CHAPTER 4





	Although I went to that strange school where all the lies were passed out, provided by our town to keep the young in line, I stepped off the straight and narrow here, too.  I got my real education from Charlie, a twisted but knowledgeable old man who had difficulty talking and could say only a few words at a time.  I found Charlie a mile away from home one day on my ever-widening paper route, (which I had increased from thirty-five to one-hundred-and-twenty-eight deliveries, in only five months).


	He was slumped in a porch chair when I passed by on my bike-a mangled misshapen mass of muscles all pulling in the wrong directions, making his head twitch down to one side --- and his arms waved wildly in the air at me, his mouth curling uncontrollably and then acking and spitting, his voice all graveled and garbled, struck me with:


	"Aarghh, eyyy! ... Wait ugh ... min --- ute! EYYY! .... Papuh,ughh ... pap-HUH!  HERE!"


	I turned and rode back, watching him struggle to release himself from the chair.  He had slight control over one leg and none over the other, which he had to drag and push and pull with those great hairy arms of his, built up by half a century of pushing on crutches, so it took him a minute to even sit up and then it was an agony later that he finally stood and undulated (which is the only way I can describe his ducking, weaving forward motion) slowly, painfully to the head of the steps where he stilled himself, his head resting crazily on one shoulder and his mouth grinning, his big black eyes boring ahead beneath his black hair slicked down carefully by his mother but falling in a few strings over his flat wide forehead and thick black brows.  He waved one hand unsteadily, more dipping his head under it than bringing his hand to his head, smoothing the hairs in place as well as he could, the open-mouthed imbecilic grin remaining, as he knew I was waiting now for him to say what he wanted and the most difficult thing in his nightmare of a broken, twisted backbone was to talk, to say anything at all, let alone reduce his amazing, intricate and infinitely shaded thoughts to the minimum of words that his back allowed to tumble out of his slobbering mouth.


	"Yahhh ... argh ... I'mah ... agguu ... Sharlieeee", he said, and he thumped his wide flat chest with one great hairy hand so that the sound thunked at least a hundred feet past me.  He continued smiling, although he must have known the monstrous ugliness he struck me with, and all that could have saved him was his confidence that if he could only get me to stay, if I would only have the patience to understand those tortured few words sieved through his scrambled voice box, that I would be entertained, surprised, instructed, delighted, confused, expanded, informed, and all else, so that my over-taxed attention would be repaid for its intent effort.  Yet, Charlie must have failed a thousand times to stop someone passing for every successful convert he made to relieve the intense boredom of his imprisoned and gagged mind that continually exploded through the pinhole which led to his mouth.


	Behind him at the screen appeared an old lady with the saddest face, as if she had watched her baby son in the convulsions of death one day and then had been forced to see these convulsions continue, day after day, for years, decades, as that misshapen offspring of her flesh conducted his grim battle against paralysis, immobility, blindness, deafness --- there was no act so small that he could depend on his ability to conduct it; for instance, one morning his mother told me Charlie could not have visitors because he was unable to open his mouth.  Sometimes, he won such a victory that he was able to walk the eight blocks downtown to talk with the merchants and sweep out Mr. Lavek's office --- which was his job --- although what would have taken a normal person an hour took him four, and this would be his greatest day.


	"Ayeee, argh, Papuh!"  Charlie smilingly groaned to his mother, as spit slid from his mouth forcing him to bring that great fist up again and strike himself to wipe his chin.


	Mrs. Opie Gates addressed me with her softer smile, but like her son admitting nothing was extra-ordinary about the scene --- an admission would lead to madness and solitude.  "He wants you to begin leaving the paper," she said.  And when I had nodded my head and had written down name and address, and when Charlie had strangled out some more sounds, she added, "Would you like some lemonade?"  I said sure, and I came up on the porch and sat talking with them, Mrs. Gates translating everything Charlie said, although he could hear us perf ectly.


	Like all men of knowledge the passive act of accumulation was his only easy one, and able to hear he listened to speeches, the radio, music; and able to see he read damn near everything and had taught himself six languages, while he could offer almost nothing of his reflections based on the giant heap of his vast accumulations wealthy man, who was allowed to spend very little, a weathered book that could transmit one word per page although taken whole it was a masterpiece, a genius reduced to sign language of extreme simplicity, this was Charlie, my tutor, all there was to American education, knowledge but no expression, facts unrelated, a tongue-tied system trying to dispence the hoard of the ages behind it, an epic past remembered by a child, and only by this can you imagine the frustration, the aching desire, the fantastic nightmare, the monstrous waiting that a child of the times like me must go through to tear his precious heritage from your almost sealed mouthpiece, the stricken, misshapen, grotesque and defeating cripple that is SCHOOL, or what we have of it.


		"Yahhh ... ooorgh ... yice dayeee ... anduh sunnyeeee," moaned Charlie, which his mother translated as "It's a fine, sunny day, so dry and warm-it makes Charlie feel so much better, and for that matter, all of us, to have such a clear cloudless day." And while she explained this, he grinned happily, vigorously nodding his huge head and patting his leg with his open hand.  "Aargh!" he added, as if congratulating the two of us for our understanding.  He pointed vaguely at the sky, then, continuing his smile said, ". . . Ta ... sun ... aargh... ardly know ... think . . . 'ploding there."


	"The sun is exploding?" I asked.


	The vigorous nod came once again, incorporating not only his head but his shoulders and a flap of his hands.


	"You'll find," said his pleased mother, "that if you listen hard you can grow to understand him."


	Charlie grinned wildly and rocked happily and nodded again.


	Each day I stopped, circling back from my route and delivering Charlie's paper last, so that we could talk on the porch that summer, sipping his mother's lemonade and laughing at things the paper said (since Charlie took exceptional delight in pointing out how one report contradicted another in the same day's paper, or how a single report contradicted itself, or how even in a paragraph a sentence drew a conclusion opposite to the one suggested by the previous facts), and most days he would have his mother mark books ahead of time and bring them out after my arrival so he could point with his crutch to pages and get his opinions across to me with a series of excerpts drawn from many different sources.  Although he never cared to have me speculate on titles and tried to hurry me to the marked passages, I noticed all the strange names.  One day there would be Stendhal, Machiavelli, the Notebooks of Leonardo, Michaelangelo's poetry, and others as Charlie grooved out a few facts about the idea of nation-states.  The next book might be Leaves of Grass, so Whitman could make the previous thoughts relative to the strivings of my own country, and then would come an especially vicious piece of satire from Adam's Democracy, written just after Whitman and describing the inane corruption of the Grant and Hayes administrations.  It is a great thing to suddenly be struck at the age of twelve that it is not enough to simply be President, but that there have been good ones and bad ones, and that the Presidency is little more than an opportunity, which itself is so rigged that it takes a desperate attempt, good fortune, great shrewdness and capacity to be a decent leader, let alone to move oneself and the country a few steps higher in accomplishment.  "Everything ... believes ... it ... blooms ... the first time," Charlie explained, as he pointed out the many great democracies which preceded ours: the Greek, English, Iroquois, Incan, among others --- surely all with limitations, he would add; then when he saw my proud smile, he would point out our own limitations: limited control of land by our vast public, and ownership by a few of our total industrial capacity.  All that could be said for us was our size.


	The most fascinating thing he pointed out to me was that while it exalted man, democracy at the same time was based on a distrust of human motives.  "The... Founding ... Fathers," Charlie mumbled, "were . . . arrrgh..... trying to protect pee... pee ... pee-PUL. . . FROM pee-PUL!"  He chuckled happily at the effect this had on me, pointing with his crutch to various pages on the porch floor.  "Read ... Heyuh!" he advised, and then moaned as some special pain struck him.  (The gist of what he showed me was that the structure of our democracy had been devised to keep any human being or group from gaining too much power over the whole, because-as the framers of the Constitution freely admitted-all human beings were potentially corrupt and tended to mistreat others to their own advantage.  As a matter of fact, it was the assumption that any man mainly would strive for his own advantage that was expected to make democracy work.  There were no goals held by all, Charlie said, in a democracy, there were only conflicts, and out of these arose goals held by no single group, but supposedly good for all.  In other words, the democratic form of government was nothing more than a concrete political expression of the natural conflict that arises in any group of humans.  If we have any single view of life, Charlie explained, here in America it is a belief that no truth can be contained in a single head, that truth only arises out of the fusion that results when many sincere men meet head on with singularly limited beliefs and engage in combat-the truth, or the ideal, is the combat itself, dramatizing life which is also a combat, mankind which is combative, and giving rise to compromise actions which are best for the population as a whole.)


	"I ... spose ... yorrrr wond'ring ... arrgh . . . how mistakes 'r made then . . . . RIGHT!" Charlie asked, his crutch coming to a halt.


	Although I wasn't wondering anything in particular, I nodded my head and smiled.


	Charlie claimed that sometimes a good idea lost simply because it was championed by a weak man, and that this was how "mistakes" were made in a democracy, more a result of inaction than of action, more a result of "seeing the other fellow's point" than a result of "not seeing it," more a result of one man trying to be all things to all men than of trying to be his own man.  (The more closely each man limits his fight to purely his own interests, in other words, the better democracy works; however, only so long as all men fight hard for their own interests.  It is a symphony, where all the instruments must speak definitely in their own voices to make the music that expresses the orchestral voice of all, while not one really can be heard; it is a man-made political system based on the theory that the total is greater than any part, and greater than the sum of any or all parts, that what arises out of the interaction of groups is greater than what arises out of any single group, and out of the sum of any groups; it is a nation greater than its total people and the total of their ideas.


	(Charlie liked to compare it with a play by Shakespeare, where all the characters are distinctive and certain and exciting, but each is different, and none can be said to speak the truth.  Each has beliefs that are in conflict with the other's, and only the crescendo, the play itself, which expresses the greatness of the conflict, becomes a single work of truth, unified, all inclusive, yet with a message of its own which stands for life itself, a representation of existence, which is the nearest thing to truth we know, a description of reality, a mirror image of the world, greater than any of its parts and greater than the sum.)


	"Isn't . . . the ... high ... point ... uv-every ... play ... the . . . conflict?" Charlie asked.  (Isn't the message the resolution of this conflict?  Doesn't every actor say his lines as if they are the only ones in the play, while he knows they are not?  And after all this can't the play fail, offering nothing?  Yes, but it can succeed, too, offering a reminder of life itself.)  It is the same with government, Charlie said, and I believed him.


	Then came the wars, the inhuman arguments to death, the conflicts resulting in mass murder, the wrecking, the destruction, the wounds, the torture, the sadism --- this was conflict, too, and all that arose from it was smoke, the decomposing stink of bodies all stiff and gruesomely piled in staggering hills of flesh.  Was this not a conflict, an expression too of life?  And if so was it not death that was being expressed?  Could death be the expression of life?  Could life be a will to death?  Well, if so nobody was saying it at the time: instead all --- Charlie included --- pretended, and I listened, that this was the common war to end wars once again, that we were on the side of right, the others on the wrong, that we waved God's banner, that we (one group) were in the fold of truth, while the enemy depended on lies --- ours was the cause of humanity, the others were anti-humans.  All of a sudden we threw it all up and sang that those of us in one hemisphere were godlike, the others were offspring of the devil, and it seemed true enough, listening to the radio, reading the newspapers, and even after it was over with, inspecting the ovens and hanging the culprits.


