CHAPTER 8





	Well, what did all this mean to me, a kid taking in the sweet cream cliches at the time he was watching all this take place in the Forties, a wet-behind-the-ears neophyte waiting to be told what was what about life, my country, my elders and the past-a pair of ears, eyes, and a brain willing to be exposed.  You can imagine how noxious the school's sweet dreams were, trying to fill me with "honesty is the best policy," "George Washington never told a lie," "America, the land of the free," "Any young lad has a chance to be President," "This is the land of equal opportunity," "The law guarantees justice to all," and numerous other homilies of crap like this.  I wouldn't have minded if these little messages had been proposed to me as ideals rather than realities, but when I was asked to observe them at work in the great nation outside the school window, all I could see was Mr. Kucera, who lived up our block, a 65-year-old toolmaker, who couldn't expect to last more than a few more years, and he was furtively stacking tires in his garage so that no matter how long the war went on his '36 Chevy, which he drove the four blocks to and from the train station, would always have wheels.  Whenever I didn't have anything to do I would hang around his garage, and if he happened to be home and saw me he would come out wild as an old Rhino and accuse me of stealing his crabapples!  I would just grin at him, never using the word "hoarder" but less crudely asking him why he kept his garage locked when his car was always outside.  "To protect myself from little thieves like you," he would cry, falling into the trap because then I would ask what he had in there that he was afraid of losing if it weren't his car, and he would sputter like his Chevy and chase me off with a broom or his rake or whatever he found handy.


	I could respect nothing I saw, and I only became worried when I was told I should respect everything.  I saw people like Mr. Kucera acting like pack-rats.  I saw people like Uncle Homer buying on the black market.  I saw older boys going off to a war where they either killed or were killed.  I saw people working like crazy in defense plants to make extra money.  I saw realtors, bankers, contractors and store-owners making and spending more money, driving bigger cars, moving into larger houses.  I saw that most of the population was devoted to taking money away somehow from most of the population, and that there were only a few people on top who got really rich and didn't lose their money right away to someone else.  I saw the politicians waving their arms at rallies every few vears while everyone smiled at them, and my Old Man said you couldn't believe a word that came out of their mouths except that they wanted to be elected.  I saw the priest planting his victory garden, accepting canned hams and a bottle of booze now and then, and I heard him ask for money like everyone else only he did it on Sunday while the others rested.  And I saw the teachers at the bottom of the heap with no monev, no power, and some of them moaning that they couldn't even buy books --- these same teachers who were asking me to think of my neighbors as democratic, benevolent, responsible, charitable souls when I knew my neighbors were the opposite, all pecking at the country and each other in a determined fight to see who could get the most; and I got a little angry at being asked to rejoice about my environment, my country, when I could see on every side that it was out to screw me for the benefit of those very few who had made it to the top.  First, it tried to telI me lies in its school.  Then when I got older it planned, if the war was still on, to send me into the army like others before me and maybe get me killed while it was paying me a whopping $58 a month.  Then it planned to hold a few minor opportunities in front of my nose so I would work like hell, make a little money and spend it fast so the big guys who owned all the stock could make a killing and so I would end up with nothing and have to work harder, make more money and spend it also.  I expected someone to tell me how to protect myself, rather than telling me how well off I was supposed to be.  And, as far as freedom, I couldn't get excited about it: freedom to speak, when I didn't have anything to say; freedom to worship when I didn't want to worship anything or anyone; and freedom of the press when I never saw anything in the newspapers that rang true anyway, and in fact I thought the only reason they were needed was so the merchants had a place for ads and so the politicians could talk to reporters and tell all about how wonderful they were, and the country too, and how well off everybody was.


	Still, I had some beliefs, although they weren't the ones I was supposed to have according to the schools.  I thought that the country wasn't much good.  I thought that the people weren't much good either, because they didn't know any better.  I thought that the people surrounded themselves with lies and couldn't tell the truth if they wanted to because they didn't know what it was and nobody ever told them.  (After all, even a man like Charlie with all his knowledge and torturing himself to speak out, had to look a little absurd after the Big War, talking about how conflict was truth.)  I thought that most people couldn't do the right thing if they had to, because they didn't know how.  It was obvious, too, that they were scared shitless of each other, trying to kill each other, or fleece each other, and that's no way to live.


	I thought the bald-eagle was perfect as the symbol of our country --- no kidding, I thought it was something fine and good --- the scavenger, the killer, the winged shadow hovering above waiting to dive with its claws first.  It was a good image for the U.S.  It was our good luck, and our misfortune, our mother and our killer, our provider and our thief, our friend and our enemy, our ideal and our nightmare; it was our big chance and our certain tragedy, it said we could be, do, say, try anything, and then it made sure we couldn't, it was what promised to make us all rich and what kept us poor.  It was continually offering us possibilities but none of which we could choose, it was telling us a truth and then showing us it lied, it appeared to be noble but proved to be a savage, it was a woman who turned into a monster.  It was anything we wanted it to be, but never at the right time and never for us, it promised freedom but withheld the necessary food and shelter before freedom was possible, it needed workers but it couldn't use anything worthwhile that they did, it was huge but if you lacked the means to travel it squeezed you in a cage --- it was anything and everything, so much more than anyone could see or say, truly a screaming, diving eagle, beautiful when it was high in the sky but terrifying when it raked you with one great shadowy claw; and it was more powerful than any one person, no matter who they were, because it was always wheeling suddenly and slashing a powerful figure it had previously allowed to rise on a whim, and conversely it was always allowing some idiot to climb the highest rocks while it dove down on greater men and forced them to remain flat on the sand.


