CHAPTER 25





	Illinois was all white and the streets were icy from the last snow of the year, as I drove in with all my clothes to my lovely wife, and I was convinced all things would change.  I believed  --- like many, I suppose --- that the quickest, reddest blood flowed in America, and I expected to see all that I yearned for: a driving demand for greatness, a fierce desire for perfection, an exaggerated sense of goodness and evil.  No matter what, ugly or beautiful, I expected to find something forceful or demanding in America, some genius previously hidden from me in my childhood, some spark or dream or intelligence or taste or view or labor more powerful than anything I could imagine, because I had seen a lot of lives go down the big bloody drain and I wanted to know what for; I asked what was to be the bone of my future, what burned at the green root of this old stump that would again give meaning and shape to all things.  It would have to be evident in America, the greatest country in the world, and I would find it, recognize it, touch it, accept it, and thus be a part of the future with a running start on everyone else.  Once I had the secret I could function without doubting that the world would soon catch up to me, I would know I was on the right road that would be well-traveled in the future, I could pioneer the way, building, clearing, fighting with confidence that people were coming behind me.  After all, if life was a race between me and death, I wanted to be positive that I was racing the right way, that when the time came that I must pass on what I had done to my son for a good foothold from which he could start.  I wanted to be sure my son would not be on a lonely side road petering out in nothing but instead would take pleasure in an advance position on the main way along which was coming all life.  I had to be right, and I would make my decision on coming home.  In this liveliest of all countries I would see the signs of the future, the beginnings of what would come for all of us, of where we were all going, of something new about to be fashioned, a reason, a purpose, a goal, a direction, a prediction, a prophecy, a proposal, a hope, a demand, a signal, an order, a dream, a vision, a plan, a vanguard, a new beginning, a fresh thought, a positive statement, but something, anything, a seed, a piece, a shred, a small bit, a promise, no matter what, something, there must be something I thought and if there is it will be evident in America where there exists the strong, the smart and the lovely, the most determined, the luckiest and the charmers, the victors in three wars, the cheaters, the most criminal, the fastest and the shrewdest, the wizards, the saints, the artists, the builders, the moneymen, the retired commanders, the actors, the doers, the very best that the whole world could create, the total genius of my nation which had brought the land from sea to sea to its knees and told it what to do, what to make, what to be like, what to respect, what to worship, how to live and where to go.  America was the capital of the world and it held the secret of the future, and I would soon discover what this secret was.


	Oh, I knew that it wouldn't be easy; no one gives up a secret except reluctantly, it is like giving up power or land or money, after all, and you cannot expect anyone who sits high within sight of the future to simply look down upon you and tell you what he sees.  I was smarter than to think the information, or let's call it the tip, that I sought would be given to me freely for the asking.  I knew, too, that the tips would not be exposed; the signposts of the future were not everywhere, not easily come upon, for if they were then everyone would know and there wouldn't be such mass confusion about it as there is now.  I was even prepared for false signs, those deliberately misleading arrows set up by some conniver or another who wanted people to move in a direction beneficial to him, although not to them, signs like trained lambs leading sheep to slaughter for the benefit of some butcher, or "turn here" signs which led to a deadend where sat a restaurant and a motel eager to bill people who found it was too late to tum back, or theories like "how to succeed," or "how to win" at a game that no longer existed and that taught a degree of competence in a skill there was no use for, or prophets who said "all you have to do is sell more," when what was being sold was no longer needed, or engineers who said "we must make more, produce more," when what was being made was already being rejected, or businessmen who urged that the future would take care of itself if everyone would only "buy more," when no one already had any money to buy anything, let alone more, or of educators who predicted our future was safe, "if only we all learned more," and then proceeded to tell us that what we had already learned was no longer true and that what we would learn now would not be true in the future, or the priests and ministers who told us all "to love more" was necessary for our safety, while I knew that more murders were committed within families than by criminals already, and that love had created more problems than it was worth.  I was no naive ex-soldier, who was so unknowledgeable as to accept the first thing he saw, heard or read.  I could not afford to be wrong, because I was the head of a lovely family, which included a young wife and a fine boy and a pretty daughter, and if I was fooled, they would be fooled, too, and so would their children and their children's children, and I was not about to let this happen --- the death, all that death had to be for something.  I would not allow myself to be rooked by any self-styled expert, when so goddamn much was at stake.  I was determined not to fail, and I would look at everything with a cold careful eye and a whipsaw brain, and a guarded heart, and I was not to be fooled, not only for my sake, but for my namesakes, and for their namesakes.  I knew how careful I must be and that I could accept no easy answers that would turn out to be rubber or mud or balsawood, or nonexistent, so that I and all who came after me would be exposed to the resurgence of a wilderness through which only we had come, while all others had flowed elsewhere in a mighty rush leaving us high and dry in our minor explorations, like sideshoots within which no branch had fattened in the future, like seeds fallen on rock, like deadend streets that lengthen into no highway, like old and crumbling foundations over which no house was ever built, like islands over which the water rises, like lost children unfollowed, like shipwrecked sailors, like young poets of a dead language, like skilled carriage-makers watching cars, like magicians alone with only themselves to fool, like hockey players in a jungle.  My God, it was dangerous, and oh how I knew it.  I was easily awake and cautious, but also very desperate.


	My young wife was happy to see me, but she was a little scared, too.  She needed to accept whatever I told her and that now more than ever the answer was necessary as soon as possible, so she was scared that I might not find it or that being human I might make a mistake and lose everything for her and for her children and their children and so on in the process, and she wondered if I were as able as she thought, and if she had selected the very ablest offered to her, and she felt almost sick hoping I would be correct for her sake, while she could do nothing but wait like the bettor who puts his money on a horse and then must wait while the race is on, with no way to help or hinder, but only to hope, because for the bettor it is all over with as soon as the bet is made and there is nothing more that can be done for it is out of his hands.  She felt like this, I know, because she smiled as if still holding her breath when I came back to her.  Had she opened her legs to a winner or a loser, a wiseman or an idiot, a king or a bum, and would her children be doomed or favored, paupered or rich, high or low, or what?  When the woman wonders, she hears the little ones whisper, sees their hopeful faces and she must urge her husband to please be right for Godsake because of the children.  She will not accept defeat from her mate for instead she will simply get a new one who will do better for her and the children, and that is exactly as it should be, you know.  No woman should be made to cheer failure at the expense of her brood, since this would be the end of the race, or species, the end of the little two-legged, brain-carrying, hopeful human who wants to know everything, including the future, while he looks at the past and lives in the present.


	She has brown hair, my wife, and she is perfect for me, and I for her, and she is sweet and quite hot in bed and has good kisses and a warm nest, and she makes our children fine and well and keeps thern fat and growing, and she hustles around the house encouraging everything, keeping it clean and making meals and laughing, making everything wonderful, while at night she is all mine alone now, and no one else has ever felt the pleasure of her legs, her circling belly, her darting little tongue, or made her wince or groan or shout, but me.  Of course, it is for all these privileges of having her and giving her children that I pay that price of anticipating the future, the secret of which I had to find now that I had returned to our house and all its warmth and charm and good smells of food and a woman, and all her laughter and smiles, her lovely responses, the scent in her hair, the splendid sight of her after a shower, the fine lines of her breast, her hip, or the vision of her on the beach being received by Lake Michigan, or tumbling into bed all white with no choice but to receive me willingly.  She has lovely high arches, is crazy about flowers, frightened of bees, likes luxury but doesn't whine for it --- and this is enough knowledge of her for you to have, the rest will remain mine, but at least you know I had more reason than myself to succeed.


	Of course, it was nothing new.  Our fathers had counted on money; how many dollars a man had to pass onto the future would tell the story of success for sons and daughters --- or so the old folks thought, and maybe they were right.  Those born rich in an earlier day found it difficult not to be ahead as everyone scrambled to catch them, be rich too, and nobody gave a damn what they did.  All respect became focused on the youngster who had inherited four million bucks and had skillfully run it into a hundred million dollar cash value fortune which controlled as much as a billion, sometimes, in assets.  Money bred money, and while this was good enough for a time, in the final years when the vets came home from World War Two and looked at the fat faces and bulging pockets of the patriots they had left behind, money no longer talked.  Money was all right, but what else?  A man was rich?  Fine, but what did he do?  The U.S. was materially well off?  Good, but what else did the U.S. result in; after all, a lot of blood had gone down the French drain again, and surely it had resulted in something more than a bigger car for everyone.  But what?  From then on what will we value, the vets asked, and failing to come up with an answer they put aside their fears, waded into the great money-pit and fought for their share, but when they had it at the age of forty-five they cracked up because it wasn't what they really wanted.  But what did they want?  They never found out.  They now walk around, the hollow, dismal failures, while their fathers bloat up with pride at the money they make, never knowing the sons are rotting from the inside out with a vague insecurity that they were never able to assuage.


	I am not of this generation, thank God, but of the one that followed it, fought in Korea, and came back to find the same thing had happened, the fat faces were fatter, the greedy and shrewd were greedier and shrewder, and all were saying everything was okay because we were "the richest nation the world has ever seen" --- right from Ike's mouth, but this time we weren't fooled.  We hadn't died merely to guard the bank, dad, and all your bitching about taxes and prices gets no sympathy from us.  We are tigers on the prowl for the reason we all died, the promise you were to make good on in the future, or the one you were to allow us to make good on in the future.  What is it, we want to know?  What is that valuable thing around which we will build our lives, our families and our new country?  What in the devil is it?  Don't show me a dollar bill.  That was all right in your day, dad, but the buck is worthless now!


	Bucks were no good in Korea, just as they weren't any good in World War Two, although unfortunately in World War Two nobody had the guts to notice.  Bucks can't buy anything worth a damn, dad, and surely you have a vague apprehension of that already, as you try to pile up more and more and more, insatiably, trying to put off old age and, ultimately, death.  I want the answer, dad, and I want it now, right away, and don't give me that sly smile and tell me there is none, that I saw all those bodies blown up, that I listened to last shrieks on earth while a machine gun ripped up Joey so you'd be safe, that I got my arm shot up so I can't move it when it rains, that I went through all those deadly puffs of smoke, did all those things I hated, like killing, bayoneting, bombing, raping, gorging, cursing, hating and then sighting in still one more and shooting off another face, no, don't tell me I did all that just for the right to question, while you sat smugly at home, warm and safe and rich and comfortable and fucking the right woman instead of any filthy tail that happened along, no, I will not accept that because if I do I become a murderer for nothing and there is no reason to stop.  Unfortunately, old man, you would be my next victim, so don't pull your sophistication on me and tell me you have made me a chump, a patsy, for nothing more than to save your own fat ass; tell me the answer, the reason, and tell me fast, explain to me the difference between us and all those Chinese I killed, and make it good, make it very good; show me the pearl that sets us apart from those dirty Nazis, those atheistic Commies, the barbarians in the Congo, the savages of Japan, the North Koreans, Cubans.  I am waiting, searching, listening, expectantly anticipating your revelation because you must, you absolutely must have figured it all out because you sent me to kill and to be killed if necessary and I did not question then, I went and squeezed the life out of many yellow throats and now I am back and I want to know, why, how, where and what for, and I especially want to hear of that great special formula, that elixir which will wash the blood off my hands, and move me clean now into the future, that thing you told me was valuable, necessary, the heart of all mankind, whatever it is, that thing you said was locked up safe here at home which I was defending, which I could not allow them to capture because they would destroy it, remember?  Now for God's sake don't tell me you cannot name it, that it isn't really here, because don't you see if it isn't, if there is nothing, then that makes me a common cheap paid killer, and I trusted you, I trusted you, I trusted that you knew what you were doing, that there was something special about us worth defending.


	When I came back I found all the grey-headed sociologists rattling on that all peoples were the same, that one was like any other, that all social systems were relative, that there was no scale running from moral to immoral, and while I listened, with the blood still on my hands, horrified, sickened, guilty, convicted, you were smiling and telling me now there was absolutely nothing to worry about any longer because the war was over and we were the strongest and we had built a bigger better bomb that could now blow the world to bits if anyone so much as dared to break the peace, and when I asked you what it was we had that could be so important we must threaten to blow up the world to preserve it, you said son we have the freedom to do and say and be whatever man is capable of, the finest, the highest, the richest, the strongest, the smartest, the kindest.


	When I told you that I saw no men doing and saying and being what they were capable of, you smiled and said it was not the country's fault, and then you agreed that you were a failure, too.  The year I came home, we lost the Olympics, and when I waited for the explanation of why we were no longer physically the strongest, the fastest, the soundest, the answer came from the wire services, implying athletics were no longer important and that brains would be the key to the future.  The next thing I knew, we were beaten into space by Sputnik, and the careful examination of our school system which followed showed we may rank as low as tenth; while some historians, breathing easier and more freely, picked this time to explain how most of our eminent scientists, practitioners and purists alike, were the products of foreign schools nothing like ours, as were ninety percent of the people who signed the Declaration of Independence, constructed our Constitution and molded our politics in the beginning.  You looked at me sheepishly saying that at least we were richer than any others in the whole wide world, implying it was the bank that we got shot up for, the cash-box we were guarding with our lives, and whose money was in it, dad?  I learned that one percent of the people of the U.S. have controlled thirty-three perecent of the wealth for the past one hundred years, and they continue to do so today, and that if you add another smattering of just nine percent you include about the whole kit and kaboodle in the bank right now; so it was their money, not ours, which we guarded, and what for, what for, what for?  No, I won't accept that; I can't believe any nation of mine could be that cruel, because if you could have seen them, dad, flopping around like chickens when their heads were blown off, stumbling on stumps cut off at the thighs, bleeding, gouged, dying, you would understand why I believe there is something few people know about, some secret key, some power, some belief, that was here all along making it all worthwhile, even if you do not know what it is.


	So I had to learn for myself, and I did, and by God I will tell it, setting it down in black and white just the way it happened and what I thought and who I saw and what I heard and what I concluded.  It will be here with no corrections, no editor trying to make it neat or happy or positive, but the truth, just the way it happened no matter what and let the critics and the students and the teachers and the typists and the editors and the publishers, let them all go to hell on wheels greased with the blood of naive Americans, so they will not be allowed to take us all in ever again, goddamn it, because this is for my wife and my son and my daughter and that string into the future which will carry my genes and my name.  It is for no one else.  Let others keep their facile hands off it.  I want it to be crude and real and direct and true, or I want it burned to bits when I finish.  I want it to be crusted over with minor mistakes making the whole pie of truth.  I want it certain, deadly, aiming, and with a whittling sting that repeats and repeats the one thing I looked for and found and know.  I want it heavy and racing, cagey, alert, clumsy, a jigging crazy amorphic mass that moves and frightens; I want it to produce horror, uneasiness, a queasy quickening of whatever guts you have left that aren't numbed with over-nourishment.  And let no blind, leaning bastard tell me it does not fit the current form, or that it is incorrect for the "market," or that it satisfies no consumptive taste, or that it fails to be exact, because I would not take a piece of shit for it when it is finished and I want or need no money, which by the way is its very point.  I am setting it down for my own records, like a man watching tides, counting birds, numbering cards of green; I am taking the measure of my own life and I need no one to tell me how and what to do, just as I do not need help to eat, piss or shit, to screw my lovely wife, to hold my son and hear his heart flutter on its own when it so shortly was mine, and just as I need no help to guard my daughter or pet my dog.  I say keep your preying hands off what is mine, look but do not touch, or you shall feel my spit slide down your over-anxious nose, my finger shall penetrate your eye, my knee shall split your groin, and it shall happen more than once and many times again.


	Now, if it is possible --- on my terms, and I smile at this --- don't be afraid and run before you must, because you will miss everything if you do.  Stay frozen there awhile with only your ears open and I will pour in the metal from my deepest furnace and turn you to iron all over so you will never be afraid of anything at all again, and there will be no trick so subtle you can't ride consciously above it, playing the dupe or the master, whichever you wish, no lie you will not recognize shortly, whether you like it or not, no mirages will last before your stronger eyes nor penetrate your more perceiving brain.  Now, listen; and hold onto your guts.


