CHAPTER 6





	Meanwhile the homefront was carrying on business as usual, as if the world were schizophrenic and one face killed, the other smiled and sold and prayed and married and had children and bought homes and invested in a future that would come about only if the other face killed sufficiently.  It was as if a farm were being fertilized by dead bodies, or as if a hungry nation were eating its corpses.


	The smiling face at home that masked that of the contorted killer never changed.  It had its weddings, its dean clothes and a bath, its green lawns and houses, its families and friends, its smooth, warm and comfortable nest of congeniality and conversation, its parties and dances, its Saturday dinner out at the inn, its church and school and its shopping district with well-lighted stores, its cash and its ethics on the counter of commerce such as "pay your debts," "you get what you pay for," "a penny saved is a penny earned," "put something away for a rainy day" and "a friend in need is a friend indeed."  It was a counter-top world that excluded death, fate and anger, or at least reduced them to the point where they could be ignored; it was a mask drawn with friendship and cooperation and love and decency; and only when there was a war could it be discovered to be false, a simple expediency to handle needs, a truce declared between some men for the purpose of uniting to kill some others and perpetuate themselves.  It was no different from the den-rules by which the wolf-pack abides when it is home in the cave, opposite to the lust for killing that the pack engages in when away on the prowl --- the two-faced essence of man which results in a sensible arrangement (cooperation) to attain a goal (killing), and during the war it was all exposed and accepted without remorse by the children, although the adults must have trembled at this peek at the truth this gave the young because, after all, the values caused by the arrangement and the desires expressed in the goal are in total opposition and cannot be explained or justified or even accepted without the risk of collapse.


	(For the young it is like seeing a lovely lady, refined by a fine family, slip out one night in all her silk finery and walk into a woods erect and noble, where suddenly she crouches, rips a bird to pieces and eats it raw, shits in a hole and then kills another refined lady whom she meets at an appointed spot.  On seeing this lovely lady the next morning, listening to her music, smiling and conversing nobly, it is impossible for the children not to change their opinion, the weak tearing their hair at ruined illusions, the strong holding their breath at the revealed source of monstrous power in one so lovely.  But since most children are weak, the uncles must fear that the truth will be spoken to the fine lady, who can be fine only so long as she ignores her night-forays, for she will collapse at the truth, her reputation ruined, the illusion torn away, and all that will be left to her is the fierce life she has so successfully hidden up to this time.  After all, a few of the uncles hope she will forget her evenings so well, so thoroughly, that she will not engage in them, although more practical uncles say this is folly.  But the children have seen, and nothing can change that; they remain tranced by the dual personality of the motherland, or they hate her, or they stand in awe at he previously hidden strength --- but no matter what, her beau has a new meaning to them, and they never forget it.)


	During World War Two my country lived this schizophrene life, sending its sons out to kill on the one hand, while seeing to its own comforts on the other and pretending its way o life at home was plenty worth dying for.


	My Old Man and all my uncles were deferred during the war and they didn't have to go because they were a little too old, because there was something wrong with their health, or be cause --- like my Old Man --- they engineered, or they sold, or they were too skilled, and they couldn't be replaced easily.  My Uncle Homer made $45,000 in just one year, selling small motors, and while he just barely had been making enough money to live on before the war, after it was over he had the biggest house in Elgin, Illinois, and became the man everyone envied.  His daughters were the best-dressed girls at Elgin High and his wife had one of the first Thunderbirds and won the golf championship at an exclusive country club for four years straight in the Fifties.  (In 1960, Homer ran for Congress from his district and won on a platform to decrease government spending and let people take care of themselves, as he claimed he had once done, rising from an illiterate farm boy with no future and through his own efforts becoming the richest man in Elgin.)  I always did like Homer, especially when he would drive up during the war, lift open his trunk and give the Old Man a case of Scotch, and then hand Ma ten cartons of Luckies, and then to me a whole carton of Hershey bars.  He had everything in that trunk, from imported liquor to pre-war real rubber golf balls, and on one lucky day he gave my Old Man a C-card so we could get all the gasoline we wanted.  "If you ever need anything, just see old Homer," my Old Man would joke.  And Homer would just nod his head and smile.  But later Ma would tell the Old Man that it certainly must be true, because Homer was rapidly becoming the richest man in the Old Man’s whole family.


	Sometimes I wondered about it all, the people at home, the war a long way off, the young men at the front, dying.  I thought that people at home should be more concerned.  There were the little grocery stores where smiling owners passed black-market meat to their favorites without stamps, while their wives passed sugar and butter furtively, and both talked proudly of sons at the front, of battles and medals and luck, of letters stained with mud and flown out of the jungles to them at home, even as they slid an extra sack of sugar into another mother's brown shopping bag.  There was the priest praying at the foot of the altar for "God to keep our boys safe and bring them back to us all victorious and whole" ---a mockery of all that was religion, but especially ironic when the collection-plate was passed as usual, not for the boys (that was the government's job) but for a new altar, or for the building of the new church, or brazenly "for Father's anniversary," once openly "for Father's Christmas table," and it wasn't unusual for those chauvanistic prayers to be followed by a priestly burp.  There were the defense plants, which had to offer high wages to attract workers, who then labored long hours, for "victory" they said but really for "overtime" pay sometimes even multiplied by two when the wife also went to work, hoarding the wages into "defense bonds" which offered the best rate of interest on the original investment.  And there were the many industries, spurred on not by the war but by the chance to make big profits, so obvious because when the President suggested that even industrialists and workers be drafted and be paid "a soldier's wage," they screamed in unison that this was against "all that America stood for," and that if they weren't allowed to make huge sums of money on the war then the war would be fought for nothing
