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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to
the memory of my older brother Jack. He knew which parts of this
story are true… and which are not.


 


1.

I Should Write a
Book

 


Pap always said I should
try not to think so hard. “Bad things always happen when you think
too hard,” he used to say. And he was right. I guess that’s why I
was against the idea of writing this book at first. Not that I’ve
never actually written a book before, and you could count the
number I’ve read on one hand. Even if you have some fingers
missing.

Anyway, Jake says I should
write a book. Why? Who knows? Books are something I’ve had very
little use for in my personal life. I’ve never really been much of
a literary sort. Now that’s not to say I’m an uneducated man. I’ve
been all the way through high school. I spent nearly a month in the
Navy. I’ve been pretty near all the way around the world. I’ve seen
a few movies. I know a thing or two about the universe, mostly from
what I’ve picked up by watching TV. So it’s not that I have
anything against books, mind you. To me, reading just seems like a
waste of time.

For one thing, it takes
practically forever. You have to sit there in a quiet room and look
at all these words on a page and try to figure out what each word
means, which usually isn’t that much of a problem in itself unless
you come across a really long word or something. Then you have to
get up and drag out a dictionary if you want to find out what the
word means, and that’s just too much of a hassle. Then you have to
string all these words together in your mind and try to keep track
of the characters and the story and somehow resist the temptation
to turn to the last page to see how the whole thing works out,
which it usually does in a way that makes you feel like you just
wasted time and effort on a book your dog could have written just
as well if not better.

Give me TV every time!
It’s just so much easier to watch what’s happening and to let the
characters on the show speak for themselves. I can usually follow
along and figure out what’s going on and if I can’t, well, there’s
a bunch of other channels to turn to. My second choice would be
movies, which is almost like TV except there aren’t any
commercials. That’s a good thing and a bad thing. For instance,
when you’re watching TV and a commercial comes on, you can take
advantage of the moment and duck off to the pisser to take a leak
or pop into the kitchen and whip up a baloney and bread sandwich or
a bowl of cereal. Of course if you’re not hungry or full of pee,
then a commercial is a pain in the ass. But when you’re at the
movies, sometimes you wish a commercial or two would come on so you
can drain off that 32-ounce soda you sucked down earlier and maybe
grab a bag of Sugar Babies without missing anything. I guess that’s
what they call a trade off. My third choice would be radio, but
that’s a distant third because there ain’t any pictures. Books
would be near the bottom of the list, after magazines, billboards
and the advertising signs they put on city transit
busses.

Anyway, I’m probably the
last person in the world who should be writing a book. If you could
sum up my life in one word, it would probably be “largely book
free”. That goes back to my high school days. Round about the time
you get to high school, they expect you to choose books to read
based not on the number of colorful pretty pictures inside, but on
the content of the story. Now, to me nothing helps move a story
along better than well-placed colorful pretty pictures, but I don’t
make the rules. Someone in the school does. I think it’s the
principal.

Take some of those books
they make you read in school. One I remember was called “Moby
Dick.” The title made me laugh when I first saw it and that’s why I
decided to read it instead of just taking the “F” like I usually
did. I thought it was about something entirely different than what
it was about. Instead of being a funny – and by that I mean dirty
-- story about boys and their parts, it was about how a sea captain
was all pissed off at a big whale for nipping off his leg. But it
wasn’t good enough to read all the way through. That put me at a
considerable disadvantage when the teacher wanted to know what the
meaning behind the story was. I read enough of it, I guess, to know
that on the surface it’s a story about some sea captain who gets
pissed at a whale for biting off a leg, and how he’s all set to go
through hell and high water to find that whale and teach him a
lesson about biting off people’s legs, and he don’t care who he
drags through the crap pile with him just so long as he gets to
kill that damn whale!

But you know how public
school teachers are. They want something more than a simple
explanation. They want to know about metaphors and similes and the
deeper meaning behind the words. This one teacher came up with the
apple-headed notion that the story of the sea captain versus the
whale was actually the writer’s way of talking about “the eternal
struggle between Man and God” or some other such horse poop. That’s
another reason why I don’t much care for reading books. If I have
to dig deep to get the meaning of something, then it wasn’t worth
the effort of picking up in the first place.

(By the way, just the
other day they had that “Moby Dick” movie on the TV – the one where
Gregory Peck plays the sea captain and he looks just like Abe
Lincoln. And even after watching the movie, I still think it’s
mainly a story about a crazy man who’s pissed off at a whale and
that’s all there is to it! Hell, a few dirty stories about boys and
their parts would have made it more interesting I
think.)

So, I wonder about my
qualifications for writing a book. If I don’t like reading them,
what the hell would I know about writing one? Jake says all I have
to do is just tell the story the way it happened and the book
should write itself, no problem. Seems like a lot of work to
me.

Still, I’ll give it a try.
Since we decided to go back to the simple life, we ain’t got a word
processor no more, let alone even a typewriter. All I got is this
tape recorder we first did the song into. So I’ll just talk into it
and someday, if we ever get one of those agent fellas again, I’ll
let him listen to the tape and he can get it all typed up pretty
and proper. So if you happen to be that agent, I hereby apologize
in advance just in case my language gets kind of salty. I’m not
what you would call the most refined person in the world. But I do
have a good memory. And one thing I want to make perfectly clear
from the start. I don’t want nobody cleaning up my language to make
it all grammatical or nothing. If I gotta write a book, then I’m
gonna write it the way I talk. But I will try to keep the most
filthy profanities to a minimum. I feel I owe it to the women and
kids who might be forced to read this book in school or
something.

Now that I think about it,
maybe there could be something to be learned by what happened to me
and Jake. As I sit in this comfortable chair in the kitchen,
looking out the window across the yard to the slough, it seems hard
to believe that we went from dead broke to billionaires in the span
of something less than two years. And it was all because of the
song.

It’s been called
everything from “a pleasant little ditty” to “a metaphor about
society as it plunges headlong into the post 9/11 milieu,” whatever
the hell that means! I didn’t have any lofty, high-minded ideals in
mind when I wrote the thing. I just thought it was just a cute idea
for a catchy little song. That goes back to what I was saying a
little while ago about looking for the deeper meaning in stuff.
Sometimes, no matter how far you dig, there just ain’t anything
there but what you saw in the first place. If you dig through a cow
flop looking for “deeper meaning,” all you’re going to come up with
is more cow flop. And then you’ll have to wash your hands before
you eat.

Everything happened so
fast that I suppose it stretches the imagination some to believe
that such a thing could have actually happened as quick as it did.
But it pisses me off more than just a little bit when I hear or
read reports that say the Klemper Brothers were just lucky is
all

I mean, it’s not like we
got the right six numbers in the lottery or anything like that, so
you can’t say it was pure luck. I suppose I can understand that it
might look that way to some, but I just can’t say that luck had all
that much to do with how things turned out. There was some effort
involved after all. Somebody had to write the song, and that
somebody was us – Mud and Jake Klemper!

Now it’s not I think that
we were really anything special. I mean, we certainly weren’t the
sharpest nails in the hardware store or anything like that, if you
know what I mean. And I suppose that some of our success had to do
with being at the right place at the right time and all. I suppose
you could wonder if breeding had anything to do with it. One thing
us Klempers are real proud of is the fact that we are Klempers.
There’s always been something special about me and my brother. Pap
said there was a special glow in the air the night Jake was born,
and same thing for the night I came into the world. It was even
wrote up about in the paper. Scientists said it was probably swamp
gas or something. Pap said it was just a coincidence, not the
fuckin’ Star of Bethlehem or anything like that, but still a guy
can’t help but be proud when the sky lights up on the occasion of
his birth. We’ve always sorta felt set apart from the folks that
surround us. We try not to let it go to our heads or nothing, but
that’s just the way it is. We’re Klempers and we’re
proud.

I guess most of that
attitude comes from our father, the late Luther Klemper. Our Pap
was a proud man. And he had a lot to be proud of. His family came
over from some country in Europe back in the 1800s and decided to
settle in the rich farmlands of eastern Iowa. Now that might seem
kinda peculiar since none of the pioneer Klempers had farms in
Europe or even knew so much as a tinker’s damn about dirt, except
for the fact that it tended to gather under their fingernails. They
were mostly beggars and criminals, truth be told. And the further
truth is that they left Europe because it was either that or go to
jail. But they had it set in their minds that they were gonna be
the most successful cotton farmers in the whole state of
Iowa.

Well, as it happened, they
were a mite flummoxed at first to learn that the rich, black soil
of eastern Iowa ain’t exactly the kind of dirt that’s best suited
for cotton growing. And after a few bleak seasons where more than
one of my early ancestors died of starvation or was carried off by
wolves (some say it wasn’t wolves but just some big, hungry dogs
but what the hell’s the difference when you’re the one being
eaten?), one of the neighbors who had been there for awhile finally
took it upon himself to drop by the Klemper farm and suggest that
they might try growing some corn instead.

And that’s where the
family split came in. Great Grandpa Otto Klemper turned to his
brother Gunther and accused him of not doing the proper research
into what kind of crop they should grow when they got to Iowa.
Well, Gunther wasn’t the kind of man to just sit there and take
verbal abuse, so he asked Otto why he didn’t do the research his
own goddamn self if he thought it was all that important. “And
besides, what the hell is wrong with cotton? Everyone likes
cotton!” he is reported to have said, to which Great Grandpa Otto
is believed to have said something like, “You can’t eat cotton,” at
which time Gunther Klemper said, “Oh yeah? Eat this!” and he
stuffed the sleeve of his cotton flannel shirt into Great Grandpa
Otto’s mouth with a fist attached at the end of it. And one thing
led to another and the next thing you knew the knife blades were
flashing and one of Otto’s ears was lying on the hardwood floor and
Gunther was learning how to make do with only one eye. (That’s
another thing about us Klempers. We tend to be real quick to go to
the knives when we’re pissed. Or drunk.)

So Otto kicked Gunther off
the farm and Gunther took his family to the little town of Low Dell
on the western edge of the county and both families grew and
prospered and basically disavowed each others’ existence. And the
family split continues to this day. For instance, Jake and me – the
only remnants of the Slope Oak branch of the clan – we spell the
family name the way it was meant to be spelled – “Klemper” – where
the Low Dell branch of the family thought to gussy-up the name a
little by adding an “f” – “Klempfer”. Hell, I guess if they want to
carry around an extra consonant in their name, that’s their
business. And to their credit, they haven’t come sucking around for
money since Jake and me stumbled into our fortune. Not that they’d
get any, of course. They probably know that. At least not until
they got rid of that extra “f”.

Anyway, Great Grandpa Otto
brought forth a number of strong dimwitted sons and agreeably
fertile daughters. One of those sons turned out to be my Grandpa
Johan. I never knew him – he died back in 1945 of some kind of
blood disease. But it was him who built the house on Roosevelt
Street in Slope Oak, which was the closest town to the original
farmstead.

If the ancestral Klempers
were poor farmers, they were friggin’ “Old MacDonald” compared to
Grandpa Johan. He couldn’t grow grass! Now, whether or not he was
actually booted off the farm or decided by himself to move to the
city depends on which version of the story you believe – the story
about how he either accidentally or on purpose blinded his brother
Friedrich.

If you believe the “nice
Grandpa” story, then you believe that he was just cutting shoelaces
out of a strap of leather when Uncle Friedrich came up behind him
to see what he was doing and caught the blade of Grandpa’s buck
knife in the left eye. In the “bad Grandpa” story, he just jabs the
blade in his brother’s eye because he didn’t like the way Friedrich
was looking at him. Well, they didn’t have the Blue Cross or those
HMOs back then, so the family just sort of let the eye take care of
itself – which was admittedly a bad idea since the stabbed eye
started to smell bad and the infection spread from the bad eye to
the good eye and both eventually had to come out.

And here’s a side note.
Don’t go feeling too bad about Uncle Friedrich. For one thing, he
outlived Grandpa by about thirty years. And he had a pretty good
life for a blind guy. The government bought him a nice little house
up the road on Garfield Street with an outhouse and a water pump in
the front yard. And Friedrich learned how to make do. I remember
sitting on his side porch with him, watching him pick off mud ducks
on the nearby lagoon with a .22 rifle. Honest to God! He could
sight them in by sound alone and pick ‘em off with a single shot!
He lived to a ripe old age until one day he shot himself through
the heart with that same .22 rifle. Grandma Genny said it was an
accident. He was cleaning the rifle and it went off. But Jake and
me, we think he just got tired of waking up every day.

Anyway, Grandpa (for
whatever reason) left the farm and moved to Slope Oak where he got
a job as a steel shaver at the local lock factory. He met a sturdy
Polish girl from Minnesota named Genny Klavko and married her. Then
he built the house on Roosevelt Street where we all lived until
recently. Grandpa Johan and Grandma Genny had a few sons (no
daughters, oddly enough) and one of those sons was Luther Klemper –
our Pap.

Pap went to school all the
way up through the sixth grade, decided it just wasn’t for him, and
got a job following Grandpa around at the lock factory sweeping up
the metal shavings. When Grandpa died, they gave Pap his job. In
fact, Pap had to miss the funeral on account of they wouldn’t let
him have the day off to go to it. But that’s how things were back
then. If you had a job, you held on to it no matter how many
members of your family were getting buried on any given
day.

In 1950, Pap took a shine
to a high school girl he met at a football game. Her name was Mary
Anderson. She came from a family that was just about as society as
you could get in Slope Oak, which meant you couldn’t generally tell
what they had for dinner by looking at their shirts. And her daddy,
my Grampy Stu, was understandably horrified when his only daughter
announced that she was gonna marry that “apple-headed nincompoop
from the north side” she had been sparking around town with. Grampy
Stu came around to Pap’s way of thinking, however, when Pap went
over there one afternoon – all stinky from beer – and threatened to
hurt parts of Grampy Stu’s body with a ball peen hammer if the old
man didn’t shut the hell up about it.

The union of Pap and Momma
produced just two children, which is two more than they had coming
to hear Pap tell it. One of the first things Momma told Pap when
they started dating was that she couldn’t never have kids on
account of her womb was tilted the wrong way in her belly and that
a doctor told her she’d never be able to catch pregnant. Pap never
did take much stock in doctors, so he got her pregnant twice! Jake
came first in 1953. Poor Momma was in the hospital for nearly six
months after Jake was born – she didn’t even get to see that glow
in the sky I told you about earlier although she did read about it
in the paper. She lost a lot of blood and required an operation and
the doctor told Pap that he’d better take special care to make sure
she never got knocked up again. Well, I told you about Pap and
doctors. So sure enough, two years later, I came along. They didn’t
have no more children after me on account of the fact that Momma
bled to death in bed the day after I was born. So I never knew her
and Jake says he has only the vaguest memories of her. Now you
might think that Pap blamed me for her death, but to his credit he
never told me nothing like that. He wasn’t the warmest, most
affectionate dad in the world, but he never beat us with anything
harder than a hunk of wood unless we really had it
coming.

Like I was beginning to
say quite some time ago, it was him who instilled us with what I
like to call “Klemper Pride.” It’s a family trait that goes hand in
hand with what some have called the “Klemper Temper.”

I remember a cold February
evening in 1964. Pap had been kicked out of Del Turpin’s bar
earlier than usual, so he was home drinking his own beer from the
fridge which is something he didn’t much like to do because the
fridge beer was his emergency stock against the sudden reappearance
of prohibition, which is something he feared in the same way little
kids are scared of ghosts. Anyway, he turned his attention towards
us as we played on the living room floor. Jake was prying up hunks
of wood from the floor planks with his new pocketknife – the one
that said “Goldwater for President” on it. I was making a pile of
wood hunks from what Jake pried up with the mindset of making a
nice little smoke fire later on.

Jake and I both happened
to turn toward Pap at the same time. His baggy features were
highlighted by the electric glow of the black and white
TV.

“You boys know anything
about pride?” he asked. We just smiled and nodded which was the
best thing to do when Pap was all beered-up.

“Like hell you do,” he
muttered, setting his beer down on the phone book he used as a
coaster. “I’m taking about PRIDE,” he slurred, lurching to his feet
and for a minute I thought we were gonna get a whipping on account
of all the floor prying we had been doing. “I’m talking about being
PROUD of who you are,” he said, taking a few staggering steps
toward us. “Proud because you’re a KLEMPER! Proud of your FAMILY!
Are YOU boys PROUD?”

“I love you, Pap,” I
squeaked. Jake just kept nodding and smiling.

Pap snorted. “A Klemper,
which is what you boys are, can do ANYTHING he sets his mind to
just because he’s a KLEMPER!” We just kept smiling and nodding. Pap
pointed to the back door.

“Jake, run your ass out to
the garage and bring me back a good two-by-four.”

Jake hopped up and
scampered out to the garage and I wondered just what he was
figuring to do with a hunk of board as he had never hit us with
anything quite that big before. Jake crashed through the back door
with a good length of board.

“Good boy, Jake,” Pap
said. “Now, the two of you put that board between two of them
kitchen chairs.”

I trotted to the kitchen,
pulled two of the old wooden chairs out from under the card table
and Jake balanced the board between the two seats.

Pap shook his head
angrily. “No, not like that,” he said. “Balance them bastards on
the TOP of the chairs!” We did like we were told. Pap sauntered
into the kitchen with the air of a man who knows he is just about
to perform a great deed.

“Now I’m gonna show you
boys about how it is to be sure you can do ANYTHING! I’m gonna bust
that board in two with nothing but my fist. Believe me?”

More smiling, more
nodding.

Pap grunted a satisfied
grunt. He walked to the board and studied it close. “You boys each
grab an end and hold it steady,” he slurred. Again, we did like we
was told.

“Now watch this,” he said.
He reared his big, hammy fist into the air, held it there for a
second, then brought it down with the force of a jackhammer onto
the board. The board bent all the way to the floor, popped back up
into the air, wobbled like a cartoon diving board, then fell to the
floor from the tops of the chairs.

Jake and I stared at the
board on the floor, then we turned to look at Pap. He was rubbing
his fist with a quizzical look on his face. Then he turned to
Jake.

“Boy, did you bring me a
wet board?”

Jake shrugged. “Felt dry
to me, Pap.”

Pap shook his head. “Damn,
a wet board,” he said. “If that bastard had been dry, I’d have
busted it right in two.” He turned to us again. “You believe that,
right boys?”

More smiling, more
nodding.

“And why do you believe
that?”

Jake looked panicked. But
somehow I knew what it was Pap was fishing for.

“Cuz you’re a KLEMPER,
Pap! And a Klemper can do ANYTHING!”

Pap smiled his stinky,
toothless smile. Then he rubbed my hair (with his good hand – the
one that hit the board was already beginning to swell up like a
balloon). “You boys is good boys,” he said as he staggered to his
bedroom. The next day, he had a cast on his hand and it didn’t come
off for six weeks.

Jake and me learned a
lesson that we’d never forget – not through the good times or the
hard times yet to come.

Now as I sit here telling
you about this, I have to wonder about what Pap would think about
the way things turned out if he hadn’t have caught that blood clot
in the lung and keeled over in a bowl of breakfast cereal back in
1983. I wonder if he’d like what we’ve done with our lives, or if
he’d think the whole thing is just sort of goofy. I try not to
think about that too much. Like I said, I’ve always been told it’s
best not to think too hard. Makes my head hurt and bad things
happen.

But then, I was just
getting started to tell you about the song that got the whole thing
started.

But it really was a cute
idea for a song. And I still remember how I got the idea. Actually,
it wasn’t so much that I got an idea. It was more of an
inspiration.

It was a summer day --
hotter than a lot of them, not as hot as some, and definitely not
very humid. It helps to remember that fact. Sometimes here in Slope
Oak the summer afternoons are so hot and muggy you feel like you
could grab yourself a handful of air and just wring the dirty water
right out of it.

But this wasn’t that kind
of day. It was a dry, hot day. And I was sitting on the rocking
chair on the front porch. There must have been a loose board or
something under one of the rockers, because every time I rocked
back and forth, the chair and the board made kind of a “hunky dunk”
sound. Sort of like this…

HUNK-ee-dunk

HUNK-ee-dunk

Now, if it had been a
humid day, the board wouldn’t have been dry enough to make that
sound. And if it had been rainy, I would have been in the house and
not on the front porch rocking and hearing that “hunky dunk” sound
over and over again. Funny, ain’t it, how a twist of fate can hang
on something so simple as whether or not it was humid, dry or rainy
outside? Life is full of stuff like that, I’ve come to
learn.

It was such a nice day and
since it was Sunday, I didn’t have to work since the gut factory
was closed on the Lord’s Day. I had absolutely nothing on my mind
and nothing to do but drink cheap beer and rock the hot, dry
afternoon away on that front porch rocking chair. For hours I sat
and drank and rocked and sat and drank and rocked with my mind a
total blank and that “hunky dunk” sound just sort of working its
way into my subconscious.

And I started sort of
repeating that sound in my head as I was rocking. “Hunky dunk,
hunky dunk,” you know how it’s like when you get an idea that just
won’t go away? So anyway, I was just sitting and rocking and saying
“hunky dunk” to myself when I just started to, I guess, make stuff
up. I mean, only an idiot would just sit there hour after hour
saying “hunky dunk” to himself in his head without trying to make
some kind of sense out of it, right? So I figured I’d try to make
up some words to go along with it.

I suppose it’s because I
was feeling pretty good that day. None of the neighbors had been
mad at us for a while. Jake was busy in the kitchen whipping up a
nice apple pie to go with the chicken we were having for dinner,
and it was such a bright, clear, hot sunny day that everything
seemed pretty much OK. And then I decided that “hunky dunk” might
be a pretty good word to describe such a feeling as I
had.

So, as I rocked back and
forth, I just started adding words to the “hunky dunk” sound the
rocker and the loose board were making.

“Clear blue sky is hunky
dunk.”

“Apple pie is hunky
dunk.”

“Birds and bees are hunky
dunk.”

“Cherry trees are hunky
dunk.”

Yep! That’s where those
Grammy Award-winning lyrics came from. And I started singing them
out loud. I must have been getting pretty carried away with myself,
too, because Jake came out and yelled at me to shut the hell
up.

“You sound like a fucking
idiot,” he said.

So I told him he was just
my older brother and not my father and I could sing any song I
wanted to. And just to make him mad, I called him “Chicken Jake.”
Make him mad? You bet! I’ll tell you why later. He busted right
through the screen door and pushed me off the rocking chair and
that was all for the “hunky dunk” noise for that afternoon I can
tell you.

Now I wouldn’t want you to
get the idea that me and Jake hate each other or anything like
that, because it just ain’t true. Jake is the only family I got
left. And me and Jake, we don’t really fight hard when we fight. We
just kind of tussle around on the grass and mush up each others
faces with open hands and stuff. Years ago if one of the pups had
made a poop nearby where we are fighting, one of us might grab it
for a weapon, but that was only when we were really mad. And this
time we weren’t really all that upset with each other. It was an
artistic disagreement, not like he had said anything about my
scabby bald head or anything like that. Besides, it was just that
kind of carrying on that got the neighbors mad at us, so at that
time we were trying to keep the front yard fighting as little as
possible.

We didn’t live in some
kind of crappy neighborhood or anything. Nope. These were mostly
real nice folks that lived around us. For one thing, there’s Doctor
McWherter right across the street. He’s a dentist for kids. And the
nun house is about three down from us on the same side of the
street. And we even had a city councilman who lived in our
neighborhood. But I can’t remember his name. Yes sir, it was a fine
neighborhood. One of the finest and oldest neighborhoods in town.
And our house was older than any of them.

At the time all this was
happening, we had lived in that old house all our lives. And I
ain’t gonna sit here and tell you that our house was as nice and
fine as some of the other houses in the neighborhood because it
wasn’t. Like I said, our house was built by our Pap’s dad back in
the early 1900s, and it didn’t look like anyone had done much more
than slap a little paint on it from time to time since then. It was
a nice, big, two-story house, much bigger than two bachelors like
me and Jake really needed. But it all balanced out since there were
several rooms on the second floor that you wouldn’t want to go into
because the floorboards were pretty rotted.

The neighbors were always
helpful with suggestions about how we could make the house look
better, things like “mow the lawn” and “paint the house.” And they
were all pretty good suggestions, too, but back then money was
pretty slender. Not like it is now. It was all I could do to make
ends meet with my job at the gut factory. And Jake was busy enough
around the house with getting a meal on the table by the time I got
home, not to mention his other various and sundry household duties
like keeping the dogs out of the garbage. So it’s not that I didn’t
appreciate the suggestions we got from the neighbors. It’s just
that there wasn’t much I could do about it.

Funny thing, most of the
neighbors seemed pretty shy about talking to us in person back
then. Usually if they saw us walking down the street, for some
reason they’d cross the street and ignore us if we waved at them.
No, when they made their suggestions about how we could make our
house look better, it was usually with an unsigned note taped to
our front door or a certified letter from some lawyer.

It wasn’t until we got our
hands on some money that I was able to give some serious thought
toward fixing the place up. I figured I’d start with the porch and
tighten up those floorboards, like the one that went “hunky dunk”
when I rocked on it.

Oh yeah, the song. I was
telling you about how I came up with the idea.

The night after Jake and I
tussled over whether or not “Hunky Dunk” was a stupid idea, I
started writing down the words that were in my head. And that’s how
the song was written. Well, mostly. By 10 o’clock Jake had pretty
much drained his nightly quart of J.W. Dant and he asked what I was
writing. I told him he didn’t want to know because it was too late
to have to go outside and fight and besides it was raining. So he
reached out with one of his big, old, knotty, wart-covered hands
and grabbed the paper off the kitchen table and read it. By that
time, I had all the lyrics written out.

Clear blue sky is hunky
dunk!

Apple pie is hunky
dunk!

Birds and bees are hunky
dunk!

Cherry trees are hunky
dunk!

Hunky dunk is where you
want it.

If you got it, you should
flaunt it.

Every squirrel and lamb
and skunk,

Likes to get his hunky
dunk!

So if you’re sad and
feeling blue,

Take this tip we bring to
you!

The school of life you’ll
never flunk,

As long as you stay Hunky
Dunk!

Jake was frowning as he
read what was on the paper. “More of that ‘hunky dunk’ shit?” he
asked.

“Since you must know,
yeah,” I said. “I think it’s kind of catchy.”

See, that’s just how Jake
is. If it ain’t his idea in the first place, he tends to be
negative about it. If Wilbur and Orville would have had an older
brother Jake, he would have told them that their airplane looked
silly and it probably wouldn’t work anyway so why did they want to
go making fools of themselves?

But this time he surprised
me. Jake put the paper back down on the table. “So, how do you
think it should go like?”

So I sang a little for
him. And you know what? It seemed like he kind of liked it some. He
didn’t say as much at the time. He didn’t even really smile or
anything. Of course, with Jake, any facial expression that ain’t a
downright scowl should be considered positive. Instead of saying
anything, he just went and got his harmonica.

Here’s where I should tell
you about Jake and his harmonicas. He’s got more of those damn
harmonicas than the Pope’s got prayer books. Ever since he was a
kid, and that was quite some time ago, whenever Jake got his hands
on an extra few bucks that didn’t need to get spent on J.W. Dant,
he’d trot himself down to the music store and come back with a new
harmonica. “This one’s in the Key of E,” he’d say or some stuff
like that which really didn’t make that much sense to me as all of
his harmonicas looked the same, except for some were bigger and
some were smaller.

So anyway, he comes back
with a harmonica (I don’t know what key it was) and starts tapping
his foot on the floorboards. Then he starts playing a little
something. Then he tells me to start singing along. Well, when
Jake’s in one of those moods, you pretty much just do what he wants
unless you want to be rolling around in the front yard, and I
already told you how we were trying to keep that sort of activity
as little as possible. So I just tried to follow along
some.

And you know what? Jake
liked the song! He liked it so much that he ran back upstairs to
his music room (it was really just a closet, but it’s where he kept
his harmonicas and other music stuff) and came back down with a
cassette tape recorder, the same one I’m talking on right
now.

“C’mon, Mud! Let’s get
some of this on tape.”

Here I should tell you
that Mud ain’t my real name. My real name is Lester, but Jake
always called me Mud ever since I can remember. He even told me why
once. He said it’s because I was dumb as a mud fence. I would have
slugged him there and then, but for some reason the idea of a mud
fence trying to cipher out some third grade arithmetic kind of
struck me as funny, and I guess the name just sort of
stuck.

So anyway, we played the
song again and got it on tape this time. It sounded pretty good. We
played it again that next morning and it still sounded pretty good
and we were even sober by then. And that’s the true test, because –
to tell you the truth – either one of us would be likely to sign
off on some really harebrained ideas when we’re juiced.

We listened to it again
and again and again. Then I had to go to work. Jake must have
listened to it a bunch more times when I was gone because when I
got home that night the first thing he said was that we oughta take
the tape to the radio station and see if they’ll play it. So that’s
just what we did.


 


2.

From the Gut Room to the
Recording Studio

 


Now, we only got one radio
station here in Slope Oak, Iowa. Back then they weren’t much for
playing music. Usually they’d have these radio shows where these
folks who think they know a whole lot more than you do take phone
calls from a bunch of people who got problems that they don’t know
how to solve for themselves. Why anyone would want to go on a radio
show and tell the world what a dimwit he is, well, that is just
beyond me. I think that’s what’s wrong with a lot of the world
today – we got too many experts who think they know it all and not
enough people who are willing to roll up their own sleeves to solve
their own problems. But that’s just my opinion for whatever it’s
worth which is probably a whole bunch of nothing.

So we thought maybe this
radio station might just want to have a peppy little song like
“Hunky Dunk” (which is what we called it) to liven things up a bit
between shows. But they didn’t. And they weren’t very nice about it
either. In fact, they said they’d have the cops on us if we didn’t
leave quietly.

So we decided to drive
down to Davenport. They have five or six radio stations down there,
and neither one of us had ever been arrested down there before so
the threat of calling the cops didn’t weigh quite as heavy on us.
We managed to visit all five or six stations that afternoon and
none of them wanted to hear the song either. So we did the only
thing we could do.

We started going to some
of those “open mike” nights they got at some of these nightclubs in
town. And when it was our turn, we’d go up there and sing and play.
And people seemed to like the song. So we recorded it a bunch of
times on Jake’s tape recorder and started selling the song for
about $2 a pop when we’d go to these open mike nights and such.
After awhile, we’d make a whole bunch of tapes and sell practically
most of them.

Then, one day, a guy who
worked at one of those radio stations in Davenport called and said
he had been at one of those “open mike” nights and he liked the
song, and he asked if Jake and me wanted to come on his show and do
the song live on the radio. Well, you can just bet we did! I even
took off work the next morning. Jake didn’t have that problem to
deal with since he had pretty much been on county support ever
since he hurt his head at the Boys’ Home when the tractor threw him
when he was 16.

Well, I guess there’s a
few things you should know about my older brother before we get too
deep into this thing. I’ve mentioned he doesn’t like to be called
“Chicken Jake,” and I’ve mentioned that he’s been to the Boys’
Home. But I don’t want you should get the wrong idea about him or
anything like that. Jake is good people. He’s just a mite
bewildered is all. Lost in a world that wasn’t made for people like
him might be a good way to put it. He can get mean, he can get
violent, and he’s subject to mood swings all-of-a-sudden like. But
he’s got a good streak a mile wide. Especially for animals and
such. He’s got a way around them. Especially the
chickens.

When we were kids, we
would spend a good part of the summer at Uncle Eldon’s farm out
there near Elvira. My job was taking care of the livestock, which
was a lot of responsibility for a boy at the tender age of six as I
was. But every morning I had to milk the cows and see to it that
the hogs had the proper amount of slop to keep them growing fat and
sassy.

Jake? He took a shine to
the chickens. By that, I mean he started to like the chickens in
the same way the Pope likes praying. He’d spend hours on those hot
summer days just sitting with the chickens. Pap and Uncle Eldon
didn’t seem to take much notice of this at first, but I couldn’t
help but think it was just a little odd. After all, there was this
nice swimming creek near the farm house and you could jump in there
on a hot summer afternoon and cool off real nice, but you didn’t
want to stay in there for any real length of time because then
you’d have the leeches all over you, which is why I wished I could
have had Jake down there with me from time to time to help peel off
the leeches before they got a good set. But he wasn’t interested in
swimming. He just wanted to be with those smelly
cluckers.

He was really close to the
chickens. He even started acting like them, which is when the
trouble started. Uncle Eldon and Pap went out there once to drag
Jake in for dinner, and they saw something that set the heart
crossways in their chests to hear them talk about it. They saw Jake
there in the pen strutting and scratching and making this godawful
peeping sound as he followed the hens from corner to corner. Well,
as startled as they were at first, the sight of Pap’s eldest son
scratching around in the chicken yard soon had the both of them to
laughing fit to bust a gut.

Jake tried to explain
himself. He said the chickens were his friends and he wanted to
talk to them in their own language, but that just got Pap and Eldon
laughing even harder. Pap called him “Chicken Jake” and Eldon
started clucking and flapping his arms and it was all poor Jake
could stand, because he lit off for the machine shed (which is
where we slept during our summer visits to the farm) and would not
come out or eat or talk to anyone until we went home on
Monday.

But the embarrassment of
the chicken pen did nothing to cool Jake’s fondness for poultry. He
started Junior High that fall and took the opportunity to join the
FFA. He built this ramshackle chicken coop in the back yard and
saved up his pop bottle money so he could order a box of chicks.
Then he went to the library and read up and learned everything
there was for a young boy to know about chickens.

And this behavior carried
right over into his studies. Every class project somehow involved
chickens. Every paper, every subject, Jake would find some way to
work in chickens. This, as you might imagine, garnered a great deal
of attention from Jake’s teachers and classmates. Most of it was
negative. In fact, since I must have mentioned to one of my young
friends or another about the chicken coop incident at Eldon’s, by
the time he was finished with the 9th grade, all the kids we knew
called him “Chicken Jake.” Some even called him that to his face,
but they never did it more than once.

That’s how Jake earned
himself a trip to the Boys’ Home. Well, part of the reason anyway.
He beat up more than his fair share of classmates that year. But
the thing that really landed him in the home was what happened that
next spring.

The first I knew of it was
when Billy McWherter told me that the police had come to the junior
high school to take Jake away. I thought it was because the latest
kid to get a swollen lip as the price of calling him “Chicken Jake”
was Jimmy Sneed and he was the mayor’s son. Well, the real reason
was because of what the police found on Roosevelt Street that
morning. And on Harding Street. And for two blocks either way on
27th and 28th Avenues North. There were dead chickens scattered
across half the neighborhood. Some had no heads, others were just
ripped apart. It was a hell of a mess. Jake had just put himself
out of the chicken raising business just because he got tired of
the teasing and the fighting.

Well, he got charged with
cruelty to animals and that bought him a trip to the Boys’ Home in
Eldora until his 18th birthday, and that’s where he got hurt on the
tractor and the next time I saw him he had the metal plate in his
skull and a strange assortment of tattoos. The most prominent one
is on his chest. It shows a Rhode Island Red, an egg and a question
mark. The rest are sort of indecipherable but I’m sure Jake knows
what they mean and maybe someday I’ll even ask him.

Another thing different
about his was the warts and bumps all over his hands and forearms.
The doctor at the Boys’ Home said it was some kind of virus thing –
something he caught from playing with the chickens. Every time Jake
would cut one off, a new, bigger, uglier one would take its place.
So he just left them be and his hands and forearms started taking
on the appearance of a knotted up hunk of old tree wood.

He came home from Eldora a
different Jake, one with tattoos and warts, a metal plate in his
head and a talent for the harmonica. Besides that, he learned how
to hold his liquor like a man.

But since the tractor
accident he’s been somewhat clumsy and accident prone which made it
impossible for him to hold a job. I recall it was the first summer
since he got out of the Boys’ home when he went and fell off a
cliff up by the park. All he did was break one of his hips and tear
a hunk out of a kidney, but he pulled through much to everyone’s
surprise. Pap said Jake probably wouldn’t have been so dumb as to
try climbing down the cliff if he hadn’t have hurt his head like he
did earlier. “It’s the metal plate that makes him do things like
that,” Pap said. But, that’s Jake for you.

Hell, it ain’t like I
would want to call anyone else dumb my own self. Would a smart guy
be doing the kind of job I had been doing for the 25 years before
“Hunky Dunk”? Not hardly.

Talk about dumb. I joined
the Navy so I could be a truck driver. Pap was in the Navy, and
that was the only military service he could see allowing his boys
to get into. Of course, any kind of military service was out of the
question for Jake, what with his metal plate and criminal record
and all. Since most of my offenses at the time were minor
misdemeanors, I was able to get in OK. I told the recruiter I
wanted to be a truck driver, and he smiled and said he’d see what
he could do if I would just go ahead and sign the papers and all,
which I did. So three days after I graduated high school (an honor
which, in itself, set me apart from any of the other male Klempers
in the family), I was in a bus heading for Great Lakes, Illinois,
where the Navy Boot Camp was.

Talk about scary! Me and a
bunch of other guys on the bus got herded into this big room which
sort of looked like a classroom at school. They told us to sit at
these desks, which we did. And just as we were starting to chat
amongst ourselves, this strange looking little man ran to the front
of the room and started screaming at us. He said his name was Petty
Officer Orville Kemp and that he was gonna be our Company
Commander. Then he started talking to us like we were criminals
instead of America’s finest young men in the new volunteer Armed
Forces in those post Vietnam War days. He said we were his personal
property from that moment on. He said we shouldn’t bother calling
our mommies and daddies as HE was gonna be our mommy and daddy from
now on. He was gonna be our brother and sister. He was gonna be our
aunt and uncle. He was even gonna be our girlfriend! “I may even
fuck you,” he said.

Well, needless to say, I
thought that was just a little bit over the line, so I shouted, “No
you WON’T!” This drew his immediate attention.

He came up to where I was
sitting and asked what my major malfunction was. I told him I
didn’t have one that I was aware of. Then he asked me if I liked
him. Swear to God! He put his face right up against mine and asked
me if I liked him. Well, honestly, I didn’t know how to answer that
question. So I told him that I really didn’t know him well enough
at that point to have an honest opinion, but that I was willing for
the moment to give him the benefit of the doubt.

You’d have thought I just
called his mother a hooker or something. He went to screaming and
hollering and waving his arms all around about how I was gonna be a
special project for him for the next eight weeks, how he was gonna
pay special attention to me and all, and how him and me were gonna
end up as real good friends.

“That’s fine with me,” I
said. “But there ain’t gonna be no fucking!”

That got him even madder
than before, and I ended up having to do push ups, right there on
the classroom floor until my arms felt like they were gonna break
into pieces.

I didn’t last in the Navy
very long. For one thing, Petty Officer Kemp seemed to go out of
his way to find things to be pissed off about as far as I was
concerned. I couldn’t even walk right, to hear him tell it. I
always got stuck with extra duties and such, and the other fellas
in the company seemed to take offense to all the extra attention I
was getting.

There was the one night
when we were supposed to fold up our mattresses so that Petty
Officer Kemp could see whether or not we had dusted the bed
springs. He had a powerful thing about dust and dirt, did Petty
Officer Kemp. One fella, a girly little guy that the other guys
called “Sea Pussy” seemed to have trouble getting his mattress to
stay folded over so he could dust the bed springs. A couple of the
other guys tried to help him, but nobody could get it to stay – it
kept flopping back over, and we all knew Petty Officer Kemp would
be fit to have pups if he came in and saw a mattress that wasn’t
folded up.

So I offered to help. “Sea
Pussy” folded his mattress over, and I told him to hold it there
for a second. Then I thought real hard at the mattress. I thought
about it staying right where it was. I guess I thought about 500
pounds of pressure on it, because when I told Sea Pussy to let it
go, it stayed right put.

Well, that did the trick,
and for the rest of the time I was there, nobody made fun of me or
called me names. Except for Petty Officer Kemp, of course, but that
was his job after all.

Anyway, soon thereafter we
had to go to what they called classification. That meant they were
gonna tell us what our jobs would be. Of course, I told the guy I
wanted to be a truck driver. He asked me what in the hell I was
doing in the Navy if I wanted to be a truck driver, and I started
to tell him about Pap being in the Navy and that was the only
service there was, as far as he was concerned, but he told me to
shut up. Then he said I had to be a deck ape. Another guy in the
company said that meant I would have to mop decks, which is what
they call floors on those Navy boats they have. So I said fuck a
bunch of that, and I didn’t want to be in the Navy any
more.

Anyway, they weren’t in
the mood to let me out of the Navy right then and there, so I had
to work on it a little. I remembered the way they got “Sea Pussy”
kicked out. What they used to do was wait until he was asleep, then
a couple of the guys would take the top of a can of shaving cream
and fill it with lukewarm water. Then they’d dip his fingers into
it while he was asleep and he’d pee the bed just like a little
baby. Well, the Navy doesn’t want any part of a sailor who pees the
bed, so after a couple episodes of this sort of behavior, they
booted Sea Pussy’s ass out with little delay.

Seemed like an easy way
out, the more I thought about it. So one night, I waited until
about an hour after lights out. I had spent the better part of the
evening drinking as much water as I could force myself to hold.
Soon enough, my bladder felt like it was fit to burst. So I went
ahead and stood up on my rack, which is what they call beds in the
Navy, and peed all over the mattress. Then I peed on a couple of
the beds near me, just for good measure. That woke a few of the
fellas up, and soon there was a bunch of yelling and hollering, and
it ended up with the Shore Patrol taking me to what they called a
brig. A few days later, I was on the bus right back to Slope
Oak.

But I still wanted to be a
truck driver. So after taking a couple days to relax, I went to
apply down at Universal Byproducts because someone told me I could
get trained as a truck driver after I turned 21. And as I figured
that meant I’d only have to wait a little less than a year, it
sounded like a good plan to me at the time.

Being a truck driver was a
goal for me. Pap always talked about how proud he was of his
brother, my Uncle Peck. Old Peck, he was a truck driver for an oil
company and the most educated man in my father’s family and he
drove all over the United States until he was killed when his
tanker truck exploded. They never did find out for sure why the
truck blew up down there in Geismer, Louisiana, taking about six
city blocks and dozens of innocent lives with it. I sort of suspect
it was because Uncle Peck was fond of his cigars and liked to smoke
them even when he wasn’t supposed to, which was anytime he had a
load of fuel oil on his truck. That’s why nobody has to tell me
twice how dangerous tobacco is. I saw it for myself.

But being a truck driver.
Damn! Now there was a profession a guy could be proud of! How else
is a fella gonna travel all around the country short of being a
railroad hobo? And as I recall, Uncle Peck was never short of
money. And he always had presents for Pap and us kids whenever he
came to visit, which wasn’t all that often but every now and then.
Even now, I can’t smell cigar smoke without wanting to shed a
little tear for old Uncle Peck. He was a good man, and they didn’t
find enough of him to fill the cigar box he was buried
in.

But I don’t want to dwell
on that.

So, I went to Universal
Byproducts with the dream of being a truck driver. Sad to say, it
never happened. They hired me to work for minimum wage in the gut
room. What that means is the trucks came into the plant with their
trailers filled with dead livestock. At the plant, what they do is
separate the hide from the meat, the guts from the meat, the bones
from the meat, if you can get the picture. The hide is sold to
leather treatment plants. They grind up the meat for animal feed
and fertilizer. They grind up the bones for the same thing, and
they boil up the guts into a thick stew that goes into all manner
of products that I had to sign a form promising I’d never reveal.
And Mud Klemper never makes a promise he doesn’t keep, so you’re
going to have to find out the truth about hot dogs from someone
other than me!

In the gut room, we got
the dead carcasses after the hide strippers were done with it. My
job was to slit open the dead animal’s belly, grab hold of whatever
poked out first, and yank for all I’m worth. I’d pull until most of
the guts rolled out onto the floor, then some other guy with a
knife would cut things off at the esophagus and rectum. Then we’d
shovel the guts into a hopper, which would get rolled down to the
boiling room.

Some days were easier than
others, but that’s true with most jobs I suppose. For instance on
hot summer days a certain amount of gas would build up in the dead
cow’s stomach and the guts would practically roll out all by
themselves as soon as I made the slit. Then in the winter,
sometimes I’d practically have to crawl inside and chip the frozen
innards loose with a chisel.

I got used to the stink
after awhile. And I had that truck driving dream to keep me going
day to day.

Well, when I turned 21, I
went to see the plant manager and asked if I could get some truck
driving training. He smiled and said I could fill out an
application if I wanted to, but that good gutters like me were few
and far between and he didn’t think he’d be able to spare me. I
suppose it was meant as a compliment. After all, I could empty out
a cow faster than anyone else on the floor. I guess I just had a
knack for it is all. Still, it was kind of disappointing. But a job
is a job and a guy is lucky to have a one with benefits, especially
with Jake being practically unemployable and all. And it’s not like
I could give up the medical benefits at the time. I had just gone
through a rather delicate medical procedure a few weeks earlier and
would have what they call a “pre-existing condition” if I got new
insurance at a different job.

It all started out with a
typical case of what I like to call “peanut butter ass” -- a
condition where a person’s poop is so sticky and greasy that it
balls up between the butt cheeks instead of dropping into the bowl.
Then when you try to wipe yourself, it’s like trying to wipe
several tablespoons of peanut butter out of a tight
crevice.

I used several lengths of
toilet paper to get the job done to where I felt relatively clean.
Then I stood, pulled up my pants, and turned around to flush the
toilet. The water was bright pink -- not the color I
expected.

The bleeding continued
over the span of the next few days. Every time I pooped I lost what
probably amounted to a shot glass full of blood. It doesn’t take a
rocket scientist to know when you’re bleeding from the butt like
that, it’s time to see a doctor.

The doctor looked up
inside of me with an instrument known as a “proctoscope.”
Basically, it’s a tube with a flashlight on the end. The doctor
inserts it into the butt, flips on the light, and has a good look
around. If there are hemorrhoids in there, this is the only way to
see them.

In my case, there were in
fact no hemorrhoids. The doctor said I had something a little
trickier – a fissure, a small crack or tear in the wall of the
butt. He said it was created, no doubt, by the stretching and
tearing caused by the sticky poop I was experiencing of
late.

“Just increase your fiber
intake,” the doctor said. “That should take care of things.” But he
wanted to do a little more testing, just to be sure. He scheduled
me for a test called a “sigmoidoscopy.”

I sat in a room with three
older men, all of us wearing those flimsy hospital gowns they give
you that open in the back. Everyone was in a decent mood. The enema
was over with and we all felt pretty good – clean is the word that
comes to mind.

The nurse stepped out of
the exam room and called in the first patient. The rest of us gave
him a “thumbs-up” like you would to a jet pilot going out to fly
the first mission of the day.

We sat quietly in the
waiting room. For awhile all was silent. Then the moaning started.
It was low, muffled, as if the moaner had his face stuffed into a
pillow. Then the moaning got louder. Then it turned into a scream.
The men in the waiting room and I looked at each other. Then we
looked down at our feet. Now I know how the POWs must have felt
when one of their number was being tortured in the next room and
they knew their turn was next.

After thirty seconds that
seemed like forever the screaming stopped all of a sudden. A few
minutes later the man who had minutes ago been telling us stories
about the brave things he did in World War II came out of the exam
room. He would not make eye contact with us. He was led away by a
nurse. He was limping.

Another nurse looked right
at me, smiled, and called my name. I looked toward the others for
some sort of sign of support. They wouldn’t look at me. I was
alone. Utterly alone.

The first thing I noticed
in the exam room was the table. It looked like the sort of
contraption one kneels upon in front of the religious statues in
church, except that the top of the “kneeler” was a long table with
a pillow toward the head. The nurse pointed at it and told me to
kneel. I figured I’d better do like she said and maybe they’d go
easy on me. A doctor and an assistant stood by. Somebody turned on
a switch and the “kneeler” started to raise and tip forward. When
it stopped I was head down, my rear end pointing toward the
ceiling.

“Now, this will be
slightly uncomfortable,” the doctor said.

I felt cold, wet jelly
being rubbed onto and just inside of my butt. Then I felt the tip
of a narrow instrument being inserted. “This isn’t so bad,” I
thought. The flashlight thing the other doctor used on me had,
after all, been a much wider instrument. This was thin, like a
pencil. It didn’t occur to me at the time that I couldn’t see the
instrument being used on me. I had no idea -- nor did it even occur
to me to wonder about -- how long it might be.

The probe went in a little
further. Then a little more. Then a little more. Then a little
more. Then it took a left. Then I started screaming. It felt for
all the world like the tip of the damn thing was going to pop right
out of my belly button.

At a time like that, all a
fella can do is scream.

“TAKEITOUTAKEITOUTTAKEITOUTT...”

“Hold steady, sir, we
haven’t seen enough yet.”

“YESYOUHAVEYESYOUHAVEYESYOUHAVETAKEITOUTTAKEITOUT!”

The tip of the thing was
squirming around way down deep inside me. I had never actually felt
anything in there before. The sigmoidscope was working its will on
me, like a “roto-rooter” or a toilet snake cleaning out the
plumbing. I tried pumping my legs to see if I might actually be
able to run away, but for some reason my legs wouldn’t move. I was
pinned to the table like a butterfly to a display board.

Then the torment ended. I
felt the lengths of pipe being slowly and carefully withdrawn from
my violated innards. Yet when the tip slipped out of my
well-greased butthole I felt little relief. Instead I felt
shame.

I think that most men from
time to time wonder how well they would stand up to torture. After
this exam, I realized that I would have gladly given our country’s
nuclear submarine secrets to this doctor were he simply to ask for
them. So it’s a good thing that he didn’t ask and I don’t know any
such secrets if he had because I’d have told him.

“We’ll call your family
doctor with the results, sir,” the doctor said. I didn’t care about
the results. I just wanted to go home. The nurse escorted me past
the one remaining man in the waiting room. There had been two when
I entered the exam room. One apparently bailed out after he heard
two men in a row screaming like little girls. I wished I had been
as smart. The nurse walked me toward the dressing room.

I noticed I was
limping.

Naturally, that’s not
something you’d want to go through twice in your life. But if I had
new insurance, if I ever had to do it again, I’d be forced to pay
for it as well!

And that just wasn’t going
to happen!

So there in the gut room I
stayed until things started happening with the song.

Oh yeah. I was telling you
about how we went to the radio station down in
Davenport.

It was early in the
morning, and I was grateful that Jake agreed to leave the J.W. Dant
alone the night before, because he usually don’t even get up until
11 or so. We got down there, and at first the guy at the door
wasn’t even going to let us in until the disc jockey told him who
we were and why we were there.

I never saw anything as
fancy as this radio studio before. Sort of made Jake’s little tape
recorder look sick by comparison. This place had record turntables
and CD players and reel-to-reel tape things and a computer that
showed the actual weather radar! It was really nice in there. We
got to wear headphones and everything.

It started off with the
disc jockey being real nice and everything, but after a little
while I started to get an uncomfortable thought. I started to think
like maybe this fella wanted to make fun of us because he started
talking about Slope Oak like it was some sort of hick town and we
had to tell him about that nice fancy building we got on the main
drag that was designed by a real architect. Well, that settled his
hash some and he didn’t make fun of Slope Oak any more after
that.

So we sang our song on the
radio, and the people started calling in and asking how they could
get a copy. Jake, at first, said he wasn’t going to bust his rear
end making up a bunch of tapes for everyone who wanted one, and
that’s when the guy from the recording studio called and said we
wouldn’t have to make our own copies because he could do that for
us if we’d come down there and let him record the song. So we said,
sure!

So we went to this
recording studio a week or so later and recorded the song. And you
could have knocked me over with a feather when the guy at the
studio called back in a few weeks and said some guy who made TV
shows for little kids liked the song and wanted to do it on the
show. It’s one of those shows where a cartoon hippo or something
sings songs with the little kids except for he ain’t a cartoon but
some guy in a big, pink hippo suit or something. Anyway, he said
the fella was going to pay something called “royalties” to us for
using the song and that he was going to mail us a check. I thought
it was nice that we might get a few dollars for the song. I figured
to spend the money fixing the loose board on the front porch. Of
course, Jake always sees money in terms of J.W. Dant and
harmonicas.

But when the check arrived
in a few days, well, I hadn’t seen that many zeros in my life! It
was a check for $35,000! After Jake and I figured out how to split
it right down the middle, we went to the bank and we each opened
checking accounts for the first time in our lives.


 


3.

Jake’s Troubles

 


That night we sat on the
porch talking about the song. Jake said he knew it was a good song
from the first time he heard me making it up there on the porch. I
told him he was a liar because he said it was a bunch of nonsense.
And he called me a liar to my face, and, well, that’s was just
about all I could stand, so the next thing you know were were
rolling around in the grass in our brand new jeans. But we went to
the back yard this time because we didn’t want to have more trouble
with the neighbors.

The neighbors again. Oh,
they used to get mad over just about every little thing. Like when
Jake would get a notion to buy a car, only just to drag it home and
leave it up on cinder blocks in the front yard. Or like when our
two dogs, Hazel and Jeffrey, would go into heat and “make love” in
the front yard where everyone could see it, even if they didn’t
want to. There’s just something about two big old dogs going at
each other tooth and nail that makes you just gotta look! And let
me tell you, you can see our old front yard for blocks up and down
Roosevelt Street. Heck, me and Jake used to think it was kind of
funny when the pups would start acting up. After all, they was just
being dogs! And what else are dogs gonna do when they catch a
notion, rent a room? We’d sit on the front porch and drink beer and
make bets as to how long it would take old Jeffrey to finally bust
loose from Hazel after they was done, but the neighbors weren’t
having none of it. Heck, I figgered it was cheaper than going to a
movie, and you can’t drink beer at a movie, but there’s no
accounting for taste, is there?

No, the neighbors didn’t
seem to want much to do with us, despite our first taste of
success.

Anyway, our first big TV
appearance came a few weeks after the kid’s TV show with the
cartoon hippo started using our song. One of the TV stations in
Davenport has this show where this pretty blonde-headed girl goes
on and talks to local folks who are doing interesting things. Well,
we got a call from that very same girl, or someone who worked for
her. She asked us to come down a week from that Friday to do a show
about local boys making good or something like that. Well, I said
yes without checking with Jake and that worried me a spell because
I looked at the girl’s show that afternoon for the first time and I
was struck by how much she resembled the library girl Jake had
taken a shine to.

Maybe that doesn’t quite
say it. It was more than just a “shine.” Jake was head over heels
in love with the girl even though, as far as I can tell, they had
never even so much as exchanged “howdys”. In fact, Jake had to go
to court once so the judge could tell him that he didn’t have any
business following a 16-year old library girl around and that he
should just leave her alone unless he wanted to go to back to jail,
and Jake had enough of that kind of life when he was at the
reformatory in Eldora and he sure as hell didn’t want to go through
that again! Jake was fair depressed for near a week after that. It
was the longest period I ever saw him go without a drink since he
was 10 years old, and that includes the time he was in Eldora. He
was a sorry sight, and that’s for sure!

So, with all that in mind,
I had to ponder on whether or not I was going to tell Jake about
the resemblance. I sort of figured if I did it could go either way.
Either he’d realize he had to be on his extra best behavior, or
else it could bust him loose from his grip on reality and then the
troubles would start all over again. And the judge did tell him
last time that it was his last chance!

So, I decided to keep my
mouth shut on the subject. And I told Jake about the TV show the
day before we were supposed to go down to Davenport for it. One
thing about Jake, if you tell him you’re taking him somewhere, he
don’t ask a lot of questions. He ain’t allowed to drive anymore, so
he just jumps in the car, buckles his belt, and waits to be taken
wherever. He’s pretty mellow that way. I told him we were going to
be on TV, and he even went so far as to comb his hair and wash out
his beard before we left. And he don’t do that for just
anyone!

You know, when I look back
on that day, I realize I don’t talk about it much, but sometimes
I’m really proud that Jake is my older brother. He’s had more than
his fair share of problems, but he always manages to come through.
And it could have been all over for us right then and there in that
big old TV studio if Jake hadn’t have been able to keep a rein on
his emotions. Oh, he slipped up once or twice, but by and large he
was a pretty good boy.

When we got to the set, he
saw the blonde-headed TV girl for the first time. I think her name
was Paula or Polly or something like that. But I could see right
away that I wasn’t the only one who thought she looked like the
library girl. Even before we got invited to come up and sit on the
big sofa on TV, Jake just kind of stuffed both of his hands into
his overall pockets and grinned without saying anything.

Well, when we got called
onto the set, Jake went like he was going to sit down right next to
the girl, but I managed to get between him and her and take the
seat next to the girl. I think that’s what saved us.

If you were to look at a
video tape of that show (and if you’ve got one, I’d sure like a
copy as we didn’t have a VCR back then!), you’d see that Jake spent
most of the segment just sitting there, his hands in his pockets
fumbling with God knows what (and I don’t want to know), smiling
and nodding his head. Whenever the girl would pose a question to
Jake, he’d just grin even wider and mumble something that I
couldn’t quite make out and he’d start fumbling in his pockets
double-time. I explained it all, of course, and chalked it up to
the metal plate.

This girl, Paula or Polly,
started asking like how we got the idea for the song, and why did
we think it was so popular and stuff like that. I had half a notion
to tell her how Jake never really liked the song at first, but then
I thought that might just get him all worked up and then he’d be
impossible to control. So I told the girl that it was a joint
effort, that Jake thought of the music and I thought of the words
and that it was a catchy little song and there weren’t really a lot
of catchy songs going around that folks could remember the words to
anymore.

That answer seemed to
satisfy her and she thanked us for being on the show. Heck, I
thought we were gonna at least be asked to sing the song, but we
weren’t so we went home.

It was on the ride home
that Jake finally said something about how the girl looked. “It’s
been two years,” he said looking out the passenger window of my old
’65 Ford Fairlane as the cornfields whizzed by. “The library girl
is over 18 now. Why can’t I call her and let her make up her own
mind whether or not she’d like to have kids with me?”

I just told Jake that he
was asking for trouble and that some things are better just left
alone. I don’t know if he agreed with me or not, but that was the
last word on the subject. But not for long. It was about that time
when Jake started his unfortunate and short-lived letter-writing
campaign.

Ever since the trouble
with the library girl, Jake never was much for reading stuff --
except for our daily newspaper, the Slope Oak Herald, that is. He
used to dig through that paper with a fine tooth comb. I could read
the damn thing in five minutes, but he used to worry over it for at
least an hour every night. He wasn’t looking to keep up on current
events or anything like that. Mainly what he was looking for was
things to get pissed off about.

Back in the 80s it was
“liberal democrats.” Around 1992 he decided he was a democrat his
own self and started ranting and raving about “fascist power
brokers” in Washington. Then toward the turn of the century he got
all hot and bothered about people trying to bushwhack the president
just because he got some intern girl to do the bad thing with him
when nobody was looking. Then came 9/11 and Jake’s fanatical hatred
of Arabs which lasted for about a year when he actually rescued an
Arab motel owner from a gang of young rowdies – the same kind of
kids who used to come by and throw things at our house from time to
time. Jake decided that if these kids hated Arabs there must be
some redeeming quality about Arabs that he didn’t ever see
before.

So, as you can see, Jake
is a passionate man. Soon after we were on that blonde-headed
girl’s show, Jake started getting all worked up about that library
girl again. I told him just to leave me out of it and he’d just
have to deal with it by himself. Mostly he’d sit and grumble about
what business did the judge have telling him who he could associate
with.

So he decided to write a
letter to the Herald’s editor about it. He showed me the letter
before he mailed it. It was mainly a bunch of boo-hoo about how it
was still a free country no matter what the judge said and that the
girl was 18 now and should be free to make her own decisions. I
remember him putting the letter out in our mailbox.

“There,” he said. “That’ll
show ‘em that Jake Klemper’s America is still a free
America!”

So when a week went by and
the letter didn’t show up in the paper, Jake started getting pretty
anxious about it. He never told me this, but I expect that a part
of him was expecting the newspaper’s editor to come down on his
side and write a big article about how the judge had no business
interfering in a man’s romantic aspirations. Then I sort of figure
Jake planned to march over to the library girl’s house (she moved a
few times, but somehow Jake always figured out to where) with a
bunch of flowers in one hand and the newspaper article in the other
so he could proclaim his undying devotion and have the newspaper’s
blessing to boot. And how could she say no if the newspaper said it
was OK?

But he couldn’t do that
because the editor wouldn’t put the letter in the paper. So Jake
wrote another letter. And let me tell you, this letter had some
words in it that I would never even think of trying to put in this
book in case somebody’s little girl child accidentally turned to
this page and got scarred for life. I’m not just talking about
profanity – I’m talking about profanity of the most vile sort,
mostly having to do with what sort of animals the judge preferred
as sexual partners and how most of them were boy animals so that
made it even twice as sick, and whether or not the editor of the
paper hung around the high school boy’s locker room at shower time
trying to cop free looks. That sort of thing.

Well, that letter didn’t
get printed either, needless to say, but it did result in a phone
call. I picked up the phone and said “Klemper Residence” as nice
and proper as you please. The voice on the other end wanted to talk
to Jake so I said I’d go and get him.

At the time Jake was busy
in the back yard tossing buckets of cold water on the dogs. They
were fixing to get romantic for like the third time since spring
and we decided enough was enough for these two as we were getting
scarce on places to get rid of the puppies the two of them kept
having. Also, as part of our ongoing effort to improve relations
with the neighbors, we were keeping the dogs in the back yard that
summer.

So Jake comes into the
house, still holding the buckets. Meanwhile, the dogs – dripping
wet – went at each other with a renewed enthusiasm even before Jake
could get the door shut.

He walked over to the
phone, picked it up and said, “Yuh?” And then he didn’t say
anything for almost half a minute. In fact, he didn’t say anything
on the phone at all. He just listened with his eyes getting bigger
and bigger until he just suddenly slammed the phone down. Then he
kicked a chair over.

“That was the newspaper,”
he said. “They say if I write one more letter like the one I sent
last week then they’re gonna have me charged for
harassment!”

I thought about telling
Jake that maybe this would be a good time to realize that his way
of honestly stating his opinion sometimes came off to others as,
well, threatening, but it just didn’t seem like the right
time.

He sat down on a chair and
just quivered and I began to wonder, not for the first time, if it
had been a good idea to spend the money the state was giving him
for medicine on cheap sour mash like we had been doing.

“Is that the only word
anyone in this town can use? Harassment?” He moaned a pitiful moan
and tore at the hair on his temples. I told him not to worry about
it and I’d make him a nice glass of chocolate milk. But then the
phone rang again. I tried to leap past Jake so I could answer it
but he got to it first.

“WHAT THE HELL DO YOU WANT
NOW?” he shouted. Then his face got calm and he handed me the
phone. “Some guy from New York,” he said. “It’s about ‘Hunky
Dunk.’”

He wiped the spit off of
the phone receiver (very thoughtful considering his mental state at
the time), then padded into the kitchen, and to his credit made his
own chocolate milk. Of course, he forgot to clean up after himself
but you got to take your small victories where you can find them
with someone like Jake.

The guy on the phone was
from some New York TV show I never heard of. I thought it was a
show about mailmen or something because the star of the show’s name
was “Letter-something.” But I found out that it was a lot like the
blonde-headed girl’s show, except it was on all over the country
and not just here.



Anyway, the guy tells me
that our “Hunky Dunk” song was turning into a hit because some,
what-he-called, “alternative rock” group had released its own
record of the song and it had sold a million copies already and
that the guy who did the show, Dave, wanted to talk to us about it
all on his show. He said it meant we’d get a free trip to New York
and some money for being on the show and all.

Well, this troubled me
some because I thought that maybe this “alternative rock” group had
stolen the song from the pink hippo show. I asked the guy if what
he was talking about was legal. He said it was and he wondered why
my agent hadn’t called to tell me about it. I asked what in the
hell Bernie down by the State Farm would know about it. The guy on
the phone laughed then asked if I was serious. I told him I sure as
hell was and that somebody stood to get sued but real
good.

Well, I had always heard
about how people from New York are supposed to be real snotty and
dangerous and everything. But this guy was real nice. He said he
wasn’t talking about insurance agents. He was talking about
entertainment agents. He said they were people whose jobs it was to
make sure that an entertainer got all the money he had coming to
him, minus the 10 or 15 percent the agent kept for himself for
making sure the entertainer got all his money.

I said that was all well
and good, but that I didn’t think there were any such kind of
agents in Slope Oak, just the insurance and real estate kind. So he
gave me the phone number of some guy in New York and said I could
even call him collect. But he said to wait a half an hour before
calling because he wanted to call the guy first and tell him that I
would be calling. It seemed like the least I could do.

He said we’d be getting an
“overnight package” with airplane tickets and information on how to
get ready for the show. I said thank you and hung up.

I decided not to say
anything to Jake about the “alternative rock” group until I figured
out just what in the hell was going on. So I went into the kitchen
and saw Jake looking out the back window.

“Them dogs really do like
each other,” he said, a far-away smile on his face and a wistful
look in his eyes. “I hope I can find love like that some
day.”

I just nodded an “uh-huh”
and poured a cup of coffee. Then I waited a half an hour like the
New York fella told me to and called the agent he told me about. He
was another friendly sort, but he seemed kind of edgy – like he was
waiting for other phone calls or something.

“So,” he said, “I finally
have the pleasure of speaking to one of the Klemper
Brothers.”

I said yeah, although I
didn’t know what kind of pleasure it would be.

He told me how the other
New York fella told him about how “Hunky Dunk” had been recorded by
that “alternative rock” band. Oddly enough, as it turned out, the
band called itself “Pink Hippo,” so I began to feel like it might
be all right what they did. Maybe they were somehow connected with
the hippo on the TV.

This agent guy then said
that Jake and me were owed a lot of money for more of those
“royalty” things like what we got a check for the first time, and
that he’d see to it that we got our fair share. He said that all I
had to do was sign a contract and have Jake sign it too, and
everything would be on the square.

Well, I have to tell you
that this fella sure sounded like he knew what he was talking
about. So I told him to just haul off and send us this contract and
we’d sure as heck sign it and get it back to him. He asked for my
fax number, and (I’m almost ashamed to admit) at that time I had no
idea what he was talking about. I told him I didn’t know anything
about no fax, but here’s our regular phone number. He sort of
laughed and said he’d send the contracts by “overnight
delivery.”

And that reminded me about
this TV show thing we were supposed to do, so I asked the agent guy
about that. He said he knew about it and that we wouldn’t have to
give him any of our money for that deal because we didn’t have a
contract yet and I said that’s not what I’m worried about. I said I
never saw the show before and was wondering what it was we were
going to have to do.

He paused for a minute and
said, “Well, the best advice I can give you is to just let Dave be
Dave.” And that seemed fair enough to me, so I thanked him and hung
up.

Sure enough, next morning
some guy in a brown shirt and shorts showed up with two packages
from New York. One was from the TV guy, and it had a couple
airplane tickets and hotel information and a phone number I was
supposed to call when we got there. The other package was from the
agent guy, and it had some legal papers in it that I just went
ahead and signed. Jake asked what they were all about and I filled
him in so he signed too.

Well, according to the
airplane schedule, we had to be at the airport down in Davenport by
5 that afternoon. So we locked the dogs in the basement with a pile
of food and water. It’s got a dirt floor, so it was OK if they did
their business down there. Heck, me and Jake used to do our
business down there sometimes if the bathroom was occupied longer
than we wanted to wait. We threw some bags of clothes into the back
seat of the car. The memo said to wear our nicest clothes, and the
new blue jeans we got with the first “royalty” check were the best
things we had. Then we jumped in for the hour-long drive to
Davenport.

I told Jake where we were
going, but I don’t think he really believed me until we got to the
airport. Then he got all excited like he was a little boy again. He
was even giggling about riding on an airplane. I really like seeing
him that happy. I must admit that I was more than just a little bit
excited about the whole prospect my own self. See, neither one of
us Klemper boys had ever done much in the way of traveling. In
fact, the only other time we had ever been out of the state was
when we were kids and Pap took us on a trip to
Milwaukee.

Pap’s Mom, Grandma Genny,
had been living with us for awhile back in the early 60s. Fact is,
she moved in with us to help take care of us kids when Ma died. But
we were getting bigger now and easier to control, so Grandma Genny
decided she wanted to go live with her sister. She wanted to take a
train, but Pap said that was a waste of money and he could drive
her up there just as well. Of course, we were too young to be left
alone so he had to take us with them.

Now little boys, like most
perishable items, do not travel particularly well. So by the time
we had gotten 30 miles into Illinois both me and Jake had the car
sickness. For one thing, it was a warm, muggy summer day. And
watching Grandma Genny drinking from a warm can of evaporated milk
didn’t help our stomachs at all either. So for awhile there, Pap
had to stop the car every few miles or so to let either me or Jake
get out of the car so we could puke. This didn’t help his mood any,
as you might imagine.

After traveling through
strange little towns with exotic names like Oregon, Rockford,
Beloit, Elkhorn and Delavan, we soon enough found ourselves on the
outskirts of Milwaukee. If I hadn’t still been carsick, it would
have been a lot more exciting. I remember seeing a billboard sign
for Beefeater Gin and the thought of a big, salty plate of beef
made me sick all over again, this time on the side of Pap’s station
wagon.

The next thing I
remembered seeing was the Natural Gas building in downtown
Milwaukee. Pap was nearly over being upset about the ruined paint
job on the car and he told us about how the big electric,
flame-shaped sign at the top of the building changed color
depending on what the weather was supposed to be the next day. For
instance, if it glowed blue that meant it was supposed to be a nice
day. Red meant rain. I wondered how an electric flame could predict
the weather, but Pap said it was so and I didn’t want to argue
about it.

A few minutes later we got
to Grandma Genny’s sister’s apartment near the lake. And for the
first time, we got to see our Great Aunt Mazie. She looked just
like Grandma Genny! They were both stocky women with noses like the
big fancy doorknobs you see in old houses. They both talked real
loud.

It was definitely an old
lady’s apartment. Now, our house had a real lived-in atmosphere to
it. But Mazie’s apartment looked like sort of an old lady museum.
She had little statues on tables and candles and lace doilies on
the arms of her chairs. It was an apartment full of things that we
knew kids better not touch if they knew what was good for
them.

Well, we got settled and
Pap and Grandma Genny and Aunt Mazie started talking about old
times. Mazie asked if me and Jake still did the magic like we did
when we were babies, and Pap put a finger to his lips and said we
didn’t talk about that no more. Then Pap said Jake and me should
head down the steps and sit on the stoop. Then he gave us each a
quarter and said there was a drug store on the corner where we
could get an ice cream or something.

Well there was no stopping
us then, I can tell you that! As we raced to the drug store, I
wondered if a root beer float would taste the same in Milwaukee as
it did in Slope Oak. It did. Only better in some way I can’t
explain.

Anyway, it was a lot of
fun and we were real tuckered out when bedtime came. Aunt Mazie
made little beds for us in the living room. She had a pile of
quilts and cushions and it was just as comfortable as you could
want. But any chance at a good night’s sleep was shot straight to
hell after what Grandma Genny said right before she went to
bed.

“Now you boys don’t be
scared if you hear someone scream during the night,” she said.
“That’s just your Aunt Mazie. She screams in her sleep sometimes.
Nothing to worry about. Good night.”

Well, Jake and I just laid
there the whole night waiting for the screaming to start. All we
heard, however, was the low moan of the foghorns on the lake about
four blocks away. And that was a plenty scary sound all by
itself.

We went home the next day,
but not before stopping at this cafeteria where I had some kind of
cherry soda. I remember it was cherry because I left a big red
stain on the side of Pap’s station wagon when I upchucked the whole
mess on the way home.

Pap went to and from
Milwaukee a few different times between then and two years later
when both Grandma Genny and Aunt Mazie died because of the gas from
a faulty furnace. But those times he went up by himself, deciding
that we were old enough to look out for ourselves.

So the prospect of new
places and new faces was an exciting one. And this trip to New York
was going to be the biggest journey either one of us had ever
taken. But then we got in trouble on the plane and we almost got
arrested when we landed.

See, we got put in what
they call the “Coach” section. Jake resisted that at first,
figuring that he never even played sports let alone coached
anything. But then the reservation guy explained what it meant and
he was OK with it. At least for awhile.

Now it might help somewhat
to know that Jake and me, we aren’t little fellas. We tend to take
up a little space. And the seats we had to sit in looked like they
were made for those little-assed women they got on the Desperate
Housewife show, not for two healthy Iowa boys who like their beer
and potato dishes. It was a tight fit.

Then, somewhere about an
hour after we took off, the stewardess came back and gave us each a
little bag of peanuts and a cup of soda pop. But she left the
curtain open to where we could see the passengers at the front of
the plane, in what they call “First Class.” This got Jake to asking
some questions.

He tapped the stewardess
girl on the arm as she walked by.

“Lady, is this all we get?
A bag of peanuts?”

She smiled and said yes,
that’s all we get.

Jake pointed to the front
of the plane. “And what all are they eating up there? Looks like
they’re using forks.”

She frowned a little. “Oh,
that’s the first class dinner. Sorry.” And she started walking
away. Jake grabbed her arm.

“And how come their seats
are bigger?”

She looked at him and the
smile was gone. “Sir, I explained that already. That is the first
class section of the plane. Now please excuse me.”

This time Jake let her go,
but he didn’t look happy.

He just sat there, quiet
as a church mouse for a minute while I nibbled on my peanuts. Then
he looked at me. “To hell with this,” he said. “I’m goin’ up
there.” Then he got up and went. I just watched him go, because
like I said before, once Jake decides he’s going to do something,
best just let him get it out of his system.

Well, he marched right on
up into the first class section and sat down next to this prissy
little businessman. Then he hollered at me all the way back in the
plane.

“Hey! Mud! Get your ass up
here! These seats is fine!”

But I didn’t answer and I
didn’t budge. Jake looked like he was just about to ask the
businessman next to him if he could finish his dessert when a male
stewardess told him if he didn’t get back to the coach section
pronto there’d be hell to pay.

Jake did as he was told,
but he had a few choice words for the male steward. I think one of
the words used at the time was “faggot”, although I must go on
record as saying I do not condone that kind of talk.

I had some explaining to
do when we landed in New York. The cops were ready to run us both
in, but I told them about Jake’s metal plate and how we were going
to be on TV and how it wouldn’t happen again, and besides, we wrote
the “Hunky Dunk” song. I don’t think they believed a word of it,
but they let us go after a good talking to.

Now I have to tell you
about the hotel we stayed at. I didn’t know bed sheets could smell
so nice or be so soft! I didn’t know there were such tall buildings
in the world. We were on the 45th floor of some kind of Hilton or
something, and it was like being a king for a day! We even had a
little coffee-making machine in the room. And a TV with more
channels on it than there are letters in the alphabet!

Of course, we’re used to
luxury now, but this was our first brush with glamour so I’m more
than a little embarrassed to tell you that maybe we didn’t handle
it all that well. For one thing, the letter we got from the TV guy
said we could order up as much room service as we wanted. I bet
after we left they changed that part of the agreement. Between me
and Jake, I think we kept those kitchen folks pretty
busy.

There were other strange
things about that hotel room, especially in the bathroom. Now we’ve
had indoor plumbing since 1964, so I know a toilet when I see one.
But there was this thing next to the toilet. It looked kind of like
a toilet but without a flip-down seat. And when you press the
lever, a jet of water comes out at you. So, I figured out what it
must have been used for. But I guess I was wrong. That next morning
I was washing my face in the thing when the housekeeping lady
waltzed in. She saw me soaping up my face and rinsing it off in the
jet of water and I thought she was fit to have a stroke. She said
that’s not what a “bi-day” is used for. I asked her what it was for
then, and she just got all flustered and left the room.

“Foreigners!” Jake giggled
as he sipped his cup of hotel room coffee. I giggled too, but to
this day I still have no idea what kind of contraption I was
washing my face in.

Well, the memo from the TV
guy said we would have the morning and afternoon to scout around
the city some but we decided to just stay in the hotel as it pretty
much had everything we wanted. Then at about 3 in the afternoon the
phone rang and the guy at the desk told us there was a limo waiting
for us. After he explained that it was just another word for a big
car, I agreed to come downstairs.

Jake and I were dressed to
the nines, each in our brand new pair of blue jeans and our
favorite flannel shirts. The guy who met us at the limo must have
been pretty impressed too because he looked at us and said, “Is
that what you’re gonna wear?” Well, Jake and I hate to brag, so we
just nodded and smiled.

The people at the TV show
were pretty impressed, too. They also asked if that was what we
were gonna wear, and frankly, I got just a little bit tired of
answering the question after awhile. Finally I said, “We could go
on naked, if you want us to!” Jake accentuated the point by
unbuttoning his flannel until the wardrobe lady said we were just
fine as we were. I think she got a little scared by the chicken/egg
tattoos on Jake’s chest. Can’t say as I blame her as I been looking
at those things for years and they still give me the
willies.

They took us to what they
called the “Green Room” although I didn’t see anything green in
there except for Jake’s shirt. There was a couple other people in
there that were gonna be on the show, including a lady singer and
some people who brought their pets on the show to do tricks. And
that’s a good thing, because at first Jake couldn’t take his eyes
off the lady singer and I could see she was getting a little
nervous about it. So I asked one of the pet owners about his dog
and Jake started petting the dog and everything worked out just
fine.

Well, we got to go on
last, which is good because we got the donut cart to ourselves
after everyone else was gone.

Finally we got called on.
And this Dave fella was just as nice as nice could be. He just
laughed and laughed and laughed the whole time we were out there. I
told them how I wrote the words and how Jake came up with the music
and how we had gotten an agent to help us get to the bottom of this
“alternative rock” deal and Dave just sat there and laughed and
laughed and laughed!

Jake kind of surprised me
a little, like he was sort of warming up to the whole thing. First
he pulled up his shirt sleeve and made the naked girl tattoo on his
forearm dance while the little bald-headed music guy played a
hootchie-kootchie number. Then he offered to wrestle this Dave
fella to see who was gonna get to ask the lady singer out to dinner
after the show. Dave looked a little scared at first when Jake
started peeling off his shirt, but then I told him Jake was just
kidding even though I knew he was dead serious. I got a little mad
when Jake pointed over to the little bald-headed music guy and said
something about how his head looked just like mine only without
dandruff scabs, and it was only the fact that we were on TV that
kept me from punching him in the mush.

We went back to the hotel,
had another dinner, ordered up some whiskey, and took the return
flight back to Iowa the next day without incident.

But let me tell you
something. Things started happening fast and furious after
that!
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Things Happen Fast and
Furious

 


After we got back from New
York, the first thing we noticed is that the neighbors started
speaking to us. Nothing too much, just saying “hi” when they saw
us, that sort of thing. Only they didn’t call us “Mud and Jake,”
they called us “Mr. Klemper and Mr. Klemper.” That was nice, but it
made me feel a little funny. And Jake didn’t much cotton to it at
all, since these were pretty much the same people who a few months
earlier had been circulating a petition to have him put away
somewhere for stalking the library girl.

Then the agent fella
called again. He said he had received the contracts we sent and
that everything looked good and that he had contacted the music
company that represented the “Pink Hippo” band and that we had a
new, big “royalty” check coming. I said that was just fine because
we needed to get serious about getting some work done around the
house.

I was having second
thoughts about getting the floorboards on the front porch fixed,
since it was the rocking chair rubbing against that loose board
that got this whole thing started. I figured we could at least get
a new furnace put in and put a fresh coat of paint on the place,
not to mention fixing the roof.

I was making a list of
repairs I wanted to get estimates for when the guy from the
National Wrestling Federation called. I thought my heart was going
to skip a beat! On the phone, in person, was none other than Mr.
Vince Turner himself! The same guy Jake and I watch each week on
“Monday Night Dynamite”! And here he was on the phone talking to
me!

Jake and me, we been
wrestling fans since we were kids! Pap used to watch Friday night
wrestling on the TV when we were little. If he was drunk enough to
be in a good mood, he’d let us stay up and watch with him. We even
went to a few live matches down at the riverfront stadium here in
Slope Oak when we were kids. Pap didn’t allow us to just lounge
around during the summer like a lot of kids got to back then. He
made us get summer jobs. I already told you about how we used to go
out to my Uncle Eldon’s farm. Then, after Jake’s unfortunate
adventure with the chickens, Eldon didn’t want us out at the farm
anymore. Jake was at the Boys’ Home, and I found work down at the
ballpark where I would sell pop and candy and popcorn and stuff to
the people in the stands during baseball games and circuses and
stuff. Every now and then, though, there was an extra special treat
when the All Star Wrestling guys would come to town.

I remember one summer, the
same summer Jake fell off the cliff, when the wrestling guys came
during Slope Oak Days – that’s the big and stupid celebration the
city throws for itself every Fourth of July week. They bring in
some music acts that nobody never heard of and charge way too much
money for buttons you gotta wear on your shirt to even get into the
area that you can usually go into the other fifty-one weeks of the
year for free. And then even after you pay for the stupid button,
you still gotta pay for something every time you turn around. It’s
a stupid idea, which should tell you why the average Slope Oak
knucklehead seemed to enjoy it so much.

Wait a minute. I was
telling you about the wrestling. They don’t get wrestling no more
at Slope Oak Days. Another reason not to bother with it.

Anyway. The main event
that night was supposed to be a no-disqualification match between
the champion – a real no-goodnik named Dr. Yes – and the challenger
– a rough, tough guy from Milwaukee called the Smasher. Dr. Yes and
the Smasher were mortal enemies, so this promised to be a good
match!

Of course, I had to cart
these pop cases around the stadium, but I got to get a look over my
shoulder at the action every now and then. And I even got to walk
down to the ringside area down on the playing field,
too!

That’s when I saw
something that darn near made me laugh my ass off. It was a tag
team match where Lovely Lucius Loran and Pretty Boy Harry Fenner
were fighting against Hillbilly Billy and Angelo McQueen. Some old
lady in the front row was yelling at Fenner while he was waiting to
get tagged in. She was calling him a fat ass and a faggot and all
manner of other names, and Fenner just turned around and hawked a
loogie right onto her lap. I thought I was gonna spill my pop all
over the place, I was laughing so hard! The lady started screaming
about wanting her money back but I don’t think she got it because
there’s some wording on the back of the ticket that says the
management isn’t responsible for stuff like that when it
happens.

But my good mood changed
after what happened next.

I sold out my pop and went
to get some more. The boss told me to take the next case down to
the locker room and give it to the wrestlers. He told me they were
in the visitor’s locker room, so I just assumed that’s where the
bad guy wrestlers would be. So, with just a little bit of fear in
my heart (they wouldn’t beat up a kid, would they?) I hurried to
the locker room with my cargo of sweet pop.

Maybe I should have
knocked first. But I didn’t, so I suppose what actually happened
next was my fault.

I was shocked at what I
saw. The good guy and bad guy wrestlers were all in the same locker
room. And they were acting all friendly with each other. Dr. Yes
and the Smasher were actually playing cards together. And Dr. Yes’s
trademark mask was in his lap, not on his face where it belonged.
Shit, later that night the Smasher was going to try to pull that
mask off Dr. Yes’s face, and here he was with his bare naked face
showing.

One of the wrestlers asked
me, “What do you want?”

I just stammered. “Pop. I
have pop for you. Pop. Here’s some pop.”

One of them told me to put
the pop down and get the hell out. So I did.

For the next thirty
minutes or so, I actually began to doubt whether or not
professional wrestling was real. Luckily my doubts were erased
during the title match that night when Dr. Yes busted the Smasher’s
head against a ring post and blood flowed everywhere. If you looked
close enough, you could actually see Smasher’s skull gleaming
through the six-inch cut on the top of his bald noggin. There was
nothing fake about that! Dr. Yes dug his big, meaty fingers into
the gash and acted like he was gonna peel the Smasher’s head like
it was a big, bloody orange! It made me wonder about who owed who
money from the card game in the locker room.

I told Jake about it the
next day when I visited him in the hospital where he was healing up
from his cliff climbing adventure. He didn’t believe a word of it
until the next Saturday night when the Smasher showed off his
stitches on TV.

The only thing I couldn’t
believe at the moment was that here I was, in my own house, talking
to the owner of the NWF right there on my own telephone! And you
know what he wanted? He wanted me and Jake to be part of the next
wrestling pay-per-view they were putting on TV. He said he saw us
on that Dave guy’s show. He said we had something he called
“karisma” and that the people seemed to love us and that he thought
we had talent we hadn’t even begun to recognize yet and that he’d
love to have us be a part of his next big pay-per-view
extravaganza.

I don’t get tongue-tied
all that often, but I tell you I sure was this time! He asked if we
had an agent, so I gave him the agent fella’s phone number and he
said to sit back and relax and he’d be in touch.

Well, I gotta tell you
Jake was about as excited as I had ever seen him when I told him
the news that we were going to be wrestlers! We wanted to be ready
when the day came, so we took some of the money from that first
“royalty” check, bought some plywood and canvas and ropes and made
ourselves a wrestling ring in the back yard. And we practiced every
move we had ever seen on TV. Of course, we pulled our punches (most
of the time) because we didn’t want to hurt each other and blow our
chance. But we got the moves down and were ready when the agent
called to give me the bad news.

The depressing upshot of
the agent’s phone call was this -- yes, we were gonna be on the
“Renegade Rampage” pay-per-view in Austin, Texas. But we weren’t
gonna be wrestlers. We were gonna each get $30,000 to be guest
timekeepers. And we would be the ones to hand the championship
belts to whichever team won the match.

Well, it goes without
saying that I was disappointed but poor Jake was just about
crushed. At first he didn’t even want to go but then I explained
that instead of plunking down $40 for the pay-per-view we were each
gonna get $30,000 to go and see it in person and meet some of the
wrestlers. That sort of cheered him up some.

But it didn’t cheer him up
near as much as the day we got our next “royalty” check, though. It
was the day before we were supposed to get on the plane for Austin,
Texas. We had already gotten the package with our tickets and stuff
and were packing up our best clothes. Jake promised he wouldn’t
make a scene like he did the last time we flew.

Since it looked like we
were gonna be gone for more than just a day this time, we needed
someone to keep an eye on the pups for us. So, as much as we
weren’t happy with the idea, we had to call Grampy Stu. If you’ll
remember from earlier, Grampy Stu was my mother’s father. And he
was never really a part of the family, thinking that because he
lived in a fancy house on Third Street that made him better than
the Klemper clan his daughter married into.

And there were other
issues as well. I will talk about this as delicately as I can. Of
course, Grampy Stu has gone on to his reward – or punishment, more
likely – since then, but some of the people who knew him thought he
was just the nicest old man. They didn’t know the real Grampy Stu
like we did.

See, Grampy Stu liked the
young ones. Especially the girls. And he seemed to like them better
if they were blood kin. Now, this might be all well and good in
certain Southern states like the one he was raised up in, but here
in Iowa chasing after one’s nieces and grandnieces with lecherous
intent ain’t the sort of thing that’s smiled upon by polite society
folks.

Oh, Grampy Stu was an
ingenious one, he was! Clever, too! By the time most of his young
female kin were old enough to realize what was going on, most knew
better than to give him a shot at getting them alone. So Grampy Stu
had to diversify some. He started trolling for middle school
students.

We found out about it when
there was this front page story in the Slope Oak Herald about this
nice old fella who wanted to sort of “adopt” a class of students.
The story made it read like Grampy Stu was just a lonely old man
with no relatives living nearby and he just wanted to be a pretend
grandfather to the students so they could benefit from the wisdom
of an old man.

Of course his ruse
collapsed like the tissue of lies it was when Jake saw the old
man’s face hanging out in that front page picture and told me about
it. Well, I called the editor of the paper and told him all about
the real Grampy Stu. Then I called the principal at that middle
school and wised him up, too. I told him that the rest of the
family wasn’t comfortable leaving their young ones alone with
Grampy Stu, and that if anyone else cared to do it, it was at their
own risk.

That led to a visit by the
police, which pained Grampy Stu no little bit at all. And he cussed
and he swore and he promised that he’d cut us right out of his
will, which he did as it turns out. When Grampy Stu finally quit
breathing at the ripe old age of 94 -- which I’ll get to in a
little while -- he had a pretty little 18-year old girlfriend who
got the house and everything in it.

Good for her, Jake said.
She probably earned it. And I have to agree with him on this
one.

Anyway, so we weren’t much
in good stead with Grampy Stu at that time, but we felt he could at
least be counted on to drop by and take a look at the dogs a couple
times a day, so we felt pretty good about deciding to spend a few
extra days in Texas for the big wrestling show.

But like I said, we were
just about ready to go when one of those fellas with the brown
shirts and shorts pulled up in front of the house. But this time he
didn’t have a package for us. It was an envelope. And inside the
envelope was a check for $1,500,000 made out to me and Jake. When I
saw all those zeros on the check, I felt something kind of like a
pee shiver, but twice as strong. It felt pretty good, truth be
told!

And there was a letter in
there too, from the agent guy in New York. The letter said that
this was just what we were owed up until now for “royalties” for
the song. He said that every time the song got played on the radio
or on TV or in a movie, that meant we had more money coming to us
and that we’d get a check just like this one every six months or
so.

Needless to say, this made
our trip to Austin a whole lot more fun! It might not have been so
much fun if we had known this would be the last time we’d see our
beloved pups alive again, but we didn’t know it at the
time.

The trip down was
enjoyable. We paid a little extra so we could sit in the “first
class” part of the plane this time. And that made the flight itself
a heck of a lot easier to put up with. When we got down to Austin,
there was one of those “limo” cars waiting to take us to a hotel.
This one was just about as nice as the one we stayed in during our
trip to New York.

That night we got a call
from Mr. Vince Turner who told us what was expected of us at the
big wrestling show tomorrow. He said we’d come up to the ring
before the big tag team championship match between “The
Sophisticates” and “The Arkansas Travelers.” He said we were
supposed to walk around the ring a couple times and wave at the
fans. He said that “The Sophisticates” might try taking a playful
poke at us or something but that we should pay them no mind. Then
he said we’d give “The Sophisticates” their belts at the end of the
match. I asked how he knew for a fact that they were going to still
be champions. He sort of coughed, then he said he just had a
feeling is all. Then he asked if we had any other questions and I
said no we didn’t and that was the end of the
conversation.

Of course, if you watched
the pay-per-view then you know things didn’t quite happen like
that. For one thing, you have to know something about the wrestlers
involved in this deal. “The Sophisticates” were the champions at
the time. And a bigger pair of buttheads you’ve never seen in your
life. They’d wear these fancy wrestling duds and their hair was
dyed all blond and everything and you’d think their shit smelled
like Kentucky Fried Chicken the way they acted. Everybody hates
them, and I was hoping that “The Arkansas Travelers” would kick
their butts and take the title belts.

We did things just the way
that nice Mr. Vince Turner wanted us to. At least, it started out
that way.

We were introduced by the
guy with the microphone, and we came walking down the aisle. Folks
were nice as nice could be, smiling and waving and laughing like
they were. Jake and I were dressed up in our nice new blue jeans
and finest flannel shirts again, and the folks seemed to appreciate
the effort we took to look nice for them. The only fly in the
ointment at first was that they were playing “Pink Hippo’s” version
of “Hunky Dunk” on the music system. This was the first time I
heard it since Jake and I recorded it. And it sounded terrible,
with squealing guitars and some idiot screaming at the top of his
lungs. The words were the same and all, but somehow the gentle
spirit of the song had been corrupted.

Some time later, after we
got home, I bought a music magazine and read about the alternative
rock group “Pink Hippo”. The story said that the reason for the
song’s success, and here I have to dig out a copy of the story just
to make sure I get it right, was that “it reflects the angst of the
‘post-Generation X’ers’ who see nothing but pain and strife in
their lives. The world tells them that ‘everything is Hunky Dunk,’
but in their hearts they know better.”

What a load of
crap.

“They gave us $1,500,000
for that?” I asked Jake. “Sounds like cats in the alley!” He just
shrugged his shoulders and kept waving.

Well, anyway, we got up
into the ring, and started walking around and waving like we were
supposed to. Then the microphone guy announced the challengers for
the National Wrestling Federation World Tag Team Championship, from
Willow Springs, Arkansas, at a combined weight of 634 pounds,
Wilbur and Pork, the Arkansas Travelers.

And they seemed every bit
as nice in person as they did on TV. They came walking down to the
ring while some nice hoe-down music played on the sound system.
They climbed up into the ring, dressed in nothing more than
overalls. No shoes, no shirts, and I wouldn’t be surprised if there
were no underwear either. They looked like they were real
comfortable.

They shook our hands and
clapped us on the back, and we even did a little “dosey-do” kind of
dance. I was surprised to see Jake getting into it as much as he
was. He’s usually pretty reserved about showing his emotions, as
I’ve said in the past. But darn if he wasn’t having the time of his
life. Too bad the good feeling and general high spirits were not to
last much longer.

We were really enjoying
making friends with Wilbur and Pork when the microphone guy decided
to announce that coming down the aisle, now making their summer
home in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts, with a combined weight of 521
pounds, here are Roy and Robert, the Sophisticates!

And down the aisle they
came all right. Dressed in like wrestling versions of tuxedos or
something, they had their noses in the air and waved off the boos
and sneers of the fans.

“Let’s give ‘em a chance,”
Jake said to me although I could barely hear him over the crowd.
“That just might be an act they’re putting on. Maybe they’re nice
fellas down deep.” I thought that was a remarkable insight from
Jake so I decided to play along.

It was a mistake. As soon
as the Sophisticates climbed into the ring, Jake walked over to
offer a handshake. The Sophisticates looked at him like he was
covered in turkey shit or something and just turned their backs on
him. Jake shrugged and walked back over to where I was. “Can’t say
I didn’t try,” he said and I said that’s all a fella can do is
try.

So we clambered down the
stairs and went to where we were supposed to sit for the match. I
asked where our clock was so we could keep time like we were
supposed to. But the guy said we weren’t really supposed to keep
time, that they had someone whose job that was and we shouldn’t
worry about it and we should just enjoy the match, so I said
OK.

It wasn’t really that much
of a match as things turned out. The Travelers had the upper hand
at first, but then the Sophisticates started cheating and before
you know it one of them, I ain’t sure if it was Roy or Robert,
reaches into his trunks and pulls out a roll of Susan B. Anthony
silver dollars while the ref wasn’t looking and clocks Pork right
in the forehead with it scattering coins all over the place. The
ref, who was busy telling Wilbur to get back behind the ropes when
all this was happening, turns around and counts a three count on
Pork and the Sophisticates retained their titles. How the ref
missed seeing those coins scattered all over the ring like that is
beyond me. What did he think, the fans threw them up
there?

But one thing I’ve learned
from years and years of watching wrestling on TV is that the
referee’s decision is final and even though it is a miscarriage of
justice, that’s just the way it works out in the real world. The
Sophisticates were still the champions, so Jake and I had to hop
back up into the ring and perform the distasteful task of giving
these two assholes their championship belts. So we did. And that’s
when all hell busted loose.

We clambered up the steps
with the belts, and my, weren’t they shiny? I gave Jake a dirty
look as he was bent over scooping up some of those silver dollars I
told you about. He just kind of smiled sheepishly, but he didn’t
put them back as far as I noticed.

We walked over to the
champions to hand them their belts. And instead of just holding out
their hands so we could turn them over, Roy and Robert just
snatched them right out of our hands.

Well, needless to say that
pissed me off more than just a little bit. And Jake was darn near
fit to be tied. So I walked up to one of them. I still ain’t sure
if it was Roy or Robert, but I said that wasn’t any way to act. Why
couldn’t they accept victory like gentlemen? And Jake added that if
they were supposed to be such good wrestlers and all, then why did
they have to cheat? That’s when one of them pushed me down to the
mat.

I have to tell you
something here about me and Jake. Some of the roughest, toughest
fights I’ve ever had in my life were between me and Jake. Hell,
we’d fight over some of the most stupid things. For instance, when
I was 4 and he was 6 we had just had some sort of argument or
another and I bent over and picked up a rusty old wood chisel that
was just laying there in the dirt and hefted it right at his bare
chest. It bounced right off, of course (it was pretty dull) and
left a nice red mark on the middle of his chest bone. Then some
years later, pretending to be Lee Harvey Oswald, Jake shot me next
to the belly button with a b-b rifle from the upstairs window. That
was the same year when me and Jake got in trouble with Pap for
thinking too hard. We had a hell of a fight after that trying to
blame each other for the damage it caused. Then there was the time
Jake took my hat off my head and dropped it in the dirt and
wouldn’t pick it up. We were 16 and 18 then, he had just gotten out
of Eldora (but hadn’t fallen off the cliff yet), and we both had to
go to the doctor by the time all was said and done. Then there was
the time Jake caught me going through his comic book collection
without asking first. We were 25 and 27 then, and Jake had to get
his jaw set with wire and I still can’t see proper out of my right
eye.

So we will fight for
little or no reason. But that’s between us. And when someone who
ain’t a Klemper starts something with one of us, then he has a
fight with both of us. And that’s just what happened in the
ring.

I was lying there flat on
my back when all of a sudden I saw Jake flying through the air,
hitting one of the Sophisticates right in the back of the knees,
sending the two of them into the ropes. The other Sophisticate
jumped on the two of them and started pounding Jake on the back
with closed fists. That wouldn’t be legal in a wrestling match, but
this wasn’t a wrestling match. It was a fight.

So I got to my feet and
ran over and pulled one of the Sophisticates off Jake by grabbing
two fistfuls of his girly blond hair. He screamed just like a
little girl, too, when I drove the point of my elbow into the small
of his back. I found a good, pointy bone there and just ground it
and ground it with my elbow like Pap taught me when I was
little.

Then I got up and stood
there looking down at the one I hit as he wriggled in agony on the
mat. He lay on his side, his face scrunched up in pain, trying to
claw at the small of his back and not being able to reach it or
nothing. I had to smile a little. He looked like he was trying to
fan away a real stinky fart.

Jake saw what I had done
and lifted the one he was fighting with to his feet and squashed
the guy’s nose against his face with a single punch. It made a wet,
“splatting” sound, like what you hear when you drop a rotten
pumpkin out of a window. Well, the Sophisticate guy dropped to the
mat, right next to his partner, with blood squirting out of his
nose like one of those fancy fountains you see in the big city
parks.

Tell you the truth, I was
surprised at how easy they went down. I mean, these guys were the
Tag Team Champions of the World and all, and me and Jake took them
out in something less than one minute. They even ended up having to
go to the hospital, so I’m told.

Just about then, the cops
hit the ring and put us in handcuffs. I asked why, since you see
stuff like that happening all the time on TV wrestling. But the
cops weren’t answering any questions, and they took us down to the
jail where we were charged with aggravated assault.

We spent the whole night
in the Austin, Texas, jail – and I’ll go on record right here and
now as saying it beats the conditions at the Slope Oak jail by a
long shot! As far as jails go, this one was real classy with its
stainless steel toilets and sheets on the mattresses.

The next morning, the
jailer comes and gets us and tells us our bail has been paid and
we’re free to go. Well, you could have blown me over with a pork
and bean fart when I saw who it was that bailed us out. It was Mr.
Vince Turner, owner of the NWF. I thought he’d be more than just a
little pissed off at us, but it turns out he wasn’t. And he had an
offer for us that was just too good to turn down.

He said that in two weeks
“Monday Night Dynamite” was going to be broadcast from Tokyo, Japan
– in some place he called the “Egg Dome.” I figured it must be
where they hold their state fairs over there or something. He said
if we’d sign contracts, we’d each be given $500,000 to go over
there and wrestle against the Sophisticates for the tag team
championship. He said the fans loved what we did to the
Sophisticates and they wanted to see more.

Fine, I said, but just how
in the hell were we supposed to get all the way to Japan? He said
that we’d fly, of course.

“First class?” Jake asked
real quick.

“Of course, first class,”
Mr. Vince Turner said.

Well, we just HAD to say
yes to that!

So as soon as we signed
the jail papers setting us free, we signed the contracts Mr. Vince
Turner had us sign, and we went back to the hotel to get our things
together to go home. Mr. Turner said he’d get in touch with our
agent in New York to make sure everything was on the
up-and-up.

I felt that good news like
this couldn’t wait and that it needed to be shared with someone, so
I decided to call Grampy Stu and tell him about it. Jake wondered
why I would bother, but I explained that maybe all this success we
were having all of a sudden was an omen or something. Maybe it
meant we were supposed to mend our fences with our only remaining
kin. Maybe all this good fortune meant that things were finally
going to be OK between us and Grampy Stu. It was a silly way of
thinking, I know, but I tend to be somewhat optimistic.

But when I called, the
phone just rang and rang. This worried me some as Grampy Stu was
supposed to be over there keeping an eye on the dogs. Jake said I
was probably worried about nothing and that Grampy Stu probably was
over at the Steak House with one of his little girlfriends or
something.

So I said I’d try again
later, and Jake said that if anything was wrong with the dogs when
we got home, there was going to be hell to pay and he didn’t care
how old the old bastard was. But I forgot to call again. It
wouldn’t have done any good anyway as things turned out.

Jake and I decided to
spend a couple extra days at that Austin, Texas hotel. Like I said,
it was really nice and everything, so neither one of us was in a
real hurry to leave. And for another thing, they had to make some
tapes of us talking about our big upcoming match against “The
Sophisticates.”

The interview guy asked me
why I wanted to beat up on Roy and Robert and I said it’s because
they represent everything that’s bad about professional wrestling.
I said that here were these two guys who had talent and all but
that they thought they were better than everyone else and even if
they were it wasn’t polite to act that way. Jake just kind of stood
behind me scowling and looking real mean and tough. It was fun
watching ourselves on TV when they showed us the tape. But it kind
of seemed to me that Jake and I were the only ones taking any of it
seriously.

Yet, as much fun as all
that was, we knew we’d eventually have to turn around and go home
so we could check up on Grampy Stu and the dogs and then start
practicing for our big match in Japan, so we did.

We had been gone a grand
total of five days. And what we saw when we got home is something
that I’ll never forget if I live to be 200.

At first everything looked
OK. Grampy Stu’s old Ford Pinto was parked in front. He really had
no business driving or anything at his age because he was
practically blind with cataracts. He told me once before all the
middle school trouble started that he didn’t need to see all that
well when he drove because he had been living in Slope Oak since he
was a child and he knew where all the streets were without having
to look at street signs. And he seldom crashed into anything
important, so we just sort of let him go his own way.

The front door was
unlocked too, but that didn’t set off any alarms in my mind because
back then we didn’t usually lock things up when we left. For one
thing, we didn’t have anything most folks would want to steal. And
for another thing, we knew the dogs would be more than happy to
dish out their own brand of canine, sharp-toothed justice to anyone
who came into the house without our permission, if you know what I
mean.

The first thing that
tipped me off that something was wrong was the smell. It was much
worse than usual. At first I wondered if Grampy Stu had taken a
piece of meat out of the refrigerator and then forgot about it. So
I started hollering for him.

The second thing that made
me think things weren’t as they should be was when the dogs didn’t
come running when I started hollering. As much as those dogs loved
each other, they loved me and Jake nearly as much. Usually when we
came home after being gone awhile, you couldn’t take two steps into
the house without having one dog snout or another jammed into your
crotch or butt crack as they tried to sniff out where you had been
and what you had been doing in their dog-like fashion.

But no dogs. And no Grampy
Stu. Just a godawful smell. Jake said he’d look upstairs. I headed
into the kitchen. And there he was. It was no rotting piece of
steak that was making the smell. It was Grampy Stu. He was just
about as dead as dead can get. And he must have been that way for a
few days, because he had taken on an appearance that only a few
days of hot Iowa summer can give the body of a dead old man lying
face up on the linoleum. Except most of his face was gone. The dogs
had been at him. In addition, most of one leg was gone and his
belly had been ripped open. I followed a set of bloody dog tracks
into the bedroom next to the kitchen.

And that’s where I found
the dogs. They were dead, too. Apparently the rotten Grampy Stu
meat didn’t agree with them. They were on their sides, their legs
stiff in the air, their bellies swollen. Apparently Jeffrey had
died before Hazel because parts of Jeffrey were gone and Hazel
didn’t look quite as rotten as Jeffrey. At any rate, they were in
dog paradise now and that made me powerful sad. I mean, Grampy Stu
was old and had lived out his life and all. But these dogs still
had years of loving ahead of them.

I called Jake downstairs
so he could see what I was seeing. And he came to pretty much the
same conclusion.

So did the coroner. The
official inquest said the old man probably fell and hit his head on
the table and died the day he came over to watch our dogs. The
dogs, after a day or so of not getting fed, decided to dine on the
old man’s dead body. And after a day or two of hot, Iowa summer,
Grampy Stu spoiled and turned poison. But hungry dogs gotta eat and
it turns out their last meal was what sent them to dog
heaven.

Needless to say, the good
mood we were in was shot to pieces. And the house was unlivable. We
opened windows and scrubbed floors but it didn’t do any good. A
fair portion of Grampy Stu had obviously seeped into the cracks of
the floorboards there in the kitchen and there was no way to get
rid of it.

So, we made the sad
decision that the house would have to come down. And the good
relations we had been building with the neighbors was gone, too.
They had to put up with the stink coming out of the house for days
before we even got home. And the cops had been called to our house
so many times for this, that or the other, that it was official
police policy in Slope Oak not to respond to a Klemper complaint
anymore unless there was a murder in progress.

Fact of the matter was
we’d have to move. Thank goodness we had some money. Still, it was
sad. That house was our home. Jake and I took one more look around
before the wrecking ball showed up.

I felt extra sad when Jake
and I stood in one of the upstairs bedrooms together. That had been
our room when we were kids. You could see the old apple tree
through the back yard window. There were still bare patches of
plaster showing through the walls from where Jake and I used to
pick off hunks of paint and eat them before Pap said we shouldn’t
do that anymore.

That feeling reappeared
when I went and stood alone in the downstairs sitting room. I had
my eyes fixed on one particular patch of linoleum. It was on that
hunk of floor that I did what I did that led to the trouble that
led to me and Jake promising never to do the magic
again.

I must have been three or
four or something like that, and the outhouse was getting moved
from one corner of the yard to another. I found out later it was
because someone from the city told Pap our leavings were starting
to find their way into the city water supply and people were
getting sick.

Well, try explaining this
to a young one of my age at the time. All I knew was I had to poop
and I mean right now. I stood there for a spell watching the men
work at prying up the old outhouse and suctioning out the festering
pit beneath it. They weren’t making any headway toward relocating
the damn thing and, like I said, I had to poop.

So I went in to tell Pap
of my problem. He was sitting there in the sitting room on his
favorite plush chair. Pap had lots of friends back then, and two or
three of them were sitting in the room with him and they were
talking about some darn thing or another and one thing you knew,
even at my early age, was that you didn’t interrupt Pap when he was
discoursing with his friends.

So I just stood there,
shifting my weight from one foot to the other as the growing need
in the pit of my belly got worse and worse. If the grown men even
noticed me at all, I’m sure they thought that I was just a little
squirt standing there listening in trying to get some wisdom from
my elders. That impression, if it existed, was soon to
change.

I reached that point you
are all familiar with when the poop restraint muscles can no longer
be asked to hold back the wave of what must be done. With Pap and
his two or three cronies looking on, I dropped my pants and
uncurled a hefty poop log right there on the linoleum in front of
them. I can still see it in my mind’s eye even now, decades later.
It was studded with undigested corn. Needless to say, this caused a
momentary lull in the conversation.

Pap quick jumped up from
his chair, saying a bunch of words I had never heard before. He
grabbed a bunch of newspapers and scooped up what I had just done
and marched out and tossed it into the festering hole in the back
yard. I stood there with my pants around my ankles and watched. On
his way back to the house, Pap stopped by the old elm tree out
back, grabbed a young limb from the tree, pulled off a nice swishy
branch, and came back in.

I got a quick three licks
with the branch on the ass. And that’s how I learned that it wasn’t
proper to poop on the floor, especially in front of Pap’s friends.
Still, as a punishment, it seemed plenty harsh. It’s not like I was
being bad or anything. I had to poop. And Pap said never to
interrupt.

That night as I lay in
bed, my butt was aching something fierce from the licking. Jake had
gotten a whipping, too, that night for some thing or another, and
he was plenty sore at Pap as well. And, as boys will, we started
talking. And then we started thinking.

We sat up in bed, Jake and
me, and started thinking about all the stuff there in the living
room where Pap was watching the old black and white Philco. There
was a collector’s whiskey bottle on the cabinet. It was a rooster,
or a turkey or something. I don’t remember which. Anyway, I could
see it in my mind. And in my mind, I grabbed it and threw it at
Pap. I was young, as you will recall, and didn’t have great control
yet, so I missed, and the bottle crashed into a million pieces
against the wall. Jake, being two years older, had better aim, and
the stack of pulp paperbacks on the end table jumped up one at a
time and smacked up against Pap’s head.

Well, Pap of course knew
what was happening as this sort of thing had happened before in our
youth. So he came running into our bedroom (with the paperbacks
Jake was thinking at following close behind) and he fell down on
his knees and told us how much he loved us and how much he missed
Momma and how he sometimes did things that seemed mean but he only
did them because he loved us and wanted us to grow up strong and
proper and not hunted and chased down by people who might just want
to study us and experiment on us. And he started crying and we
started crying, and when all was said and done, we heard ourselves
promising Pap that we would do the magic no more. Of course, we
never really kept that promise, but we didn’t do nothing so obvious
again, not while Pap was alive.

Anyway, standing there,
almost precisely in the same spot as the ill-fated poop, I was
almost overcome by a wave of emotion and nostalgia. Still, what had
to be done had to be done, and there was no way around it. We
scheduled demolition for the day we were supposed to leave for
Japan and decided to take up the question of where we were going to
live once we got home.

Later, we heard that the
neighbors threw a big block party the day the house came down and
that pissed me off more than just a little bit. I mean, they could
have waited until we got back from Japan so we could have gone to
the party, too, couldn’t they? I mean, what was the big
hurry?

Oh well. Pap said one time
that God don’t close one door unless he opens another. And as drunk
as he was when he said it, truer words have never been
spoken.

Jake and me, we’re living
proof of that!


 


5.

“Dozo!”

 


We really didn’t have much
time to mourn for the pups. We gave them a good Christian burial by
the apple tree they liked so much. Of course, that apple tree ain’t
there no more neither. The whole property was razed and a
convenience store went in. But like I was starting to say, we
really didn’t have much time to mourn. We had to get ready for our
trip to Japan.

Let me tell you something
right here and now. A trip that takes 17 hours is just too damn
long, even if you are flying first class. It’s just too much to ask
of a frisky individual like Jake to just sit there with a thumb up
his butt for that length of time. So that kind of
sucked.

Then we finally got to
Japan. And for me and Jake, it was like stepping off of a spaceship
on the surface of Mars! EVERYTHING was different. The buildings,
the signs, the people, the food. Now I know why they call them
“foreigners.” Everything was foreign! Even the stuff that was the
same was different. For instance, on the drive from the airport to
the hotel, I must have seen 15 or 20 McDonald’s hamburger places.
You could tell by the golden arches. But the words were written in
that scribbly writing they use in Japan. There was a bunch of
Kentucky Fried Chicken places, too!

But the most different
thing of all, at least as to what I could ascertain, was the
Japanese attitude toward that most private and sanctified thing of
all, a thing I sincerely hope to experience for my own some day,
God willing. And by that, I mean sex. Sex is everywhere in Japan,
at least in Tokyo anyway. Oh, on the surface they’re as prudish as
a bunch of Baptist preachers about it. You can buy skin magazines
on just about any street corner (as Jake discovered to his
delight). But they hardly show anything. But like I said, that’s
just on the surface. Scratch that prudish surface just a little and
you’ll find a nation that is practically bubbling over with sex of
the most perverse kinds.

We got to our hotel room,
and it was a nice room but it didn’t have all of the stuff like
what we had at the hotel in New York and Austin. For one thing, the
room was smaller. There was a TV, sure, but who can understand
anything that’s on when all these people do is jabber in their own
language? So, for once, we decided we needed to find some
entertainment outside the hotel.

We went down to the lobby
and they called a cab for us. I’ll say one thing about those
Japanese people. For a group that hates foreigners as much as they
do, they sure are nice to them. Mr. Vince Turner told us all about
that on the plane ride over. He said that the Japanese people are
-- how did he say it? -- “meticulously polite” in their dealings
with foreigners, especially Americans. But deep down inside they
regard us all as “hairy barbarians.”

“Wait ‘til they get a look
at Chicken Jake with his fuzzy back and his scary tattoos,” I said,
and Jake smacked me upside the head with a bag of those salty
airplane peanuts. But he was smiling, so I don’t think the joke was
entirely lost on him.

Anyway, we stood out front
waiting for the cab to show up. Such crowded streets you never saw
before in your life. For a fella of my height, which is to say
about two feet taller than the average Japanese guy, it looked like
a sea of moving black hair. And everyone looked at me and Jake like
we had boogers hanging out our noses or something. I took a quick
look at Jake just in case he did, as he will have a green dangler
sometimes. But he didn’t.

Anyway, the cab showed up,
and Jake went to open the back door. But these Japanese cabs got
something inside that makes the door pop open all by itself, which
is really kind of neat. So, we clambered into the cab and the
driver looked at us and smiled kind of sideways like.

“Hello,” he said in
American. “Where do you want to go?”

I said I didn’t know, but
that we were just looking for something fun to do.

“Ah, so!” he said. “I know
where to take Americans looking to have fun.” He smiled and started
driving, and for the first time I started to think that Jake and I
might actually start enjoying ourselves in this foreign
land.

Now there’s something you
should know about Japan and Japanese streets. They all drive on the
wrong side of the street over there. And if an experienced driver
like me pays too much attention, then he is likely to get the piss
water scared right out of him. Lucky that the entire country of
Japan seems to be locked up in some kind of permanent traffic jam,
so they don’t usually get to drive very fast. But whenever an open
space of 10 or 20 feet opens up, these Japanese cab drivers scoot
into it like a bat out of hell and they jam on their brakes just in
time to keep from smashing into the ass end of someone else’s
Nissan or Honda or something.

Anyway, this cab suddenly
gets off of what I figured must have been one of the main streets,
and starts ducking and weaving through these tiny little alleys
that would remind you of the veins in a fly’s wings. These streets
aren’t as wide as the alley behind our old home on Roosevelt
Street, yet they got cars coming and going in both directions, and
everyone has to look out for the people just wandering from place
to place.

I noticed it was getting
dark even though it was still afternoon and I saw it was because
the alley was so narrow and the buildings on either side were so
tall that the sunlight just couldn’t make it all the way down to
street level. All sorts of strange smells filled the air. Some
smelled nice, like teriyaki or something. Other smells were
downright stinky. Then I saw why. See, when a Japanese guy gets a
yen (ha!) to take a leak, he doesn’t have to pop into a restaurant
or a gas station or anything like that. He just ducks out of sight
in an alley, whips it out, and relieves himself into the ditch that
runs along the side of just about every street you see in this
strange and foreign country. I don’t know what the girls do. We
were only there a few days.

Anyway, the cab pulls to a
stop in front of this little store front with a sign made up of
flashing light bulbs. I can only recognize two words on the sign,
printed in American.

“Hot Girls!”

Well, right away I sort of
figured out what kind of place this was, some sort of Japanese
nudie bar or something. But that don’t even begin to describe it. I
started telling the driver that maybe he ought to just turn the cab
around and take us to a movie theater or a Wal-Mart or something,
but Jake puts one of his big, knotted-up hands on my shoulder and
tells me to stop.

“What the hell, Mud. It
can’t hurt to go in and just take a look, can it?” He had that
pleading kind of look on his face, like when he really wants
something. And it’s hard for me to turn him down when he gets like
that. So I said what the hell, may as well go in and
look.

We paid the cab driver in
some of that funny-looking Japanese money what they have over there
and walked to the door. There was a guy standing at the door
wearing a three piece suit with pinstripes on it. Other than his
clothes, the first thing I noticed about him was that he had a
tattoo of a snake on the side of his bald head.

He smiled at us and said,
in American, “Yes! Welcome to Pandora’s Box! Please, come it!” He
held the door open and we started inside, but he put a hand up to
stop us and that’s when I noticed that he had the tip of one of his
pinky fingers missing.

“Please,” he said, “you
must pay.” I asked how much.

“Only 15-hundred yen,” he
said. “It is a bargain!”

Well, from the way Mr.
Vince Turner explained it to us on the plane, the best way of
figuring how much Japanese money equals how much American money is
to just take off the two zeros at the end. So 15-hundred yen must
have been somewhere around 15 bucks or something like that. So we
each fished some of that yen money out of our jeans pockets, gave
it to the smiling bald man with the tattooed snake on his head, and
went inside.

There was some kind of
music playing on a loudspeaker. It sounded like the kind of music
you hear in an old war movie when the Japanese generals are
discussing bombing Pearl Harbor or what they’re going to do when
they’re torturing somebody for their military secrets. It was dark
in there, but a few lights were on.

I could see a bunch of
Japanese guys sitting around what looked like a circular stage of
some sort. There was a runway leading from the circular stage to a
bigger stage up against the wall. There were seats along the
runway, too. The music was playing for this Japanese girl up on the
circular stage. She was wearing nothing but a black leather garter
belt and black fishnet stockings. She had two lit candles – one in
each hand – and she was (I swear!) dripping hot wax onto her
nipples! On purpose! And seemingly enjoying it!

“Neat!” Jake said in a
hushed, excited voice.

I saw two seats next to
each other right alongside the circular stage. Jake saw them, too,
because he grabbed me by the arm and fairly dragged me to them. As
soon as we sat down, a nice-but-tired-looking Japanese lady walked
up to us and said good afternoon in perfect American. Then she
asked if we wanted some “socky” or something like that.

Well, I figured when in
Rome…

We watched for awhile as
the candle wax lady continued to drip wax on various parts of her
body. For some reason, the Japanese men sitting around us seemed to
be enjoying this as much as the lady was herself. She was starting
to look a little bit like a life-sized, naked-lady-shaped candle
herself, when she took one of the candles she was using, blew out
the flame, shoved it into an intimate place where polite ladies
never stick candles, and proceeded to pleasure herself with it as
the Japanese men murmured their approval.

Near as I can guess, she
must have really been primed because it only took about 15 seconds
or so with the candle before she started making some barking sounds
and I guess she was finished. She stood up (after taking out the
candle), bowed, and scampered off the stage.

Just then I noticed the
lady who asked us if we wanted “socky” was coming back with what
looked like two Flinstones Grape Jelly jars filled with water.
Suddenly the lights above the circular stage came back on. The lady
said she wanted 500 yen for each of the “sockys” so we paid her and
she went away. But this was not the last time we saw her, as I
shall soon explain.

Suddenly a lady wearing a
bathrobe walked out onto the stage. She had a rubber mat of some
kind rolled up under one arm, and she toted a bucket filled with
soapy water in the other hand. An excited murmur rose from the
Japanese men sitting around us. I wondered if we were between shows
or something and this lady had been sent out to clean the wax off
of the stage or something. The lady proceeded to the middle of the
circular stage, knelt down in the middle of it, unrolled the rubber
mat and said something that sounded like, “dozo”.

All of a sudden, two of
the Japanese men in the audience dashed up onto the circular stage
with the lady. I figured maybe they were going to offer to help her
clean the stage. They both got to her at the same time and then
they bowed at each other.

Then they played the
“rock-paper-scissors” game – you know, the one where you count to
three and then form your right hand into either rock, paper or
scissors. Rock breaks scissors, paper covers rock, scissors cut
paper, and that’s how you decide who wins. Well, the two fellas
counted to three (I suppose) in Japanese, and at first they both
came out with the flat palm that says “paper” so they had to go
again. They counted to three once more, and this time one fella
came out with the forked fingers that say “scissors” while the
other guy had the clenched fist that says “rock” so he won since
“rock breaks scissors.” So he stayed on the stage while the other
fella bowed and went back to his seat.

Then I saw something that,
I swear to God Almighty, I never will forget no matter how long I
live.

The little lady with the
bucket and the mat slipped out of her bathrobe, folded it neatly,
and set it down next to her, and she was naked as a pretty little
jaybird! And the little Japanese fella quick peeled off his clothes
and laid down on the mat, face up, his less than impressive
Japanese male parts ready for action (not that I’m an expert on
male parts or anything, but you don’t have to be an expert to tell
that little is little).

“She’s gonna give him
a bath,” Jake
whispered to me, all excited-like. And he was right. But it was
more than that, actually.

The circular stage started
revolving, as if it were some kind of giant Lazy Susan. The music
started again, that slow, slinky kind of oriental music like what I
described earlier. She reached into the bucket of soapy water and
took out a big washcloth. Then she stood up and got her whole body
all soapy and lathered up. Then she lied down on top of the naked
man and just sort of scrubbed his body with her body, if you can
get the picture. And he sure seemed to like it more than just a
little bit.

Then she stood up again
and lathered up her womanly parts, getting the hair all bubbly and
soapy. Then she used her privates as a scrub brush, working first
on his arms and then on his legs and his chest and his tummy. I
thought for a minute she was gonna wash his face, too, but maybe
these people aren’t into that sort of thing.

Jake nudged me with one of
his big pointy elbows and whispered, “Wouldn’t be so bad taking a
bath if a fella could take it like that every day!” I just ignored
him.

She saved one part of him
for last, and I think you know what part I’m talking about. She
hopped on there and gave it a ride that must have lasted for no
more than 20 seconds or so while the Japanese fella’s face got all
red and he started breathing heavy then he sort of yelped and
apparently that was that.

She climbed off him,
rinsed him off with the washcloth, and bowed to him. He got toweled
off, got dressed, and jumped back down next to his pal in the seats
near the circular stage, and just sat there with a sheepish grin on
his face.

“Next time, it’s MY turn,”
Jake said with a look of grim determination on his face. At first I
thought about trying to stop him, but as you’ve seen already it’s
best not to get in the way when Jake sets his mind on
something.

The lady rolled up the mat
and was gone.

Then the next lady came
out. This one was dressed in some kind of lacy nightgown kind of
deal and she was carrying a basket. Jake started making like he was
going to climb up on the stage, and I told him that I thought the
rules were that he had to wait until the woman said “dozo” or
whatever. So he waited.

She walked out to the
center of the circular stage and unrolled this big, lamb wool
blanket sort of thing. Then she said “dozo.”

Jake got on the stage a
split second before some other little Japanese guy got there. But
instead of playing “rock-paper-scissors,” the guy just bowed at
Jake, said “dozo” his own self, then went back down to his seat.
Probably a good move on his part, or so I thought at the time. Jake
had about 200 pounds on the little dude.

Jake didn’t wait for no
prompting. He peeled off his clothes and laid back down on the lamb
fur blanket. Again, a murmur went up from the crowd. See, I will
say this as delicately as I can, Jake is – blessed. What the Good
Lord saw fit to withhold in brains as far as Jake is concerned, he
saw fit to more than compensate in the size of Jake’s manliness.
The woman looked at it with a mixture of awe and panic. The
Japanese men “oohed and aahed” appreciatively. I wanted to look
away, but somehow I couldn’t. I had to see for myself what was
going to transpire.

The woman seemed to come
to her senses. That’s when I noticed that this was the same woman
who brought us our glasses of “socky,” which sort of looked like
moonshine but didn’t have near the kick. She reached into her
basket and took out a foil-wrapped rubber. She took the rubber out
of the package and tried to put it on Jake. I don’t know what this
says about Japanese men in general other than it probably confirms
that the fella who was on the stage before Jake was probably a
typical specimen, but it was a pathetically small little rubber.
And it was being given an impossible chore. The best she could do
with it was cover the tip of Jake’s excited manhood.

Then she tried climbing on
top of him as the circular stage started to revolve once again. But
it was a no go right from the start. Jake was just too big for her,
plain and simple.

She gave it the old
college try though, pushing and straining and groaning. Jake just
kind of laid there with a real impatient look on his face, grabbing
at her hips and trying to shove himself home. But it just wouldn’t
work. So finally, the little woman hopped off of him, knelt by his
feet and bowed.

“Sorry,” she said in
American. “Too big. Sorry.”

She turned to put on her
nightie as Jake stood up. The rubber the little woman tried to put
on him had long since torn and now wavered in the air-conditioned
breeze like a nasty little flag on a ridiculously huge and thick
flagpole, something like a sock nailed to an oak tree.

That’s when Jake made the
worst mistake he ever made that didn’t result in his going to jail.
He grabbed the little woman by the back of her head and started
shoving it toward his angry manly parts.

“Well, I’m gonna fuck
somethin’” he said in a thick, kind of growly voice.

He had her head about an
inch away from the tip when all of a sudden two little Japanese men
– one of whom was the guy who let us into the place – jumped up on
the stage. One pulled the woman away from Jake while the other dug
into the cord on the right side of Jake’s neck with his thumb and
forefinger.

“Very sorry, very sorry,”
he kept saying as the urgency in Jake’s manhood suddenly vanished.
He pulled Jake toward the door, all the while maintaining his grip,
all the while apologizing. The other man picked up Jake’s clothes
and followed behind. They pushed Jake through the door and out into
the alley, where he sat on the curb – naked, with a pile of clothes
on the street next to him. Although it was a crowded alley, no one
gave him a second look.

I slugged down the rest of
my “socky,” finished off Jake’s for him, then went outside to find
him. He had his pants on by the time I got there.

“Someone’s gonna pay for
that,” he growled. “Someone’s gonna pay good!”

“Save it for the ring,
Chicken Jake,” I said. And as I look back at it now, the “Chicken
Jake” part was really unnecessary as I’m sure he had been
humiliated enough. If he would have hit me, I would have had it
coming. But he didn’t.

Instead he got dressed
while I hailed a cab to take us back to the hotel. For the rest of
the day and the next day until match time, we just stayed in the
room.

When we got back to the
room, we found that a messenger or somebody had been there while we
were gone. There was a bunch of stuff waiting for us on the dresser
and in the closet.

For one thing, there was
this big manila envelope addressed to Mud and Jake. I opened it,
took a look at the contents, and was surprised by what I saw. In
addition to all the standard instructions like what we got for the
“Renegade Rampage” in Austin, there was a script. An actual,
honest-to-God script of what it was we were supposed to do in the
ring tomorrow when we went up against “The
Sophisticates.”

The first thing that
pissed me off about the whole thing was the name they were giving
our tag team. We were being called “The Hunky Dunks.” That upset me
more than just a little bit because the whole “hunky dunk” idea was
a way of expressing a good feeling, and what Jake and I had in mind
for “The Sophisticates” involved very little of that!

“Well, maybe that’s
because we’re supposed to make the fans feel good or something,”
Jake said trying to make things better. I told him to shut up and
listen while I read what we were supposed to do.

The script said that we
were supposed to keep things real simple for about 15 minutes –
just your regular slapping around and kicking and headlocks and
stuff like that. Then, I was supposed to be thrown into the
referee, knocking him out. While Jake tried to wake up the referee,
Roy would toss one of the championship belts in to Robert, which he
would use to club me over the head with and I would fall down and
the referee would wake up and count a 1-2-3 on me.

I told Jake that this left
me with the distinct impression that the whole thing was fixed! And
as much as he hated to say it, Jake agreed with me.

First I tried getting Mr.
Vince Turner on the phone to see if he could explain this to me,
but he wasn’t in his room. So Jake and I decided to sit down and
figure out what we were going to do about this.

One thing was for sure. A
Klemper might get his ass whipped, but he never throws a fight. Our
Pap would rise out of his grave and beat us both with a shoe if we
ever did anything like that. I’ve had dreams where Pap does that
very thing, and let me tell you, it’s not the kind of thing you’d
want to happen in real life!

The final insult was
hanging in the closet. It was a pair of ratty looking overalls, cut
off so our legs were hanging out. Good thing we brought underwear
special for the trip, or our legs wouldn’t be the only things
hanging out if you know what I mean and I think you do!

Fine, I said, we’ll wear
these crappy overalls. But those Sophisticates are going to be in
for a big surprise!

Jake and I sat up that
night until after midnight talking about what we were going to do.
It had to be quick, because if this thing was fixed like I
suspected, as soon as the high mucky-mucks saw we were deviating
from the plan, they’d probably do something to throw the whole
match out the window and we wouldn’t be champions.

Well, if you’re interested
enough to have purchased this book, then you probably already know
what happened that day in the Egg Dome, which wasn’t a State Fair
location at all but just a big indoor stadium shaped kind of like
an egg, which is how it got its name. But just in case you missed
it, I’ll touch on the high points.

We got introduced first,
which is only fit and proper as we were the challengers. The
loudspeaker played the “Hunky Dunk” song as Jake and I – dressed up
in these godawful cut-off overalls – made our way to the ring. The
Japanese fans kept screaming “Hunky Dunk! Hunky Dunk!” at us as we
walked down the aisle. This time when we got to the ring, we didn’t
walk around waving or smiling like we did the last time. We were
all business. We had a plan and we meant to stick to it come hell
or high water.

Then the microphone guy
introduced the Sophisticates, and they strolled down to the ring
like they owned the place. They looked at us with knowing smiles
and I had to smile a little myself as I thought about the surprise
they had in store for them, poor suckers!

Now according to the
script, the way the match was supposed to begin was like this – Me
and Jake were supposed to rush at Roy and Robert and the four of us
would stand toe to toe duking it out in the middle of the ring.
Jake would grab hold of Robert and take him out to the floor and
Roy and I would settle things down with some sustained grappling.
Well, as you know, it didn’t turn out quite that way.

When the ref rang the
bell, we sure as heck rushed over and Roy and Robert. We didn’t
want to tip our hands too early, so we did just like the script
said for about 10 seconds or so. I was amazed, truth be told, at
how softly these so-called World Tag Team Champions were hitting
us, like they were play fighting. We hit softly too, at
first.

Then we reached the part
to where Jake was supposed to take Robert out to the floor. I
shouted, “Switch!” Then I reached over and grabbed Robert by the
hair and punched him full in the face, and not softly either! He
went right between the ropes and out to the floor. I jumped on him
from the ring apron and proceeded to rain fists in his face. Jake,
on the other hand, kneed Roy right in the shortribs which, needless
to say, knocked all the wind out of him. Roy fell flat on his ass
in the middle of the ring.

Quick as a bunny, Jake
climbed up to the top rope in the corner there, then flew down to
the mat landing the point of his elbow on Roy’s ribs. I turned
around just in time to see this. Jake rolled Roy up in a pinning
position, but the ref just stood there. Jake looked up at the ref
and growled.

“Start counting or you’re
next, you little asswipe!”

The ref must have
instinctively known that Jake was dead serious, because he flopped
down on his stomach and slapped out a three-count.

Jake turned loose of Roy,
I quit pasting on Robert and joined him in the ring. And for the
next, oh, I don’t know, four minutes or so, Jake and I were the NWF
World Tag Team Champions! The ref raised our hands, handed us the
belts, then scurried off into the locker room. I have no idea what
happened to him after that because he never refereed another NWF
match to the best of my knowledge.

Jake and I stood in the
ring holding the belts above our heads while the medical people
took Roy and Robert back to the dressing room on stretchers. I
can’t help but feel that, wherever he was, Pap was looking at us
just then and smiling that odd, stinky, toothless smile of his at
us.

That’s when Mr. Vince
Turner hopped into the ring with a microphone. We knew it wasn’t
likely that he was coming in to interview his new champions since
we had double-crossed him and all. And we were right. What he did
was tell the crowd that he just found out moments ago that me and
Jake had failed to obtain the proper Japanese professional
wrestling permits, therefore he had no choice but to reverse the
referee’s decision and award the match – and the belts – to the
Sophisticates.

Well, it was a lie of
course. If there was supposed to be permits, Turner should have
gotten them for us as he knew what he was doing and we
didn’t.

Then Turner turned to us
and took the belts away. Jake let go of his like a mother turning
her baby over to the Nazis. Turner sneered at us and said we would
not get paid for the match and that we’d never work in this
business again.

Oh well. At least we had
round trip tickets!

When we got back to
America, there was some talk that we might be sued by Turner’s
organization, but our agent fixed that up for us saying that if we
should be called into court, we would tell the world about how the
whole professional wrestling thing was just a sham and how
wrestlers had to follow scripts and all that and wouldn’t Turner
rather just go ahead and pay us what we had coming for the
wrestling and avoid all the headaches that would come with a
counter-suit by us?

Well, he paid us every
cent we had coming. But we never wrestled again.

At least not
professionally.

For one thing, we were too
busy with our growing commercial empire.




 


6.

Lookin’ For a
Home

 


Well, when we got back
from Japan, we found out that all of a sudden we were big news.
First of all was the big magazine article. The lady was real nice
and she asked a whole bunch of questions and promised not to make
fun of us in the story. I don’t remember what magazine she wrote
for. I asked her, but all she would say is “I work for people.” I
said, well, don’t we all, and she just kinda smiled like I made a
joke or something.

Then two of the three
local television stations down in Davenport came up to do stories
about us. That blonde headed TV girl we went on TV with before
wanted us to come down and do a show with her again but I said no
because I figure we got off easy last time, what with her uncanny
resemblance to the library girl and all. Why tempt fate, right? The
Davenport Daily News did a front page feature story about us in
their Sunday entertainment section. But the Slope Oak Herald still
wouldn’t do a story about us. Still holding that grudge, I
guess.

Of course, these media
events were just mild diversions. The first thing we had to worry
about was finding a place to live. By the time we got back to Slope
Oak, the old house had been torn down, the ground had been
bulldozed, and construction crews were hard at work with the
building of that new convenience store I told you about. In fact,
the only sign that we had ever lived there at all was the leftover
balloons and the “Bye-Bye Klemper Bros.” banner strung across
Roosevelt Street from the going away party we weren’t even invited
to.

We had money, so that
wasn’t the problem. For one thing, there was that $1,500,000 check
we hadn’t even cashed yet. Put that in there with the $35,000
(actually, it was only about $20,000 by this time after the money
we spent in Austin and Tokyo, not to mention the cost of having
Grampy Stu scraped up and buried) and the $60,000 we earned from
the pay-per-view in Austin and the million we got for the Japan
wrestling match, and we were pretty well set. And the real money
hadn’t even started coming in yet!

One thing Jake and I
agreed on right away was that we didn’t want to buy a house that
anyone else had ever lived in before. We wanted something new. And
we wanted something that showed our new status as well-to-do
gentlemen. We wanted something that said “Klemper!”

What we wanted was our
own, brand new double-wide trailer. And we found one, too! It was a
real beaut!

We found it down at a
mobile home dealer down in Davenport. Now, I try to “buy Slope Oak”
whenever I get a chance. But let’s face it – until Jake and I took
over much of the retail industry here in Slope Oak, service just
wasn’t all that good. We’d walk into a store and nobody ever asked
us if they could help us or what we wanted. Usually we were met
with either benign neglect our outright contempt. Before we had
money, sometimes we’d just go down to some of our fine Slope Oak
stores and hang around looking at stuff. And the store owners would
either call the cops on us or chase us away themselves.

So we went down to
Davenport for our new home.

We knew which one we
wanted as soon as the salesman showed it to us. It had a big old
living room with furniture and everything. (Somehow, the demolition
people forgot to take our old furniture out of the house when they
knocked it down, so Jake and me had to start from scratch.) The
living room blended right into a kitchen that was filled with
modern day appliances like a gas stove, a dishwasher, and a
side-by-side refrigerator freezer with an ice cube maker and
everything! There were three bedrooms, and all of them had
carpeting in them. And there was even a washer and a dryer, so Jake
wouldn’t have to go hanging our old skivvies out on the line
anymore unless he needed the exercise.

We got it for the low, low
price of only $82,500 and we paid cash. The salesman seemed real
impressed by that, and after the papers were signed we all ducked
into his private office where he kept a bottle of fine drinking
whiskey. He said we were the best customers he ever had.

Now we just had to find a
spot to put the trailer.

Most of the mobile home
parks in Slope Oak were pretty skimpy on elbow room. They had
trailers stacked up right next to each other, so close our
neighbors would probably be able to hear us farting at night. And
since we wanted to get off on a good foot with whoever our new
neighbors – whoever they were – we thought we’d try to spare them
that experience until we got to know them a little
better.
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