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Ignorance, allied with power, is 


the most ferocious enemy justice can have.


James Baldwin


If America ever passes out as a great nation, we ought to put on our tombstone: America died from a delusion she had Moral Leadership.


Will Rogers










Prologue



I have lived in France for quite a few years now. I have begun to wonder lately not if but what I had come to escape.


Possibly the white girlfriend’s father who angrily pointed out the foolishness and impossibility of our love, who called her but not me every name in the traditional book of racist insults, and asked where we expected to live (to which I facetiously replied Chicago, recognizing even then, I suppose, that flight might be a necessary option); when the shit hits the fan, sometimes it’s best to get out of the way.


Maybe a culture that thinks calling someone an intellectual is an insult.


Maybe a society that holds CEOs in such esteem that the outlandish pay-packets they receive far surpass the secretaries and workers who make the company run on a daily basis.


Maybe none of those things. Maybe nothing more than wanting to see the USA from afar to understand what others see when they see us. Maybe I could see it too.


I have to admit that none of those and none of the thousands of other possible reasons entered my thinking when I came up with the idea to leave. Nor was I thinking my departure might be permanent – which now seems to be the case.


I have also lately begun to wonder if my talents might not have been put to better use in the service of my home country if I had stayed there and worked to make that place a better place rather than skedaddling off to find a better place elsewhere. It is very likely a question that many immigrants have asked themselves.


I could have been there. I should have been there. I could have helped alter the trajectory of the country. Instead, my life became a mixture of selfishness and ego and resentment, a case of a disgruntled and crusty old writer who could have been somebody of weight and stature but who never found his home at home and who instead of staying to fight to make home a better place – with or without literary success, fame and fortune – eschewed all that and chose to look for greener pastures elsewhere.


Instead of forcing myself, as maybe I should have done, down the throats and into the consciousness of my fellow citizens, I chose to settle where life was easier and more to my liking and where I did not have to struggle against the wind and try like hell to make my voice heard.


Disgruntled failed and yet egomaniacal writer, what makes me think I could really have made a difference? It certainly would not have been the kind of eye-opening impact that Donald has had. He came along and showed us the error of our ways. He invited us to come aboard so we could save ourselves and make America great again – once and for all.


It’s what they always say when a dog or a cat or a kid in school shows unexpected colors – even when it there staring you in the face.


Playing dumb is always a way, I think, to excuse the inexcusable, but also a way to excuse ourselves for having allowed the unthinkable and the inexcusable.


No one suspected a thing. They always found a way to look the other way, to not see what’s going on, to ignore the child abuse, to close their eyes to the crime and see only what they want to see.


That’s not the man we knew. That’s not who he was.


But it is who he was. Maybe who we were too, in choosing not to see.


Those closest to the crime and to the criminal are always the last to see, the last to want to see, to want to know.


Al Capone’s mother never saw the white slaver, the bootlegger, the extortionist, the racketeer. She only saw what she wanted to see. Al was always such a good boy, a good son. She saw what she believed and believed what she allowed herself to see.


So it was with me too. I buried it, ignored it, tried to pretend it away. I believed what I was told. I wasn’t paying attention. My childhood and continuing abuse allowed me to roam and perhaps forced me to go farther and farther afield until, not only was I too far away to provoke conversations, but too far away in fact to even see what was happening, possibly too far away even to care.


The child at some level always believes the abuser. And so, I believed. I looked the other way and afterwards tried to tell myself that what was being done wasn’t being done, that what had been done to me wasn’t important, that how it all had happened was not my fault,


Because I was a kid, what I have been forced to accept and what I came to believe was not my fault. In time I even allowed myself to believe that I could and would get past it all and that it wasn’t really me, that it was just some shadow of myself, that I had only done what I have been told to do and had believed what I had been told to believe.


Everybody ends up hiding – perpetrator, victim and all those in proximity who must know or should know or who should at least suspect that something is going on, that something is going wrong. And no one reacts. No one does anything.


Everyone turns away, turns a blind eye, and carries on as if nothing out of the ordinary is happening.


Everyone fails the victim. Everyone falls in line and goes along and ultimately is as responsible – if not as guilty – as the perpetrator.


Sweep it under the rug and not only is there nothing to see, there is no there there, nothing to be examined.


At least one can pretend.


Mind your own business; this doesn’t concern you.


But it does concern me. It concerns all of us. And we make ourselves culpable through the complicity of silence, getting along by going along, the sin of ignorance and denial.


It explains many things – the silence, the lies, the crazy feelings.


But it doesn’t explain the willingness simply to go along. It doesn’t explain the refusal to refuse.


When you have been abused as a kid you protect yourself in the darkness. You hide yourself there. You hide from yourself, you hide from your friends, you hide from your family and the world that created the systems for that abuse and allowed the abuse to happen in the first place and then to continue. Mostly, you hide from what you know to be the truth.


Young, I didn’t realize I was being taken for a ride. Older, I denied it.


All of a sudden, I began to see, began to understand what, possibly, I had been suspecting but what I had been avoiding and suppressing throughout all these many years.


Then comes one of those moments of truth that snaps you out of the hypnotic trance. You can no longer lie, no longer hide from the reality of things past and you come to recognize how one event changes another and then changes into another and how each event links to the next and you realize that the chain is never what it could have been or should have been and maybe would have been without the triggering event. By then it’s too late. The chain reaction has started and cannot be stopped. The explosion goes nuclear. The bomb scorches the earth and all it touches.


When the fireball has dimmed and the dust has settled, what you are left with is the radioactivity of truth. Through the wreckage and the rubble everything somehow comes clear. Everything is easier to see.


Alcoholics talk about it as a moment of clarity. I don’t know what victims of abuse typically call it: a moment of reckoning, perhaps. That indeed is what it was for me, a moment when certain truths could no longer be denied. And in that moment of utter honesty, I recognized what deep inside I must have suspected for many years. Perhaps it is why I left, what I cut loose and ran. Given the life I have led and how I have come to see the world, having traveled the world, I don’t see how I could have avoided suspecting long beforehand that something was amiss.


Seconds before, the fog and the smoke were so thick that I couldn’t see a thing. A minute later, the fog lifts, the smoke dissipates, everything comes clear and the truth was right in front of me.


Now, suddenly, and thanks to Donald Trump, I stare it straight in the face. It took me sixty years, or thereabouts, to come to grips with what had happened to me.


Then the lightning strikes.


It was aperitivo time which is also TV game-show time. As I have no television and as I was out of whisky at home – not to mention, far from home – I had dropped by for a rare dose of television silliness and a needed whisky or two or three before heading on my way.


The game we started with was a puzzle-based affair with an in-studio audience that the camera often cut away to for reaction shots. I tried to play along with the contestants; Jocelyne mocked me for watching. She said that only old people watched such shows. Mostly, though, she was making fun of the audience who, although not participants in the contest, participated by following the suggestions of an unseen instigator. Cheering wildly and applauding when the invisible man asked for applause, swaying together like puppets to whatever music played, going along with whatever inanity the moment called for.


Through the mist of a whisky buzz, Jocelyne’s voice and laughter brought so many things into focus. The lightning strikes and in the briefest of intervals, your vision can cut through the night and you can see as if in daylight.


Jocelyne’s mockery got me to thinking – not about the game-show, but about my home country, and the violations of trust I had been subject to since I was a small boy.


The abuse begins with seduction which is always the sweetest of lies. One nation under god, indivisible. And the lie is made even sweeter with tender caresses, with liberty and justice for all. So sweet that you believe the lie more than you believe what you see and hear.


Therein lies the danger of the abuse. The belief in the lie and the deep desire to believe the lie smother your senses and erase what you think and know to be true and so confuse you that you can only see the lie as truth and you doubt yourself and you doubt what is real and finally you invent a new reality, one which corresponds with you have already come to believe. The abuse is compounded then by the perpetuation of the lie and by all the subsequent lies that hide the previous lies until in the end the truth is like jello, trembling on shaky ground.


In the end you do not know what to believe and you are ready to believe almost anything, grasping at the straws of the most ridiculous and impossible constructs just to have something to cling to, someone or something to believe in. And when those all crumble away and you’re left with no foundation, however illusory, and nowhere solid to stand, you thrash about and tremble from panic and fear.


The game-show got me to thinking. My friend Pat put the idea more firmly in my head. He asked why I lived so far away.


We were mourning together the recent death of his wife. I had tried to get back to StLouis, had wanted to see her one last time and say goodbye. At the airport in Paris I got the news that she had died. I went on anyway because I wanted to share a moment with my friend and in the course of a teary conversation one afternoon, I lamented that at times such as these, it would have been better if I lived closer.


He said quite simply, “Why don’t you?”


What to offer as an answer? That I don’t fit in, that I no longer have a place in the USA and maybe never did, that the country I wanted was not the country I had been given and certainly not the country I had been promised.
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