Civilized Impulse
Chapter 38

Out of Context

Max, sitting in the back of the Camino, crowded by discarded cardboard cups and unwashed clothes, scribbled something in his little beige-colored book while Karl peered under the car’s raised hood and gave the steaming radiator an exasperated look. Max stopped his pen for a moment, staring out the back window of the car (What was taking Julie so long?) and returned to his page and met a nasty ink blot about five lines down, the result of keeping his cheap fountain pen in any one spot for more than half a second. 


A pile of dirty socks near Max rumbled. “Why don’t you just use a pencil?” asked the socks. Karl smacked the radiator with the back of his hand and cursed.


“Why…what? A pencil? I don’t have one…I never use pencils.” murmured Max, staring thoughtfully at the verbose laundry. He prodded it with the end of his pen.


“Watch it, pal. I’m under here.” A distinct whirring noise emitted from beneath the socks.


Max withdrew his pen. “Ah, Herbie. Sorry about that. Thought you’d run out of batteries already.” The notoriety of traveling with a talking household appliance had yet to leave Max, and every time he was addressed by the blender, he felt an urge to press its buttons and toy with it incessantly, merely to assert his alpha-male status within the group, but also to defend carbon-based life forms everywhere from what he viewed as a possible kitchenware revolt against the modern world.

“What are you writing?” whirred Herbie.


“About the car, mostly.”


“The car? The Camino? Why?”


“Yeah. Well, no. Not the Camino, really. You know, the whole concept of mobility, embodied in the car. America. Go west, young man, that sort of thing.”


“You mean,” said Karl, reaching into the driver’s seat for a dirty rag, “the unprecedented geographic and social mobility that American society afforded its inhabitants, at least for awhile, and at least, some of its inhabitants, or citizens, or whatever they preferred to be…”


“How’s the radiator, Karl?”


Karl said nothing, but took the dirty rag and went back to the front of the car, where he put it in a pile with several other dirty rags. This did not aid in fixing the car, not at all, but it made Karl feel that, all other things being equal, he’d solved that rag issue. He grunted and stared at the radiator.


“So, Max…chum…going west, and all…”


“What? Oh, yes. Well, I figure, we’re making our way steadily west, right, and not a lot of people do that anymore, so I should chronicle it, Jack Kerouac style, and then write a disjointed narrative for later generations to canonize and emulate.”


“That’s very altruistic of you.”


“Yes, I think so.”


“Anymore it seems I’m surrounded by altruists.”


“When did that come into usage?”


“What? Altruists? Probably Greek.”


“No, no. ‘Anymore.’ Nobody used to say that before they said something, like, this is all that happens now, they used to say it in an exclusionary way, like, ‘He don’t live ‘round these parts anymore.’ Now we say, ‘Anymore, he don’t live round these parts.’”


“I suppose…”


“But it’s usually a pretty general statement. Not referring to one person or event, but a trend.”


“You notice this sort of thing?”


“Yeah. I can’t help it.”


“Huh. Is that going to be in the book?”


“Oh, not like that, no…who would want to read about that? I’ll probably have a character who, like you, makes sweeping general statements, and maybe I’ll start all of them with ‘Anymore…’ as sort of a gimmick, something to keep stringing the readers along, you know. Author’s tricks.”


“No, I don’t.”


“Oh, right.”


Max glanced out the window at the boring and uninteresting landscape, and noted how undeserving of description it was, and even made a special note to avoid giving it its own paragraph, even if just to provide a beat between dialogues.


“Why a blender?”


Max started, looking at the pile of socks. The plastic lid was now poking out from the top, vibrating with each word.


“What?”


“Why am I a blender, Max? Why not a toaster? Toasters are funny. Funnier, if you ask me.”


“I don’t know…why are you a talking blender…why am I male, why is Julie female…I’m not God.”


“And why is Karl an anachronistic old man? Huh? A dead philosopher?”

“Errr…I really can’t explain any of this, Herbie…strange things have happened since the war.”


“Right. The War.”


“Right.”


“Pretty easy.”


“What?”


“Pretty easy to just throw everything under the blanket heading of ‘The War’ and then go from there. Real tabla rausa of you. Real fair to the rest of the world, too.”


“I didn’t start it!”


“Didn’t you? I think you did. In fact, you’re the one responsible for all the deaths. Not just some of them, all of them.”


“That’s…that’s absurd!”


“No, Max, a talking blender is absurd. And amusing. And funny. For about three chapters, maybe. But shouldn’t you have given it up by now? I mean, come on, Chapter Thirty Eight?”


“Err…”


“I bet there’s not even a chapter thirty seven. Is there?”


“Well…”


“Is there?”


“Not really.”


“Ha!”


“There is a chapter one…”


“Ah, yes, of course there is. There’s always a beginning and an end with you, but no middle. No development. No actual journey, Max.”


“What do you call this?”


“This?”


“This car, this journey…”


“You mean this chapter.”


“Well, yes.”


“I call it an excuse. Pandering. Smoke screen.”


“Why?”


“I mean, good title, very appropo, Out of Context and everything, but you might as well call the whole story Out of Order or Out of Inspiration or something. This is just one chapter out of tens of chapters, and you want to stuff everything right into it.”


“Now, wait, that’s not fair. In the first chapter there was a war and a reason for all of this and Julie and all these other things I could explore. I could talk about where I was when it started, what happened, why nobody really cared, and why we’re driving a Camino through the Great Plains in search of Who Knows What. Give me some fucking credit, man. I realize that the apocalypse isn’t a new idea, St. John sort of beat me to that about two thousand years ago, but mixing it with a bildungsroman and philosophy and history, and…and angst! Don’t forget angst!...all that could result in something interesting, don’t you think?”


“I don’t know, do I?”


“You tell me, blender.”


“No, Max, you’re the one making all this up, you have to decide if I’m anything more than a recurring gag, or in the movie version, which will be lauded by critics and loathed by the masses, a clever special effects trick, so, decide.”

“Whatever. Just be my foil and shut up about it, alright? At least until Julie comes back.”


“Until you bring her back. Isn’t it about time for that?”


“Maybe.”


“Alright. So you never told me why.”


“Why what?”


“West.”


“Oh. Well, it’s American mythology.”


“Your mythology.”


“Hmm?”


“You’re the one who wants to go west. Along with every other dissatisfied suburban intellectual.”


“You think I’m an intellectual?”


“Hey man, you’re just flattering yourself. I’m just the fucking blender here, hey?”


“Ah, well, yes. Well, west is escape, right, from whatever bores us or traps us in one place, what Karl was talking about, except lacking mobility, so the whole myth is to find that American sense of freedom and wide open spaces, and by doing so, save one’s self and one’s personal myth…world…thing. Like Joseph Campbell.”


“Ahhh. Yes. And this is why you brought Karl Marx along.”


“Yeah, so I could go off on tangents about philosophy, and how worthless it is.”


“That’s sort of hypocritical.”


“Yeah. I could just ignore it and, you know, live.”


“That’s what most successful people do.”


“I’m not very successful.”


“True.”

