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2 Uncommon thoughts on common things

E ACH SPRING, FOR MANY YEARS, I have set myself the task of
writing a personal statement of belief: a Credo. When | was
younger, the statement ran for many pages, trying to cover ev-
ery base, with no loose ends. It sounded like a Supreme Court
brief, as if words could resolve all conflicts about the meaning of
existence.

The Credo has grown shorter in recent years—sometimes
cynical , sometimes comical, sometimes bland—but | keep work-
ing at it. Recently I set out to get the statement of personal be-
lief down to one page in simple terms, fully understanding the
naive idealism that implied.

The inspiration for brevity came to me at a gasoline sta-
tion. I managed to fill an old car’s tank with superdeluxe high-
octane go-juice. My old hoopy couldn’t handle it and got the
willies—kept sputtering out at intersections and belching going
downhill. I understood. My mind and my spirit get like that
from time to time. Too much high-content information, and [

get the existential willies—keep sputtering out ar intersections
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4 Uncommon thoughts on common things

where life choices must be made and I either know too much or
not enough. The examined life is no picnic.

[ realized then that 1 already know most of what’s neces-
sary to live a meaningful life—that it isn’t all that complicated.
1 know it . And have known it for a long, long time. Living it—
well, that’s another matter, yes? Here’s my Credo:

ALL I REALLY NEED TO KNOW about how to live and what
to do and how to be 1 learned in kindergarten. Wisdom was not
at the top of the graduate-school mountain, but there in the

sandpile at Sunday School. These are the things 1 learned:

Share everything.

Play fair.

Don’t hit people.

Put things back where you found them.

Clean up your own mess.

Don’t take things that aren’t yours.

Say you're sorry when you hurt somebody.

Wash your hands before you eat.

Flush.

Warm cookies and cold milk are good for you.

Live a balanced life—learn some and think some and draw
and paint and sing and dance and play and work every day
some.

Take a nap every afternoon.

When you go out into the world, watch out for traffic, hold
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6 Uncommon thoughts on common things

hands, and stick together.

Be aware of wonder. Remember the little seed in the Sty-
rofoam cup: The roots go down and the plant goes up and no-
body really knows how or why,but we are all like that.

Goldfish and hamsters and white mice and even the little
seed in the Styrofoam cup—they all die. So do we.

And then remember the Dick-and-Jane books and the first
word you learned—the biggest word of all—LOOK.

Everything you need to know is in there somewhere. The
Golden Rule and love and basic sanitation. Ecology and politics
and equality and sane living.

Take any one of those items and extrapolate it into sophis-
ticated adult terms and apply it to your family life or your work
or your government or your world and it holds true and clear
and firm. Think what a better world it would be if we all—the
whole world—had cookies and milk about three o’clock every
afternoon and then lay down with our blankies for a nap. Or if
all governments had as a basic policy to always put things back
where they found them and to clean up their own mess.

And it is still true, no matter how old you are—when you
go out into the world, it is best to hold hands and stick togeth-

er.
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8 Uncommon thoughts on common things

I AM IN CHARGE OF THE LAUNDRY at our house. I like my
work. It gives me a sense of accomplishment. And a feeling of
involvement with the rest of the family, in a way. And time
alone in the back room, without the rest of the family, which is
also nice, sometimes.

I like sorting the clothes—lights, darks, in-betweens. I like
setting the dials—hot, cold, rinse,, time, heat. These are choices 1
can understand and make with decisive skill. I still haven’t fig-
ured out the new stereo, but washers and dryers I can handle.
The bell dings—you pull out the warm, fluffy clothes, take
them to the dining-room table, sort and fold them into neat
piles. I especially like it when there’s lots of static electricity,
and you can hang socks all over your body and they will stick
there. ( My wife caught me doing this once and gave me THAT
LOOK . You can't always explain everything you do to every-
body , you know. )

When I'm finished, I have a sense of accomplishment. A

sense of competence. I am good at doing the laundry. At least
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10 Uncommon thoughts on commmon things

that. And it’s a religious experience, you know. Water, earth,
fire—polarities of wet and dry, hot and cold, dirty and clean.
The great cycles—round and round—beginning and end—Al-
pha and Omega, amen. I am in touch with the GREAT SOME-
THIN-GOR-OTHER. For a moment, at least, life is tidy and has
meaning. But then, again. . .

The washing machine died last week. Guess I overloaded it
with towels. And the load got all lumped up on one side during the
spin cycle. So it did this incredible herky-jerky, lurching dance across
the floor and blew itself up. I thought it was coming for me. One
minute it was a living thing in the throes of a seizure, and the next
minute a cold white box full of partially digested towels with froth
around its mouth, because I guess [ must have fed it too much soap,
too. Five minutes later the dryer expired. Like a couple of elderly
folks in a nursing home who follow one another quickly in death, so
closely are they entwined.

It was Saturday afternoon, and all the towels in the house
were wet, and all my shorts and socks were wet, and now what?
Knowing full well that if you want one of those repair guys you
have to stay home for thirty-six hours straight and have your
banker standing by with a certified check or else they won’t set
foot on your property, and I haven’t got time for that. So it’s
the laundromat over at the mall.

Now I haven’t spent a Saturday night in the laundromat
since I was in college. What you miss by not going to laundro-

mats anymore are things like seeing other people’s clothes and
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12 Uncommon thoughts on commen things

overhearing conversations you’d never hear anywhere else. I
watched an old lady sort out a lot of sexy black underwear and
wondered if it was hers or not. And heard a college kid explain
to a friend how to get puke off a suede jacket.

Sitting there waiting, I contemplated the detergent box. I
use Cheer. I like the idea of a happy wash. Sitting there late at
night, leaning against the dryer for warmth, eating a little
cheese and crackers and drinking a little white wine out of the
thermos( I came prepared ), 1 got to brooding about the mean-
ing of life and started reading the stuff on the Cheer box. Amaz-
ing. It contains ingredients to lift dirt from clothes(anionic sur-
factants) and soften water( complex sodium phosphates). Also,
agents to protect washer parts ( sodium silicate) and improve
processing( sodium sulfate), small quantities of stuff to reduce
wrinkling and prevent fabric yellowing, plus whiteners, col-
orant, and perfume. No kidding. All this for less than a nickel an
ounce. It’s biodegradable and works best in cold water—ecolog-
ically sound. A miracle in a box.

Sitting there watching the laundry go around in the dryer,
I thought about the round world and hygiene. We’ve made a lot
of progress, you know. We used to think that disease was an act
of God. Then we figured out it was a product of human igno-
rance, so we've been cleaning up our act—literally—ever since.
We've been getting the excrement off our hands and clothes and
bodies and food and houses.

If only the scientific experts could come up with something
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14 Uncommeon thoughts on common things

to get it out of our minds. One cup of fixit frizzle that will lift
the dirt from our lives, soften our hardness, protect our inner
parts, improve our processing, reduce our yellowing and wrin-
kling, improve our natural color,and make us sweet and good.
Don’t try Cheer, by the way. I tasted it. It’s awful. ( Buz

my tongue is clean , now. )
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