CHAPTER 10





	I don't know how it was when you were young, but in the Forties on the southwest edge of Chicago life was pretty rough.  All the young hoods were angling to get into the Syndicate and they hung around poolhalls and the bars until they got asked to do something by a pro hood and pretty soon, if they did it okay --- like beat up a druggist or something-they were in.  So most were on their way in, or in already, and everyone of them wanted to prove something. it got so I couldn't go to a carnival, a dance, a hamburger place, or even to a show without an argument blowing into a fist-fight, and then a big free-for-all among gangs.  A few guys traveled alone, though, and I was one of those, except for when I'd be with Donnie, or Eddie, or one or two others, but we never had a gang and most of the time we fought beside whatever guy we happened to be with.  We didn't mind the fighting.  It helped pass the time.


	Let's face it, people like to whoop it up a little and get in a few bangs for the price of taking some in the belly themselves.  I've been in bars where a shrimp has gone berserk, and I've seen giants throw tantrums, too.  There are no rules; you have to accept that no matter where you are there is some bastard nearby who would like nothing better than to beat out your brains and nail you to the floor with a few quick stomps.  The Forties were the time for it, too; there was almost more fighting going on at home than overseas.  Everybody seemed to be stealing something from somebody, whether it was a little ass, liquor, money, cars, or what, and there were plenty of fights in the bars all over.  The first time I went into a bar at fourteen years old-I saw one guy try to steal another's change.  He got his hand broken when the other lifted up the hinged part of the bar, put the thief's hand in it and slammed it down.  The hand turned purple and red while everybody crowded around to see it, until the bartender made the guy jam it into a tub of cracked ice.  Mr. Broken-Hand stood behind the bar, laughing, with his hand in the ice, and pretty soon he and the other guy were buying themselves beers.  He stood there for an hour, feeling nothing, lighting bis cigarettes one-handed by holding the matches with his elbow.  I saw a man get killed, too, with a target pistol, but the cops got there so fast I don't remember much about it.  There was a BANG and everybody looked around to see this sad guy grab his gut and fall down by the bar.  I scrammed out of there because I was only fifteen and I didn't want any cops to pick me up as a witness and spot my phony identification card.


	There were a lot of rapes, too.  This pretty blonde gal got strung out with clothesline right in her home up the street from our bouse, and she got banged about four times by some 4-Fers while her husband sweated it out on the Rhine.  When he came back, everybody tried to guess whether or not she told him about it, and then Ma found out she hadn't when Dolly asked her to please not mention it.  I used to wonder how many gals had gotten it and never told their busbands when they came back, or maybe had led some guy on just for company and asked bim home and then couldn't stop him.  I know there was a lot of that stuff going on in Berwyn and Cicero, but I can't speak for the rest of the country.  One night, after hours when everyone was drinking in a darkened bar, I saw a girl get it in a booth while one guy held her arms over the backrest, and then when his buddy was finished they switched places and he got her while the other guy held her.  As I remember, she looked a little drowsy and she held this picture of some guy in her hand, while she mumbled "dead . . . all dead," and I don't think she knew what was going on, although everybody else did.  Another time in a bar on paycheck night across from Western Electric, I saw some guys take a gal's dress and slip off her and stand her up on the bartop in her bra and panties, and then while she cried and while the piano player beat out A Pretty Girl Is Like a Melody the guys took her pants down until she started bawling real hard and they let her put them back on.  The Forties were a helluva mess even I got that impression, and there was a lot going on in those days that everybody tries hard to forget now.  When us kids did something small, like knocking over a gas station's set of pumps, or getting in gang fights, we didn't think we were destroying the world.


	(In fact, we didn't think much at all.  A young person thinks of nothing, really, and simply acts any way he is allowed, pushed by the ancient needs and desires programmed into his brain by evolutions of history which have finally led to him.  He feels the running feet, the need for a weapon, he fears the big jaws, he expects a fight, he depends on his muscles, he must survive and fight, he must take care of himself or no one else will, he sees immediately that he is not needed, and into his hands springs the urgent nervous need to build a place, a memorial, a marker, a fort, a vehicle, but something that will prove his presence in a hurry before it is too late.  He craves a young she-thing's thighs and must be taught she is your daughter, he requires her mouth and will stop it if it screams, he wants to win food and female and fame and fortune all at once, and his heart beats faster, his blood is richer, racing to do this, quickly.)


	We did feel that something was being destroyed, but not by us --- by our elders.  Two big bombs descended on the Japs to end the war, and suddenly the old world was as out of date as the carriage business, although filled with buzzingly busy and well-trained carriage-makers.  It was all there, stated clearly by those two explosions, Nagasaki and Hiroshima.  From the mid-Forties on, everytime a man killed another in war he killed himself, not psychologically or any unseen crap like that, but truly the killer would be destroyed in time by the radioactive contamination of his murderous act, no matter how heroic.  Life, the world, would be so changed by radiation that it would no longer be the same one that produced him but would become alien, mutant, divergent, creating new conditions in which he could not survive.  The old folks in their humbling way tried hard to ignore the sudden change in times and they carefully acted as if they still lived in that old world of indulgence where what one man did had little relation to all mankind; where a war could be isolated and never felt outside its boundaries; where murder didn't always come home to roost; where cruelty could be endured as a necessity of a civilization that required a few to exploit the many; where man could win small victories over other men and over nature herself without endangering that epic age-old pact by which nature allowed men to exist --- conditions of air, earth and water a billion years in the making, which had brought man into being; where a single act, a single lie, a single man, one pompous indulgence bore no relation to the whole, the world --- the one condition that gave us our individual, precious freedom.  But that world was gone now and a new one replaced it.  One man, one act, personal freedom itself, was dangerous to man-kind, nature, and even the world at large, because of the tremendous power released by man's new tool, the atom.


	I don't say I understood this transition had taken place, but I felt it as everyone did.  Suddenly my country's freedom to do what it wished, the world be damned, was being opposed and by our most learned citizens, who acted as if fighting for our own principles was out of date and that now we must negotiate with every enemy, give and take rather than win or lose.  Victory, physical prowess, combative pride, force, emotion, faith, murder, expansion, power, and a million other words no longer had meaning.  Instead, it appeared, we were being asked to consider our aims in terms of slow progress, intelligence, flexibility, compromise, reason, hope, love, cooperation, consort, and a million other words like this.  We had a ready answer for the few souls who described the struggle in the new mild terms.  They were traitors, cowards, appeasers, and they were trading away everything we thought we had won in the war, and we hated them, expelled them, ridiculed them, jailed them, forced them from positions of trust, and in every way we could we tried to exterminate them as being the real dangers to our personal freedom, so that we could continue to ignore the fact that the world had changed, and so we could live as we always had lived.  Functioning in the old ways, we fought and won a victory over them, we beat them with physical prowess, combative pride, force, emotion, faith and power, and when we won we were more sure of the old ways than ever, although we were soon to find out that by beating the most intelligent among us we had succeeded only in beating ourselves.


