CHAPTER 21





	On one of my trips through Illinois I met a girl and she was pretty and shy and a little confused, but shapely with a wishful knack for attractive positions, whether it be sitting on a swing or in a car, walking, running, or on a couch with her knees up under her chin.


	Dark eyes she had and dark hair and a wide warm face, and on the third date I knew she loved me because she told me so, her arms around my waist, her face pressed to my chest, and she said she needed me as much as she knew that I needed her, and when I heard this my brain almost popped with the urgency of finding a place where we could be alone with a rug and chairs and a kitchen and a bedroom and a phonograph and a coffeepot.  She agreed on what we needed, although she had endless additions to make, silverware, sheets, blankets, towels, dishes, lamps, tables, bedspreads, pots and pans, and a lot of names I had never heard before, like "a spatula" for pancakes and a "noodler."


	For months, my happiness was her smile and her pleasure, a kiss at night, her warm voice and her hand, as she lured me quite gently but deeper into love and more love, until if I couldn't look upon her I was in painful misery and there was no sight or face that could substitute for her void.  So I proposed marriage and she accepted.  There was a brief talk with her fat father while her birdlike mother hovered in the shadows; there was a ring, a rehearsal; then a tense, stomach-jangling ceremony before grinning strangers and friends, there to remind us of our vows forever; and then there was escape to a lodge for a weekend, where all her mysteries were solved and where warmth built cascading up to wildness, a frenzy of envelopment, of heart-stopping plunges, and then hard real capturable joy --- the real ceremony of marriage, the pleasurable not the ritual, the ring of flesh rather than of silver, the actual union, the physical give and take.  It was more than I imagined, or ever knew; not sex, but an expression of what we felt, and since I had never had anything to express before, and never felt love just relief, it was a first time for me, too, and I felt just as much a virgin as she.


	We house-hunted and found a white place just three blocks away from the finance company, within walking distance and an easy access for lunch when I was in town.  She was a vision, yet she was cruel sometimes, as I was to her, but we swore out our arguments without ever assuming that they would not end.  We were together for good, and we never assumed anything else, no split was possible, tolerable, except for moments.  We were each other's only alternative.


	How can I describe her laugh, her look, her contentment. her love, her play and her labor of cooking and cleaning, her happiness and her sour pensive anger at slights, insults and crudity, her conceits, her abilities strange and common.  I give up ever transmitting the exact magic of her walking, talking, thinking loveliness to paper, and I say just that I got more than I bargained for, depths I could not even see, grace I would never have imagined was there, secret talents for pleasure which shocked even me, and a defiance which could bend, flex, change, capitulate, without once losing its rigidity or its insistence on being considered.  I began to pity other men, because of their less lustrous prizes, for mine was the black earth, the blue sky, the why and what of all comfort, the beat that enhanced my melody, the pressure that surrounded my push, the practical reason for my ideas, and it seemed my poor friends had nothing in comparison.  As the months went on, I felt luckier and luckier, and I could only justify the correctness of my original blind choice by manufacturing some superior instinct which I supposed had made me pick her for reasons I came to discover were plainly superficial and did not touch the magnificence of her offering in the least.  How had I done it? I had simply deserved her, I concluded, and I never thought of it again for fear of not measuring up.


	We took long walks at night, and she had her favorite spots: "our bend in the river," she called one; or "our grass by our tree;" or "our hill."  She made a place for us wherever we went; either in her mind --- with a saying; or with her hands --- by spreading out a picnic, or sometimes spreading on the grass no more than her skirt.  "What are you thinking about?" she would ask me, and I would preen my mind for her and show all the colors and shapes of my ideas, and she would never fail to say, "that's so beautiful," whether she thought so or not.  She never judged me; I suppose she believed she had made one massive judgment when we were married and it was useless to consider standards at this late date, and I think she was only interested in discovering the whole nature of what she had won, since I must have been as unknown to her at the moment of that legal union as she was to me.  I perceived this because she always asked her questions of me with a little fear as to what I might answer, since she had to accept any answer that came, and I felt the responsibility to her of making my speeches, if not good, at least true and certain and confident and thoughtful and workable.  I avoided the easy, the pompous, the dangerous, the terror, the fright, the impossible, whenever I could; although there were times when it would sneak out ("Jesus, I don't know what to do, honey") and then I would be sorry seeing the explosion of terror fill her eyes, and I would try to take all the uncertainty back by manufacturing confidence (..."but you can damn well be sure that I'll do the right thing when the time comes, I'm certain of that!"), and she would relax in the circle of my false strength.  Sometimes I realize that women are question-marks, at their happiest, in search of exclamation points, and if men deny them there is no dialogue for marriage, there will always be something missing.  A man cannot counter with another question-mark but must counter all interrogation with an answer and the courage to make one up.


	"Will we settle here?" she asked once.  "No, near Chicago," I said.


	"Why?"


	"Because it is the best place for us," I said.


	"Why the best place?"


	"It's our birthplace, and the land we know best, and it is what produced us, and I like it and I know you like it, too, and it will be a good place to raise children, and jobs are plentiful, and the climate is good, and I know where there is land that will satisfy us, where we can build our house and be happy."


	She rocked back in that round, round way she has, and stretched her arms.  “I’ve always liked Chicago, too,” she said.  "Isn't that strange?"


	"No," I said.  "It doesn't seem strange to me."


	Then I knew I had to make it happen, so I worked a transfer to one of the loan company's branch offices in Chicago, so we could live nearby, as I had promised her.  It is to my credit, I think, that I was not amazed when I discovered soon after our arrival, or return, that it was the correct move for us after all.


	We had two children; the first, a boy, before we left Southern Illinois, and the second, a little girl, soon after we settled in Chicago.  My wife made them with the same excellence and to my complete satisfaction --- that she achieves when she turns her hand to anything, except that since she is at her best working unconsciously she made the children a little better, perhaps.


	Unfortunately, I still could not help hating my job, and there was a tough time for awhile that we had to pass through.  All her attention went to the children, except late at night and even then she was so tired she wished only to go to sleep without me.  I didn't so much dislike this, but I had to adjust to it, while keeping the money coming in, in a way I detested, and so we drew apart a little, stretched by the two very small bodies we had produced from our love.  There appeared things I didn’t tell her; things she was happier not to know.  I could never quite accept money as a way of life, and being paid for doing something was not the total justification for doing it as far as I was concerned even if the money was used, as it was, for maintaining a home and wife and family that I loved very much.  A hatred grew in me, not of them or of myself but of what I was forced to do --- track down non-paying clients of my goddamn loan company and somehow make it appear more attractive to them to pay up their debts; and I began to realize that I had never liked my job at all, right from the beginning, but had only been distracted from it for awhile.  But, if not the loan company, then what else?  No one had ever asked me to do one particular thing, just something, anything, enough money to survive was all that had ever been demanded of me, and I couldn't feel this was unfair.  But what?  I could think of nothing more satisfying than the loan company, and this was my problem, so big and yet so small, so important and yet so insignificant.  I looked, and I judged, and I could find nothing that would give me any more satisfaction than I already had, which was damn little.  It seemed that nothing which returned money to the doer was worth doing in the first place, except for the very money which it returned.  I know I am not unique in finding this out, but I also know my conclusion afterwards --- "Things should not be this way!" --- was rare.  Craftier men than myself when stumbling on my discovery have rationalized that the very stamp of maturity lies in the ability to accept this absurd situation, and then have settled down in their discontent and accepted it.  I could not.  I drifted without accepting it.  I could only treat it as temporary, a situation that would soon change, a problem for which I must find a solution, a wall to get over someday, an adversary which must someday be faced, an inclement condition that I found myself in, and I knew that it had to change because I could not.  I asked for no one's understanding of this; I asked for their help, and I got nothing in retum, growing angrier and angrier and angrier.  It gnawed at me, the helplessness of it, and as I grew to realize that no one else could do anything about it because the very nature of their compromise with it was to ignore it and by ignoring it they could neither accept it or join me in combating it, well then I got angrier than ever.  If others would not be my allies then they would be my enemies --- it was as simple as that!


	Withdrawing from all companionship, I began to see people again for the slobs they were, intent on sustaining themselves at all cost and any other considerations they displayed were obviously superficial.  They had no thoughts that weren't servants to themselves, no thoughts whatsoever.  They had no goals beyond their own condition, none.  They cared only about themselves and their own, and any indication they gave otherwise was a mockery of truth.  This is why they could do anything for money; since they had no pride, only desires, they would do anything for the power to satisfy these desires.  They had no conception of themselves, except in light of what they could buy, but none in what they could do.  I shouldn't have been surprised, I told myself, after all hadn't I seen as a child that most people could not do anything well?  Then why was I surprised that their image of themselves, their very destinies, had to be figured upon what they could buy rather than make, what they could acquire rather than create, what they could seize rather than offer, what they could imprison rather than grow?  They had to be after that which already existed because they didn't have the ability to imagine anything.  They were witless creatures with big hands, willing to lie, cheat, steal, do anything to get what they foresaw as their very existence.  Well, was I any better?  Could I create my destiny out of my own head?  And, if so, how?  That was the nature of the problem, not its solution, so I continued to drift, uncommitted either way, unable to create a place for myself and undesirous of seizing another's place.  I stiffened for awhile in time, paralyzed by indecision, hate and anger, gliding for awhile because I had no idea which way to steer, floating in no special direction, demanding nothing, preparing nothing, enjoying nothing, accomplishing nothing, expecting nothing.  It was as if I had nowhere to go but down, and I might as well flatten out and stay at the apex as long as I could.


	"What's the matter?" asked my wife.


	"Nothing," I would answer.


	"Yes, there is.  I'm sure of it."


	"No, nothing."


	"Why can't you tell me?"


	"I don't know.  Don't worry."


	"But I do worry.  What is it?"


	"Nothing," I said.


	"All right, but I wish you would tell me."


	“Maybe someday I will.”


	A knife had come down from outside us, had split us, and now its steel was between us, and there was no way to lift it; it had to be lifted, as it had come, from the outside.  The dialogue had ended, while the form remained.  We were still married, only there was something between us; we could no longer trust each other to feel as one felt, know as one knew, see as one saw.  We were two again and not one simple equation.  I suppose it is something that happens to others as well, but it happened to us and so it was important to us.  We both knew it had happened, but neither of us knew why.  Why had I lost my place on the outside?  How could I see everything, hear everything, accept everything that others before me had accepted, and then end up different from them, so different that there was no place for me amongst them?  What could I do to bring my family back into the scope of things, hooked by me from their small circle to the big circle of the world, and now unhooked since I had lost my gri.p?  What was the next step, now that the present stance had grown intolerable?  I didn’t know.


	“Are you going to keep working for the finance cornpany?”my wife asked, her face very warm and saying any alternative would be all right with her.


	"I don't know."


	"How can you say that?" she questioned.  “Anything but that.”


	There comes a time in every man's life, I suppose, when he must stop and consider not what is next but what he wants to come next, and this is a difficult time that some men never pass.  They stand transfixed by their own immobility, and this is the very way they are trapped.  Since there is nothing they can think of to do but what they are already doing, they continue to do the same although they hate it, are ashamed of it, and would quit tomorrow if another way were offered to them.  But a very few men mark off a path that will take them out of the pain, and these are our heroes, our leaders, our stalwart men of power, who become god-like only because they are not slaves, who are looked up to only because they are above, who are respected only because they are better off than the rest of us, who are listened to only because they have time to stop working and talk.  What are the steps that will take me there, I wondered?  What can I do to haul myself out of the morass of slavery that I was born in, the penniless, illiterate heritage that my country believes is the condition for freedom, the onestep away from the chains which are proffered to everyone no matter what country they find themselves born in --- and ours differing only by the fact that the chains can be rejected, if a man can come up, with an alternative, which he is free to choose.  But since all money can be mined only from the muck, then how does a man stay clean?  Where does he get the money, if he becomes what he wants to be?  Where does he work?  What does he do?


	It was a problem that took up my time, absorbed my thoughts completely, tied my hands, fixed my gaze, and I seemed to have no time for anything else --- I must be about the solution, or I was wasting valuable minutes, so I became gruff and quick.  I refused to talk, unless absolutely necessary; I refused to go anywhere; I sat still if possible so that I could think and I would tolerate no interruptions from anyone, induding my son, my daughter, my wife, my friends, my customers, my parents.  I was a man locked in desperate battle, first with himself and what he was to do, then with time itself, which seemed to slip away giving him no opportunity to think, to concentrate, to find an answer, to plot out a first step and another and another that would lead to a solution.  There was no time to read, to sleep, to relax; there was no time at all --- something had to be done.  The clock ticked, minutes slipped away unused, days passed, weeks, months, and the tension tightened.


	Every instant not thinking about what must be done was lost forever and could never be recaptured.


	"Come to bed, dear.  Please?” my wife would say.


	"I want to stay up and think.”


	"But you're exhausted.  You've been driving all day."


	I know, I’ll be there in a minute.  Just give me a few minutes.”


	“Why don’t you rest?”


	“I can’t.  I must decide something and soon.”


	“Can’t it wait until morning?”


	“No.  It can’t wait at all, that’s the trouble.”


	“All right.  Don’t forget to turn out the light.”


	“I won’t.”


	In the darkness I would sit, thinking, mulling, glowing angrier, banging my hands, rubbing my head, trying to discover what I could do.  But there was nothing.  I could not create a place for myself in a community which had excluded me.  I could not accept myself, pay myself, and use myself for ends that I would call worthy.  I couldn’t be both employer and employee at once, unless I began my own business and I had no money; in fact, a lack of money was the reason I had to find a job in the first place.  I could not prepare a way for myself over which I could then come; I could not be both ahead of myself and myself at the same time; I could not preclude myself.  (If a man wishes to worship he cannot first build a church, then preach, then sit in a pew and listen to himself --- all becomes absurd unless he can be part of the effort to worship in common.)  I desired worthy work; something to do which I would think valuable, something lasting, something to which I could give myself and my thoughts up to, my energy, my sweat, my time, something that had meaning beyond the practical day-to-day existence which I was gradually beginning to conclude had no meaning in its own right, it must represent something of aspiration, it must have a spirit beyond survival, some idea to it which raised it above the needs of day-to-day men.


	Soon in my mind there grew a silence, a bitterness, a coldly calculating cynicism, a mocking critic of everything, induding me, a sneer, a suspicion, a feeling that I was separated from all I saw, that it was not for me, that it all was some cunning trick devised to snare me and which I must avoid at all costs.  If reality was a trap, if jobs, families, communities were all prisons, then I meant to escape somehow, become footloose and free; outside the walls is where I would remain, watching, laughing, waiting --- for if I could not create a new place for myself at least I could avoid the one they had planned for me.  I could wear the job at the loan company like a uniform under which I would be a spy, a foreign agent, not one of them, with different plans up my sleeve than those they thought.  I would try to tell myself the truth, with no need to rationalize that I was doing the right thing.  I would be a conscious sinner, and therefore be a saint.  I would always withhold part of myself from reality so I could know what it was.  If I could not be my own man, then I would not be entirely anybody else's either.


	There were times when I thought I was losing my sanity, but even then the cold and clear view of everything that I had gained convinced me that I must be the only sane man among those gone mad long before.  Around me I saw urgency without purpose, the mediocre made king, the unskilled hailed with praise, the kindly being tortured and the sadists being rewarded, idiots commended for their intelligence and genius cast aside for being too obvious and crude, I saw the slow called quick and the quick being impeded, right was made wrong while wrong became the mode because it succeeded in accomplishing some objective that was evil in the first place.  I saw people racked with pain and being ignored; I saw hypocondriacs being treated with all the facilities that modem science could muster, while the truly sick died.  I heard the ugly called wondrous and exceptonal, while the beautiful passed unnoticed underfoot.  I saw the destruction of truth and the institutionalization of lies.  I watched God made a salesman while heaven became a store and religion incorporated as the exclusive distributor of grace on earth.  I saw tyrants rnake their earthly enemies into the image of the devil and then extoll religious crusades against the "evil."  It is amazing what people are like if you look at them with no notion in your head.  It is fantastic what they do, although you can see it if you will only disengage yourself long enough to watch.  It is frightening to discover the direction of man, but easy if you simply add up the total of his actions.  It is a great relief not forcing yourself into a mold of your own model and instead simply sitting back and discovering what mold you were born into, what shape you were given by that massive evolutionary hand extending into the present from the past.  You begin to understand how man has endured the ages; he is, after all, the mean mammal that gets what he wants at all cost and what he wants is power over others, sex, food, shelter, and once he has these he wants more and more and more and more, that's all, just more of the same please or you will feel the gnash of my teeth.


	"I can't believe that you hate everything as much as you sound like you do," said my lovely wife one day.


	"I don't hate anything," I said.  "I just don't feel as if I have to lie about it anymore.  You asked me how I liked my job nowadays, and I just said that it was all right now that I have accepted that its obj'ect was to steal money from people."


	"But if you think that way about it why don't you do something else?"


	“Everything else is the same.  Take doctors, they don't save people's lives, they just treat people and some of the people live while some die.  All jobs are inethods of separating someone from his money and getting it for yourself, all things that are sold are for the same purpose."


	"Why is this hateful?  I don't understand you anymore."


	"I don't say it's hateful, you do.  I just call it what it is, worthless, unnecessary, and in some cases --- like poisoning our food with chemicals so we will buy more --- detrimental.  Every. thing that is done in this country is done for the purpose of making money, and for no other reason."


	"Not having babies," she laughed.


	"I'm afraid babies are needed strictly for the new labor force as replacements," I said.


