CHAPTER 19





	More should be said about my loan company days, since in this job I felt closer to the ideals, hopes, beliefs and goals of my countrymen than at any other time in my life, perhaps because it was at this time that I began to realize completely how far I had surpassed them; I was to nose myself further into the future after this, and I was never to feel attune again with the inane lives that I was always surrounded by.


	(A man a step ahead must tolerate the crowd behind him, which, walking backwards and looking upon its past, edges its ass slowly into the future, but still seeing only its past, while the man ahead and walking forward sees the wonder of the coming day, experiences the present and watches it approach, then engulf him, and then he passes it on, used, to the people who are backing toward him; and if you think there can be any understanding between this man and the crowd you are forgetting their ass-to-ass stance, one looking forward, the others gazing upon their childhood like the good Freud says, and because their heads are pointed different ways they see differently and therefore can't understand one another --- there is a time lag which makes communication on a person-to-person basis impossible, and this is the reason for books.  In a book, the message is saved until the people are ready for it, although the person who mouthed that message may be dead by the time the scene has passed into the backward zone where the people became interested in it and would like to know more about it so, thus, they pick up the message from the person who watched it approach, understood it while he was experiencing it.  Yes, they say, that was the way it was, recalling their own experience of it as a mere tingling in their asses which was the first thing it struck, before it slipped from them into their past where they could finally be aware of its presence, although it no longer affects them.)


	Money was king in those days; it was the goal for which people used up their lives, it was the prize by which they judged their accomplishments, the energy that made their institutions grow, it was the rationale, the reality, the ring of truth, the religion, it was the one single thing that everyone wanted, respected, cherished, needed, it was the spark, the spirit, the soul of an entire age in America, and there was nothing else, no dream that could match it; when everything else had been stripped away by questions and cynicism, money still had meaning because it could change a man's entire life, give him all that he wanted, and the power of no prayer, virtue, kindliness, prestige or accomplishment could compare with it.


	Those who had failed to attain it through their own devious means or worth or wisdom came to borrow it, at "reasonable" rates, in those few places devised to rent it out --- the loan companies, banks, mortgage takers, installment plan inventors, I.O.U. takers; and, like the bouse which is rented for a fee, the lump sum also had to be returned at the end of a specified time, although unlike the house a piece of this lump sum was returned each month with the rent so that the borrower gradually paid the same amount of rent, month to month, for the use of a steadily decreasing amount of cash until in the end, on the last payment, he paid rent for nothing at all.  He had his cake, at a price, but meanwhile he had to watch someone else eat it-and this is about the way it can be described; yet, people queued up, fought and demanded to be allowed this privilege, although once they had their cake they were not ready to give it back piece by piece, and this is where I came in.  I tracked down, cajoled, scared and threatened those who had arbitrarily forgotten their contracts to give the money back, month by month, along with the stipulated rent, or interest.


	(I felt like the avenging angel who punished, the priest who pardoned, the executioner who killed, the cop who captured, the shepherd who returned lost sheep to the fold, the scholar who separated lies from truth, the judge who decided between transgressions and honest ineptness --- I made the crippled whole and healthy and brought them back into the respectable world of good credit and honest debt reduction, I decided who should be saved and who should be given up, who could be washed white and who would remain unalterably black dismal failures that could no longer be trusted for credit by the good people of their community; I separated the lepers from the merely sick and quarantined these lepers on islands of "cash only," bankruptcy and utter disgrace.  I was the bad "debt collector," the missionary charged with either saving the "pagans" or disempowering them, converting them or condemning them, in that mythical means of salvation that the Fifties had built around money.)


	There were no longer "good" men and “bad" men; there were instead men of "good credit" and "bad credit."  Society no longer held "sinners" in contempt, rejecting them; it laid instead its contempt upon those who had transgressed their debts, and it rejected them.  The traditional priests, dispensing “grace" for "goodness," were unimportant; it was instead the bankers, dispensing "money" to those who had "good credit," who held the entry key to respectability and therefore salvation.  A man's worth was no longer judged by his life, his acts, his accomplishments, or even by his possessions; it was instead figured upon "his credit" and described in terms of the total amount this credit might allow him to borrow.  (In other words, while John might be "worth" only $1000, Steve might be "worth" loaning $10,000 --- thus, Steve was adjudged a much more "responsible" person; and there were some men "good for a million or more," and these were the men of prestige and power.)  It was the end of Ownership --- few people owned anything, including their clothes, cars and houses --- they held them in trust on credit, and this included huge sprawling corporations, controlled by men who owned as little as one percent of the stock, and included even the government itself which functioned in a deficit on credit awarded it by the trust of its own subjected people.  Please understand that I do not criticize this; I only describe it.  It was the system of ethics in the Fifties --- credit, which bought control for a specified time, a control which had to be renewed based on a re-evaluation which indicated trust, or a control which, by contract, was given up, piece by piece, by the controlees, back to that which had originally granted the control.  The former describes corporate and political power, and the latter the power of cash --- and aside from this Trinity there was nothing else, no other "divine way" to rule over human or social destiny.  Ownership, or the illusion of permanent control, no longer existed, and all control was temporary, subject to trust, and it could be terminated, which it often was whenever a person's credit changed.


	My boss was Fred Clarke, a Notre Dame graduate, father of three and secretary of his Parent-Teachers Association, with a split-level home in a tree-filled residential section, two cars (one a station wagon for long trips and the other a conventional Ford-6); he was a prominent member of the Kewanie Library Board and one of the Friends of Walton, a group of local businessmen who donated and organized "civic cultural events" in conjunction with the college; he was active in the county's Young Republican Club, as was his redheaded wife who held an office in that political organization; and both were active golfing, swimming and dancing members of the Berry Pond Country Club, which was private and for gentiles only.  Although it was inexpensive, it was the only country club in town and it attracted all the well-to-do and the powerful.


	"We need bright young men like yourself," Fred told me, "because for too long the finance business has had a black name.  There's no reason for this; in a sense, we're simply renting money to people who need it, much like some people rent cars, houses and even mink coats.  It's not our purpose to skin our customers; as a matter of fact, we want them to do as much business as possible with us, or in other words make a new loan once they have paid off the old one, and that's why we treat them with respect and never dun them unless we have to.  Unfortunately there will always be a few people who think we're in the business of giving money away and don't need it back.  These few --- and they only make up about three to six percent of our contracts-will concern you; they are the 'baddebts', and 'skips' and the 'alibiers' which you will be tracking down and urging to make regular payments.  Although everyone who makes a loan with us gives his household goods as collateral we don't want the furniture back when they can't pay, we want the money!  We'll even extend the loan and cut the monthly payments in half if we must, but we don't want any furniture-that's the ace that we never play.  We say, 'Wouldn't you feel awful if your neighbors saw us come up in a truck marked Kewanie Finance and pick up your furniture?'  But we never want to do that, and I'll tell you why.  Furniture isn't worth a nickel, and no matter how good it is we couldn't get back a thousand dollars by selling it at auction if our life depended on it.  And when we take the furniture, in the eyes of the State we discharge their debt.  We don't want that to happen.  Another thing, usually the 'bad-debts' are poor people, and they can be our best customers if you can talk them into living up to their regular payments.  We can lend them money regularly, keep them on our books all year round forever.  You can see how important your job can be.  Now go get 'im, kid, and don't let me down."


	During the next few months I met the soft underbelly of the great free-spending American citizenry, the exploited, the used, the tricked, the scared, the defenseless, the homeless, the valueless, the confused, the creditless underground halfway along on a speedy slide to despair, helplessness and utter discrimination --- the jobless, the moneyless, the friendless, all afloat on that underground river which takes anyone in America who suddenly can't pay on a bobbing, hurtling journey from which there is rarely a return, the hungry, the motherless, the pregnant divorcee, the unemployed, the overbought, the sickly being bled of all coin by hospitals, the contemptible, the crippled, the corrupted, the criminals --- I saw them, followed them from city to city, woke them up at night, searched them for money, made out budgets for them, loaned thern a dollar for food, left them cigarettes.


	There is an acrid smell about the poor; you are aware of it as soon as you enter their rooms.  For some reason, their windows are always glazed with dirt and all light turns grey, there are always crumbs on the floor, a baby cries --- probably from hunger, and the eyes of those there are dull, follow you slowly, the hands are sad and tend to remain clasped, holding onto each other with pathetic desperateness, and beds are rarely made when you arrive because jobless people sleep later --- in fact they sleep more than any other segment of the population because you don't spend money when you are asleep: you can't eat, you don't smoke, and most important you don't have to think up something to do to make the time pass.  For some reason these people hate the sun; they stay inside, almost as if they are afraid others will point at them if they go out, and their skins take on a chalky look, a powdery dry, flaky texture that indicates sharply the unnatural weakness of their health and makes jobs even tougher to find.  They feel their own guilt eating at them, their eyes blink more and look away, and if the men have any money at all they either smoke it or drink it, trying to still those hopping nerves that jump raw because of diet, despair, defeat and a total lack of dignity.  They want most, at their worst, to simply be left alone; and if they have been out of work too long they don't even want a job and can't hold one if they do get it.


	But most have guts and search hard for a way back to respectability, a steady job, a place that's paid for, food to eat, money to spend on things not urgently needed --- that's why they opened the door when they saw my car, heard my knock.  They wanted hope, a chance to return as paying members of society, they wanted to perform work again, use their hands for something judged valuable as attested by the coins at the end of the week, they wanted to be customers again who were always right rather than suspicious cash-only burdens that the burgomeisters kicked out, they wanted the pride, the respect, the concern that only money can buy in the good old USA, whether the skin is white, black or what, they wanted a place to go in the momings like everyone else, they wanted to experience again the weekend as a short vacation they had earned, they wanted to celebrate Easter, Christmas, New Years, they wanted someone to try and sell them something saying "Sir" and "Mam" to the rattiest looking among them because their money was always good, they wanted to assuage that gnawing suspicion that their existence didn't mean a damn by making a salesman happy, they wanted once more to be able to say "No, we don't want any," instead of being limited to "Please give us some.


	I remember a girl named Goldie that I tracked down in Davenport, Iowa, in a small apartment on the third floor of a semi-commercial building near the railroad tracks and river.  I could hear the baby's cries on the other side of the door as I came up the worn steps and the sun was so grim coming in the hallway window that I was eager for the door to open so I could get out of the dirty, smoky light, but when the door did open there was the squalling thing right at ear level in its mother's arms and the same sun could be seen behind her in the hazy room.  I went inside.  There are always crumbs where there are children, and there were crumbs here surrounding a small boy squeezing a cookie on a blotchy maroon rug that was relieved by massive wrinkles.  My nose filled with the smell of the ripe remains of breakfast, still scattered on the masonite table-top at three in the afternoon.  I tried to talk to Goldie above the raking screams of her babe, as she jiggled it in her sweating arms, her face a blank, her mind a muddle, and her cigarette burning away near at hand on the table's edge.


	At nineteen Goldie had surely been pretty when she thought the whole world liked her, but now she knew the world stalked her, sent her notes in the mail threatening her, phoned her with demands until her phone was removed, then knocked daily at her door for rent, payments, always threatening to disgrace her, bar her, bypass her and go to her relatives wherever they were.  Some of her furniture had already been taken away, and in the room was only a cheap but modern low couch with gold-speckled surface, walnut steel legs and shiny brass tips, along with the "marble" masonite table and three chairs and the thin cotton rug with its permanent wrinkles.  She wore shorts and a shirt out, and she was a long, long, long twentytwo years old now, without a friend, without money, with very little food and a few cigarettes, and with a livid agonizing fear that she would live long enough to see tomorrow get worse, when she didn't even know how to get through today.  She coughed but went on smoking; she said nothing when her boy asked for a glass of milk; she jiggled the baby, trying to make what little milk she did have last the night so the baby would allow her to sleep at least a little.


	"Where's your husband?" I asked her.


	"Hummm?"  Her eyes remained on the baby.


	"Where's Jack?"


	"He's at Camp Ruckner, Alabama," she said slowly.  "He went back in the Army last week . . . he says you can't touch him there, or his wages, and he will send me some money on the first ... and I'll pay you.  We want to pay you.  We want to pay everyone.  But Jack lost his job six months ago and he couldn't find anything else ... he looked, but he just couldn't find anything so he went back into the Army.  You can't know how much he hates the Army, but he went back anyway because there was nothing else he could do.  He said he would send me some money as soon as he could and in a few months I'll be able to pay a little something to everyone ... and then he will send me enough for train tickets so we can go to Ruckner, too ... but we will keep paying you by mail, see?"


	"Why did you leave Kewanie and come all the way across Illinois into Iowa?  Why didn't you stay?"


	"We couldn't when Jack lost his job, and he heard the Armory here was hiring so we picked up and left and got this apartment and ran up some more bills here and never did get any work."  She smiled, wanly.  "I guess our luck went bad ... at least that's what Jack said.  We had bad luck.  He just lost his job for no reason ... like a lot of men, you know, he wasn't the only one ... but we didn't have any relatives, ours are all in California and we couldn't afford to go there and they couldn't afford to pay our way.  So we just got stuck here and Jack had to join the Army again."


	I looked at the card I had brought with me.  "You owe us three-hundred sixty-eight dollars, Goldie, and you were supposed to pay thirty-three dollars a month."


	"Yes, I know.  But we didn't have anything." She took another suck on her cigarette.  "We have to live and eat first and we spent up our savings and we just didn't have anything left.  If we could we would pay you, don't you believe that, but we don't have anything."


	The boy asked for milk again and this time Goldie got up and, carrying the baby, went to the sink and rinsed out a glass, giving him some water, which he took without questioning her.  Then he asked for another cookie and she told him there weren't any more, but he could have a cracker if he wanted it, which he did.  She opened a cracker box and stiffened, telling him after a long pause that he could have his cracker later.  Then she returned to the table, jiggling the baby again.


	"There aren't any more crackers," she informed me, "and there isn't a store within blocks I can go to that I don't already owe.  They would just take my money and not let me have anything.  Would you ... could you ... ?"


	"Write down what you need," I said, "and I'll go and buy it."


	"Just a gallon of milk and three boxes of crackers," she said.  She reached in her dress pocket and pulled out three one-dollar bills and gave me two, folding the third back up and putting it back in her pocket.  Then she became frightened.  "You won't just go away with the money.  I need that, until the mail comes Saturday.  Jack promised me he would send something by Saturday, and I need that until Saturday.  If it were Saturday I could give you a couple dollars, but I can't now, I just can't."


	"Don't worry," I assured her.  "I'll be back."


	"I hope so," she said.


	It felt good to get outside in the real sun and breathe the air again along the river, feel it cool me through the cheap cotton suit as it breezed down through the giant elms and stirred up dust along the old cement.  The store was one of those red sand-speckled tarpaper shacks with crates of fruit out front and flies all over, with the door wide open and no screen, while above it in big letters was JOSEPH P. GAVER, proprietor/Drink COCA COLA/The PAUSE that refreshes --- and there was a big picture of a happy girl's smiling teeth, with the green bottle at her lips.  Joe Gaver was a small gruff man whose apron was covered with red hamburger stains where his stumpy hands continued to rub.  He waited for me, saying "Yessir, what would you like?" because of my suit and he knew I was no neighbor but somebody important who might even be an inspector.


	"Two boxes of crackers and a gallon of milk," I said.  "What kind?" he said.


	"Any kind.  Whatever you have."


	"I have thern all," he said proudly.  "Nabisco, Sawyer ... anything you want.  You name it, I got it."


	"Nabisco is fine," I said.


	"Are they for the car?" he said.


	I was a little startled, but then I nodded, thinking it was easier than an explanation.


	"Then you don't want Nabisco in the car," he said.  "Sawyer's are better for snacks.  They're smaller and thinner.  Bitesize."


	"All right," I said.  "Sawyer's fine."


	"Do you want a little cheese or something, too?"


	"No. just the crackers and milk."


	He shrugged and went to the icebox, pulling out a glass gallon.  He only had one kind of milk in gallons.


	"Oh, and give me a pack of cigarettes," I said.


	He thrust the gallon into a bag, along with the crackers, and then dropped in the cigarettes with two packages of matches.  "Anything else?" he smiled.


	"That's it," I said.


	I don't have to tell you I felt pretty happy and proud of myself on the way back.  After all, I thought, I was no heartless bill collector; there were some things I could do to help besides make out new budgets, demand money, reprimand, urge and squeeze.  I could be a friend and get some crackers, for Christ's sake.


	But when I returned to Goldie's apartment no one answered my knock, and after the third time I juggled the package and turned the knob letting myself in, thinking maybe she was busy with the baby or something.


	"I'm back," I said, feeling stupid.


	There was no answer, because she had picked up the kids, with their few belongings, and had left flat for God knows where.  I never did find her.  I left the groceries there on the table that she had left behind, got a drink of water, glanced at her only couch, and walked slowly back out to my car.  About halfway down the sidewalk I turned around and went back for the cigarettes --- after all, I could smoke them, at least; although I had no use for crackers and a gallon of milk.  I was a little angry, but I could not get mad at her particularly.  Mostly I was teed off at myself.  Like a stupid ass I had been so busy convincing her I was worthy of her trust that I had forgotten to decide whether or not she was worthy of mine.  I just hadn't thought about her leaving.  Even a guy as restless as I was had to learn that some people are only five minutes from picking up everything they really own and walking up the street to somewhere else, no moving van needed, no goodbyes.  It isn't something you think of un
