CHAPTER 13





	Not all performances are sporting, though.  When death dances at the end of the act, it's a far jump from baseball or football, and I know a little about this, too.  After I quit attending a nearby junior college I used to ride out to Stimson airport and watch the mechanics monkey around the single-engined planes, mostly Pipers and Cessnas, and a few Beachcrafts.  It was here I met Skylark, a strange ugly guy who taught me the difference between athletics and a real performance where a man has nothing but a parachute and his guts and where the ground comes driving up a mile-a-minute while everyone screams "No," but they mean "Yes!"


	Skylark was a kind of clown who worked on the planes, gassed them, and even went out and got cokes and food for the mechanics, as if he were some illiterate handyman who didn't know where his next meal was coming from so he wanted to keep his job.  But Skylark was pretty bright in a strange, twisted way-let's face it, the best performers who defy death aren't normal like you and me; they are weird souls whose actions have no justification.  The audience doesn't care about their performances, and can't tell something good from something phony.  There is no money to be made defying death; and usually, the better the performance, the less remuneration.  The profession, attracts strange individuals who are willing to sacrifice everything for a brief power over the audience, those few minutes when all eyes focus on the center, and at the center is a man like Skylark.


	Skylark wasn't poor, and he didn't have to work at the airport during the off season, but he claimed he liked all the guys so much, that it was his home and they were his only family, which is also why he so eagerly would run off to get them cokes, sandwiches or cigarettes if they needed them.  Then, the next day he would do his dive at the ground from five thousand feet and come so close before his chute opened that he would scare not only the handful of people who paid to watch but even the mechanics who knew him and understood what he could expect from his equipment.  He would just go up in a plane, a red cape arrangement strapped to his back, a chute attached to his belly, with black wrestling tights and a black dyed t-shirt from Sears, and he would dive out into the sky, flour spilling from a canvas bag strapped to his leg which he had previously opened and which traced his headlong descent, the cape billowing to give him control, and he would loop and glide and soar like a leaf, all drawn in the sky by the flour, but meanwhile diving at 174 feet a second, until his 20 or sometimes as much as 30-second count was dead (with him almost dead, too, so close to the ground he would be), and then he would pull open his belly chute, it would stretch out and pop, yanking him to safety sometimes within only a hundred feet of the dirt, and sometimes closer, but always just a short distance away from the handful of slobs who watched him and gave him a buck or two for the thrill, while they said wisely to their girls and their friends, "There's probably some trick to it."


	I was there the day Skylark did go all the way into the ground, as a result of trying to get closer and closer, within limited altitude, and in an instant his wiry body became a bag of bones and dirt, and when I lifted what I took to be his head it separated from the lump of him and I knelt there with Skylark's face in my hands.  I didn't know what I was doing, scraping away the dirt, and suddenly I came to his mouth which seemed to be smiling at me.  You can see why I never forgot him.


	I jumped with him often, and even went on his trips with him.  To pass the time he taught me his cape stunt.  "You just close your eyes and jump and then do your stunts and," he would smile here, "then just pull open your chute and POP it's all over with.  But don't forget to count --- always count."


	When we jumped together he would check the altitude and give me the number sequence on which to rely, and I always trusted him, as I faithfully repeated the instruction to myself out there in the open sky: "one thousand, two thousand LOOP, three thousand TURN, four thousand DIVE, five thousand GLIDE LEFT . . . " and so on, controlling movements by allowing the cape on my back to billow, and then collapsing it -while the flour marked every move and the descent.  "It's just like drawing," Skylark would say, "and soon you'll get so you hate to quit and pull the chute." Thank God, I never did reach that point, but I remember there was a strong urge to believe you were flying in a horizontal line, rather than diving vertically, and the wind lulled you into thinking there was all the time in the world while your mouth, like the voice of another at your elbow, some stranger, demanded: "twenty thousand PULL!" If you wanted to live, you followed your own order and pulled.


	It taught me something for I began to think that life was like the cape stunt.  If you want to live, you have to follow your own orders --- that mouth at your shoulder telling you what to do.  If you let yourself slip for a second and go along with the tide you're swallowed up and you die, and you deserve to die because that's what life is --- following your own orders; and if you stop listening to yourself you're dead, whether you remain above ground or are buried below.  You're dead and nothing makes any difference anymore.  When Skylark died, there it was for me, all "drawn" in the sky with his flour.  One slip and anyone, you, me, Skylark, we're either walking death or a bag of bones, or a body in a box, a cross of crud, a gunnysack of glop, a miracle smashed easily as a mirror, poundfuls of pulp decomposing to pieces; and soon there is nothing left.  We have been gobbled up.


	So it goes.  Death comes at the moment of capitulation-for me, you, Melvin Ott or even Skylark --- the decision to do something too long instead of moving on to other things, which is the way of life, moving on, always moving.  Unfortunately, few people can do something new, and it is easier to join that tide of zombies called the human race, walking toward death on that flat wide road with friends and good cheer and clean sport and a cold beer and a sweet smile, while a very, very few decide to strike out into the wilderness and make a new way, although they don't know any more than the zombies where they're going, and later when these few have hacked their new proposal through the weeds successfully they look up to see the line of zombies suddenly following tbem, and history awards them the title of "leaders" --- they are called "geniuses," "the rare," "the gifted," prophets," and they are hailed by their fellow humans.  They are remembered, revered, rewarded and received back into the thundering horde, and soon historians tell the tale that all such men march a certain way because of so-an-so, and it was a damn lucky thing he pointed the new way out to his brothers.


	But there are many whose ways are just as good, differing only by the fact the horde didn't happen to turn up their new street.  These are the men who hack away, building roads on which will fall no feet, and when they die historians are unaware of their passing, no mention of them appears in the records, diaries, joumals, no rewards come, no recognition.  They are lost forever, and no one knows of their work, which since it is neither used nor reproduced soon vanishes as easily and quietly as the hand of the dead master who created it.


	Yes, it is unjust.  No, it doesn't make sense.  You're right it shouldn't be that way-but it is.  Life has ever been tolerable, only because death is worse, but this doesn't mean life is pretty or legal or neat or just or delicate or regal or sensitive or artistic or anything a human mind would bless.  Life is treacherous, evil, ugly, demanding, a cliff on which walks the individual and the fact that death is a long way below doesn't mean the cliff cares about one man's foothold.  It cannot change its craggy face for the benefit of human beings who live off it, on it and in it like flies off, on and in garbage, so it remains itself, a terror, a tragedy, a storm trumped up to tip a boat, a jungle jangling against a Jew, a herd trampling a lovely idea, an Attila killing his only balladeer without fear that bis soup will suffer.  It is a corporation dismissing its greatest inventors and later making more profits by selling the defective machines of their inferiors, it is a vicious nightmare which doesn't stop at dawn but grows more macabre in the sun, it is a fungus which is a fool on a wild wheeling ball that has no brains, it is like a frothing dog growing fat from many of bis mad killings.  It is a haphazard formless mess of murder and gluttony which lives upon itself, cultivating its own growth.  It can be a game, but only if you imagine a game that can have whatever rules, purpose, competition that the players care to construct, rules that the most powerful players can change with guns or politics, and picture only the survivor being briefly declared the winner and then being destroyed like the loser with the grass covering all and calling the game ended, if there ever was a game at all.  Life is formless except for its own growth which in the long run is a simple repetition of itself with minute changes here and there which tip the balance of power so that one species emerges as dictator, referee, director, chief scorer, priest and policeman, and just as it has got its little contest all explained the balance tips again and another species rises.  From insects to swimmers to crawlers to flyers to milk mammals and man, the balance moves at whim awarding the world to each it then destroys.  It is untameable, unknowable, unbeatable, unlovable, unthinkable and unexplainable --- Life, the living, leaping, lapping mouth that feeds itself upon itself, a monster masticulating upon its members, a snaky web of winners destined to lose to others who themselves will be eaten.  Life, whose only desire is to grow fat faster even if it means outgrowing its earthen rock.  Life, which stretches its tentacle to space and would like to contaminate other rocks, too, called moon, Mars and even Andromeda.  Life, that old lewd lecher, loving only itself.  Where will it go next? What will be its new way? Who, its favorites for awhile? Who, its dinner; who, its host; and where will the banquet be held? What will be the rules of the game?


