Chapter 9
Jena wore a white skirt and an orange blouse, and she had a martini ready for Bell when he knocked on her door.

"Oh.  You wore your uniform.”

"Sure.  You can't tell when war will break out and I don't want to get caught in a blue suit for the duration," he said.  "But if it bothers you I'll take it off.”

"You like to take your clothes off in front of women?" she smiled.

"When I'm with women I want to take off everybody's clothes.  You can't open a window when the drapes are sewn shut."

She mocked him.  "Such a daring young man.”

"My Jena," he said.  "I love you.”

"You're crazy.”

"Yes, I do."

"Nuts.”

He bowed.  "I love your bones, the webworks of your form.  I love the blood that slides through you, even now to the knobs of your cheeks.  The red strings of muscle that stretch to absorb my touch.  The skin, soft and cool, spun brass that hugs your shape.  I look through your eyeholes, so brown, at the cavern called you, filled with life, urgency and sucking needs.  I move through the air around you cautiously, knowing you will breathe it, it will soon fill your pink lungs.  Your legs.  The pulse that beats between them.  Your lips.  The way your head is wrapped in brown."

She entered his arms and kissed him.  "Bell, you're a lunatic," she said.

She moved past him, picking up a white shawl from the couch.  He followed her down the stairs and out to the car, where George sat feigning sleep with his hat over his eyes.

"It's about time," George said.

"He's eager to see Susy,” explained Bell.  He and Jena got into the back seat.

"Who's Susy?”

"A blond furrow ready for seed."

"Bell ... “

"I'm not slandering her.  She knows it.  She loves it.  She's Susy.  That's why we all think she's great.  Wonderful.  A clever, pretty bird, bare-breasted.  You'll like her.  She's real."

"Hell, everybody's real," George said.

"You are," Bell said.

Jena laughed.  "He does look funny."

"He grew outward from a crooked stick.  You can see one end; that knob-nose is the root.  The other end of the twig he keeps hidden."

George drove to Susy's place.  When he returned carrying her from the steps to the car, she twisted in his arms, her brown silk dress tightening where her hips curved.  She pinched his nose, squealing.  "Georgie, oh!"  Her voice, purposely pitched high, sneaked through the night air, mocking.  George opened the door and placed her in the seat.

"What a beautiful black night," she said to Jena and Bell.  "It's like a dark closet with the roof and walls off.  Exciting."

On the way to Raleigh they all laughed at nothing, giving in to each other within the limits of the car.  They sang, loud as a Messiah chorus, sometimes shouted their thoughts, each without thinking the other listened, but letting him anyway.  George, Susy, Jena and Bell swelled, tolerant and appreciative.

"Did you blow one?" George asked.

"Blow what?" said Susy.

"A fart."

The three rocked with laughter at him.

"Sure it wasn't you?" Susy retaliated.

"For Jesus sake, how could it be me?  When I blow one the Post goes on alert and three surrounding towns declare civil defense emergencies."

"But how do you know it was Susy?" Bell asked.

"I know my girl, don't I?"

Although Susy wasn't, Jena might have been offended if someone else had said this, but she wasn't either.  She enjoyed George.  He saw nothing wrong in discussing winds (which is what Jena called farts).  He continued to appear innocent, honest and pink.  She liked him, less than Bell, but for the same reasons.  He said what he was.  She could give George Bailey a squeeze and a kiss for being so naive.  Then she thought better of it.  George would take this as encouragement and before she knew it he would have her clothes off, with no worries about Susy or Bell, or the General for that matter.  George was a bear it was better she didn't encourage, even platonically.  He didn't know the meaning of the word.  George probably thought Plato was Italian for dish.

"Why so quiet?" Bell asked.

"Was I?" she answered.

Susy turned around.  "Do you paint your toenails, Jena?"  She was concerned.  George had just said he couldn't tell her feet from her hands.

"Girls who paint their toes are bad," George said.

"Certainly I do," answered Jena.  "My feet don't run around colorless."

"I knew a girl got blood poisoning from that stuff.  It got under her nails."

"I knew a girl once," Bell said, "who spilled a whole bottle of it on her feet.  When she woke up the next morning and looked down she thought a redskin was under the sheet with her, and she died of heart failure."

Jena laughed, "I knew a girl who mixed tranquilizer with her polish, so every time she bit her nails she didn't have to."

"I knew a girl," Susy said, "whose nails would never dry.  She finally shook off both her hands."

"Listen, are you poking fun at me?" George asked.  "I'm serious, this girl I knew really did die."

By the time they reached Raleigh, they were all in good moods, although George continued to think his was the sane one.  George and Bell told about the attempted suicide, laughing, as they described what the General might have said if Dargan had succeeded.  "There are twenty-four forms to fill out in triplicate!" Bell said, imitating the General.  "Couldn't anyone have saved him?"  George answered squeakily, faintly reminding them of Striker, "Sorry, Sir, it's unforgivable.  What protection have the people got when their soldiers begin killing themselves?"  Then Bell asked, "It's not like the old army, is it, Colonel?"  George answered, "Certainly not, in the old army he would've hung himself."  "But he did hang himself."  George hesitated, then added, "I know, Sir; these kids copy everything."

Outside Raleigh, George pulled into a parking lot alongside a dilapidated and dark building.

"This couldn't be it," Bell said.

"Wait until we get inside," Jena told him.  "It's marvelous."

"It better be," Susy said.  "If it isn't, George, I want a refund."

George smiled shyly at Jena and Bell.  "So I borrowed ten dollars," he shrugged.

As they entered, bright light and sound surrounded them.  Here a person could buy one drink at a time instead of a fifth at a state licensed liquor store.  Bootleg booze brought down the price, too, so anyone could afford it.  And all these strange anyones were here.  A row of rednecked tobacco farmers sat at the bar.  The tables were circled by couples in cheap cotton.  Making up most of the sound were the trumpets banging away, batting their brass around the room's walls.  A white group stood on a platform behind the bar, although photographs stuck on the mirror showed also a Negro combo and one Negro guitarist.  A big, thick, German-looking man led at present.  He played the trombone in round blasts sometimes sputtering them.  Then the number was over.

"Bruno! ... 'You're Such an Ugly Chile' ... play it!" one of the rednecks yelled.

Instead Bruno led into a fast brassy Dixie he knew no one would object to.  It was the white fast music first made in Kansas City, now being played here at the home of its grander, slower, black father jazz.  George and Bell led Susy and Jena to a table off to one side, where they sat and ordered beer.  Everything was smoke, light, talk and noise.  Ba-da-wish-ah-was-in-an-lan-a-ba-da .... Ba-da-rup-ah-was’n-Dixie-hoo-ray-ba-da-rup!  Once again.  Again.  Over again.  No tinny sound against a world of dark silence would sound more pathetic than this, Bell thought, as he laughed at something Susy said and filled his glass.  Bruno multiplied the beat and stepped up speaking rapidly through his brass to the bangbang of a drum, trickier, but with a horrifying effect.  Bell thought:

the white man performs with whistles and beating teeth, mimicking the music of the black who once said something, if only I'm sad and I wish I were dead.  Make way for the white man who can speak the sad words happily, make them more popular with razzamatazz, teach it back to the black through Satchmo Looie happy and healthy vitamin pills, then hop him up in quick time until he’s the love of millions, standing in his authentic black skin, blowing his gray, gray music.
Bell came back slowly to Bruno's sound, this ugly one of cans rattling in a bag.  Susy was speaking.  He looked at her through her smoke.

"This is the greatest," she said.  "Don't you just love it?"

"It's so fast I can hardly hear it," Jena said.  "Why are there no pauses?  Why must the noise be continuous?"

"A frightened man talks fast and laughs," Bell said.

"What does that mean?" Susy asked.

"They play as if blowing up balloons and afraid to stop because the air will rush out," Jena said.

"And what does that mean?" Susy asked.

"They mean dig that crazy beat, gal," George said, “it's fast as a watch ticking."

Bell laughed.  "And if you don't think time is a watch ticking, you're lost."  He filled his glass.

Susy was first to get drunk.  She kicked off her shoes and placed them on the table, moving bottles.  "Ohhh!" she sang, "this is where I want to die, want to die, want to die --- with my arms around my luv --- er ... !"

The other three applauded.  At the finish Bell turned and ordered more beer.  Bruno played Ain't She Sweet, ba-da-comin-down-the-street-ba da-boop!  Then his tongue asked somebody-confidentially, a slurring note filled with smut.  He was finished.  "Ain't she sweet?" he asked, the trombone at his side, and he stuck out his tongue and licked the air.  A waterglass of vodka and milk was handed to him.  Susy said he was dying and played because he couldn't quit and wasn't it wonderful though a shame?  Bell thought of a real trumpeter, Bunk Johnson, who was found sitting on a curb with his teeth rotted out and no trumpet.  The world waits, Bell thought, then claims the few great ones with a prize of torture, revealing nothing of its meaning and only its mightiness.

George poured some beer in Susy's slippers.

Her voice was warm and wild.  "Don’t, Georgie," she said.  Sex? --- no;  she teased without giving in, tougher than a nut to open.

"Who is this?" Jena asked.  "He's a black bull."

A big black Negro, old, his face hardened with lines, had come out on the platform carrying a stool and a twelve-string guitar.  He strummed, his thick black hand fanning across the strings.  The white fuzz on his head looked almost like cotton.  He wore a bow tie, black with white butterflies, a white shirt, and the white cord of his guitar slanted across his blue suit collar and behind his neck.  Open and square, his face stuck out into the world, not withdrawn but looking.

"My name is Mattie Brownbutter, but most folks just call me Brownbutt ...”  His hand waved a hum from his guitar.  "This first song is called 'Ain't It a Shame?’ ... Down in Loo-siana, we used to sing it on Sunday nights, you know, when the Sunday was all over and we had to go back to work the next mornin, doin somethin we didn't want to do, and we couldn't think up no reason for doin it cept we needed the money.  Some folks may think things uv changed now cause they got Saturdays too to do what they want ... But really they ain't changed, you know, at all ...”  His hand waved another hum from the guitar, time froze for an instant and then became the melody of the song.

"Ain't it a shame yah-gotta dance on a Sunday,

Ain't it a shame ...

Ain't it a shame yah-gotta dance on a Sunday,

Ain't it a shame ...

Ain't it a shame yah-gotta dance on a Sunday,

When yah -got Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday --- 

or --- Thursday, Friday, Saturday ...

Ain't it a shame ..."
He needed no microphone.  The words came out full from his open face.  His eyes were half-shut in wedges.  His song was inside him and he was giving it to these people, his voice just a reflection of what was inside, the digest of his own history.  His hand helped, too, recreating what was his.  It moved rapidly over the strings, pink palm spread wide over the twelve, while ripples of small strikes composed one sound, ripples of sound composed the song, and there were many songs, too, composing him.  He offered a part of them.

"As I was goin down the street

down the street

down the street

I met my ole gal Sally Sweet

Sally Sweet

Sally Sweet

She backed her ears up fur to grin

fur to grin

fur to grin

Her mouth flew open an her head fell in,

her head fell in

her head fell in”

There was immediate laughter from the people with no thought.  They did nothing.  He filled them like containers, delighted them as his shapes rubbed and tickled their insides.  Always the sound of the guitar was there rolling into, under and around the words, weaving them as they left his mouth.  He smiled and laughed and sometimes was sad, and with all of this he played and sang.

"They're some chain gangs here in No'th Carolina that're a little tiresome for some folks who happen to be on 'em ... Workin all durin the light of the day and oooweee does this No'th Carolina sun get hot ... Sometimes a man feels just like runnin away ... I guess we-all use to think about it all the time, but those balls are heavy and a man'ud 1ook pretty silly hoppin cross the tracks holdin onto his ball an chain ... There's somethin about leavin the right way, you know ... We didn't want the Captain --- he's top guard, you know --- to be able to laugh at us ... So ..."

The guitar moved to life, its pulse quick and sure.

"Take this hammah --- Haw!

Carry it to the Captain --- Haw!

Tell him I’m goooone

Yes, tell him I'm goooone

If he asks you --- Haw!

Was I runnin --- Haw!

Tell him noooo

Tell him noooo

Tell him I’se goin --- Haw!

Crost Blue Ridge Mountains --- Haw!

Walkin sloooow

Walkin sloooow
He brushed his bitterness casually onto his audience, flicking the twelve strings, and the people laughed from the inside out, as he did himself.

“He's marvelous," Jena said.

“Yes, he is," Bell answered, “and so goddamn much more.”

Susy was almost asleep on George’s arm.

George smiled at all the beer bottles on the table.  “We’d better leave or clean this mess up,” he said.

In the bar the noise that had hovered at the edges of Brownbutt’s talk and songs now came back with a rush when he was gone.  The rednecks twisted and turned with laughter and caught up on their drinks.  Life had slipped past the shape of one man’s art, and was rioting in chaos again with talk.

“Let’s go,” Bell said.  He helped Jena on with her shawl.

“I bet the sky outside has lifted back to its same untouchable place,” she said.  “We don’t really wear it for a hat as Brownbutt said after all.  Or maybe he does and I don’t.  I wish I did.”

“He says it’s heavy,” Bell said, “and it gives him a headache.”

“I already have a fine headache of my own.”

“What?”

“You,” she said, smiling.

Outside they saw old Brownbutt leaning against the wall near the door, smoking a cigarette and looking casually at the sky.  He seemed smaller as they passed; his face had lost its sheen.  Jena paused, then went up to him.

“I liked your songs so much,” she said to the black figure.  “If I could, I would come every night just to listen and laugh and learn and feel warm.  Do you understand me?” she added, quietly.

There was a smile of white in the dark.  “Well, thank you, pretty lady,” the old man said.  “But I wouldn’t come here every night to see me if I’se you because you see I won’t be here.  Tonight’s my last night.  Fella in there claims I jibe at the wrong things and upset everybody and I don't keep the noise and drinkin goin like Bruno, so after tonight I’ll be movin on.”

"But the people seem to like you.”

"Yes.”

“Doesn’t that make a difference to him?”

“Nope.  He’s a good man.  Has his high standards.”  Brownbutt dropped his cigarette.  "Got to get back and collect my sandwich," he said, "or this old belly'll make more noise growlin than the guitar."  He paused at the door, then turned, smiling.  "Take care, pretty lady, you hear?"  Then he was gone.

George had gotten the car, and he now drove it up to where Bell and Jena waited.  The car lights struck the wall against which Brownbutt had stood.  They illuminated a poster advertising FOR ONE WEEK ONLY --- BOBBY SCOBITZ AND HIS DIXIELAND FIVE.  Five young white boys stood in gay poses with their instruments, the trombonist at the side kicking up his leg.  There will be arguments, Bell thought, by the elite jazz fans who come, over who is better, more moving, more deeply authentic --- Scobitz or Bruno.  And they will all be useless and stupid, for the real man will be gone.

On the way back to Fayetteville, George drove fast, Susy dozed, Bell was silent and Jena cried soundlessly.  George showed his thoughts by the speed.  He thought of sleepy Susy, drowsy and helpless after being undressed and placed naked between white sheets, not knowing her tease was turning to reality.  All that beer would make her skin warm to his touch, and she would move this time without protest her pretty body as if in a dream, her lips soft and yielding, her arms lazy and relaxed, unable to protect the round breasts against his hands and kisses.  Her legs would float apart uncontrolled whichever way he wanted them.  He could do anything he imagined and she would respond without conscience, her pride bound and gagged with beer.  George drove back to Fayetteville in record time, dropping off Jena and Bell.

"I hope we see each other often," Jena said to Susy.

The blond leaned back, smiling slowly and saying, “Ummmm.”

Jena kissed her cheek.  "Goodby, dear Susy.  Goodby, George.”

When the car was gone, Jena and Bell stood, reluctant to go upstairs to her apartment, and wondering about sitting outside.  Finally they went in, leaving the door open, and sat on the bottom of the stairs leading up to her rooms.  The full moon and a piece of the sky were framed by the doorway.

"I'm not sorry the sky is far away," Jena said.  "I think that's why I love it.  It's far away and will never get close, will it?”

"You're pushing him out of your life, denying he’s real.”

“Who?”

"The singer."

"Are you real, Bell?”

"Yes, pinch me.”

“I should push you out.  That's what I decided to do earlier tonight."

"For the same reasons the owner's throwing out the singer?”

“I suppose so.  I’d like to forget the things you touch in me.”

"The owner's throwing him out because the fellow thinks Brownbutt isn't any good."

"I don't think that.  I just want to be left alone."

"That's like saying you don't want to live."

“I know.  But I want to stay still.  Let life run its own way without taking me with it.  I don't want to move, Bell.  I don't want to shove my way with the rest.  And you make me want to.  I can feel it starting.  I want to do something for that ugly old singer and I can’t.  Three weeks ago I would have accepted his exclusion as natural.  Not troubled in the least.  I want to be like that again.”

"Stay still as death."

"Maybe.”

"What happens to the singer?”

“Is it up to me?"

“Should he keep his mouth still?"

"For God's sake, Bell!  I just don't know.  I’m tired of hurting.”

"You're not alive unless you hurt."

Sure, sure, she thought, someone was always saying life must hurt, a whipsting for every minute, sixty hurts an hour.  But why?  She was never hungry and rarely cold.  She was comfortable.  Why should life hurt her?  Why couldn't she have her spot on the ground like all the rest of the weeds?  My God, why do people have to be so stupid?  Slow, dragging, senseless, unconsciously cruel, these were the standards of those around her.  They listened to the songs of one grand old man, paid him a sandwich and sent him on his way to make room for the babblers they liked more.  Here was one man with something to say and no one to listen.  Faced by an empty world of paper figures mimicking people --- oh, yes, good people.  My God, how I hate them.  They are bad, like sour milk, molded bread, worm-rotted fruit, spoiled, grotesque, misshapen, leering spidery people they are, spoiling a few good things in a hurry.  Do they feel love?  No, just maudlin, sugary attitudes toward themselves.  Do they feel pity?  No, they are mildly sentimental with gushing tears that sop hankies, sad morning glories that choke the flowers.  The weeds, thistles and thorn bushes that choke a field can kill any thought that runs.  The mass mold of people creeps over the earth, staining its surface brown, full of greed and a religion telling them they are superior to shellfish, tall trees and birds that lean on wind.  They pollute the water, fill the air with screechings and petty chatter.  For what?  For so many cents an hour.  God, how I hate them, the country, myself for being a part of it.  I'm so ashamed.  I was born inside a metal, unbreakable egg and suffocated, she thought.  I was born an American.  This was the beginning and the end.  Ah, Doctor, you ask me if I feel sorry for myself.  No, Doctor, I don't.  I feel sorry for my environment!

"Jena.”

"What?"

"Why are you so sad?”

"Why is a sponge water-soaked in the sea; how can I help it?"

He kissed her.

"That was sweet," she said, smiling.

"And not sad at all."

"I'm sad that you stopped."

He kissed her again, holding his lips on hers until she moved to guide his mouth along her cheek and down her neck.

She laughed.  "Sometimes I wish I were a bird with nothing to do but bend my color through the sky.  I would watch the leaves twirl, flashing silver with sun then dark green, and I would sing the sweetest, subtlest songs, just flickers of sound."

"You would spend most of your time hunting worms and bugs, and pecking at fleas in your feathers."  He rubbed her throat, his hand fitting beneath her chin like a collar.

"Or be a flower, Bell, waving in the wind and exploding with petals every spring."

"Put your mouth to the ground and suck dirt while your ass waves in the air.  That's what a flower feels like."

"Or be a cat that stretches, posing figures unconsciously in a world of movement."

“Fleas again.  Try licking an old fur coat.  And finding a family to feed you.  How many legs would you rub before someone poured you some milk?”

She laughed again.  "I'd be the first to be taken in."

His hand went lower.  "Yes, you would," he said.

"I'd like to be anything that doesn't think or judge."

"I'm glad you're not.  I'd hate to be here rubbing a cat or a bird, or pulling petals from a flower."

"I would still love you."  She put her mouth to his neck, as he picked her up.

When they went upstairs the rooms were still with no breeze and gray the way rooms are at night when a moon and stars send specks of light through the windows.  He didn't set her down on her feet.  He carried her into the bedroom and placed her on the bed, then sat beside her.

"It's always so easy to forget," she said.  "I lie here and look at your face and I forget how ugly everything is.  Then I see that you are ugly, too, and I don't forget, I remember."

I wish I were a cage for you, she thought, with stiff bars to block any move you try, then you would stay still for once and know me.  Your mind moves so swiftly on to the next minute that it never has time to wrap itself around the moment passed and feel its slighter edges.  Why don't you wait just once? Don't move away, nor toward me, but enjoy the present pose, see the seven views ---three to each side and one to the front, let space get used to you and settle, know what you are and where.  Feel my needs for once without moving to satisfy them.  Bell, Bell, stay seated there for a while.

"I'm afraid," he said, "if you were a bird I'd want to be one, too.  A cat, I'd be a tom."

"A flower?"

"A bee."

She laughed, turning her face into the pillow.  Then, she looked at him, suddenly sat up to take his face between her wrists, her hands clasped behind his head.

"Buzzzz,” she smiled.

He turned and kissed her wrist.

"Look, look at the moon," she said.  It was in the upper half of the window, round and yellow like a light in a dark mirror, and nearby were the bits of stars.  "They say it has never changed.  One time the earth and moon were the same, but the moon stood still for millions of years while the earth changed faces fifty times.  I'm like the moon, Bell."

"I'm not the earth, but the sun."

"You egotist."

"Why?  You take the moon for your reluctance.  I can take the sun for my desire."

She squeezed his head between her arms.

"It's my light that makes you bright," he said.  "My heat that makes you hot."

"I have a little heat myself."

He moved toward her, lowering her to the bed, but when he had kissed her mouth and her temples, she suggested they undress so they could sleep, afterwards.  When they had done this and pulled the sheet over themselves, she turned into his arms, holding his back with her palms, her fingers stretched open.  She moved her round small stomach against him, laughed and placed his hand at the small of her back so he could feel her movements from both sides.  He let her play, a kitten in fun, then he moved between her legs.  Her head was at the edge of the pillow, her face moving back as he kissed her.  She sucked his lower lip, then relaxed, bending to his movements, playing hollow to his full body as she hung from him, then was drawn toward him.  There was no thought of moon or sun; there was no thought.  She was a top spinning on one spot, and she wondered who had pulled the string, Bell or she, but it didn't matter, for she spun with the world, and earth was just a pimple on her rear, moving in circles around … the sun.

The air felt cool when it was over and they lay not touching each other but silent and separate.

"Bell," she said.

"What?"

"Nothing.  Just Bell."

It was gone as a dream goes, a part of the night that had allowed itself to her for a few moments and then had broken off leaving her as she was before, confused and thoughtful and not knowing what to do.  Of course.  What could she expect? This was the way with dreams.  Now who was this stranger next to her?  She had felt so close to him, a part of his skin.  Now who was he?  A body lying next to her with bones like any other, a strange different body from the one she saw in her mirror and understood.  Why was she always misled like this, achieving union with Bell and then in the next minute withdrawing to her own boundaries and thinking him strange and foreign?  This why moved in circles in her head remaining why. There he was.  Here she was.  They had nothing in common now.  He might have been a bush stretched out, or a snake, or a long lizard with webs between his toes, for all she understood him.  Does the moon understand the sun?

He spoke very slowly.

"I'm interested," he said, "in the reason why the sky is not totally dark.  It must take tremendous strength to make those pieces of light.  Oh, not one turned toward overcoming something, because there is nothing up there to overcome, that's the trouble, there is nothing.  But a strength that exists for its own sake and burns itself up making light.  Why is this light in the sky?  My God, how and why?"

"You think everything is progressing," she said.

"Why not?  Men becoming perfect.  Women becoming beautiful.  As long as there is strength."

Jena yawned, saying pleasantly, "Bell, I love to listen to you, but I'm so sleepy.  Do you mind if I go to sleep?"

"No," he laughed.  "My God, no."

Later, looking at her in the soft light, he told her sleeping face, "You are beautiful, Jena.  Yes, you are."  And I know you exactly, he thought, not like before, but exactly.

What is this change that comes like a tide washing over us?

Nobody knows.  We just get wet.

