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LIFE ON DEARTH
Banked
We needed a loan, a regular family loan. So I took a deep breath and entered the bank. A blast of air conditioning shot cold at my head.
The banker met me with a polite smile. He shook my hand and drew me in to an immaculate office.
From the top drawer of a polished desk, the banker pulled out a large silver gun. The barrel gleamed. He pointed the gun directly at my head. The dreaded application process.
I knew what to do. I pulled out my wallet and showed the banker how empty it was. Placed it on the desk. The banker waggled the gun at my chest.
I pulled the shirt off my back. Draped it beside the wallet on the desk. Crossed my arms against the air conditioned chill. The banker waggled the gun at my pants.
I turned out all my pockets. Produced a small set of keys. Placed them on the desk next to the wallet and shirt. The banker pushed a button. An assistant entered.
"Assume the position," the assistant told me. The banker's gun gleamed. I spread my arms against a cold wall and was patted down, as if I might be hiding jewels in my flesh.
Then the assistant took my elbow and led me to the hard seat in front of the banker's desk where I was told to tilt my head far back. I complied, and the assistant pried my jaws apart, peered inside. "Nothing," he reported to the banker. "Nothing of value." The assistant stood dutifully by.
The banker leaned on the desk and waggled the gun in my face. I wondered if the gun had been made out of thirty pieces of silver, melted down and refashioned. "It's going to have to come off," the banker said. I reached for my head. The banker ordered my hands high in the air, then stood up and reaching over the desk, grabbed my fingers and with a single twist and fierce jerk, ripped off my gold wedding band.
Then the banker held the ring up to the light where it glimmered alongside the silver gun. The banker ran his fingers along the smooth surface and finally set the ring gently on my shirt next to my wallet and keys. I wiped blood from my finger.
The office grew colder.
I thought of home. My wife and children. We needed the loan.
The assistant swabbed my arm with alcohol, stabbed in a long needle. Blood drained into a plastic pouch. Eventually several pints of blood went onto the desk alongside everything else. The banker dismissed the assistant and we were alone. On the desk between us lay the gun, pointed directly at my chest. I could feel it pressing my sternum.
The banker leafed through dozens of documents spread around the gun. Though I had made the appointment only a few days ago, apparently the institution had obtained a blizzard of reports. "Responsible for two grandchildren, aged six and eight," the banker observed finally. "Do they work?"
I replied cautiously. "Sure, they do."
"How much do they bring in?"
"They work around the house."
"I see." The banker shook his head. "You do realize, Mr. – " The banker scowled, consulted the papers. "You realize that for someone in your delicate financial position – "
"We'll do almost anything," I told him. "We need the money for the house, the car, the children, the medicine – "
"Everyone has a life to maintain," the banker cut me off. He flipped through the documents again, as if a generous formality. "Mr. Peonne, we cannot process a loan. The financial risk that you represent to the fiscal integrity of this venerable institution is simply too high."
"The fiscal integrity?"
"Of this venerable institution."
"But the little ones – "
"Life is hard everywhere, Mr. Dimslow." The banker rested his hand on the butt of the gun. "You have my complete sympathy." He stared at my wedding band. "It's a mutual inconvenience, I assure you." He lay one finger on the trigger. "I'm sure you understand."
I reclaimed my wallet, the keys, the ring, my shirt. It felt daring, taking everything back of his desk. The banker stared at the gold band as I placed it on the undamaged finger of my opposite hand. I stood to go.
"Your blood? Mr. Peonne?"
I watched the gun. I talked to the banker. "There's no fee?"
"Look for it in your next statement."
So I gathered my blood in my hands, surprised to feel it still slightly warm. I pressed it to my cheek for a moment, then hugged it tight to my chest and walked into the bank lobby. At the frigid blast of air near the door, I stopped in the cold rush and let my forehead go numb, blood congealing in my embrace.
A man came up beside me carrying a blood bag of his own. He tore off his shirt and dropped it through a small swinging door labeled "Blood Drop – Advance Fee Payment. Please Label." Then he punctured the plastic pouch and smeared blood all over his face and upper body before tossing the empty plastic down the chute.
I stood in the frigid air a few moments longer. By now a line of people had formed behind the man and myself. They had their own blood to dispose of, I figured, so I moved on, following the bloodied man onto the street where he seemed to blend in with everyone else, for as much as anyone noticed him. Were they all traumatized, I wondered, had they seen it all before? As if we were all splattered in blood, our own and each other's, to varying degrees and in various patterns that showed plainly who had been denied what – medical insurance, food insurance, love insurance, and more, so many of us shortchanged in so many ways. Is that what we were, all of us, rejects of the system? The system of the owners, by the owners, for the owners, against the owned, so help us, god?
I followed the man for a while. He seemed to know where he was going. Then I lost him in the crowd.
I gripped my blood gone cold and thick and turned for home but found myself crossing in front of the bank. I stopped there and studied the cement and stone. It seemed peculiar somehow. I studied it carefully, the wood and tile and tinted glass. I studied the bank – the steel, the stone, the gleaming glass. It was quite impressive. And completely bloodless.
Schooled
A young child was led to the center of a small bright room, in a school. The child faced a man who examined a list of the little one's wrong-doings.
The parents of the child stood several feet away. A few teachers were required to attend. They gathered off to the side. They checked the clock. An administrator watched from the doorway.
The room was new to the child but somehow familiar: completely bare, antiseptic; speckled tile floors; pale cinderblock walls. The child thought of this room as the bright room.
The man with the paper read the charges:
– failure to stand in line
– talking out of turn
– drawing when should be writing
– lingering after recess
– daydreaming
– attitude
– gross displays of wit
"Do you have anything to say for yourself, young man?"
"Will I lose recess? For how long?"
When there was no reply, the little one searched each face. Nobody returned the child's gaze except the mother for a moment. Her look was sorrow. Then like her husband she half-averted her eyes.
"Come here now," the man with the list said so cordially that the child automatically followed him into a corner. The man circled round, trapping the child. "Face the wall for a moment, won't you?" the man said. "Like a good kid."
The child shrugged. Then faced the corner.
The man with the list of wrongdoings took out a slender handgun from a nook in the cinderblock wall.
He put the gun to the back of the child's head.
He squeezed the trigger.
The teachers nodded and returned to class.
The man with the list returned the gun to the wall.
The administrator ushered the parents to a table of refreshments in the breezeway where they were offered coffee, juice, and fresh pastry. Before long, they left the school.
Notes:
The picture is an exaggeration. In important ways the American system is not inhuman but human-all-too-human. The tone of dependency, for instance…is a regression to childhood. –Paul Goodman, Growing Up Absurd
"In our society, bright lively children, with the potentiality for knowledge, noble ideals, honest effort, and some kind of worth-while achievement, are transformed into useless and cynical bipeds, or decent young men trapped or early resigned, whether in or out of the organized system." –Paul Goodman, Growing Up Absurd
"Our schools reflect our society closely, except that they emphasize many of its worse features… Given their present motives, the schools are not competent to teach authentic literacy, reading as a means of liberation and cultivation... The seats are no longer bolted to the floor, but they still face front. Of course, the classes are too large to cope without 'discipline.' Then make them smaller, or don't wonder if children escape out of the cage, either into truancy or baffled daydream." –Paul Goodman, Compulsory Mis-education and The Community of Scholars
"It is simply a superstition, an official superstition and a mass superstition, that the way to educate the majority of the young is to pen them up in schools during their adolescence and early adulthood. The hard task of education is to liberate and strengthen youth's' initiative, and at the same time to see to it that they know what is necessary to cope with the on-going activities and culture of society, so that this initiative can be relevant. It is absurd to think that this task can be accomplished by so much sitting in a box facing front, manipulating symbols at the direction of distant administrators. This is rather a way to regiment and brainwash… We are witnessing an educational calamity. Every kind of youth is hurt… Sloan Wayland of Teachers College points out that, in cases of necessity, kids pick up in a few months the reading and arithmetic that was supposed to have taken eight years to acquire. It is ridiculous to structure elementary education around such 'subjects'." –Paul Goodman, Compulsory Mis-education
Blowout
"Uh-oh, the second-graders have had enough," my good friend Marci said one day during our fourth grade history class. I followed Marci's gaze out the window where a jumble of children were spilling through the side door onto the east lawn. Laughing, clapping, chattering, some wandering aimless smiling holding their arms up to the sunshine, some linking hands and singing songs. Several children hoisted picket signs, too far away to read.
Our entire history class went over to the windows. The teacher ordered us back to our seats and threatened us with tired old penalties to no effect.
Marci and I had been staring mindless at a worksheet on which we were supposed to record the dates of European "explorers" of North and South America for the third time in as many years. The first thing Marci and I did was cross out the word "explorers" and replace it with "invaders." Then we doodled.
On the bus the past few weeks this fall, we had heard rumors about the blowout. The second-graders were really outraged. It was a small elementary school and usually each grade was split up into two classrooms but because of budget cuts and space limitations, this year all the second-graders had been jammed into a single classroom – all thirty-five of them. Well, no longer. Some put down blankets on the lawn which they sprawled upon. Others gathered in small groups and talked. Still others played and raced around.
Soon the second grade teacher, Mrs. Fowler arrived on the scene. She was mostly easy going but would crack the whip when things got out of hand. Apparently there was no stopping what the second graders had decided to do today. Mrs. Fowler lived on a farm with apple trees and a cider press and she took us there one day when the apples were being pressed. The way I remember it, onto this big wooden press they threw all the apples plus some leaves and little sticks that got caught up, and you had to figure worms and all, and then squash! it all got mashed in the press and out came this really dark juice, and we drank it, delicious, but you had to wonder wasn't it a little gross? With the worms and all, I mean. It was the best tasting though. I had seconds.
Next on the scene was the Principal. We didn't much care for him. The way I figured it, things were basically in control until he arrived. Now a mess was to be expected. Well, there is opportunity in confusion and sometimes you don't even have to create the uproar yourself – you're simply handed gifts. "Show time, Marse," I said and tugged on her ponytail because sometimes you have to make Marci mad to get her to do anything, you have to get her blood flowing, the juices and stuff, and when you get her mad she doesn't really think too clearly, or maybe the opposite, or maybe she thinks with her blood and bones for a change, and you can make her feel guilty about not being a true-good pal and all, and that's basically what gets Marci in gear. Blame it on her parents, I say. I figured it was my job to give Marci a life, even if it meant being somewhat manipulative. I mean, whatever works when the time is right. Fight fire with fire. I can't help it if people think I'm a troublemaker.
We went outside. Our teacher didn't notice since he was at the window along with our fellow fourth-graders gawking at the astounding sight of the second-graders occupying the lawn.
"Wouldn't it be great if we had a brother or sister in second grade?" I said to Marci.
"But we don't," Marci replied with that sensible part of herself that can really get on your nerves.
I looked at her.
"Well, we don't."
"We can adopt," I said. But the more I thought about it, the more I respected Marci's astute insight. The Overlord, I mean, Principal, and also Mrs. Fowler would know right away that Marci and I (especially yours truly) were not there to defend any particular blood sibling. So I had to think. We walked outside and I swung around the flagpole and waved to our history class and to our teacher behind the windows and we traipsed across the lawn toward the commotion. "What about cousins?" The idea came to me in a flash. "I bet we've got cousins in the second grade. Maybe cousins we don't even know about."
"I doubt it," Marci said, and she gave me The Look.
The thing about The Look is that you don't have to see it if you have a mind not to. I walked right up to the closest child holding a protest sign that read – "Whose school? Our school!"
"You know it," I said to the girl. "What's your name?"
"Evie." She glanced uncertainly at Marci and me. "Are you with us?" she asked.
"All the way and back, Jack. Put it there, Evie." I held out my hand. The girl got the idea and we shook – she hung in there while I worked her young paw through five quick grips. "My name is Maxine and you can call me Max. Do you know who that makes me, Evie? I'm your cousin." I winked at Marci, who attempted to pierce me with her eyes. I was having none of it. Evie blinked, and I moved on.
Marci followed. We milled among the children who were milling among each other. Some were sitting on the grass, picking it and throwing it around. Some were holding flowers. I pointed out these latter types to Marci – "Future artists or future dutiful young parents," I told her. "You can't quite tell at this early stage." This was just one of many life lessons I kindly offered Marci on a regular basis, free of charge. I had no intention whatsoever of becoming a stodgy old teacher but did feel obliged to administer great learnings as often as possible to all ears everywhere. Mostly though I simply contented myself with enlightening The Marse.
I kneeled down amid the young flower children and clenched my hand in a fist holding an imaginary microphone close to the mouth of a respectable – smoothly ironed and tucked in – young boy and I inquired in my most polished reporter's voice, "Tell me, young sir, what you and all these other fine children are protesting outside Clearview Elementary this grand day?"
The boy leaned forward and bit my hand. Fortunately he didn't break the skin, or leave slobber. I chalked up his barbaric behavior to an infection he must have gotten from the grim spirit that haunts these grounds and I took care to hold the microphone further away from his face.
"Would you like to comment or not?"
"Too crowded," the boy said. "Students have rights too."
I nodded professionally and faced the camera that Marci failed to pretend she was holding. I spoke into the microphone to her anyway, explaining the overall situation, the layout of the school and grounds, including the precise location of the spotty playground, the infamous "roadkill cafeteria," the second grade classroom, and so on. I also commented on the marital and family status of Mrs. Fowler, along with the as-expected poor handling of the overall educational environment by the too perky and in turn too dreary and most of all too predictable Principal – the Overlord, Mr. Waller.
Marci and I walked over to Mrs. Fowler who was patiently standing there as if waiting for a bus, as if she did not quite know when to expect it, as if she was not inclined to get too agitated trying to anticipate its arrival. I felt a surge of empathy, compassion even, and so let the microphone and reporter's role drop. "Mrs. Fowler, I never thanked you for taking us to your apple cider press even though I think your husband got some worms in there but it was still good. Quite tasty. I know I'll always remember, and never forget. So, do you think the second-graders will take over the school by sundown?"
Mrs. Fowler hinted at a smile – you have to watch them more closely when they do that – and she put her hand on my shoulder. "Maxine…" She shook her head reproachfully, possibly because she knew I would appreciate a bit of well-placed admonishment, "aren't you missing an important class right now?" Everything was important with Mrs. Fowler. An important point. An important test or quiz even. Important instructions, manners, behaviors. Endlessly telling us how important we all were too, as people. I don't mean to be unkind.
Sure enough Principal Waller came right over when he saw me standing there and he started using the language I detest: "Young lady – "
Mrs. Fowler watched me boil up red. She intervened – "Mr. Waller, perhaps you remember Maxine. Maxine Smith. I was just telling Maxine how important it is that she be getting back to class right now."
"Young lady – "
Ever notice how seldom adults ever really listen to one another, or, even to their own words? I mean, listen.
"I'm here to defend my cousins," I interrupted the Principal. "I'm here – and Marse is too – " I looked around for Marci. She had drifted over to the edge of the whole group where she squatted down trying to pass for a second-grader. I could not believe my eyes and made a mental note to get back to Marci with some quick and pointed tutelage. Meanwhile, the Overlord needed to be dealt with. "And we are here to tell you, Mister Principal Waller, that this school is our school too and we have plenty of rights like anyone else. Just ask my cousins here." I swept my arm behind me, gesturing to all the second-graders.
Principal Waller shook his finger at me. "Back to class, young miss, or into my office."
"I choose to remain with my cousins," I told him. "In solidarity. Do you know what that means? My dad told me one day exactly – "
"I'm talking about a suspension or worse, young miss. I'm warning you."
"People are led by spirit alone," I told the Principal. "By force they are plunged into –"
"Maxine." Mrs. Fowler again. "Don't you think it important that we continue this discussion in a more suitable time and place?"
"Now is the important time and this is the place," I proclaimed, "and my cousins – "
The Principal grabbed my arm and hoisted me up so my shoulder was half-pulled out of its socket and he turned to drag me toward the school building. Then Mrs. Fowler grabbed my other arm, to help of course, but I was stretched and twisted between them. I looked for Marci among the mass of second-graders who were now staring wide-eyed and open-mouthed at the example of which I was being made. Meanwhile, my arm. Evie put a hand to her lips, and the picket sign drooped by her side.
"Let go! Mr. Waller! Let go! Mr. Waller! Let go!" Marci. Right beside me now, at last. Screaming, jumping at the Principal, batting at him until finally he released me all at once but not before half-lifting me off the ground as Mrs. Fowler pulled and lost her grip and I fell hard on the grass in front of the school. Splayed.
Marci knelt beside me, placing one hand protectively on my forehead and pointing back up at the Principal with the other. "My parents always taught me to respect people," she told Mr. Waller angrily. "You need to respect people like my parents do." Mr. Waller froze in place. It was not lost on anyone at that moment that Marci happened to be the daughter of the Superintendent of the entire school district.
So you see, dear and gentle reader, I choose my friends wisely.
And that's what friends are for. Maybe they need a bit of educating is all, if not schooling exactly, a little wising up to the warped wicked wrathful ways of the world, but when push comes to shove, they are there for you. I beamed at Marci, Loyal Pal, Good Friend, Superintendent's Daughter.
Then Marci began to wrinkle, like she was going to cry. I held her hand and got up and put my arms around her and hugged her close. "It's just school," I told her. "It's just this naughty old school all over and over again." Arm and arm we walked across the lawn toward the flagpole – yes, abandoning my cousins in the breach, I know, and I regretted it – but, at the moment, Marse needed me more.
It would have been nice to sit down in the shade somewhere on the lawn – out of sight of the day's troubles. Instead I figured we would go inside, get a drink of water and then, I suppose, return to history class where we might blend in unobtrusively with everyone else and just keep to ourselves for awhile. But sight of all sights! Wonder of all wonders! Rousing spectacle of all spectacles! From beyond the flagpole rushing out of school spilled our entire fourth grade history class! Half the class streamed toward Marci and me. The others poured directly toward the Principal.
Now this was History. Something worth studying at long last. Everyone going for the highest grade, full speed, all together.
I stopped there on the spot. Marci did too, blinking at the sight. We smiled and waved to everyone running forth and they waved and kept coming and you could feel everyone's spirits rise, not just our own class but the whole school, the second graders on the lawn and even those in the rooms who would find out later the whole story and wonder at it all.
The bright sun shone. The blue sky beamed.
"Marci, you and me, we did it!" Victory! Freedom! I could taste it in the air.
"What did we do?"
Okay, so maybe she still had a thing or two to learn.
I kissed her on the cheek. She kissed me back. And we were engulfed by the class.
Notes:
"For ten days that shook Los Angeles, in March 1968, Chicano and Chicana high school students walked out of class to protest a racist educational system. The 'blowout,' as they were called, began with several thousand students from six barrio schools, then increased every day for a week until more than 10,000 had struck. Shouting "Chicano Power!" and "¡Viva la revolución!" they brought the city's school system – the largest in the United States – to a total halt... Almost 30 years later, Raza high school students from California to Colorado repeated that history with new blowouts [and new demands]... The students came from high school, junior high and sometimes elementary school. Why a walkout during school hours rather than a march or rally on the weekend? Because, as they learned, California's public schools lose $17.20 or more for each unexcused absense per day. This pocketbook damage provided the economic centerpiece of the students' strategy. With it, they made history... On April 1, 1993, more than 1,000 mostly Latino junior high and high school students walked out of a dozen Oakland schools. On September 16, celebrated as Mexican Independence Day, more than 4,000 blew out in San Francisco, Oakland, Berkeley, San Jose and the town of Gilroy... Another wave of student strikes unrolled in November and December in northern California. [Student strikes continued in February, March, April, May, and June of 1994.] The spring wave climaxed on April 22 with a big, coordinated blowout involving more than 30 school in northern California. One thing is clear: the blowout youth may have received information, ideas, contacts, resources, tips on security and other help from college students and experienced organizers, but, in the end, they did it themselves. Rebecca Armendariz from Gilroy told me, 'We organized the rally so that no adults would run it...' No single group organized and coordinated all the blowouts. The students would set up committees, such as outreach and publicity, and have 20 to 80 people coming to every general meeting. After their walkout, they would get together to decide what to do next and to develop and organization... [One] problem was described to me by 17-year-old Monica Manríquez of San Leandro High: 'The guys in my high school are really still in junior high, they don't take things seriously. They are wannabe gangsters. I've been called a sellout for organizing. If you're Mexican and not a gangster, you've sold out. At first I wondered what I was doing wrong, but I kind of understand. They are afraid to pick up a book, they'll let down their friends. Everybody wants to fit in.' ...[One] key to walkout success: student organizing a blowout never announced the actual date and time until the last minute, so nobody could do anything to stop it. As a result, they took school officials by surprise and avoided co-optive moves or possible threats or subversion by intimidation of students' parents... "We had a workshop for parents and explained that we aim to give back to the community," Marlene Molina told me... Out of 15 people suggested as key organizers for me to interview, all but three were female. At the Sacramento protests, security – long a super-macho domain – was female. Some key groups that emerged from the walkouts observe a 50-50 rule; not only leadership but also committee membership should be half female, half male." –Elizabeth Martínez, "Be Down With Brown," De Colores Means All of Us
Balloted
The thing about living in democracy is that it forces you to choose – more so now that voting has been made compulsory.
The new law did not go unchallenged and in fact breathed fresh life into the National Resistance Movement, a decades old network determined to further "freedom, dignity, and justice for all." A noble aim, who could be against it? The Corporate State has labeled the NRM, terrorist.
Blocked from promoting its own candidates for office, the NRM has pursued a "sabotage and educate" electoral strategy. The main tactic this past electoral cycle was to break into the computerized voting system to create a random array of "truth booths" at polling places across the country.
Nowadays, of course, equipped with invisible flesh-searing lasers voting booths trap voters inside until they perform all required electoral duties, such as drawing their own blood for the DNA scan that seals the electronic ballot.
Given the self-censorship of the corporate media in avoiding useful and compelling news for regular people, I was thankful, this past electoral cycle, to find I had lucked in to a truth booth, where I viewed the troubling NRM-supplied social facts and analyses flashing across the voting screen. It was like learning in advance the details of a horrific train wreck, and finding that though the disaster could be avoided if people were determined to act to change things, relatively little toward that end would be accomplished by selecting from the possible candidates, who all were determined (some consciously, some not) to continue to drive the train directly into wreck after wreck – either by ignorance or stupendous rationale. Virtually without exception, if a candidate were not corporate-backed, he or she could not financially compete on the campaign trail, so all the candidates were supported and sponsored directly and indirectly by corporate money. Floods of it. And though corporate-backed-candidate A might crash the train at a somewhat higher speed than corporate-backed-candidate B, and a number of lives might be spared one way or the other (which way was sometimes difficult to figure out), the major candidates were all intent, wittingly or not, on engineering the larger catastrophe. It seemed there was always a profit to be made, even in disaster, perhaps especially in disaster. Millions of children with no health insurance living in inadequate housing with impoverished educations, suffering from fatal pollution…this was the sort of system a person must vote for time and time again.
The government immediately counterattacked the truth booth guerrilla action, and though the state was able to block most truth-booth down-loads by the end of the voting day, apparently about five percent of all voters encountered a bit of truth at the polls this year. Subsequently, both the Corporate State and the NRM declared victory – the NRM for getting its message through to a significant number of citizens; the Corporate State for not having suffered a single defeat in any major race.
Of course to complete the voting process, I drew and scanned my blood to seal the ballot. Then there was no getting around the final act of citizenship required of all voters in order to be released from the voting booth. I put one foot in the reinforced metal box on the floor, leaned over and grabbed the handle of the pistol that is fixed into position pointing down into the box, then pulled the trigger. After I shot myself in the foot, the steel doors swung open, and I reclaimed my crutches, ready, thus, to confront the world.
At least the choice of foot we get to shoot is our own. I guess that's democracy. Why do I think there ought to be more?
Plan USA
Growing up working the land in an impoverished village in the Columbian countryside, Luis Compañero always believed he would fly the mighty birds that ruled the skies. As a youth he did not understand the nature of Columbia's decades-long civil war but realized what it would take to get into the Columbian Air Force and thus fulfill his dream of flight. So even at the earliest age Luis studied with great concentration, earning by far the best marks in the village. He became a young teacher to his family and neighbors before gaining entrance to the air force and qualifying for flight school where he learned to pilot the attack planes supplied to Columbia by the United States of America.
Luis married and raised a family while remaining in close touch with his people in the countryside who had been forced to grow coca by destabilized markets for yucca, corn, fruits, and other traditional crops. It would be years before Luis learned of the U.S. role in disrupting the local economies.
The civil war intensified, spilling more frequently into Luis' childhood home. During one particularly bad stretch two of his brothers were assassinated while running for political office. The assassins turned out to be paramilitary members working in tacit agreement with the Columbian military. The assassins went unpunished. Luis continued to fly.
Years later the coca crop of Luis' birth family was destroyed, fumigated from the air. The spray also coated their homes, killed their guava trees and vegetable and medicinal gardens, and poisoned their wells. Luis knew that the fumigation policy, the spray, and the funding originated in the United States of America, along with the new shipment of attack helicopters, Blackhawks, recently flown to his base.
Soon thereafter, Luis' grandparents died. And to a certain extent, they died bitter. Luis and his wife and children attended both funerals in the village struggling to survive.
He had barely returned to work when U.S. Customs and DEA inspectors found 421 kilograms of cocaine and heroin in a Colombian Air Force Plane that had landed in Florida, leading to the arrest of several Colombian Air Force officers. In addition, U.S. Army officer Colonel James Hiett, in charge of U.S. troops that trained Colombian security forces in counter narcotics operations, was convicted in court for complicity in covering up his wife's drug smuggling operation.
Days later, Luis found his youngest son behind their house smoking cigarettes. Marlboros.
Luis felt his skeleton standing outside his skin.
That night, he traveled alone to the village of his birth and spoke with a few residents who made arrangements to escort Luis to a hideout far inside guerrilla territory, deep in the southern mountains. There he met a group of men who tested him in conversations that lasted nearly a week, by the end of which Luis had secured a promise of modest financial security for his wife and children, and possibly something for the small village in which he had grown up. During the next several months Luis saw these promises begin to be made good on and knew he must come through on his end.
It took a few bribes and false orders to create the bureaucratic confusion needed to clear Luis for a solo takeoff one night, ostensibly on a training exercise. Once aloft, he banked the fighter north away from the continent, slicing mere feet above gulf waters.
At dawn Luis cruised high above North Carolina piedmont and broad swaths of tobacco green.
Luis Compañero launched missiles from his attack plane that tore gaping holes in the tobacco field.
Intent to show upon this peoples' land at least some small symbolic bit of what had been done to his, Luis banked the fighter and came around for another approach.
He fired his missiles and swooped low strafing tobacco. He shot his flares into the long leafy rows as if dropping herbicide.
Then Luis set the fighter on course for the Atlantic and ejected, machete strapped to his chest.
As the plane streaked to an ocean graveyard, Luis' parachute bloomed high above North Carolina, and soon the scent of live tobacco spiked into his nose and brain. Luis unstrapped his machete. The drug crop rushed up to meet him, and he hit the land swinging.
Notes: "Each year, some 300,000 new refugees are driven from their homes [in Colombia], with a death toll of about 3,000 and many horrible massacres. The great majority of atrocities are attributed to the paramilitary forces that are closely linked to the military as documented in detail once again in February 2000 by Human Rights Watch, and in April 2000 by a UN study."
"Through the 1990s Colombia has been the leading recipient of U.S. military aid in Latin America, and also compiled the worst human rights record, in conformity with a well-established correlation." –Noam Chomsky, "The Columbia Plan: April 2000″
"The number of Colombians who die from U.S.-produced lethal drugs exceeds the number of North Americans who die from cocaine, and is far greater relative to population. In East Asia, U.S.-produced lethal drugs contribute to millions of deaths. These countries are compelled not only to accept the products but also advertising for them, under threat of trade sanctions… The Colombian cartels, in contrast, are not permitted to run huge advertising campaigns in which a Joe Camel-counterpart extols the wonders of cocaine. We are therefore entitled, indeed morally obligated, to ask whether Colombia, Thailand, China, and other targets of U.S. trade policies and lethal-export promotion have the right to conduct military, chemical and biological warfare in North Carolina. And if not, why not? We might also ask why there are no Delta Force raids on U.S. banks and chemical corporations, though it is no secret that they too are engaged in the narcotrafficking business." –Noam Chomsky, "The Columbia Plan: April 2000″ zmag.org
Dissent
One day the children went insane. All of them, under age twelve. The youngest refused to wear any clothes. If adults attempted to clothe them, the little ones screamed and thrashed and broke out in hives.
Children aged six to eight refused entirely to speak. Many were brutally spanked for this. Some screamed and cried involuntarily but none spoke.
Children aged nine to eleven reacted in one of two ways: half refused to leave their bedrooms, while the other half ran away. If the runaways were caught and returned, they attempted to escape even if locked up.
Since parents and other adults assault children every day and thousands of children die in this way every year in the U.S. alone, perhaps it was to be expected that the day all the children went insane, adult homicides of children skyrocketed further.
Scientists and other experts worldwide met to discuss this phenomenon of child insanity. Leaders from every nation gathered together. "What has happened to our children?" they asked one another in endless repetition (while also finding a moment to deplore the increased child abuse.)
For months, the children remained naked, silent, unmoved or in flight. Few of the children when they reached age twelve seemed inclined to continue their lives in a typical manner. This influenced some of their elders bit by bit: first those closest in age to themselves, and then a number of the elderly, and finally a smattering of people in between.
Eventually, having arrived at no definitive answers let alone solutions, the consulted scientists and experts returned to their pre-crisis work. And the leaders of nations went back to their peoples and proclaimed, "This is how it is now. The children shall remain insane."
Immediately, all the children gave up their insanity. The runaways came home, the bedroom-bound went out, the silent spoke, the naked got dressed. When any of these youngsters were asked, "Why did you do it? Did you hear voices? Who commanded you to do these things?" children everywhere always gave a single cryptic response, "This is who we are now."
One other unusual day, months later, all the children between ages five and twelve vanished from their homes. They did not show up at the schools and could not be found at any of their usual hangouts.
Mass panic ensued. Searchers went out, and by late in the day the children were discovered in gatherings large and small in abandoned houses and warehouses, in overgrown lots, in secluded forests, fields and caves, and crouched in camouflage amid nearby clumps of trees.
It was learned that the children had collected themselves with the purpose of deciding how to improve their lives. In addition to widespread traditional child abuse, the children had had more than enough of polluted air and polluted water and toxic chemical laden food. They had had enough of unavailable health care, and grotesque TV violence, and stultifying schools. They had had too much. And so they questioned: What do we do about the adults?
Get rid of them. This was the focus of many early suggestions. But soon this notion was put aside when many children pointed out that adults were good for some things. Like washing clothes. And providing food. Also, usually, shelter. Despite all attendant dangers.
Enslave them. This was a widely popular idea, having leapt quickly to the minds of many children. Eventually however, adult enslavement as a solution to the world's many problems was rejected as being impractical, given the current distribution of power. And a few children spoke out against the proposal as being not altogether humane. And after much discussion their perspective came to be respected as well.
Punish them. This was perhaps the most heartfelt suggestion put forward for the difficulty of dealing with adults. Dissenting voices were at first few and far between. Yet after endless, tearful and often bitter discussion, no consensus or near consensus could be reached, and so the idea of retribution was tabled.
Educate them. As the day stretched on, many of the children began to conclude that adults were simply incorrigible, that there was little or no hope of their ever reaching maturity. Bleak depression engulfed the children. All seemed futile. Soon however voices of determination spoke out to argue that they, the children, must either give education a try or give up altogether. And who wanted to give up? No one. "We need to educate the adults," a few children declared with determination. "And we need to educate ourselves to be able to educate them better." Much discussion and tumult followed. The lively day grew late. Children argued and squabbled and philosophized and analyzed. They pouted. Grew excited. Their minds wandered. Their minds sharpened on the issue at hand. They considered and reconsidered, all the children caught in struggle.
Eventually the adults began to discover their presence. Rarely did the children give up their gatherings quietly or easily. Nor did they return home or subsequently to the schools completely in the manner the adults wished, if they arrived at all. The children had decided to make their new thoughts and opinions clear to all who would listen, as well as to those who could not help but hear.
A number of groups of children were never found.
The returned children claimed that those who were missing were neither lost nor victims of some secret tragedy but had opted to remain in superbly hidden places of their own choosing. It was said that they had had enough "incarceration."
Were the children developing a secret government? Or a whole new way of living and thinking? Mounting concern among adults was widespread, and with no few shivers they began to mutter among themselves: "All is lost. The young have arisen. The center cannot hold. We are under siege."
One adult said, "The gnomes have gone back into the woods; the faeries are escaped; and once again the ancient spirits are loose upon the land," but he was mostly ignored.
Meanwhile, the returned children continued to dialogue and act anew – the inevitable results of which they hoped adults could not help but come to understand and engage. If not, the children vowed they were prepared to again disappear, to reopen intense discussion, to review all options, even the most unpleasant ones.
"We will challenge the basis of all things," the children declared.
Months later, the children emptied the schools. Every elementary in the nation was shut down for one week while children camped out on lawns and playgrounds or found other more convivial places to congregate. Much fun and good times. Singing, laughing, dancing. Serious talk and planning. Lots of play and purposeful action.
Everywhere the children's demands were essentially the same: We wish to pursue our own interests. We wish to do what we find important.
The adults seemed baffled. They claimed never to have heard such ideas, certainly not from children. "How can children know what is important?" they asked. "How can children know what is of interest?"
The children reminded the adults of the progressive schools of the past and present in which every student was regarded as "a successful student, where there was no sense of competition, no ranking of students." The students reminded the adults of the good Deweyite schools, of "education not in the sense of slapping paints on paper, but doing the kind of work and thinking that you were interested in. Schools where interests were encouraged and children were encouraged to pursue their interests working jointly with others or by themselves. Schools with lively atmospheres and the sense that everyone was doing something important."
"This is what education should be!" the children declared.
"Impossible!" the adults replied. "These are the pipedreams of children!"
"We know it can work because it has! It does!" the children insisted. "We know it!"
There was talk of mobilizing riot police and the National Guard against the children. The captain of one National Guard unit declared, "Even if it means fathers and mothers waging chemical warfare against their own children, even if it means cracking a few unworthy skulls, we stand prepared to do our duty for the sake of our country so help us God!"
But other security agents were not so eager to use pepper spray, tear gas, and riot batons against their young and so the idea was quietly scrapped, much to the chagrin of the President, and like-minded business leaders, owners and employers – most all of whom, it must be said, seemed to desire workers and citizens who would simply follow orders rather than exercise minds of their own.
Hawks in congress called for military air-strikes against the children. Doves thought sanctions, cutting off food to the mouths of the little ones, would be more effective. Then the national political police – the FBI – attempted to infiltrate the young, but aside from a few exceptionally youthful looking teenage recruits, these agents were quickly identified by their bulk and their inability to fit in and keep up in the games. The children laughed but made no attempts to exclude the spies.
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