashed against the corner just near the edge of the window. I slumped forward and nestled my face into the contorted confines of the backpack, using it as a pillow. All I knew was that this was a helluva lot comfortable then that stupid bench. I started to haze out, get tired.

Eventually, the ticket scalper came to punch a hole in my ticket. What he did was put a damper in my coma. He woke me by repeatedly clicking his little hole puncher. I jerked up and fished inside my pockets to get the ticket. While he was making his mark on the ticket, he looked at my face and giggled. Little did I know that I had slept on the zipper line of my damn backpack.

“What’s the matter, you never seen a kid before?” I said, jumping on the defensive.

“You’re an orphan?”

“Does it look that way?”

“Who are you on the train with?”

“My uncle. He’s in the dining car getting liquored up.”

“Which one is he?”

“The bald one.”

“That’s it? There are several bald men on this train.”

“No, he’s the really bald one.”

“How bald is he?”

“He...gets his head simonized?”

The guy laughed, farted a little, then embarrassingly handed me back my ticket and left.

After tidying up in the bathroom, I decided to take a glance at one of the three magazines that were in there. One was an entertainment magazine. Flipping through that one, I found several articles all on one movie star portraying a series character. Lexar Danby, the secret agent of New York. From what I read, there were a total of fifteen movies in the series and at least seven books that the series was based on. I had never heard of this fictional character but, call me crazy, he interested me. He was so damn suave and charismatic, nothing like me. I was scrawny and sickly-looking by comparison. His adventures catapulted me into having a new role model. I read the entire magazine.

The evening had set in as I started reading a wealth magazine and was the victim of countless little advertising book marks that avalanched all over my lap. It gave me a headache trying to read all that technical jargon.

After tossing that one to the side, I wrapped my hands around the only magazine left: Demolition Quarterly.

Let me tell you that right then and there, I realized what occupation I wanted but knew I would never obtain; a demolition expert. Something excited me seeing all these little gadgets and gizmos that could fit the bill of pretty much anything that needed to be torn down in a hurry. I was fascinated by the mechanical aspects of it all, how something designed to be so small, could be so destructive. It was hard to wrap my head around.

I read that magazine cover to cover.

It was getting late, way past my usual bed time and I was still full of pep, trying to block out my obvious loneliness by treating myself to a sandwich, a bag of chips and two cans of soda. As I sat, eating quietly, my eyes moved slowly along the little booth. Trees were whipping by outside, like green giants running past my window.

As with any other boy, living on his own, I began to get bored. And anybody who is a parent knows how much trouble that can cause. But, hey, getting into trouble is just another way of learning the hard way.

I cleaned myself up, threw some water on my face and slipped out of my booth. I hugged the walls and slipped silently to the baggage car, not knowing what I would find when I got there. I was more or less sneaking around trying to see what it was like to be in Lexar Danby’s shoes, trying to see what it was like to be a master of deception and stealth.

When I finally walked in, I was greeted by a whole army of bags and suitcases big and small. I had to hop and climb over some. There were so many. 

I rooted through some. A lot of them were boring, with big stacks of legal documents, wardrobes and whatnot. I found a tux in one of the baggage’s. I couldn’t believe my luck. I tried to slip it on and instead it slipped off. I was too small to wear it. But, did that stop me? Hell no. I folded the pants bottoms, stuffed the massive drooping shirt inside the pants and adjusted the pants to the point where I could hardly breathe. If pain equaled beauty, I would be the friggin Gregory Peck of pain.

Now that I had the attire, I started feeling more like Lexar.

“This suit is too cool for school,” I said, quoting one of the popular lines mentioned in the Lexar article.

You might think that the trouble stops here, right? I probably get caught and thrown back into my booth with a firm finger-shaking warning. I only wish it stopped there. You should know that a kid like me could never get into a little amount of trouble. Trouble had a tendency to escalate the more I pushed it.

I thought, in my mind, that now that I had the secret agent suit, I needed what every secret agent needs: weapons. So, excitedly, like a kid on Christmas, I searched through random bags and packages looking for something I could utilize as a weapon. I hoped I would not find a gun. Instead, after rifling through over twenty bags, I found one package with gorgeous little troublemakers. This package held a good quantity of small fireworks. There were small firecrackers, very few, which I stuffed in the breast pocket of the tux. I couldn’t resist. I took two handfuls of them. 

After that, I decided to make myself a drink at the dining car. A whiskey sour, just like the character would order. I was halfway into making this concoction, or what I thought a whiskey sour should have in it, when one of the conductors seized me up and threw me out.

I was surprised that he didn’t question my suit and the fact that I was a little kid. But, it was dark, all the lights were dimmed and he could’ve gotten the idea that I was a drunken midget trying to get his last fix before the night was out.

I was frazzled. Frazzled enough to get revenge.

Carefully I plotted and planned a way to avenge my embarrassment. One thing I knew about this guy, just from watching him is that he had a weakness for nacho platters. So I snuck back into the kitchen and fixed him a platter. I left it right on one of the tables where he would be sure to gobble it up in the dark. But, previously to that, I placed well hidden laxatives within the nacho sauce; another nice surprise from one of the bags. 

Now one thing you should know is this; Nachos and laxatives are a bad mix. That’s like smudging a thumb full of salt in your eye while its already on fire.

I waited at a corner as I saw him high tail it to the bathroom and didn’t even bother to open the door naturally but kicked it open where a carefully laid matt of fireworks and smoke bombs, firmly held in place by flypaper, were at the bottom of the door. I lit the things just as he flushed, ran down the narrow way to my room and heard the gorgeous sound of chaos.

I could hear him fumbling around, trying to escape the madness. He was coughing all the while and screamed, “Jumpin’ Jesus Flap Jacks!”

I was laughing like crazy at his stunned stupor. I was already smelling the rancid mix of nachos coming out of him at 200 miles per hour.

I didn’t realize that another conductor was right behind me. He snatched me up, forced me into my regular clothes, then dragged me by my ear back to my booth. I was lucky not to get kicked off the train at that moment. Man, was I a brat or what?
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I wish I could say that my exit off the train was refreshing and awe inspiring, but, as soon as my stop appeared and I had arrived, the two conductors I terrorized took it upon themselves to make sure I hit the pavement hard. After tossing me off the last car and onto the dock, they flung my backpack straight at my face. It bounced off my face, cutting my lip.

Both of them were laughing as the train was pulling out of the station.

I dug into my front pocket and brought up a match and two fireworks. I ripped a loose thread from my jacket and tied one end to the two firecrackers. After lighting them, I twirled the suckers hard, winding up for the big blow.

“Hey,” I shouted at the surprised knuckleheads. “Don’t forget your parting gifts!”

Finally, with a nice good jerk, the two fireworks sailed their way and exploded and popped an inch away from their caps. The conductor on the left patted his face. I think I blinded him in one eye. The conductor to the right ducked as the firecracker snapped at the door behind him. Quickly, he jumped off the train, regained his footing, then was dashing across the dock to strangle my little childish neck.

“Lexar Danby strikes again!” I snatched up my bag and ran faster than a track runner being chased by a Doberman. 

*   *   *
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Dramatically, I fell to my knees after having felt like I had run
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