CHAPTER 20





	When I got back old Clarke gave me a good raking over, laughing like a duck.  "Why you naive, innocent Patsy, you stupid sentimental brother's keeper, you inexperienced whelp," he said, "what in hell did you expect, leaving her alone like that?  Don't you know the poor are the most cunning creatures in this goddamn wide-awake world?  Don't you know they'll take you for every living thing you've got if you give them one-tenth of an even chance?  Just how in the devil do you think they get along, poor as mice, no money, no jobs, in debt to the roots of their hair?  By taking every guy that comes along like you who has a breath of decency about him, that's how.  By ordering groceries, television sets, borrowing money, buying furniture on credit, living it up in the roadhouses on Saturday night --- for Christ's sake, that's how they get into trouble in the first place!  They take everybody and then when somebody calls a halt they're in trouble all of a sudden.  Then the tears come, the sob stories, the 'poor, little darlin' kids,' the hubbie who has lost his job and can't get another, the poor confused little woman who has no money for food.  Why you lunkheaded sucker-you deserved to get taken.  And I'll bet you never suspected it.  It never crossed your mind she would leave did it?"


	I admitted that it hadn't.  What the hell, I had felt sorry for her, I couldn't deny it.  Otherwise what was I doing going to the store for her?


	"Well, I bet you'll think about it now, kid," he said.  "Never let them out of your sight once you've found them.  Never give an inch-you can't afford to.  These people are smarter than you.  What the hell, they're the something-for-nothing crowd, while you're a working stiff.  If you feel sorry for them and let them off the hook, you're just making an ass out of yourself.  What the hell are you working for? So you can pay your debts, right? Well, if there's any excuse, any at all, that allows as how you don't have to pay your debts, then you're a fool to work, right?  Nobody likes to work.  Have a little pity for yourself, for Christ's sake."


	I just stood there.  He was making some sense, but of course not one hundred percent.  Some people are worse off than others, I thought.  But mostly he was right.  I was collecting these bills from people who had incurred the debts --- they were responsible, not me; so there was no reason for me to be embarrassed.  And I sensed that this was what Clarke was trying to get across to me.  It sure as hell wasn't my fault they were in debt.  Yet, I had to admit in a lot of cases it wasn't their fault they couldn't pay although I didn't say this to Clarke.  He was beaming at me, making his points as if he were the first person in the world to ever talk sense to me, and then finally he slapped me on the back and took me downstairs and bought me some coffee.  "Don't let it get you down, kid, it happens to everybody the first couple times.  After all, these sad stories are brand new to you.  Wait until you’ve heard them a couple thousand times, you'll toughen up a bit.  After all, we're not asking much to demand that people we've loaned money to tell us when they move and give us their new addresses.  You know, anybody who comes up and tells me that they're in trouble and can't meet the payments gets another better deal that they can handle, and it happens to a lot of them.  But you won't be meeting these people.  Just remember that you wouldn't be looking for your people if they hadn't run away or simply forgotten about us for six months or a year.  Everybody you'll meet will be a 'bad debt.'  Sure they'll give you sad stories.  What would you say if some guy popped up from a loan company that you skipped out on?  You'd give him a wild song and dance, wouldn't you?  They at least have the decency to do that.  But don't believe them.  If it's pouring rain and somebody says 'Good Morning' you don't think the sun is out, do you?"


	Soon he took me back upstairs, handed me another card and sent me out to try again.


	The poor, the poor, the goddamn poor --- a race apart I found, as I traipsed from one sad door to the other, experiencing their pathetic cunning like Goldie's, being saddened by their unalterable penurious imprisonment, patting their angry children on sweaty heads, smelling that dark piteous air behind the closed windows, seeing the sun drift down dusty and inhibited, the bed clothes turned back, men in bare feet in the middle of the afternoon, women who lived in housecoats for fear they would be asked outside, coffee, cigarette butts being unbent, the unshaven scratching destitute-yes, Clarke was right they were formidable, tough, unresilient, demanding, squealing, lying, cheating, nomadic, cunning, furtive, desperate, deserted, homeless, candid, unwholesome, weaseling people with no possible way out of the indebted trap but an improbable lucky bet on the horses, a punchboard win.  Everything would change if they could only make that one big strike, they told me over and over again, that one big bet paying off, that last big loan, that gold mine they were nearing.  And yet, I was right, too, for they were pathetic and needed my help.  I tried to tell them about time, lift them out of that gray world they skidded along, get them to think about the monstrous future where they thought lay only their ultimate death and failure.  They could no longer take one step at a time, consider the long months necessary of regular pecunious work, life, money-saving that they need to make their way back into clean society.  They could not imagine that saving five dollars a week would someday net them a thousand; they could only speculate on the fifty-dollar bet that might bring them a thousand tomorrow morning, even though the chance was slight.  They couldn’t wait, and this was understandable, with the phone ringing or ripped out, the thumps on the door, the smiling people asking questions, the frightening lack of money to sustain them, the job snatched out of their lives, the accusations, their names being published in the newsapers as “bad credit risks,” for the protection of their local merchants, the taxes falling due or past due.  Everything was due yesterday, today or it fell due tomorrow.  How could they imagine getting out from under in a year or two by saving five measly dollars a week?  They nodded their heads when I spoke, but they believed nothing.  They took the paper on which I wrote figures for new budgets that would allow them to pay small amounts on their debts, have a little left for food, clothing, and be able to accumulate a reserve slowly; but then, five minutes after I was gone, most would go out and blow their last fifty dollars at the local bookie joint, or, or would get wildly drunk on their last ten, or the woman would get pregnant, or the men would skip work once too often and lose their jobs, or the kids would fall down and end up expensively in the hospital, or the car would break down to the tune of one-hundred and fifty dollars, or the landlord would suddenly demand six months back rent and not be satisfied with a slow retiring of debt, or the grocer would cut them off, or they would be threatened with bankruptcy proceedings by an impatient creditor.  Then, in a month, I would be back, asking why they hadn't stuck to their budgets, why they hadn't mailed in the small regular token sums that I had promised Clarke they would.


	Once on retuming to a shack at the edge of a nearby town, I tapped on the screendoor of a miner, then dodged a whistling ax that came sailing through the screen and past my shoulder.  "Ge' ta hell gone for I shovel ya unner!" came a shout.  "Don wanna see ya ... Don wanna lay eyes on ya ... don wanna lissen, never lissen again."  They felt guilty before me the second, third, fourth and fifth times, and the times after that.  They tried to avoid me, behind their doors scarcely breathing, quieting the kids-and then a baby would cry, or the old man would fart or cough or hiccup or belch, and the fantasy would end, the door would open slowly, a resigned face would peek out, then shift into surprise-and then they would sit as long as I liked and go through the promises, the budgets, the exhortations, all over again, until I thought they would go over the edge, throw up their hands, rip off their respectful masks and kill me, but they never did.


	(Credit is the chain that binds the men of modern days, squeezing them into jobs they hate or into a debt-filled nightmarish flight from any chance for joy or pride or celebration; it commits their future lives as well as any other slave system of the past, it binds, working from within, forms a mind urgently aware of what it must do in order to be able to pay and pay and pay and pay.  In the past the order has been work, work, work!  Now it is pay, pay, pay!  And in order to pay a man must do work for which he in turn is paid, thus slavery or exile are his only choices, the same as those two sad fates of a baser past when there were whips instead of warrants, clubs instead of contracts, overseers instead of collectors, laws instead of lawyers, and when the penalty for reluctance was death instead of despair.


	(An old man has borrowed $1000 to help his son remain in school, offering his meager household possessions as a bind and promising to pay $50 a month for three years, and then he gets sick and can't work, can't even afford to get better, and soon I appear at his door.  I already know that he can't pay because of the fact that he has not paid, but yet I appear to remind him that he must.  He explains that he cannot pay, a fact I already know.  I explain that he must pay, a fact he is already haunted by, even in his sickness.  When he throws up his hands in despair, I must explain that if he does not pay my company will approach his son.  No, no, he says, because he knows his son will quit school immediately and return home to a futile job and the same kind of slavery which has trapped the old man.  No, no, I want something better for my son, he explains.  But you cannot afford it, I say, again calling to his attention a fact he already knows.  And your son cannot afford it either.  You are right, the old man agrees, but let me tell him, let me call him home from his school to work to slave to pay.  All right, I agree; certainly Clarke will allow this.  But a month later I am back, learning that the old man has not called his son, as he had promised.  How can I, he says?  You must, I say; you must do it now or my company will inform him today-there is no way out of it.  But I promised him, the old man pleads, that he could learn to be somebody valuable, not like me, but something; how can I break my promise?  But sooner or later he does, because he must, and you know and I know and everyone knows that from then on his son and he hate one another as reminders of a personal failure they would each rather forget.


	(A young man has borrowed $500 to help his ill wife, paying for an operation she must have whether he can pay for it or not or she will die, so he borrows it at a compounded interest which over three years doubles the amount he borrowed until he is returning $1000.  His wife recovers and lying still on the livingroom couch she smiles at him and he feels proud, but then he cannot pay and so I come.  She needs medicine, he tells me, and I didn't figure on that; and she needs a person to stay with her while I'm at work, and I didn't figure on that eitherso I have nothing left to pay you.  I tell him he must pay me because my boss has threatened to exercise the wage gamishee that the man signed, allowing us to go to his employer in case he is unable to pay and to force his employer to withhold our payments from the man's check and send them along to us.  But you can't, says the man; my employer will fire me before he goes through all that trouble! I know, I say, and that is why you must find a way to pay, quickly before it is done.  But I can't, he says; I have borrowed from everyone I know and I have no more money, and everything I'm paid must go to doctors and druggists and the landlord and the grocer-or my wife and I cannot live.  I remind, I urge, I explain, but the man is insistent that payment is impossible-so a few weeks later his employer is contacted and he is fired as a result.  Now he stays home, out of a job, staring at his young wife on the couch, and he hates her, she hates herself and him, and there is nothing but hate which will never change because they have both failed each other, or at least they feel so.


	(A young girl has borrowed money to help her boyfriend, and now her boyfriend has disappeared and she has neither money nor payments, and her angry parents kick her out of their house when they are told of her irresponsibility.  She is now a bar-girl in Chicago, operates a 21-game and fleeces drunks, but sends her payments regularly until her debt is paid.  Unfortunately, the debt owed her by Men, she feels, can never be paid; and she continues to prey upon them for revenge, winding up a call-girl in a cheap hotel on Chicago's South Side.


	(A desperate man holds up a gas station the evening after I leave him, and sends us a payment which we must turn over to the police a week later when he is apprehended, convicted and then sent to the State pen for armed robbery.  His wife sends us a letter, promising she will try hard to pay a little each month, if only we will be careful and promise never to tell her three children about their father; because she has moved now away from friends and family and will start a new life.  She sends three payments and then nothing, and I go looking for her, finding her in a cheap room surrounded with her children, and a few months later she kills her kids, one at a time, and then gasses herself, leaving a note accusing her husband of their murders, saying she hopes the news kills him, too.)


	Well, it is not a new story; debts and slavery are as old as the human race and will always be with us.  It should surprise no one that today finds us just as busy at our enslaving endeavors, corrupting the young, exploiting the poor, squeezing the helpless, milking the milked, forcing the free, tricking the innocent --- it is the same old goddamn story of greed, money, power, and of the ravages these three indulge in at the expense of the slaves.  There is no other value for a dollar than the measurement of labor needed to acquire it; and when you see unsweating people with lots of dollars then you know that somewhere the balance of sweat is being paid off by poor tricked innocent people who will get nothing for their efforts when the day is done.  It is a law more final than gravity or thermodynamics; it is the human law that says for everv one who eats but does not work there must be one, maybe two, three, or ten who work but do not eat!  Think of this when you see the fat-cats riding high in their shiny cars, burping deep inside their mounds of flesh; think of this when a rich man like Rockefeller or Kennedy gives a speech telling of his concern for the poor; think of this every moment of every day, be watchful, cynical, be cunning, or you will become one of the slaves who work so the rich can ride and be comfortable and be free, while you sweat and pay and pay and pay.  Think of this when you look at your children-simple slaves of the future.


	If there is one thing you can be sure of it is this: no rich man can ever help the poor unless he feels he is extending charity, and this is the most absurd, cruel joke of all.  If there are two men and one steals from the other, tricks him, enslaves him, exploits bim, makes him work and makes him pay --- and then one fine day the former decides to extend a little charity, doling out a few coins to the man be has ruined, must we be asked to thank the rich man!  I say no.  I say drag the rich man round the neck and pull him into the gutter with the rest of us for a few years, make bim work, sweat, labor, think, all for nothing, all to line some other man's pocket, and then turn him loose with his freedom, and that alone, no money, no inheritance, no factories, stocks and bonds, just his freedom to continue to work, sweat, slave and pay for the rest of his life.  Will he make speeches then about the "needs of the people"?  No, my friend --- and that is how you can tell the rich man.  It is a better sign than listening to the jingle of his coins or counting the rolls of his fat, or looking at the perfection of his women.  If he talks about the "needs of the people" he is a rich man, and he knows no more about the people than a Marsman knows about earthmen.  The poor man will never use the word "need."  Instead he will talk about "rights."  He doesn't respect the people, he doesn't feel sorry for them, he doesn't revere them; but he does know they work hard and long and that their work is worth something; he knows they are getting the living shit screwed out of them, that they are supporting the worthless rich, the pompous powerful, the hypocritical, religious, and all the other phony, useless, vermin that feed upon the flesh of the poor and the driven and the slaves; and he simply wants to inform these poor slobs that they have a right, not a need, to the benefits of their own work; that they have sown; that they have a right to harvest what they have sown; that they have a right to sell what they make; keep what they want --- and that they are fools if they bestow the right on someone who does nothing at all but maybe inherited ownership of factory, materials, slaves and therefore products from a father or from family or from God-knows-what-else.


