
Chapter One 

 

There Is A God, Her Name Is Phyllis 

 

 

Warren E. “Duke” Duncan and his beautiful wife, Phyllis, sat in their 1955 Studebaker 

station wagon. They were waiting at the end of a long line of cars on a rain swept, tree-lined 

street in Rockford, Illinois.  The cars idled behind a lowered railroad gate as a seemingly endless 

freight train rolled past. It was early Sunday afternoon, December 10th, 1961.  

Duke impatiently drummed his fingers on the steering wheel and scowled. As far as he 

was concerned, waiting for a train to pass was a flagrant waste of time. Sitting around doing 

nothing was not only anti-American, it totally sucked the Big Wazoo. Duke preferred to charge 

through life at full speed, doing what he wanted, when he wanted, the way he wanted, and Lord 

help the unlucky so and so that got in his way. Phyllis knew if that train didn’t finish crossing 

Huffman Boulevard soon, Duke would pull a Pompeii and his frustration would erupt over the 

whole family. 

It didn’t help that the kids were acting up in the back seat.  Eleven-year-old David 

Duncan was engaged in one of his favorite pastimes, the psychological torture of his eight-year-

old sister, ‘Chele (pronounced “Shelly”, short for Michele). ‘Chele was only slightly overweight, 

but David ragged her about it constantly. He gave her nicknames like Huge, Pontoon, and Large 

Economy Size. He claimed that when she weighed herself the bathroom scale would read “One 

at a time, please.”  He said her tee shirts doubled as wedding tents. And only an elephant could 

lift her end of a teeter totter. The insults made ‘Chele furious, which of course caused David to 

tease her even more. Sometimes he felt bad about cracking on his sister, but getting her goat was 

just so deliciously satisfying that the guilt was easily elbowed aside. At the tender, often 



confusing age of eleven, hilarious flashes of cruel humor almost always trumped sappy 

compassion. 

Distant flashes of lightning and a long low rumble of thunder accompanied the 

monotonous grinding of the freight train’s wheels as it slowly rumbled along the track. 

When Duke sighed impatiently for the third time in thirty seconds, Phyllis decided to 

sidetrack her husband.  She turned on the radio, cranked up the volume, and the old Studebaker 

rocked with the sound of Elvis Presley’s hit, “Teddy Bear.”  Phyllis winced, realizing instantly 

that it was an unlucky choice, but she tried to brazen it through by smiling happily, snapping her 

fingers, and moving in her seat to the beat of the music.  

Duke frowned, watched his wife for a moment then snapped, “Phyl, for crissakes, change 

the station. That music is crap.” 

David stopped writing BITE ME backwards on the condensation that had formed on the 

inside of his rear passenger window. “No, it isn’t, Pops.  I like Elvis. And ‘Teddy Bear’ is one of 

my absolute faves.” 

‘Chele started bouncing in time with her mother and shifted the grape Tootsie Pop she 

was sucking on to one side of her jaw so she could chime in. “Mine too!” 

Phyllis smiled winningly.  “Sorry, honey. We’re all big Elvis fans.” 

The rain increased from intermittent drizzle to steady downpour.  Duke glared at nothing 

in particular, and slowly pursed his lips.  

“Unbelievable. This vehicle just became a loony bin.” 

 The Duncan family dog, Rags, popped up. He’d been lying flat in the back of the station 

wagon working on enlarging his pool of drool. Rags was a rescued mutt - half Chocolate Lab, 

half Irish Setter, and according to Duke, one hundred percent Hell Hound.  Rags barked once, a 



sound much louder than a non-Duncan would think possible. David patted him on the head, and 

Phyllis admonished, “Please, Rags. Use your inside bark.” 

Rags woofed again, softly this time. 

“See Dad?  Even Rags likes Elvis. “Here, Rags. Have a Tootsie Pop.” David yanked the 

Tootsie Pop out of ‘Chele’s mouth and jammed it between Rags’ jowls. The dog was too 

surprised to move. 

“Hey, that’s mine!”  ‘Chele grabbed the Tootsie Pop out of Rags’ mouth and examined it 

closely.  “Yuck, it’s covered with dog spit!”  She cranked down her window, and held the 

Tootsie Pop outside, letting the rain rinse it off.  Rags watched intently, enthusiastically licking 

his chops.  His drool pool grew substantially. But then ‘Chele stuck the Tootsie Pop back in her 

own mouth and quickly cranked the window back up. Rags whined with disappointment. 

“Lemme get this straight,” Duke said. “You all want to listen to this Elvis crap?” 

“Yep. It’s four to one against you, Pops,” David replied.  

Duke grinned. “Well, fortunately for me, I’m the father in this family…the Chief, the 

Boss, the Big Kahuna. That makes my vote worth five, so the final tally is five to four. I win, you 

lose, we change the channel.” 

The family howled in protest as Duke reached toward the radio. But just as his fingers 

touched the knob, he was interrupted by a long loud car horn blast. The Duncans turned and 

looked out the back window of their car. A bright red, brand spanking new Cadillac DeVille had 

pulled all the way up to their back bumper. The driver, a large red-faced man smoking a fat cigar 

gestured impatiently for Duke to pull forward. 

The Duncans turned and looked ahead. The cars in front of them had squeezed up a bit, 

leaving an empty space in front of the Duncan Mobile of approximately one car length. Way up 



ahead the freight train continued its long slow crossing, still no end in sight. Duke rolled down 

his window and yelled to the man in the Cadillac. 

“Relax, pal.  We’re all going nowhere fast.” 

The red-faced man sneered, then gave Duke the universal sign of rejection.  Phyllis, 

David and ‘Chele gasped. 

“Pops, he flipped you off!” 

Duke started to open his door. Phyllis grabbed him. “Warren, don’t.” 

“Let go, Phyl.  Somebody needs to teach that jerk some manners.” 

Phyllis shook her head. “Honey, it’s raining. Visibility is poor.  We may have 

misinterpreted that man’s gesture.” 

The Duncans turned and looked at the man again. He sneered, jammed the cigar into his 

mouth, and held up his closed left fist.  He slowly raised his middle finger as he simultaneously 

pantomimed turning a crank with his right hand. David’s jaw dropped. “No, he’s definitely 

giving us the finger.  In fact, he cranked it!” 

Then, with his left middle finger fully extended, the man made several twirling motions 

around it with his right forefinger.  

Duke squinted. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

In unison, David and Michele reply, “He’s telling you to spin on it.” 

“Okay, that does it.” 

Duke swung open his door and stepped out into the rain. He strode toward the Cadillac, 

limping slightly on his left leg, a complication from a war injury he had suffered during World 

War II.  



Phyllis leaped out after her husband. With surprising speed, she caught up to Duke and 

grabbed him around the waist from behind. She dug in her heels and was dragged a few feet 

along the slippery pavement before Duke’s momentum slowed and they finally stopped. 

“Warren, for goodness sakes, think about this!” 

“I have thought about it. And I’ve decided it’s time to play Mr. Potato Head.” 

“What?” 

“I’m gonna rearrange that guy’s nose, ears, and mouth.” 

“No, you’re not. I want you to take a deep breath and calm down.  You have an 

opportunity here to teach our children that it’s better to turn the other cheek.” 

David rolled down his window and yelled, “Kick his ass, Pops!” 

Duke smiled grimly. “I prefer my son’s advice.”  

He started toward the Cadillac again. This time Phyllis grabbed the back of Duke’s belt 

and yanked with all her might. Duke not only stopped, he had to flail both arms and tap-dance 

his legs to keep from falling over backward. 

“Warren E. Duncan, for the last time, you are not going to beat someone up in front of 

our kids!”  

They glared at each other for a long moment. Then Duke shook his head in disgust and 

led his wife back to their car. He carefully helped her into her seat and then slammed her door 

closed a little harder than necessary. As he walked back around the rear of the car toward his 

own seat he gave the red-faced man a hard look. The man puffed his cigar, stuck his head out his 

window and made loud chicken clucking sounds. 

Duke started toward the man again, but a bright flash of lightning was immediately 

followed by a loud clap of thunder. The rain increased to a downpour. Duke shook his head and 



hurried into the Studebaker, soaking wet. He wiped his face and muttered angrily under his 

breath.  

David hesitated, then spoke up. “Hey, Pops. Why didn’t you rip his face off?” 

“Your mother asked me to refrain from face ripping.” 

“Aw, Mom, the guy’s gonna think Dad’s afraid of him.”  

Duke repeatedly gestured, you see, you see, you see?!  Phyllis simply patted his arm.  

“Drive forward, dear.” 

With snorts, sighs, and clenched teeth, Duke reluctantly eased the Studebaker ahead. The 

Cadillac de Ville moved right behind them, hugging their rear bumper. Eventually the Caddy sat 

idling in the exact spot where the Duncan Mobile had been.  

Phyllis turned and looked at her son. “David, the best way to deal with a hothead is to 

give him the cold shoulder.” 

“But Mom…” 

“What goes ‘round, comes ‘round, and someday that man will regret his rude behavior.” 

 Suddenly, a brilliant bolt of lightning struck a tall elm tree by the side of the road. 

Thunder boomed. The air crackled for a moment, and the upper half of the tree toppled with a 

loud crash directly onto the roof of the Cadillac. 

Phyllis simply nodded, and said, “You see?” 

David looked at his mother with awe and a touch of fear. “If we hadn’t moved, that tree 

would’ve fallen on us.” 

The freight train’s caboose rolled by, the railroad gate lifted, and the line of cars began to 

move. 



The Duncans looked back at the Cadillac. The red-faced man forced his badly warped 

door open and climbed out into the pouring rain. He looked with dismay at the crumpled roof of 

his brand-new car. Then he turned and stared at the Duncan Mobile as it slowly drove away.   

Phyllis looked forward, and behind her back, Duke, David and ‘Chele flipped the red-

faced man the finger.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two 

A Close Shave 

 

 “Bad dog! Bad dog from hell!” 

 Duke aimed a half-hearted kick at Rags, who dodged easily, then casually trotted out of 

the bathroom and down the hallway toward the kitchen. Duke began muttering to himself.  

            David stuck his head in the doorway. “Hey, Pops, what’s wrong?” 

 “Son, do this family a favor and give that mutt back to the shelter. If you don’t, I swear to 

God I’ll have him neutered. Again.” 

 Already dressed for the day, David walked in and sat on the edge of the bathtub. He 

enjoyed watching his father shave. As was his usual custom, Duke had taken a shower and then 

wrapped a towel around his waist so tightly that it wouldn’t come off in a hurricane. Only he 

knew how to remove it. If the proper un-twists and un-wraps weren’t performed in the proper 

order, taking off that towel was more difficult than removing a tattoo. 

 “What’d Rags do this time?” David asked. 



 “Oh, the usual jumpin’ and humpin’. He substituted my leg for Fifi the poodle slut just as 

I trimmed a nose hair.” 

 Duke peeled the backing off a small round Band-Aid and carefully folded it over one 

nostril, halfway in and halfway out of his nose. Then he started to apply shave cream on his face 

and neck.  

 David carefully positioned himself so that he could see his father’s front in the medicine 

cabinet mirror and his father’s back at the same time. He was always horrified and, well, to be 

honest, quite a bit fascinated by the bullet wound his father had received in WWII. A Mauser 

sniper cartridge had smashed into Duke’s chest and ripped completely through his body. The 

entry scar was an inch in diameter, but the exit scar on his back was nearly four inches across. 

Duke had endured twenty-two operations, and lost the upper lobe of his right lung. An embolism 

formed and traveled up his spinal cord to his brain. It became an abscess that had to be surgically 

drained. Since that time Duke occasionally suffered Grand Mal seizures if he didn’t take the anti-

convulsion medication prescribed to prevent them.  The embolism also damaged his central 

nervous system, giving him a permanent limp and no feeling at all in his left leg.  

 The bullet had gone through a box of wooden matches Duke had stuffed in the shirt 

pocket of his uniform. Slivers of wood and Sulphur had penetrated deep into the wound, and 

were carried by his bloodstream to different parts of his body. Over the years, those pieces 

slowly worked themselves up and out through his skin. One of the matchstick mounds was 

currently on Duke’s forearm, and soon he would no doubt worry it loose and pluck it out. It had 

happened before, and when it did, Duke always said the same thing. “Anybody need a light?” 

 The war had left scars on Duke’s psyche, too.  Many nights he would toss and turn in his 

sleep, calling out orders and warnings to the members of his old platoon.  Phyllis would gently 



wake him, reassure him he was safe, and hold him close until his breathing slowed and his heart 

stopped racing. 

 Phyllis had been Duke’s nurse when he was flown back to the states. From the get go 

she’d been attracted to the skinny young Lieutenant who never complained no matter how much 

pain he was in. He seemed so sure of himself, and he was smart, and ambitious, and when he 

looked at her it was as though she was the only girl in the world.  

 As far as Duke was concerned, the moment he laid eyes on Phyllis it was love at first 

sight. She had beautiful brown eyes, and thick, lustrous dark hair. Add to that her warm smile, 

quick laugh and slim sexy figure. And brains, too. Two months later he had convinced her to 

break off her engagement to the pompous surgeon she’d been dating, and Phyllis found herself 

agreeing to become Mrs. Duke Duncan. 

 David could never get his father to tell his war stories. Duke would always shake his head 

and say, “Son, some stories, even if they have a happy ending, are best left untold.”   

 Duke was a gifted whistler.  He could whistle through pursed lips, he could whistle with 

his tongue pressed against the roof of his mouth, he could whistle through cupped hands, and 

when he put his pinky fingers into his mouth and let loose a long blast, it could be heard from 

blocks away.  Duke used that method of summoning his kids home, and the entire neighborhood 

was familiar with the sound.  

 Today, as Duke shaved and whistled “The Battle Hymn Of The Republic,” David tried to 

work up the courage to broach a sensitive subject. Duke glanced in the mirror and noticed his 

son’s discomfort. 

        “Something on your mind, Daver?” 

        “Uh, maybe.” 



        “Well, let’s hear it.” 

        “It’s about girls.” 

        “Uh-oh. Dangerous topic.” 

        “What’s the best way to talk to them?” 

        “Hm. Well, I’ll tell you what I do. I have a magic method that works every time.” David 

leaned forward, all ears.  

        “I use words,” Duke said with a smile.  

        David made a face. “Come on, Pops. I’m serious.” 

        “So am I. The best way to talk to girls is to just talk to them. If they think what you say is 

interesting, they will engage in a conversation with you. Voila, mission accomplished.” 

        “But I don’t need help just talking, I need some cool things to say.” 

        “Are you asking me to give you some pick-up lines?” 

        “Man, that would be great!” 

        “Forget it. I’m fresh out. Besides, you’re an intelligent young man, come up with your own 

material.”  

        He finished his shave, removed the mystery towel from around his waist, then pulled on a 

pair of boxer shorts that were hanging on a hook on the back of the bathroom door.  Then he 

yanked a pair of dress slacks off a hanger. As he limped down the hall toward the kitchen, Duke 

hopped into his pants with David right on his tail.  

        “Pops, the thing is I choke around pretty girls. I get all set to say something funny or to give 

them a nice compliment, but the minute I open my mouth, my mind goes blank.” 

        “Look, you’re only eleven, and that’s way too young to be thinking about pick-up lines. Ask 

me again if you’re still having trouble when you’re… thirty.” 



        Duke grabbed one of Phyllis’ aprons and put it on over his bare chest and slacks. He went to 

the stove and stirred a pot warming on the cooktop. David sat at the kitchen table, which had 

already been set for three people. Then Duke went to the fridge to get some milk. The moment 

his back was turned, Rags rose up on his hind legs, put his front paws on the oven handle, and 

sniffed the pot on the stove. Then he whined, and dashed out of the room. The dog’s behavior 

alerted David. 

        “Uh, Pops? What’s in the pot?” 

        “Goop.” 

        In his mind, David heard a horror movie music sting. “Oh, no. Not goop. Anything but 

goop.” 

        Duke strolled over to the table and ladled a big glop of lumpy, grey goop onto David’s 

plate. “Eat up, son. Scram gravy ain’t wavy.” 

        “What exactly is in today’s goop?” 

       “What difference does it make? It’s Monday. And every Monday we take whatever food’s 

leftover from last week and dump it all into the pot. Add a little horseradish, and bam… instant 

gourmet goop!” 

        David bravely shoved a spoonful into his mouth. He grimaced at the taste and had to force it 

down. “Pops, goulash, lima beans and Jello should not be mixed together.” 

        “Why not? It all ends up in the same place.” He patted his belly. “Besides, the rule is, food 

will not be wasted in this house. Period.” 

        David glumly stirred his goop. “I wish Mom was here.” 

        “Well, she’s not. Her bedpan classes at the horse pistol won’t be over for another month.” 



        “The word is hospital, and they aren’t bedpan classes. She’s learning the latest emergency 

room procedures.” 

        “Oh, please. She’s a nurse; she sticks thermometers where the sun don’t shine. What’s the 

latest procedure, you stick it in in deeper?” Duke swallowed a ladle of food from the pot. “Mm, 

that’s good goop.” 

        ‘Chele walked into the kitchen. David and Duke were shocked to see that overnight she had 

sprouted large breasts. 

        “Good morning!” she said, cheerfully. Duke and David stared at her as she strolled 

nonchalantly to the table and took her seat.  

        “What’s for breakfast? I’m starved!” 

        Duke and David together: “Goop.” 

        ‘Chele immediately jumped up and headed for the back door. “Actually, I’m still full from 

dinner last night. See you after school.” 

        Duke held up his hand. “Freeze.” ‘Chele stopped. Duke crooked a finger. “C’mere.” 

        “Daddy, I’ll be late.” 

        “What are those?” 

         “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

        David jabbed her boobs with his spoon. “He’s talking about the gazongas.” 

        ‘Chele slapped the spoon away and tried to regain an air of dignity. “You are a Philistine 

and beneath my contempt. Can I go now, Daddy?” 

        “’Michele Marie Duncan, last night you went to bed flat as a pancake, and today you’ve got 

breasts the size of coffee pots. How does that happen?” 

        “Um, hormones?” 



        Duke raised one eyebrow and glared at her. 

        “Daddy, stop looking at me like that…”  

         The evil eye continued, until finally:  

         “If you must know, Mary Ann McCarthy told Janet Roper that Jimmy Saudargas told 

Bobby Timmons that he likes big boobs. So… I got me some.” 

         David squeezed her left boob. When he let go, it remained caved in. “This is why Mom 

couldn’t find marshmallows for our hot cocoa last night. What did you put them in?” 

         “Plastic bags.” 

         “What’s holding them up?” 

         “Bungi cords.” 

         Duke jerked a thumb toward the hallway. “Go unboob yourself.” 

        “Daddy…” 

        “Now.” 

        “Fine, but if I end up an Old Maid, it’s all your fault!” 

        ‘Chele stomped angrily out of the room. Duke sat at the table and dug into his goop.  

        “I don’t believe this. The dog humps anything with a leg. My eleven-year-old son wants me 

to give him pick-up lines. And your eight-year-old sister wants boobs big enough to shade a 

dwarf. This whole fan-damly is sex crazed!” 

 David grinned. Life was never dull at the Duncan house. 

    



 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

All I Want For Christmas 

 

Later that afternoon the temperature dipped down below freezing. After school let out, 

David and his best friend, Veto Santello, rode their bikes down Pierce Avenue to Main Street and 

hung a right. They peddled for three and a half miles until they reached Rockford’s busy 

downtown area. They parked their bicycles in a rack in front of the Auburn Street Made-Rite, 

went inside and ordered some loose meat sandwiches. David ate two and Veto scarfed down 

three plus a large order of cheese fries. He would have eaten more, but it was Lasagna Night at 

the Santello’s so he wanted to save some room. 

David often thanked his lucky stars that he was Veto’s friend and not his enemy. The kid 

was practically a freak of nature. Even though he had just turned twelve, he was the size of an 

average eighteen-year-old, and was almost as wide as he was tall. When Veto ran toward you, 

for a crazy second, you’d swear a Frigidaire with a human head was bearing down on you. Veto 

could hit and throw a baseball farther than anybody. And his strength was legendary. Two years 

ago Veto had singlehandedly saved his grandmother’s life. The Santello clan was gathered for 

their traditional Thanksgiving feast. Veto was outside, checking out his Uncle Sal’s new ’59 



Buick Skylark. The car popped out of gear, rolled backward down the sloping driveway, and 

crashed into sixty-six-year old Francesca Santello. Veto was horrified to see his Me-Maw pinned 

under the left rear tire in a pool of blood. The old gal was unable to breathe or even cuss, 

although she valiantly strained to do both.  

Veto remained outwardly calm, but adrenaline flooded his veins. He grabbed the rear 

bumper and somehow, amazingly, he lifted the automobile up and off his grandmother. 

David and the immediate Santello family were the only people who knew that Veto had 

caused the accident. He’d been inside the car, pretending to be a world-famous NASCAR driver 

and had accidentally knocked the shifter into neutral. That’s why the Skylark rolled backward 

and creamed his poor granny. Oh, and it turned out not to be a pool of blood, just a broken jar of 

cranberry sauce Francesca had brought for dinner.  

As the boys digested their loose meat sandwiches, the sun set and the first snow of the 

season began to fall. The downtown Christmas lights switched on. Lamp posts along the street 

glowed red and green. Long strings of giant cardboard stockings and candy canes were strung 

overhead. It seemed like every shop sported a festive decoration. A gigantic wooden cutout of 

Santa Claus stood outside the window of Kwik Master Dry Cleaners. Thought balloons 

expressed Santa’s utter amazement and delight that his red suit could be martinized in only three 

days.  

A life size nativity scene had been placed on the front lawn of the Methodist Church.  

Inside the rickety, leaky stable a bucket filled with frozen rainwater was resting in the manger 

instead of the baby Jesus. The Christ child wouldn’t make His appearance until Christmas Eve. 

A brand new, highly unreliable electronic sign in front of First Illinois Bank informed 

Rockfordites that the current time was 4:10 degrees, and the current temperature was 29 p.m.  



David and Veto walked over to Mad Dog’s Motorcycle Shop. They stopped in front of 

the large picture window, framed out the streetlight glare with their hands and peered inside. 

Mad Dog’s showroom was filled with shiny, brand new motorcycles ranging from small mopeds 

to powerful Harley Davidson hogs. Smack dab in the middle of the shop, sitting on a slowly 

spinning pedestal was the object of their affection: a jet-black two-seater go-cart with silver trim. 

The boys sighed longingly. 

“Isn’t she sweet?” 

David nodded. “The sweetest.” 

“I’d give my left nut to have that baby.” 

“I’d give both your nuts.” 

“Very funny. Your nuts haven’t even dropped yet.” 

“Any day now, Veet.  Then look out, ladies!” 

They laughed and continued to ogle the go-cart.  Then David looked at Veto. “Any 

chance you might get it for Christmas?” 

Veto sadly shook his head. “Nah, Dad’s still paying off that lawsuit my Grandma 

dropped on us. I’ve apologized a million times for running her over, but every time she sees me, 

she screams and tries to swat me with her walker.” 

The boys turned and leaned their backs against the window. They watched the snow fall 

and the traffic go by for a little while, then David cleared his throat. 

“Hey, Veto. If I tell you something personal, will you promise to keep it a secret?” 

“Sure.” 

“You gotta promise, man. You gotta swear to keep your mouth shut or else.” 

“Or else what?” 



“Or else your mom will be locked in a dank dark dungeon, your dad will be tortured for a 

thousand years, and your sister will be ravaged by bloodthirsty pirates.” 

“I doubt Theresa would complain about the pirates.” Veto held up his right hand. “But 

okay, I swear I’ll keep my mouth shut.” 

“Okay, here it is. I think I’m in love with Susie Sweeney.” 

“Yeah?” 

“Yeah. I mean, come on, she’s the hottest girl in school. In the whole damn state. Maybe 

even the entire Free World!” 

“She’s cute, but in my opinion, she’s the second hottest. Lee Ann Goldberg is slightly 

hotter. Mainly ‘cause she’s got big casabas.” 

“Okay, Susie may have pears instead of melons, but she’s also smart. And unlike Lee 

Ann she’s super nice. Don’t you think that’s more important than having big… produce? 

“Wow, sounds like you’ve got it bad.” 

“I’m tormented.” 

Veto smiled and rubbed his hands together. “Wait’ll I tell the guys about this.” 

“Hey, you promised!” 

“Hey, I lied.” 

 “You tricked me, Butt Face!” 

“And you fell for it, Scrotum Breath.” 

Veto started toward his bike. David jumped on his back, and tried to choke him. Veto easily 

peeled him off, and as he walked calmly down the sidewalk he repeatedly clean and jerked 

David high above his head. 


