CHAPTER 17





	The faculty and the Board of Trustees upheld my dismissal, and I was kicked out of school --- destroyed as a college student and forced to discover a new image of myself in a hurry.  What would I be, a worker, artist, revolutionary, soldier, businessman, or bum?  I decided to go to work rather than go home and I stayed on in Kewanie, living at a small hotel and eating my at a place called "Billie's Lunch" (which was owned by a woman named Edna) and working as a section-hand on the railroad tracks in and out of this small Illinois city.  I showered at the "Y," drank beer in a bar called "Fogarty's" (owned by Fogarty), and I saw little of anyone except the vague faces of the people I worked with, drank with, ate with and bought things like cigarettes and clothes from.  Within limits, which I was never made aware of, no one cared what I did, if I were sick or well, good or bad, happy or dead, rich or poor-and this was an experience I have never really recovered from, discovering how most people in this world we're on really live, without love, purpose, friendship, pride; with neither skill nor concern, going nowhere, looking forward to nothing, expecting no change, existing without hope, happiness or help, and arriving into the next day on only their determination not to die.


	There was a grinning half-wit on the railroad gang that everyone called "Candy," because when he became violent, which he did often, the only way he could be settled down was by the profference of a caramel or a gumdrop, and since he was the brother of the station-manager and as strong as three men the others on the gang carried candy in their pockets so he could continue to work with them.  He had buck teeth and a square head coming right down past his ears to a neck as wide as his skull, and a big powerful polish-white body, which suddenly would quiver as his grin became a scowl and then he would lunge for whomever was nearest and if there was no candy it would take ten men to pull him off --- and at least twice while I was there he almost killed. (They told me he had, in fact, killed three men in Wisconsin when he was traveling with an "extra-gang" --- a boxcar of sectionhands --- but had gotten off.)  However, if you had a caramel handy, the grinning Polack became the sweetest guy around, and in thanks he would walk a mile to the water-barrel, hoisting it to one massive shoulder and bringing it back, just so you could have a drink.  "You give candy . . . " he would remember, "I bring drink ... We good friends, huh!"  The big hand would come down on your shoulder and you would look straight into a blazing smile.  "Sure, Candy, we're good friends, all of us.  Here, have another caramel."  He would take it and put it in his pocket, smiling.  "I save this one when I need . . . Don't need now."  And then he would do your work, his work and someone else's work.


	When the temperature got up that summer into the heat of hundreds, we would ride along the track on the put-put looking for weeds to cut down, and then finding a likely place we would give Candy a caramel and send him out in the sun with a scythe, while we lay flat on our backs under a tree.  When the Supervisor skimmed by on his put-put he would see the sweating Candy burned red and beating ragweed and he would mark us all down for our industry.  Candy never cared; he was happy so long as he had his caramel, and he enjoyed helping those of us who had full pockets rustling from the cellophane-covered contents, all creamy and soon to be his.  (It was a good relationship, similar to the one enjoyed with simple people by all those in power; so long as the few squares of candy are passed out, contentment and peace settle on the land.  Then, when the day comes where there is no candy, all things change and the people grow mean and murderous over nothing, toppling their leaders like tractors cutting wheat, and there is nothing that can stop this until the candy comes again into their hands.  It is absurd without glory, but it is true.  Life and death and the stability of cities rest on things like caramels.)


	One day Candy and I were left alone repairing a switch out in the country, while the rest of the gang went on to a nearby town to get water and return.  Imagine the shock I had when I reached in my pocket and found only two caramels which were soon gone.  Although the whole bag of the little square keys to Candy's well-being were kept on the put-put the crewhad gone off with put-put and caramels.  In less than an hour there was the grinning face before me, that huge open hand, and I had nothing.  Candy shuffled his feet.  "Why you mean to me?" he said.  "Why you no like me anymore?  What I do?  Why you so cruel?"  When I assured him that I wasn't withholding anything from him and that I just didn't have any caramels in my pockets he became angry.  "You always give candy before.  Why not now?"


	He walked up the track aways and squatted down on his heels, throwing stones from hand to hand, considering the problem and looking sideways at me once in a while.  I knew I couldn't run.  There was nothing --- no town, house or farm --- as far as I could see, and besides this I was a little afraid that Candy, while he seemed to be confused, would certainly make up his mind that I didn't like him if he saw me running away.  So I stayed there alone by the switch, working as best I could on it, although Candy knew a helluva lot more about switches than I did.  I kept watching him.


	After a while, he stood up slowly and walked back to me, grinning.  "All right," he said, his hand oustretched again, "you make joke on Candy, right?  Joke all over?  You give me?"


	Again I explained I had nothing.


	"Just one piece?" he said.


	I shrugged my shoulders and returned my attention to the switch.  Suddenly, he hit me in the back with a double-fist, then stomped hard on my arm as I rolled over.  It was almost as if he were begging me to give him something before he would do something terrible.  "Now! Candy!" he demanded, and when I said nothing he kicked me hard in the small of my back.  I tried to stand up, but he motioned me to remain with a long claw-bar I had been using to remove spikes from the switchties.  Every time I moved he menaced me with the long bar, waving it just over my head.  "Candy, candy, candy, candy, candy, candy," he repeated, moving lower and lower with his circling bar.


	"All right!" I said.  "I'll give you some! Big joke, Candy; big joke! I'll give you some but you have to let me up!  In lunchbox, in lunchbox!  I have to get it!"


	Candy grinned and let me go get my lunchbucket where I had left it in the shade of a tree, but I knew he'd be even angrier if I couldn't produce something this time.  I had a small chance.  Once in awhile, when Edna packed my sandwiches in the morning at Billie's, she would put a surprise in for me, a sweet, a piece of pie, or a doughnut.  I hoped this time it would be something sweet, anything sweet, but God not a doughnut.


	As I opened the lunchbucket, Candy peered over my shoulder.  There were the sandwiches, the thermos of coffee, and one long waxed-paper package.  I unwrapped it slowly with Candy's face almost pressing on my hands, and it was rhubarb, but I flipped my lid and gave it to him anyway.  "Good, new candy.  Long and soft.  Good candy," I said.  "Like licorice."  He took it and chewed a piece, making a face.  I tried to think of something to do.  "No like?" I asked him, taking a stick myself and sucking on it.  "Not supposed to chew.  Suck.  Like this."  I smacked my lips, as he watched, baffled, spitting the rhubard on the ground.  I hoped for a miracle.  "Try this one," I said.  "And suck.  Don't chew.  Suck."  He sucked for a moment, then suddenly spit the second piece of rhubarb to the ground.


	"Aaachh!" he spit.  "Bitter!"


	I took off as fast as I could for the nearest phonepole and shimmied up to the footholds where I stood, just out of reach of the claw-bar swung by Candy.  Off in the distance I could see the put-put finally coming, and I talked to Candy as soothingly as I could, while he banged away at my foot.  Then he began shimmeying up, but I kicked him down twice.  He had just started up the third time when put ... put ... put ...came Otto, our foreman, and the rest of the guys laughing like hell, until Candy advanced on them, and they put their hands in the bag and filled him up with caramels, putting them in his palms, his pockets, and even directly into his mouth.


	Things were never the same after that between Candy and me (after all, how often can simple people make peace after a revolution), and we kept our distance, although like everyone else I continued making him gifts of caramels during each day.  But he distrusted me, and even when he asked me for a sweet he would not grin anymore but would grimace and talk tough, as if he expected me to refuse him.  He kept dumping my lunchbox off the put-put, trying to pretend he had knocked it accidentally, and he'd step on my foot, or bump into me, or when we were carrying a tie he'd drop his end and jar the shit out of my hands, or like once he almost put a new rail down on my foot, or like how carefully I had to watch him when he had one of the automatic tamping vibrators in his hand because once he ran one right up my leg, or he would take my shirt and run with it out into the woods after I had taken it off and hung it from a tree, or he woud throw the remains of water from the drinking cup onto my pants saying "Was wind . . . was wind!"  And all this time I was giving him candy like eveyone else, but he kept up the harassment.  And then of all things, one day he turned down a caramel from me, saying "Me not want anything from you . . . not even candy anymore," and he walked away toward someone else and got a caramel from him.


	It was all right with me; I felt free like a bird after that, as if everyone else had to carry a weight of caramels and I didn't, as if everyone else was gold-plated and I was solid gold, as if everyone else was a slave and I was the world's richest man.  But then Otto came up to me and told me I had to quit because he didn't want to take a chance on anything happening to me at Candy's hands --- he knew I was only temporary there, anyway, while Candy was a regular.  So I said okay, I understood, that after all I wasn't related to the station-manager like Candy was, and I wasn't nuts like Candy was either, and I would go and get me a good job and not have to work my ass off every day in the sun until I dropped because I wasn't nuts like Candy and the rest and even Otto, so screw you, I'll make out all right, and I did.


	I got a job as a bad-deb
