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For Yari and Wren, and all their generation








Introduction




Dear Dad,


The title of this book is incomplete. I began with a torrent of ideas: Why I Loathe my Father. Why I Love my Father. Why I Can’t Forgive my Father. Those sorts of things. I’d finally settled on Why I my Father. It seemed that readers could fill in the blank with almost any feeling and it would be true to my experience and possibly theirs, too.


My editor didn’t like that, a title with a blank in it. So we argued around and I offered The Worst Generation. I didn’t mean it as a damnation. Maybe it’s just bad luck. But with all love, I thought and still think it’s true.


Jennifer Alhouse


PS: You’ll note that I’ve had to imagine many of these events and musings. My little fictions, I’d bet the farm, reveal the truth better than their omission would have.


Jen


But of course none of us has a farm, do we.


J








One


You were born Dennis Arlington Self in Pullup, North Dakota, in 1954, the fifth child of seven, and the second son. A sister, Margaret, died of the flu when you were five, and I know from my own experience that you often imagined her as a presence in your life. She was older, so you would have used her as a confidant. At age five you wouldn’t have known her much in a conscious, memorable way, but you would have known that you were comfortable with her, that her presence meant a song or a game or a bedtime story. That she loved you and you loved her. No doubt you later embellished the relationship, put words and with them feelings to it. Certainly you would have had cause for such imaginings—your mother was no angel of comfort offering the vital sense of love. But embellished or not, I’m sure your sister was sweet to you. That you were old enough to know. When I asked—only when I asked—you described Margaret, “Maggie,” as an angel, kind and good humored. So if you did later enhance her compassion, only imagining it as greater than that of the dogs on the farm, she was still an important character in your life. The dogs were your father’s. Maggie was yours. Your family farmed wheat, durum wheat. And it was a family project, each of you with your chores, whether driving the tractor or baking the bread or gathering eggs. Your family, with a sprinkling of similar families from South Road to Crow, from Sioux to Buffalo, and then out beyond them, far, far in every direction, with just the houses and barns and silos poking up here and there, it was all wheat, waving heads that rippled like an ocean. Your brother Jake told you that durum was the amber waves of grain in the song.


But it was Maggie who sang the song with you, when she was alive and later in your memory, and it was she who made the barns and farmhouses into ships floating on those amber waves. Maggie was the muse of your youth, and since she was dead you could shape her into whatever image you wanted. She sang, she wondered. She loved the black earth and the melting of snow and the croaking of the geese V’ing across the sky, and the spring chorus of frogs that roared from every channel of spring water as loud as hail on the roof; and so you loved them, too. But finally those important sentiments seemed to be shared only between you and her, which means, then, they were only in you. She was dead, and you alone could not sustain or deepen the vision. Her star faded, and school and television and the farm became your consciousness. You stopped noticing the frogs and the buntings, or seeing much beyond the colloquial games of adolescence and the work of growing wheat. You should have seen farther, surrounded there on the plains by life and death and hope and horror, but nobody brought you to tears over the buffalo. Maggie probably never knew about the Sioux, and nobody else told you their story, or that Crow didn’t mean a bird. The words were empty, so how could they fill your soul?


Poor you, really. How could you weep for the Plains or against the poisons just then taking over the fields and the farmers, when the meaning of the words was kept so thin: DDT kills the bugs that eat the wheat; that was the limit of your understanding. That was the limit perpetrated on the farms and the nation. There was no cultural consciousness, much less childhood tearing, for the mother meadowlark feeding her babies poisoned bugs gathered from the wheatfields. Silent Spring came along, but it was not taught in the North Dakota high schools, and happened slowly enough that one person’s life scarcely saw it. When other poisons replaced DDT—except for the canister in the barn that your dad still used for rats that made it into the attic, or mice in the kitchen drawers—the subject was considered closed. And neither was there a vision of the change from family farms to agribusiness. Maybe a kid like you never had a chance.


Every spring you planted with Uncle Jake and your father, and every fall you harvested. That was the life you knew and came to love, and any reality that challenged that simple beauty had to be disregarded or denied. Life and living were too wonderful to allow that there might be ugly changes weaving into it, threatening it. That wonderful was losing its wonder.


What plainly could not be disregarded was your place as the second son.


“Now, Dennis,” your father told you out in the barn one summer evening, “I want you to learn this business. But you have to know. I can’t split the farm, it wouldn’t pay. You understand? So when I’m gone, well if anything were to happen to Jake I’d be happy for you to take the place. So I hope you’ll be ready. It’s not an easy living, but it’s a good one.”


The rule was pragmatism, not poetry, and you didn’t need to be told twice. You had no special ill will toward your brother, no Cain against Abel or Jacob against Esau. Jake was older and that was that. As for being ready, I’m sure you felt you knew how it operated, at least in the field if not in the bank; you lived there, after all. But an accident that would throw the farm to you? Jake was your big brother, invincible. With no shrug at all you tried to do well in the alternative to the family farm, school.


That was no easy undertaking. In schools today it is generally considered the job of the teacher to ensure the learning of the students. Back then, at least in North Dakota, it was considered the job of the students to learn. Not their parents’ job, either. The students’. So you and your classmates, except for eldest sons, were on the hook.


That much I’m sure was an advantage. But you, Dennis, had a disadvantage, too. Your parents had probably never heard of “Dennis the Menace” when they named you. The comic strip only debuted in 1951, and probably hadn’t reached Pullup by ’54. But by the time you were in school you could not avoid the tag, and when you were in the intermediate grades several students had bulky green televisions in their homes and “Dennis” was a popular feature. Teachers no doubt tried to overlook the elementary stereotype, but there it was, waiting for you at every misstep.


One time in fifth grade—the teacher was even a Mrs. Wilson, wasn’t she? Good thing for you it wasn’t Mr.! You had to turn in a paper on the circulatory system, which to you and probably Mrs. Wilson, too, was an incomprehensible and queasily irksome maze of tubes and arrows in the school encyclopedia, with no known rhyme or reason. You gently plagiarized an attempt to show understanding, but arrived late to turn it in. It was spring and you were planting, so the tardiness was endured, albeit with a frown from Mrs. Wilson over her skinny little glasses, those blue-framed wingtips. She told you to turn in the paper “Late” there on the desk. You put it on the top of the pile, your pencil-scratching right over Virginia’s paper that had a tidy diagram in red and blue on it; but your sleeve caught Mrs. Wilson’s pen, she had it tilted forward, and it tipped the inkwell that she insisted on retaining as a protest against the modernization that her family had missed when her grandfather in Wisconsin had failed to invest in his friend George Parker’s fountain pen. The whole stack of reports was drowned in ink. Totally ruined, a sopping mess, from your paper to Virginia’s and on down, everything. After their initial gasps all your classmates were fine with the accident, although they still abused you for it, because Mrs. Wilson decreed that others shouldn’t suffer for your clumsiness. Everyone else was excused from the assignment. You had to rewrite yours. Dennis the Menace got his due.


The list of your foibles grew. Anybody else might have an inkblot on his paper, or play hooky, or run his sister’s bra up the flagpole, or throw up on the secretary’s desk, but those offenses were overlooked or grimaced away. For you they were labeled, named like an animal in the Bible or a pop-culture meme, so people could notice them, confirm their prejudice, and just naturally identify you with Nuisance. It wasn’t fair, but that’s the way it was. Maybe it made you tough, or might have given you a sense of humor, I don’t know. The name Dennis and being the second son both. They were things to overcome. You say that if it doesn’t kill you it makes you stronger. I think you believed that from right back then.


There was plenty that made you stronger, only some of which threatened your life or limb. You might have gone into the hardware business. Fred Harkin owned the True Value Hardware in Pullup, and he must have been a neighborhood’s dream. He taught you practical skills—how to drive a nail, or wax a sticky door, or just figure technical problems out—that gave you confidence when it came time to go out on your own. One time your mom wanted a ceiling fan, and it couldn’t go in the kitchen because the ceiling was too low, but you could put it over the stairwell, just off the kitchen. Your dad gave that job to you and Jake. Well, you didn’t know anything about wiring up a fan! You could have electrocuted yourselves and burned the whole house down! But Mr. Harkin talked you through it all. It took you a few hitches between home and the store to answer his questions—you knew where the fusebox was, but you couldn’t agree on whether they were two-by-fours or two-by-sixes under the ceiling. Turned out they were fours. And I don’t know if you could still do it all now, even by the rough standards you must have had then, but you had to learn: you had to shut down the power main and put in a new fuse—you didn’t have circuit-breakers, did you—and you had to run the wires parallel to the framing boards, just so they’d look better; you could tack them up along the framing and they’d pretty much disappear. And Mr. Harkin showed you how to connect the wires at both ends, with caps and black tape, and how to build a frame to hold the fan—that had to be hard because you had to hold up the fan, over your head, while Jake attached it to the frame, and you didn’t have power drills back then. No wonder you were muscled when Mom met you! And even if your construction wasn’t up to modern standards, with a fan flush against a textured drywall ceiling, it fit with the older, rougher construction of your house growing up. Your parents could be proud of you, even if your mom wouldn’t show it.


And Mr. Harkin kept it to just a pull-chain for the power, so you didn’t have to run wires down to a wall switch, where you couldn’t have hid them so well.


He helped his customers out. Good customer service, as you’d say now with hollow praise. He loaned your dad tools sometimes. When you hired a plumber once and he was wrenching something under our sink you told him about a pair of rusty old pipe wrenches that he loaned your dad. You thought they must have been at least four feet long, and your dad had to dig a whole crater to have room to turn them. You bet he loaned those out a hundred times, and never even thought to sell them. You kind of got quiet after saying that, and I know what you were thinking, that Mr. Harkin wasn’t being a good businessman.


But he wasn’t the only one who was a good neighbor to you. You were part of a small town, and everyone helped out. Butler’s Grocery would take credit, just a tab, especially in the weeks before harvest. Everyone was on the Volunteer Fire Department. If anybody got sick, neighbors would bring food to the house, just to help out. You could always hitch into town and back; it was rare the first car by didn’t pick you up. It was a small town. It was then. You liked it.


But you didn’t stick with it. Of course you weren’t immune to the larger world. It was North Dakota, but it was the ’60s, too, and even in North Dakota you saw the national turbulence. Some of it you were insulated from; but some of it you just were.


When Kennedy was shot you felt invaded. Everybody liked Kennedy, even if they hadn’t voted for him. Your dad hadn’t, and did your mom ever vote? You had an old Admiral radio with a telescoping swivel antenna about two feet long and just two dials, one for power and volume, and one for tuning. You like that two-knob style much more than the stereos and MP3 players that we have now that still make you fuss and gripe, “You have to read a manual just to play a song!” You always left that old antenna up, and just rotated the radio around to get the best reception. You liked your dad liking it, thinking he’d made a good buy because it had a pop-up handle that made it easy to rotate even while he held a cup of coffee in the other hand. When Kennedy was shot you had the volume up, and your parents’ faces turned stunned and gray. “What’s the world coming to?’ your mom said, shaking her head, as if no one had ever been assassinated before. But maybe no one had in her lifetime, not since McKinley, wasn’t it? And then when Jack Ruby shot Lee Harvey Oswald, well at first that got them mad. Your dad clenched, “There goes America! No respect for the law, for due process!” But then later he latched onto the conspiracy theories, and until the day he died he believed that Ruby was covering up a Commie plot. Lots of people still believe that, don’t they. I wonder what stupid things we believe. There’s no guarantee against stupidity, is there.


You were only eight then, so your memories are sketchy. Vietnam and Civil Rights appeared, mostly as uncomfortable words. You got a TV in 1963, and you’d never seen a black person before, so you were just washing that down, wondering what it felt like to have black skin, was it cooler than white skin? You weren’t really hearing about a Dream or anything. You couldn’t get that then. You couldn’t really get that there was a problem, and certainly couldn’t get why there should be one. You were just a kid. They say it takes generations to rebuild from wrongs like slavery, and I’m sure that’s true. To you back then, King Jr. had a sing-song in his voice that was different from your reverend’s, and your dad kind of scowled, and so you kind of did, too. I understand that. It was later that you should have learned more of what mattered.


But the thing on the TV that hit you most back then was Vietnam. Or not Vietnam but all the angry young people in college. It was all foreign to you. To you the police were the good guys, and when all those people, Americans not much older than you, were shouting at them, and holding signs and throwing rocks and getting arrested, it didn’t seem right. What were they doing but breaking down the rules of a decent society? They seemed wrong. I think you still believe that. You resent government regulation, but you don’t approve of street demonstrations, either. Changes should be properly made in the board room and the halls of Congress, not out in the streets.


You felt you were patriots, your town, the county, the state. At your school things were kept decorated with red, white, and blue bunting, and you pledged the flag every morning, right through high school. When anyone talked about it, it was how you could support your country. Your friend Phil Ostrander, the one you called Outlander, like all of you he registered for the draft. But then after graduation he drove up to Canada. “I don’t want to go kill people,” he told you. You said, “But they’re commies, and your country’s asking you to.” It was after track practice. You were a sprinter, 10.9 in the hundred; he was a miler, under five minutes. Probably pretty good back then, both of you. Anyway, he had a car from his parents, his parents’ car, and he always gave you a lift home after practice. He shook his head about the country asking him to fight. “Part of my country is. But it’s the wrong part. Nobody’s attacking us, Dennis. We’re over there. And we’re killing people.” “You’re chicken,” you told him, but he shook his head again, “Nope. We’re trying to force our way of life on them, and it’s wrong. Even if our way of life was good it’d be wrong, but you know what our way of life is? It’s money. We need those people to buy our products, that’s why we’re there. We did it in the Philippines and in Cuba, in Korea, wherever we could in South America—heck, we stole a piece off Colombia to create Panama when we wanted a canal to ship our goods. It’s all so we can sell stuff. And we call it progress and enlightening the backward heathens, but you know what? They’ve got to sell their own stuff, and we’re just bullying ours at them. So we get rich and they get broke. We’re red, white, and bully, that’s what we are.”


It was your turn to shake your head. “I don’t know where you get your ideas, Outlander.” But that was all you could say, because you didn’t know anything. You liked Outlander. And you could excuse him some, because his parents had been to school somewhere. That was rare back then, it seemed.


Anyway, Outlander drove his parents’ car into Canada, doubtlessly with their approval. And afterwards he came back. But you were gone by then.


You didn’t really know what you were leaving. North Dakota. Sky as blue as Maggie’s eyes, or Penny’s, too, or Mom’s. Penny was your high-school sweetheart. She was—well, you liked her! But you could see she was rooted in the prairie deep like the old sod, and I guess you weren’t. She no doubt stayed and made somebody a good farmwife. Bore him lots of little blue-eyed babies, and dressed them up in overalls, and yellow frocks for the girls, all cute and clean. Baked apple pies with criss-cross tops and chaperoned at the school socials. Penny fit her time and place. Married a local boy, no doubt, probably someone you knew. Do you think he treated her right? Better or worse—different from how you treated Mom, don’t you think?


Anyway. North Dakota. In winter, laundry on the line would freeze and then your pant legs would clunk together in the wind like those wooden chimes. But out past the laundry line and the garden there was space. Wheat and sky, food for your eye. No end to it, every direction. And spring was pretty as a meadowlark, and the ducks would find the potholes, and lay their eggs, and sometimes the coyotes and the kids’d steal ’em, but then you learned to hunt, and you learned how pretty the birds are, close up. Even the females, who are mostly smooth soft browns, while the males are colored like calliope heaven, with bronzes and burgundies, iridescent greens, blue wingpatches. Beautiful! Take-your-breath-away beautiful! There were lowlands nearby where you could find them nesting.


And winter’d do that, too, take your breath away. Winter’d sing to you, call to you like sin or the wilderness, as pretty as death or the Milky Way, out there in the cold and dark and lonesomeness. And sometimes you’d court her just a little, looking at her stars and emptiness, maybe with a bottle to help out. But as long as you didn’t get stupid you’d get back inside before you wandered too long. Get inside, get a job, find a girl like Penny and build a house around her; that was the idea! In North Dakota you knew your place in the world: small. That’s what you were, small in a big grand universe. But small didn’t make you helpless. It made you important. You mattered to all those other small people with you. Your work mattered. And you valued the land, because it was beautiful and it was life, your livelihood. You breathed the air, and it was life, too, even if it stung your lungs with the cold. It was dry air, and that was right for the durum, so it was right for God and you, too, all the small people who mattered. Your English teacher Mrs. Aronsen said that North Dakota must be the most patriotic place at the ends of the day, because the wheat turned red, the clouds glowed white, and the sky held blue. And even if it didn’t really do that all at once, you always saw it that way because she’d said it. And she told you you had to see things right in North Dakota, because as North Dakota went, so went America. And as America went, so went the world.


Not all your teachers were poets like Mrs. Aronsen, but there were other ways to be good. You chuckled over Mr. Falcoff. “Maybe you can imagine what we called him behind his back. We were immature, didn’t mean anything by it, we actually liked him pretty much.” Mr. Falcoff was your business teacher, and as old as the prairie, or at least as the farms cut into it. And he understood that not all of you were going into farming, but he tried to teach something more basic. The product, he said—durum or corn or typewriters—what the product was didn’t matter. What mattered was that it was quality. He taught you about goods and services, and either one could be your product, whether it was threshing or banking or taxi-driving, all services, but just like the wheat they were a product. And what mattered, Mr. Falcoff said, was that your product was good. That it “did a right thing, and did it right.” He said that there was a new idea out called ‘planned obsolescence,’ but don’t buy into it. He said it’s the idea that you make a trashy product so customers will have to come back and buy a new one from you. Don’t buy into it, he said. It’ll ruin America.


I know you don’t think Mr. Falcoff was the smartest businessman around. He was pretty off the mark, in your view. But I also know you valued him because he treated you with respect, like you mattered, and it helped you grow up, even if it couldn’t protect you from yourself and your chums.


But even back then, of course, not everyone was good. Your mom as you’ve pictured her was a nagging old biddy, the worst. “People always think they had the greatest mom in the world, that nobody could be as loving and hard-working and kind and understanding as their mom, even if maybe she didn’t totally understand them. My mom was none of that.” Oh, she was fine as long as times were fat, as long as you didn’t listen to her too closely. But she was always running you down. Especially Trudy.


Trudy was the second oldest, right behind Jake. Of all of you, she was the slow one. She didn’t quite catch things. Your mom was always on her. “No, you ironed the wrinkles in again!” She’d throw in that again. “Gertrude, you’ve spilled half the dinner on the stovetop, and the other half’s burned! Get out of the kitchen! I don’t know how I’m going to feed this family!” Or, “Who did the sweeping? It must have been Trudy, there are streaks all over the floor!” Or after the Christmas play, with all you kids there she thanked Mrs. Tollafsen for letting Trudy have a bit role that let her be a part of it without screwing it up. “Oh, don’t thank me! Trudy’s wonderful!” Mrs. Tollafsen gushed. “Don’t you think I know better than that?” your mom replied. She was just mean. Poor Trudy did her best, but eventually she quit trying. She quit school after eighth grade and got a job caretaking a widow in town. She finally started doing OK there, away from Grandma, and eventually got married and had kids. Her husband beat her, though. And you blame the guy of course, but you blame your mom, too, for teaching Trudy “that she was crap.”


Poor Aunt Trudy.


You explained, “You know, you can do some razzing, like I took it for being Dennis the Menace. But I was strong, and it wasn’t coming from my mom from the time I was old enough to hear. I don’t know if Mom saw Trudy, the oldest girl, as a threat. I mean, my dad was good, but I don’t know what old history there was in Mom’s family, so maybe she saw Trudy as a threat and she attacked it. I don’t know. I never met her family and she didn’t talk about them. ‘They’re all dead,’ she said, and we didn’t ask again. Or maybe Trudy was really just slow, but I can’t tell that because I was younger, and also, you do start to see things the way you’re told they are, and Trudy, well, you start to act things the way you’re told you are, too. Trudy never had a chance.”


Your mom was mean to everyone, it seems. Your poor dad. Every day he was up in the cold and dark and working steadily until it was cold and dark again. And every night at dinner she’d have something to dig at him for. “Your faucet’s leaking again. You must not have fixed it right,” or “The tomatoes don’t have flavor; it’s probly that manure you brought in last year,” or “You smell! Can’t you do something about that?” “You slurp your food like an animal! How can you stand yourself!” “This coffee’s not good, but we can’t afford better on what you bring home.” Or often as not if he’d put on a radio show in the evening and close his eyes to listen she’d interrupt, “Didn’t you hear that dog? Something’s out there. Go look!” And he’d maybe heave a sigh or maybe not, but hoist himself up and step outside. Once you snuck out back and watched him. The dog, Henrietta, stretched up from where she was curled quiet on the porch, and she licked his hand, and they went for a slow walk. Sometimes he’d stay out a good while, and I’m sure he loved that quiet dark sky, soothing as sleep. But eventually he’d come back in. Not because of the cold, although that had to have helped; but the responsibility he lived by, not like some men. He’d come in and go to bed so he could get up in the morning. And not because the bed would have had any special attraction, either. From what you say that must have been a pretty cold place, too, even before they were done making children. I think your mom was damaged, and she couldn’t have fun right, and she couldn’t handle others having fun without her. Even if they were people she wanted to care for.


In the late sixties your dad must have gotten some bad seed. Every winter, back to the time his father started using hybrid seed, he borrowed to buy the seed and pay for the crop duster. Every fall he’d sell the harvest and pay the bills. That year he just owed.


At dinner your mom plunked a bowl of soppy pasta on the table. No sauce or salad, although there was plenty in the garden that could have dressed it up, and the chickens were doing fine, too. “There’s your dinner. Your father’s not making any money this year.” Nobody said anything, and your mom filled the silence. “He’s got three hundred and twenty acres and can’t bring in a bushel of wheat. Some men’d be ashamed to let their families starve. Not him. He just shrugs. Look at him there, not a word to say, just a lump of coal, worse than coal ‘cause he won’t give heat. Your father, I’m sorry.” And your dad was looking down and if he’d felt stronger maybe he’d have said, “Martha,” and maybe she’d have stopped, but he was down, that was when she’d kick him, and he just pushed back his chair—it slid quietly because he’d tied leather socks on all the chairs’ feet so they wouldn’t scratch the floorboards—and he stood up without looking at her or any of you and stepped outside. The door closed, but you could hear Henrietta scuffle to him.


So, yeah, your mom was a bully. A needy bully, like all the ones I’ve met. You got as far as, “Mom just didn’t know how to be nice. She had a home and a garden and normal kids and a patient, decent husband, but she couldn’t just accept good enough and maybe put a ribbon on it.” Accept good enough. If I’m right, and she was hurt, maybe on the order of what you guessed around Trudy, at least she had an excuse. I don’t see yours. In fact you made accepting good enough a weakness, a failure.


There was no reason for you to stick around in Pullup after high school. Your mom was insufferable, and Jake would take the farm. Several of your friends were leaving. Lots of them had older brothers and were just like you, young bucks off to make their way in the world. And the ones who were the older brothers, well they had their lives laid out for them, plain as stripes on the flag. The girls left, too, but not Penny Sorensen. She would stay; she wasn’t cut out for what you were. Maybe if you’d been the older son that whole scene would have been different—you and Penny and the farm and North Dakota—and I, your daughter, would have been unconceived and inconceivable, a creature of an alternate universe only. But you did leave, and so shaped our universe for better or worse.


Outlander kind of got you going, too. Outlander, ahead of his time. He hadn’t driven to Canada yet, but he wasn’t high on the Mom, apple pie, and the girl-next-door idea, either. Even if his mom was at least decent. “I don’t want to be part of the money machine,” he said. “What is it? It’s just take whatever you can. Doesn’t matter if it ruins a country or a culture. It’s not just the US, I know. People have done it ever since two tribes lived in the same valley, hell, ever since two brothers lived in the same valley, if you believe Cain and Abel. And in the US? Old Sam Adams was no patriot! He was a business failure who drummed up the Boston Massacre with his buddy Paul Revere, and after the Revolution when he’d made his gold he wanted to cut the rights of the common rabble. That’s our hero! And the New World wanted cheap labor, so what did they do? They paid businessmen to kidnap people from Africa and they kept them as slaves, and bought and sold their children. And they wanted more land, so what did they do? They killed the Native Americans and took it. Hey, George, come here!” George was an Indian in your class. “George, tell him what happened to the Dakota people.” George sighed, he was a quiet guy. “He knows what happened to the Dakota,” he said. “Tell ‘im,” Outlander insisted. George stared at you flatly and said, “We got screwed.” But that wasn’t enough for Outlander. “Railroads and hunters—no more buffalo. Fort Laramie Treaty, 1851 – Three Tribes’ land cut to twelve million acres. Homestead Act, 1910 – Three Tribes’ land cut to 3 million acres. Then more cuts, under a million acres. Then Garrison Dam, 1953 – flood a fifth of what’s left.” He paused briefly. “And it wasn’t just any acres that were flooded. It was the riverside soil, the richest. And flood control? Whose floods? The white and wealthy farmers downstream, that’s whose! For the tribes there was no control about it.” He snorted. “Sorry, George.” George shrugged and turned away. He was a pretty solid guy, George, but you lost sight of him. What do you think he’s doing now? Outlander continued. “And that’s how it always goes, Menace! Next I’m sure we’ll find gold or coal or oil on their land. That’s how it always goes.” He snorted. “And we went and carved US presidents into their sacred hills!” He shook his head. “I’m not saying, Dennis, that it’s just the US. I’m sure the old Indians did their atrocities, too, and out in history Fidel and the commies and the black tribes in Africa. I’m sure they’ve all been bastards. So it’s not just the US, it’s Power. But we’re the coming generation, we have the Power now! So what are we going to do with it? We can be bastards with it, like most of history is, or we can be decent. We can try to treat others with respect, and that’s what I want to do. I don’t need to go kill people in Vietnam or anywhere else. It doesn’t work.’


“You’re running away,” you told him, but he said No, he was just trying to keep away from killing people. “Look at the great leaders,” he said. “Gandhi, Jesus, the Buddha. They didn’t go around killing people, or subjugating them at all. They taught peace, love, self-composure. Jesus died rather than fight! Listen, you remember Aronsen: Hamlet asked whether ‘tis nobler to suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune or to take arms and by opposing end them. Well these guys said Suffer! And you could argue against them if taking up arms really did end the slings and arrows, but it doesn’t. It just does another round of them.”


“You can say that,” you told him. “But it doesn’t work when the invader comes with his gun at you.”


“And that’s why I don’t want to go to Vietnam,” Outlander answered. “It’s one of those near occasions of sin. You know, sin no more and avoid the near occasions of sin? If I went there I’d probably have to make an ugly choice. But I don’t have to put myself in that situation.”


So you weren’t going to hang with Outlander, and the farm and with it Penny was gone, and Maggie was buried and forgotten; so you were bound to head out, too. Your dad and Jake both shook your hand, and when Grandpa looked you in the eye it felt good. He respected you and you respected him, you always had. He was a good, hard-working man. You hugged your mom goodbye, too, and there was feeling, in spite of yourselves. But some of those feelings get all tangled up, and you were not the guy to spend your time untying knots. So you said your goodbyes and left. You never looked back.


You were the newest entrepreneur, the newest member of the uprooted populace of our immigrant nation, our emigrant nation, unburdened by community, ready to shape the world. You headed down to the Big City, to Chicago, and got in on retail with Samson’s. It was a small chain, later bought out by one of the pharmacies, maybe Woolworth’s; but you understood how to help a customer and track inventory, too, so pretty soon your boss moved you to shift manager, and then he told you to go get a degree. So you applied to the university, and that opened your eyes and threw stars in them, or a glint of gold that you mistook for stars. Some of your studies seemed like a load of words that who cared about, but most of it struck home and taught you things that have carried you through your whole career, and I guess that means launched me on mine, too. It was the idea of the Free Market. Ever since the Depression, people had felt that government should regulate the market to prevent its erratic destructiveness, but the University of Chicago re-awakened belief in the market, the Invisible Hand that Adam Smith talked about, that guided the economy to function best without government interference, or almost none. You were, just by accident, at the cutting edge of the revived philosophy, which really was an economic and political worldview more than a business one, but it seemed to support business. So by the time Ronald Reagan said Government is the problem, that’s what you in the Chicago business world had been struggling toward for years. And Clinton, even though he was a Democrat, kept it going, and of course the Bushes.


But now, Dad, with the Great Recession, the Free Market has floundered again, and people are talking Keynes and regulation again. You think it’s a shame. “But it’ll lose—it’s losing already,” you say.


But that is later. First you met Mom down in Florida.





Two


You and Mom met on spring break in Miami. Let me tell it as she might have:


Oh, yes, spring break! Don’t raise your brows, dear. Back then it was all very innocent. We didn’t have the kinds of problems you have today. Oh, we had weed, I suppose—I mean, I didn’t, your father didn’t, but it was there. But we didn’t have, you know, the drugs and problems you do today. We didn’t have people we knew losing their homes and people from good homes having children kidnapped from a bus stop; and so many people on welfare, or Mexican children coming over the border. And it goes on and on, doesn’t it! A president you can’t trust! I don’t even remember who we had at the time. And you have AIDS, and what’s that new one, Ebola. We didn’t have those problems! Society was more…settled. Oh, the black people and hippies had raised a ruckus, but that died down after the sixties. We were beginning a time of calm, we could enjoy life.


And Miami was a nice place to enjoy it, I can tell you that! I wore a two-piece bathing suit. It was pink and white, a flower print I’m sorry to say. We hadn’t learned to wear a solid color that would show off our tans. That came later. But I would have worn that well! I had a figure.


But it was an innocent time. My friends and I, there were four of us girls, high-school friends. We were all at Shipley, and now Vickie and Cathy were at Bryn Mawr, Jeanette was at Penn State, and I was the only one going to school out west. Vickie’s father owned the beach-house in Miami, so we were in like Flynn.


I remember when I first saw your father. We were all sun-tanning, with the smell of Coppertone all over us, and I do tan pretty well, if I say so myself. He was jumping in the waves, kind of like the farmboy he was, but not awkward, either, just unfamiliar. He didn’t have proper trunks though. He was wearing some ridiculous striped shorts, maroon and yellow. But they did that then. And in spite of it, out on the beach, honey, your father cut a pretty handsome figure. All those years lifting hay bales hadn’t hurt him any. There wasn’t a better-looking boy on the beach.


Well, and the girls and I weren’t bad-looking ourselves. Vickie and I went down to play in the waves, she was a little pudgier than me, and when I was running from one I happened to nearly bump into your father.


So that was how we met. We were both in love right from the start. And the timing was so good, with us both getting ready to graduate!


I’m not going to tell you all the details. You are our daughter, after all! But we kept in close touch with letters every week or more, and he’d call sometimes. You know, long distance was expensive back then, not like your Facebook today.


And there were plenty of boys at school, but none that had your father’s combination of self-reliance and good looks. I was majoring in sociology, so I could judge. And he had a North Dakota farm, too, although that never panned out, of course.


We both graduated and he moved out to California. I was at UCLA, did I mention? And with him coming I just stayed there, in L.A. My parents had flown out for graduation, of course. PanAm. I’d found a job with the county, Los Angeles County, and they got me set up in an apartment. And they bought me a car, which I needed. I hadn’t needed it as a student because everything was on campus and friends had cars for anything else. But now I needed it, so it was a graduation present.


That’s a bigger expense these days, dear, so I hope you appreciate it! Mine was a pale blue Chevrolet convertible. What would a car like that cost now, thirty thousand dollars? As much as a house back then!


What was I saying? So yes, a week later, after my parents left, Dennis arrived, all graduated and cocky as a Vegas cardsharp. None of that maroon and yellow striping! He was dressed like the businessman he was, now with his degree. A button-up shirt, ecru, and short sleeved for the weather, and dark pants over brown leather shoes. Casual but professional. I hadn’t told my parents about him except vaguely, but then I was wishing they were still there, especially my dad, because I knew they’d have liked him. But that just had to wait. He rented an apartment just down the street from mine, so he could walk back after taking me home in the evening. And we used our time, I can tell you! In the next seven months I think we must have eaten at every restaurant in Los Angeles County, and on weekends we drove every highway from the San Gabriels to Santa Monica, with the top down and the wind blowing. One time the wind blew my sunglasses off, and he insisted on buying me a new pair at the next drugstore. I think he started the stylish sunglasses craze, because he wanted to get me these awful ovals with tortoiseshell frames, and I didn’t mind the frames but I wasn’t going to wear those eggs, I wanted rounder lenses. So I picked out a pair. He bought both the eggs and the rounders—no, I wouldn’t be caught dead in them now, but back then the styles were different! Then a few days later I saw some skinny ones that looked like Geordi’s glasses in Star Trek Next Generation—oh, you don’t know him?—well, skinny sunglasses that curved around, and I bought those for him. He thought they made him look like a Hollywood producer; Geordi wasn’t around yet. Then he bought me some rose-colored ones, and I bought him some really dark ones, “so I’ll always be in the black,” he said. They really were too dark. He couldn’t see out of them very well. But we bought lots of silly sunglasses—moon and star shapes, and pince-nez, and some with a Groucho nose and mustache. It was all just fun.


He got a job at the US First Savings and Loan, and not a teller job. He was a loan officer. That changed later, and don’t ask me what it became, all sorts of things. I never did understand it all, and I still don’t. But I know he didn’t wear his goofy sunglasses at work, although he did see black, honey! Everything he touched turned to gold! Midas!


My job was hard, though. You know, they talk about single mothers. Honestly, it’s always been that way dear, you haven’t lost much. Fathers don’t raise the children, mothers do. But the fathers still brought home a paycheck back in my parents’ day, and that started falling apart with divorce becoming so popular about the time I started working. I can’t imagine working once you and Stevie came along! But I did then.


Gloria was my supervisor. She was very nice, gray hair that she wore done up in a beehive, and pantsuits. Always meticulous, with cinnamon nails that she never let chip or grow out, and bittersweet lipstick that was always exact. I learned a lot from her, although I’ve never liked that hairstyle, for me I mean. Our office helped these women either track down their deadbeat husbands for child support or else get social security. Gloria said that it was a change in clientele; that she used to get pretty much just physical-abuse cases. Now it seemed the husbands just left, she said. “All we can do is find what’s best for them and do that,” she said. She’d been beaten herself, way back in her teens. That’s how she got into social work.


It was a little depressing, but not that bad because without good public transportation our office wasn’t easy for these women to get to, so we weren’t that busy.


We both worked, but we saw each other all the time we weren’t working, and I felt like he was working himself up to something, and I was ready, but Christmas came and went and it was a month later I could see something still on his mind.


“What’re you thinking on, Dennis?” I asked him.


He’d developed a little bit of a swagger, a businessman’s bluster, but he didn’t show it then. He was sort of hang-dog, and he said, “The S&L wants me to move up to San Francisco.”


“Oh.”


“It’s not a bad thing. That’s the corporate office.”


“Oh. Well they’ll pay you more then.”


“Oh! Maybe!”


“You hadn’t thought of that?”


“No. I mean yes, but it’s not what I was thinking about.”


Then it dawned on me that he was worked up about us. Well, us being together almost went without saying; I hadn’t stumbled over it at all, but I was raised in a more cosmopolitan world than Dennis was. The poor farmboy didn’t understand that we could easily move together, that we were in the age of the automobile!


I played it coy. “Oh. Yes, I suppose you’ll have to figure that out.” Just to let him know that I understood his problem but wasn’t presuming anything, even though I knew well enough where we were going that he hadn’t figured out yet.


So he waited until Valentine’s Day to propose. He was very sweet, you know. The pier in Santa Monica wasn’t in its prime, then. The city was just figuring out how to rebuild it with the whole new amusement park, Pacific Park that came later. But still it was beautiful at sunset. We had dinner and then walked the shoreline, and there were just enough clouds to catch some golden fuchsia after the sun went down, and the softest breeze came off the sea. The waves were gentle rolls, just a soft smack on the sand, as gentle as your breathing when you were a babe in the crib. He didn’t kneel to me. He stood with the ring in his hand and said he’d stand with me and for me as long as he lived; would I marry him. I love that he stood that way, as a man, not a beggar, and of course I said yes; and we kissed under that sunset, and I don’t think there could have been a prettier sight in the whole world.


So I gave notice and we moved to San Francisco. Our wedding wasn’t big. My family flew out, and my friend Vickie, and we both had a couple friends from our new offices, but we were new in the area. His brother Jake came and stood up for him, and Dennis really appreciated that, because in June the farm was busy, I guess. And his sisters Amanda and Nichole came out, too. Trudy wrote, but you know, she couldn’t afford to travel.


We honeymooned in Napa Valley. Back then it really was a country drive there. Windy little roads, the vineyards spread almost like wheatfields, Dennis said, but they were green and instead of farmhouses it was the winery castles. Very romantic. And all that is still there! But the traffic now is worse than the Bay Bridge at rush hour, so it’s not the same. More like Riverside, I suppose.


At first we rented an apartment in Pacific Heights, and pretty soon we bought a car. Dennis had sold his little Cricket in L.A. and took the Muny to work, he said it was easier. So I had the Eldorado.


Gloria helped me find work, and she intended well, but it wasn’t much of a favor. The new office was down in the Mission District, so people who needed help had easy access. There was a safe parking garage, so I was glad of that. But every day we’d get a new batch of homeless and disoriented people—stinkers I called them, but not at work. Sometimes they were drug addicts. Sometimes the women were abused, sometimes pregnant, sometimes both. Sometimes they had children who needed placement, and sometimes their children had things wrong with them, fetal alcohol syndrome or something. Sometimes the mom felt bad about giving up the child but she wanted to because she knew she couldn’t care for it. Sometimes they didn’t care, just vacant. Sometimes they cared but you had to take the child for its own safety, and that was horrid, the sobbing and sometimes the screaming, the mother or the child or both of them. It was all horrid, I don’t know which was the worst. Sometimes they just needed a job, but mostly they wouldn’t be able to keep one. And then the gay people started coming in, and they weren’t like now, the upper class with nothing better to do. No, they were as crazy and stinky and drugged-out as any of them.

OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
The Worst
Generation

A Myopic Prosperity

Dan P. Greaney

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cvi.jpg
AMYOPIC
PROSPERITY =






OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILBI.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILB.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILR.ttf


OEBPS/OEBPS/fonts/CharisSILI.ttf


