U.S.S.R.; Nightclubs and Chocolate

My elementary school was very small.  That’s not odd all in itself, I do realize, only I lived in a fairly large city of nearly thirty thousand people.  There were ten elementary schools in town, two junior high schools, and then one high school.  The goal, I think, was to ease us children into the social pool inch by inch, starting with kindergarten classrooms with only ten or eleven students in them, moving on to first and second grade in classes of twenty or so, and then finally onto fourth and fifth grade with classes of thirty or so.  

The elementary school I went to was the smallest one in town.  Depending on whom you asked, it was either the best or the worst of all the elementary schools there were to choose from.  Our building was tiny and our teachers were old, but we had a much better lunch program and textbook selection than the other elementary schools.  Not that any of that mattered to us.  The only part of my elementary school life that I can really remember enjoying was movie day.  You see, the students that attended my tiny little school had the pleasure of spending the second half of every Friday wedged close to one and another in the school cafeteria.  There we sit on the floor and watch films that were projected onto a large, white bed sheet by a projector that was made by International Business Machines. This was called movie day.

The projector they used for movie day was very old and it smelled horrible when it was running, kind of like candle wax, methane gas and baby vomit all mixed together. The odor the projector emitted, though always foul, would smell a little different every time they fired it up. There was no getting used to it, not even after my four whole school years worth of movie day. 

 The film would be carefully spooled again and again through the beast of a projector, never once did it catch the first time. The lights would be flipped off, the sheet would be straightened, and then the whole room would start to shake. I’ll bet that projector must have had had at least fifty thousand moving parts inside of it and it was built with no ventilation system, of course. The thing would let out intermittent bursts of steamy, smelly, invisible gas as it ran.

We would sit and sweat and squirm about, all the while halfway paying attention to the educational and informational films that were being brought to us courtesy of fifty thousand parts; all moving about this way and that in a glorious syncopated pandemonium that I can only now appreciate.  The movies that the projector played for us were never enjoyable, never interesting. Why it was that I and the rest of the students looked forward to movie day so much is a mystery, because the films we watched were often times more boring then our usual lessons.  And during our usual lessons we didn’t have to deal with that awful projector.  

 Children would fight each other over who had to sit nearest the projector.  It was usually the youngest kids, the kids in first or second grade, that were made to sit by it and suffer and us older kids, us kids who were in third or fourth grade, we got the seats farther away from the heat and smell. One Friday afternoon was different, though. Our already tiny cafeteria had been cut in half by a layer of dark bed sheets nailed into the ceiling and the littler kids were sent behind the sheet to watch a puppet show.  Us older kids had to watch something that the teachers felt was none too appropriate for the younger kids, something that the younger kids were just too little to appreciate. I had to sit right next to the projector.

We were watching an informational movie about Communists.  Communists lived in Russia and were run by an old man with a funny name who we hated very much.  Communists wanted to take us over and if we didn’t spend a lot of money making bombs and sending people to the moon they were going to do so.  We didn’t want to be taken over by Communists because they wore funny hats and had no god and drank nothing but vodka, which tasted horrible.  The white bed sheet displayed, minute after minute, frame after frame what had to have been the most accurate and terrifying picture of Non-American life ever to have been shot on film, or at least I assumed so.  

The movie ended, the projector stopped and the Movie Day Lady turned on the lights. All of us kids rubbed our eyes back into focus. The movie day lady encouraged us to ask questions about the movie we had just seen.  If we had any questions, wanted to know anything at all about Communists, so long as it was covered in the movie, now was the time to ask.

We were less than hesitant. Before we had seen this movie we only knew the very bare essentials about communists, stuff we picked up from our parents while eavesdropping.  We knew that we hated them and that they lived in Russia and we knew nothing else about them.  I once asked my father what Communists were and he said that they were tiny little red people who had got to space.  That’s all that I knew about them until I saw the movie, and now that I had seen to movie I wanted to know more.  

A girl asked the teacher if Communists loved each other, and the teacher said that they didn’t have love in Russia, nothing even close to love.  A boy asked her if Communists were really evil and she said that yes, of course they were.  I raised my hand and after a few more questions were asked I was called upon. I asked whether or not Communists ate chocolate and my teacher said that they might, but if they did it would be a very rare event and the chocolate would be stale and would probably taste like vodka.  The movie had told us that vodka tasted horrible but we didn’t know what it was, so when she mentioned chocolate tasting like vodka we were very intrigued.  Several hands shot into the air to ask what vodka was, exactly.

 The coinciding ring of recess bell was far more interesting than whatever vodka may have been, though. My classmates and I were forced to find out what vodka was on our own.  We vacated the room; I was the last one out because I was wedged against the projector and it was too much of a struggle to push that thing away when people were still filing out around it. 

The room cleared out and I was able to stand up, I looked down to see a perfect imprint of the words “International Business Machines” written inversely upon my forearm.  I stood and stared at my arm for what must have been a few minutes, thinking about Communists and International Business Machines and wondering what they might have had to do with one and other.

I caught up with the other kids putting on their jackets in the hall and we raced toward the exits for recess.  We lined up at the door and were let loose from the building by the janitor and his key chain. We flooded outside in a matter even more random than the flow of water: we had just as much unquestioned, subconscious purpose to our flight but we were far less confined by our state of being.  We had to spread out and start chasing things.

 Some of us were chasing each other, some of us were chasing the walls, and some of us were chasing rocks or rabbits.  All of us were killing Invisible Communists.  I’d jump out from behind playground equipment and then make a Ratattatatatatatata noise and wave my extended arm left to right, because that was what you needed to do to kill Invisible Communists.  Everyone else was doing the same and no one was pretending to kill a fellow student.  Every once in a while a kid would yell out “Die Commie!” or “I killed him” or something like that, but no one yelled out any sign of distress.  In most instances, war or fighting games would include a few random screams of “I’ve been hit!” or something similar, but there wasn’t a single one that day.  You see, unlike our other pretend enemies, invisible communists were too stupid to bring along weapons.

  Recess ended and we all went home and continued killing Invisible Communists the rest of evening and then well into Saturday.  That weekend alone I killed precisely 1,134 Invisible Communists.

A few years later, during the summer before my first year of high school, my friend and I were standing outside a Kaine filling station.  Kaine filling stations used to be all over the place but I haven’t seen one in a long, long time.  Their trademarked sign had a picture of a caveman who was holding a club in one hand and a gasoline pump in the other and he was standing right above the word “Kaine.” They used to be all over the place.  

  My friend was a year older than myself and I had always looked up to him because of it, ever since we had become friends three years earlier. He knew a lot more about the world than I did and he was always very nice to me. He and I used to kill Invisible Communists all the time when we were younger but it had been a long while since either of us had even so much as seen one. We were standing outside the filling station, just standing and talking with no purpose to our venture other than the joy that two kids can find in standing and talking.

My friend pointed to a cigarette advertisement that was nailed onto the red steel post that rose above the station’s only gasoline pump.  The advertisement was a neatly drawn cartoon that looked almost like a pulpish Norman Rockwell painting; like if Rockwell had worked for Peep! instead of the Saturday Evening Post.  The cartoon was of two uniformed police officers taking into custody a man wearing a pointed red hat and a red trench coat. The red man looked rather oafish and had bad, pointy teeth.  Behind them was a man in a tan trench coat who was pointing his arm at the scuffle and smoking a cigarette.  The caption read, “I knew he was a Commie because he didn’t smoke Marlowes!” The caption was written in a very dramatic looking style, with the words spiraling off into a satisfying pack of Marlowe filtered cigarettes and the word “commie” emphasized with an underline and boldness.

“See that sign.” My friend said,  “That sign, that friggin’ sign means something.  That sign’s what my old man says he’s gonna be building us a shelter for. So that we can still smoke Marlowes if the Commies drop the big one.” 

“But we don’t smoke.”  I said, not thinking much of it.  My naivety was precious. I was actually expecting him to reply by saying something like “Oh, I forgot” and just drop the conversation right there.  But, of course, he didn’t.

“I do.  I just started.  You want one?”  Three brisk, beautiful sentences that ring in my head today as if he were just saying them for the first time right now, right as I am remembering him and what he said.  He had pulled out a soft pack of Marlowe filters sometime while we were talking. He shoved one toward my face and I, almost instinctively, guided it into my mouth with my left hand.  He took out a book of “Kaine” matches and lit the cigarette. I did not know what to do.

“Breathe in.”  He said.  And I did, only through my mouth and nose and even the parts of my mouth that weren’t near the cigarette.  A little bit of smoke came out but there was something wrong.

“No,” he corrected, lighting one for himself so that he could be a proper teacher, “suck into it, like a straw.”

I sucked into it, like a straw.  I held the foul-tasting smoke in my throat.

“Now, “ he said with a gulp “suck it down.”

I sucked it down, and the smoke entered my lungs and carried itself straight to my brain like a wash of shit-coloured paint being thrown onto an otherwise lovely landscape, dripping down and totally obscuring the top half before tapering off into small, smelly drip lines.  

I stumbled and I coughed.  I liked it.  

We spent the rest of the day smoking and smoking.  Each cigarette I smoked was, in a way, almost like killing an Invisible Communists.  In each puff I tasted the love and chocolate and freedom that a Communist would never, ever taste, even if he had the chance to. 

To this day I have smoked away the non-existent freedom of precisely 146,238 Invisible Communists.

Several years after that, when I was halfway through my college education and hadn’t killed an Invisible communist for as long as I could remember because I was more than happy with smoking away their godless hopes and dreams at the rate of one pack a day, I was studying a forgotten subject by the light of a small colour television set.  I don’t remember what the subject was, but I do remember that it wasn’t very interesting and I already had a fair understanding of it.  I was mainly just watching the television and glancing down at the text during commercials.  I was watching the war.

The war was wonderful.  It was on every night of the week, but I usually only watched it after Laugh-In.  Any night of the week you could turn on the television and see pictures of dead Communist wives and dead Communist mothers and dead Communist babies. I didn’t really care because they were dead Communists and they didn’t look very much like myself or even as I had pictured the moon-people Invisible Communists of my youth.  These Communists were dirty and yellow.

This night I was watching the war and they were talking to the Democrats (us) who were responsible for all the dead Communists we had been seeing on the television.  They, (‘they’ being the men who held the microphones in front of the faces of the Democrats), finished talking to the Democrats, all of whom had plenty to say about the conceptual freedom and love that they were killing women and babies for. The people with the microphone then turned the corner and started to talk to some real, live Communists.  I had never seen a live Communist before, except for the big leader Communists and they didn’t really count, so I straightened up and paid close attention.

The Communist that they were interviewing was a very small, yellow man who spoke very poor English and had no teeth, but none of that mattered because he was holding a very large gun. The Communist was surrounded by his Comrades, who ranged in age and gender from young men to little girls to the elderly. All of them were yellow and most of them were tiny. All of them were smoking cigarettes and some of them were even eating Hershey’s chocolate bars!  I knew that the chocolate they were eating was Hershey’s, because you could see the wrappers all over the place, but I can’t say for sure that the Communists were smoking Marlowe filters. I assumed that they were.  They might as well of been.

This confused me.  It really did.  My head was awash with a sudden cool burst of overly minty reality.  Reality often seems to act as that drop Retsin that makes sure the white candy layer of fantasy always leads to a core that makes your breathe taste fresh.  I felt a little guilty and laid down to bed.

I started to dream.

I dreamt of myself walking into a little nightclub in the middle of a baron snowscape that had big neon sign in front that said, in buzzing red letters, “Russia.” There was jazz music playing inside and since I was cold I decided to walk right in.  

I dreamt of myself sitting down at a table and looking up at the nightclub around me, which was filled with beings that I recognized immediately as the souls of all the Invisible Communists I had killed earlier in my life.  They looked like red moon people and they were all drinking vodka right out of its bottle.  They weren’t angry with me for killing them, they liked living in this nightclub.  It was fun and they could smile as much as they pleased.

I dreamt of myself talking to one of them, we were sitting close to each other at the bar and he was a very nice invisible Communist. He had bought me a drink of straight Vodka because that was that that was to drink there, not even water.  He told me that he had eaten chocolate when he was alive, but after he died all he could eat was cigarette smoke.  The same went for all the dead invisible Communists; all they ate was smoke and that’s why they were all smoking.  

I dreamt myself engaging in conversation with the invisible Communist:

“Did you eat Hershey’s Chocolate?” I asked, at first with gentle curiosity.

“Yes, we did. It was very fresh and delicious, too.” He said.

 “Do you smoke Marlowe Filters?” I asked, now more inquisitive than curious.

“Yes, we all do. Shorts and 100’s” He said, emotionless.

“Are you free?” I asked.

“Free as in freedom? Yes, both before and after you killed me. I was as free as you, at least what you consider to be free, when I was alive.  I was even more free after you killed me.” 

“Did you have love when you were alive?” I asked, now getting angry because he seemed rather content with being an invisible communist

“Yes.  I can feel and experience and even see love.” He said.

“What is it, then?” I asked.

He hesitated.  “Could you describe it?”

“That’s not the question.  I want to know if you knew what love is, I think you’re bluffing.”

“Love,” He said, gesturing toward his Marlowe Filter “Love is like a cigarette.  Only you light the filter and it tastes like Hershey’s Chocolate.”

