Chapter 6
When she came out, dressed in white shorts and a blue jersey pullover, she looked like a different person.

“We're off," she said, seating herself beside him.  "I hope the waves are ten feet high!"

They drove east toward the coast ninety miles away.  The grass at the edge of the highway looked greener than Bell had noticed before.  The sky ahead was blue with not even a wisp of cloud.  They both knew they couldn't keep up a light-hearted conversation for an hour and a half, and they didn't want to become serious and turn themselves inside out, so they said little.  Jena leaned her head back.

She thought, so many people in this world and just this one man sat next to her.  She was satisfied and could imagine no one else there.  How strange it was that she had resolved to fight him.  Each moment wrapped itself around her in the still silence broken only by the wind-sound.  She hugged her arms and took deep breaths, but she could not relax.  The world of Carolina, tobacco and cotton fields and once in a while small houses, floated by the window, and it looked so sweet and green and the dirt so red, as if it would not choose to be anything else but sweet, green and red, even if it could.  Were all things harmonious as she saw them now?  Were they real now, and when she saw them as ugly was the cause her unhappiness?  She remembered a saying of her father’s.  "Nothing's as bad as you think it is.  Of course, nothing's as good either."  Somewhere in the middle of the ways she saw the world the world was.  Why had he kissed and sent the bright side spinning up?  When it spun down again, and it would, it always did, then life would become so painful she would want to extract it from herself like a sore tooth or an infected arm.  She could not pull off the world when it pressed down around her, ugly as a spider, but she could always remove herself.  Never to see the bright side again?  Never to be kissed?  I do love you, Bell, she thought.  But please forgive me when I hate you, when you are just one part of the spider, a hairy leg perhaps.

He looked at her and smiled.  "I can feel your thoughts pounding all through the car.”

"How strange," she said, "because I wasn't thinking of anything except the warm breeze."

"Do you know a part of the beach where no one goes?  I'm tired of people."

"They are odd, aren't they?"

"They're all odd."

She thought a while.  "Some friends own an acre on the tip of a small point, and I'm sure they won't be there.”

He had hoped she would agree with him about being alone.  Giving in to his wish, she had left him with no knowledge of what she wanted, and he did desire to please her.  He felt she had placed all her feelings in his hands with the kiss, and he didn't want to make a mistake.

"No house?" he asked.

"No.  Nothing but a few scraggly pine trees, a yellow beach and the ocean coming at you from the end of the sky, wave after wave.  It's like sitting on a fingernail pointed out into space.”

"That's just what I want."

When they reached the ocean, they drove north on another highway.  Sometimes they were within sight of the water.  They never lost the sound of it, rushing to meet the up-curving land.  On one side was the beach; on the other, small motels with red tile roofs, and white stone houses with palm trees and grass in the yards.  Bell and Jena turned toward the ocean.  A few boats could be seen way out.

"Why are you so quiet?" she asked.

"I'm sorry, I didn't realize it.  This is the first time I’ve seen the ocean this far south.  It looks warmer, almost friendly my God."

"One hundred and forty people were drowned here last summer."

"How do you know?”

"There could have been.  How many do you think?"

"None at all."

"No," she said.  "Who would believe it?"  She was silent, then added.  "At least one poor fool must have slipped out of bed one night to go down to the water and walk in.  Let's make it one."

"All right."

They turned, driving through shadows cast by the few branches of the pines.  Bell parked the car facing the beach, but back a ways.  They both sat looking ahead at the ocean, reluctant to step out on this sand bounded by water, and reluctant to go someplace else.  The breeze was hot.

“When the world is blue sky and water and land is a thing of the past we will all rest easy rocking just beneath the surface.”

"Who said that?"

"I did."

"You mean you made it up?"

"Think it's bad?"

"Pompous.  Let's swim!"

She peeled her clothes from her white bathing suit and ran into the water.  He took a little longer.  Putting the blanket over his head, he undressed beneath it, pulled on his trunks and then spread the blanket on the sand.  When he entered the water he couldn't see her.  He sank to his knees, letting the cold cover him.  Then he swam out.  Still he saw nothing of Jena.  He turned and looked back toward the beach, thinking he might have missed her and swam on by with neither of them knowing it.  The beach was bare and yellow.  The flat water between was blue and unbroken except for small whitecaps near the sand.  He swam out into the ocean, wondering where she was.

Soon his arms tired from this and the swim at the pool, and the water began to roll with bigger waves.  He shouted for her, but no answer returned.  Looking back he found he had drifted off to the left of the point and the shore looked miles away.  He saw something white on the leach.  The brown blanket lifted and flapped.  Jena was shaking sand off it.

Bell turned and began back, moving slowly and saving himself.  The waves helped him, rolling up under his belly.  He waited for each one, swam a few strokes and waited again for the next.  It was important that he hit the point, so for the last couple hundred yards he had to buck along the sides of the waves.  Then he got in where the water was calm.  When he struck shallow water and stood up, she was laughing at him.

"I've had enough exercise for a week," he said.

Slyly she smiled.  "It's your fault.  Why did you go out so far?”

"I didn't realize it," he said.  "Where did you go?"

"Around the point."

“I’m glad you didn't follow me."

She lay back on the blanket, closing her eyes.  He stood and watched the quick swells of her stomach, then sat beside her.  He decided against smoking a cigarette because he knew his hand would shake.  Had she punished him for the kiss?  Perhaps, and damn near pulled off more punishment than she expected.  She was probably frightened and sorry.  He tried to help her.

"You're lovely," he said.

She opened her eyes.  "Bell, what makes you so kind?  You of all people with so much hate."

"Kindness is one more mask I wear."

She sat up and squeezed her knees.  "You can peel off as many faces as an onion, but I don’t believe this is one of them."

"But you don't know."

"No, I don't."

"Don't judge me by the way you know yourself, Jena.  It would be a mistake."

"That's the only thing you hate, isn’t it?"

“What?"

"A mistake."

He said nothing.

"Oh, I don't mean yours, but other people's."  She added, "I doubt if you make mistakes."

She had come too close inside him, so he changed the subject.  "If I owned this beach, I'd be here every day.”

"I would sell it."

"You love me," he said, quietly.

She considered this.  "You're right.  But how can I know whether it's real or just something I dreamed up."

"You can't dream me up, and two people can't dream the same."

She leaned over and kissed him without taking her hands from her knees.

"I should get some wood while it's still light," he said.

Night comes slowly on the edge of the beach, and so later, although the sun had slipped beneath the trees behind them, light continued its struggle in the sky ahead.  Then dark did come and even the water turned black.  As a quarter-moon rose, the two began their fire at the back of the beach.  Flames brought light and shadows to their faces and made the world outside look blacker.  Waves swished up on the sand; clouds covered the moon.

When they finished eating, they picked two cans of beer from the water where Bell had put a case to cool, and brought them back to the blanket.  Bell and Jena sat close together and looked out at nothing with their knees touching.  She pointed toward the dark.

"What does all that out there care for us?”

"It does seem ominous.  As if it were waiting for us the way it waits for the fire to burn out."

"Not waiting.  Just ignoring us completely.  Does the water wait for the fish?  No.  It's simply there, fish or no fish.  I find it so goddamn hard to have no importance."

He kissed her.

Jena's lips were so warm, and they parted as his touched them; her breath was even warmer.  She moved her lips on his, as she sank slowly to lie under him on the blanket, his warmth and lips covering hers.  He slid one arm under her head and his other along her back.  Kissing, she raised her knee along his waist, then leaned it against him.  His hand crossed the front of her shoulder.

“I'm not sorry, Bell," she said.  "I don't care what's best or bad, I'm not sorry."

He kissed her neck, speaking into its hollow.  "This is what we make it, no matter what's out there."

"I know," she said.  She felt him move against her.

When he moved his arm lower under her back, her throat came up so soft and smooth, and her head tilted back, their lips meeting again.  He pressed his lips down, moving his arm lower on her back.  Her body arched up against him, and he could feel her shorter breaths beating against his long ones.

"I love you," he said.

She kissed his neck while his hand found the straps then her round breast and pressed it, drawing the nipple out with his fingers.  She said something and moved against him harder.  His lips rubbed her neck, felt her throat draw quick breaths.  Her knees tightened around his sides.  They found rhythm in the wave sounds.  Her hands rubbed his hair, as he drew the suit down, and she raised herself as he slipped it off.  Then they were one in movement and love, their mouths, their bodies, pressing and important to each other, and like two flaming sticks neither could tell where the fire began on one and left off on the other.  They cast their glow, the red of their skin, off into the night, and each sound also spun off to fill briefly the dark silence, as all life must fill and make or there is nothing.  The two lovers, one link on a chain with one end in the past and the other toward the future, expressed all that preceded them and all that was to come as they stiffened together in delight and joy, twisted and sank away to return to the normal game of pretense.

"Bell, Bell," she said.  Her eyes opened and she smiled.

“My lovely Jena."

They could have as well repeated their own names, or a mixture of the two, if they wanted to describe it, but the union was already slipping away from them.  She replaced her suit and then turned to kiss him once more.  Did the world look brighter or was it them?  They felt like winners.  They felt they had just burrowed their way to the great and final answer and had returned forgetting to write it down.  What was it?

His arm still around her, they looked out at the night in silence.

“My Christ, I want to laugh or jump up and bang my head on the moon.”

"Make an awful dent."

"On my head or the moon?"

"Stay here with me."

"I will always."

“No, just for this minute.  That's all there is.  One minute.”

Silence.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“We’ll know when the sun comes up.”

"I want to go, Bell."

"But why?"

“I'm afraid."

"Of what?  Not of the dark?"

"I don't know.  I want to leave before it all comes crashing down around us."

He asked, "What comes crashing?"

"The world, I suppose.  Can’t you feel it creeping back?"

"Yes," he admitted.

"Please, Bell."

He got up and folded the blanket, while she packed the food and beer back in the basket.  Then leaning against each other, they walked to the car.  As they drove back, they didn't speak much, just looked at each other occasionally across the width of the front seat, holding hands in the middle.

The large clock on the courthouse in Fayetteville said twelve-thirty when they drove past.  Remembering his doubts and Striker’s phony letter, Bell squeezed Jena’s hand.

Since she said she was tired, he did not go into her apartment, but simply walked her to the door and returned to the BOQ.

