Chapter 10

The next morning was bright and clear.  The sun lighted up every surface of the small room, showing wrinkles in the paint, the dust on the dresser, black specks of dirt on the sheets which now looked yellow and wrinkled.  The bright sun showed up everything, even the tiny pimples on Jena's nose, the yellowish oil of her skin.  Life had slept another night and had arrived charging at the first of light to make everything lively with paradox.  The white sheet was seen to be yellow; the beautiful Jena displayed her imperfections.

Bell pulled the sheet from Jena's hips and slapped the round red-speckled center of her butt.

"Oh, owww!"

She sat up, blinking at the sun, then pulled the sheet up to cover her breasts.

"I've seen them," he smiled.  "I was up early, and I spent the whole time looking you over."

She said nothing but moved her feet fast and shoved him unexpectedly off the bed onto the floor.  He sat, blinking.  Her face peeked over the edge of the mattress at him, sprawled in his white nakedness on the dark-stained wood.

"What is it?" she smiled.  "A plucked chicken?"

“A plucked man."

They both jumped up at once, racing to pull on their underwear; but since they finished in a tie as each turned securely to take advantage of the other they could do nothing but laugh at themselves.

There was a knock at the door.

"Jena!" someone called.

"Who's that?" whispered Bell.

"Shh," she said, "it's Father.”

"My God."

"Just a minute!" she called out.  "Bell, hurry up into the bathroom … and turn the water on in the tub.  I'll tell him I'm about to take a bath."

Bell grabbed his clothes and padded as softly as he could into the bathroom, closing the door and locking it.  He turned on the hot water, true to his habits.  Soon steam was rising all around him.

Putting her robe on, Jena crossed to the door and let her father in.  "You look as though you've been up since dawn," she said.

"Aren't you going to church with us?”

She followed him.  "Why are you looking in the bedroom?"

"No reason, no reason," he grumbled.  "Your bath will run over if you don't watch it."

"I was just about to jump in when you knocked."  She went to the door, turning the knob.  "Excuse me."

Bell realized the door was locked, damning his stupidity.  Carefully he turned the latch.

But on the other side, Jena realizing the lock was on tried to cover up this fact.  "Oh, now where is my net," she said, starting away.

She was four steps from the door when the lock clicked open.

The General chuckled.

"You and Mother go on without me," she said.  She turned away before he could see her laugh.  "I'll go later to the little chapel in the Division."

The General walked quickly, his heels clicking on the wooden floor, and left slamming the door.

When Jena opened the bathroom door, Bell was red as a heart in the mess of steam.  He came out coughing.  "My God … I couldn't breathe … I couldn't open the door and I couldn't shut off the hot water.  Another five minutes and I'd have been a spot on the floor."


She laughed so hard she held her stomach. "Why did you lock the door?  Then unlock it?  I was way across the room when the lock clicked, loud as a bomb.  He couldn't help but hear it."

"I thought you were coming in," he said.  "What did he do?"

"Just turned around and stamped out with a dreadful chuckle."

"Probably thinking what he'll do to me."

"He can't know it was you."

Bell grinned, "You mean it might have been someone else?"

"I'll tell him it was Striker."

"He'd never believe it."

"Why not?"

"Can you picture Striker and yourself in a bathtub?”

"He's too tall.”

“ … And a little too old to go for the novel aspects of love."  Bell smiled.  "No.  It takes a young man to tub a girl --- about my age."

She laughed.  "God.  I forgot he would think we were both in the tub."

"Striker would break his back.  Mine is rubber," he mused.  "Embarrassed?"

"I think it's wonderful.  It should send his dirty little mind whirling for weeks."

"A regular one-reeler, complete with comedy.  He could call it A Slip in the Soap.”
"I could say something," she said, shyly.

"Go ahead."

"You could call it Forever Blowing in the Bubbles."
"Greatl"

"You bring out the worst in me."

"Or the best."

"No, he would say none of these.  He has no sense of humor."

"You said he was chuckling."

"Only because he thinks he has something on me.  Hes about thirty years behind time, Bell.  He'll think I want this little incident kept quiet.  He'll wink and make remarks, hoping I'm holding my breath for fear he'll say something.  Just when he thinks he has me squirming I'll remark in front of twenty-two guests 'Last night I took a bath with a man,' and then he'll explode, later asking me why in the world would I want to say a thing like that.  It's happened hundreds of times."

"If you want me to pay attention to what you say, put some clothes on."

Her robe had slipped open showing the soft skin of her breasts above her brassiere and her white belly above her pants and below her pants were her long legs widely apart.  She clutched at the robe, smiled demurely, and then hurried into the bedroom to dress.

After a small breakfast of coffee and toast, they walked to the BOQ for Bell's car.  He went in to get his keys, leaving Jena in the front seat.  George was flat on his bunk.  He smiled faintly at Bell, claiming he had just come in and was exhausted and couldn't be happier! He dropped the keys in Bell's band.  As Bell left, he noticed Lieutenant Dargan, who lay staring at the ceiling, but Bell hurried on by without speaking.

Although he and Jena tried to be gay, it would have been better if they had spent this day apart.  On an emotional slide since last night, both were slipping into despair.  They did get through the day without an argument, and with a pleasant dinner at the Fox restaurant at nearby Pinehurst.  But they couldn't help but linger at the edge of argument, their passion for each other now satisfied and so quiet.  The last few miles back to the Post, they neither spoke nor looked at one another.  Then at her door, Jena came up with a smile and a kiss for him, and he one of each for her.  And the day was finally over.

On his cot that night Bell lay thinking about these first few weeks at Bragg.  He thought of Jena only as a lovely woman he had met and seduced, not as someone rich with thought and love who had saved him from boredom as much as he had saved her.

Bailey is a good friend, he thought.  Captain George Bailey was the sort of man who, when there are enough of them, win wars for their country, build sales for their company, bring home the conference championship for their school, perhaps because they are never too far above the men they lead, in ability, taste and thought, so they make excellent leaders, or perhaps because they are just dumb enough so they only see one way to do a job, just smart enough so the way they see isn't too often a disastrous one, and since they never have to make a choice they go about their work with the confidence of religious fanatics, those they lead seeing no indecision.  A little denseness in the head never hurt any leader, Bell thought, in fact it's the one characteristic they all have in common.

A man who is brilliant like Lieutenant Dargan is handicapped.  His quick mind provides him with a maze of possibilities, and like the rich man who often buys nothing a smart man sometimes finds he is helplessly unable to choose.  Where the George Baileys have no need of bravery and wouldn't know what to do with it if they had it, the Dargans must be brave enough to make a choice that they cannot be sure is right when time demands it, and they must have the courage to face their own overdeveloped consciences afterwards when they find out they were wrong.  The Baileys are never wrong; they never reconsider, since they have no alternatives to compare with their choice.  But the Dargans, these are the men of misery and regret.  Each succeeding choice to them becomes harder in the knowledge of past failures judged in recollection.  Confusion is their daily enemy; the choice of not choosing, their tempting way out.

To live is to choose, Bell thought.  The more choices, the richer the life, as long as a man continues to select one from the many.  How could this be explained to people who see no choice at all but are simply told what to do, or to people like Bailey who do the necessary or expedient thing, or to the more sophisticated people like Dargan who think their reluctance to choose and act is saintly? Why even try?  Explanation is a waste of time, he thought.  Take the Stockades.  If he had been frank with Dido and Wilcox, even with the General and Striker, he would have been bogged down immediately in the sludge of their misunderstandings.  He had told them lies; individually his statements to each were false.  Taken collectively they were true, however, because as a result of them the Stockades would be integrated, and the truth was the Stockades had to be integrated.  It had to be because it had to be.

There was a knock at Bell's door.

"Come in," he said.  He sat up and rubbed his eyes.

Lieutenant Dargan walked in.

He began speaking right away, words tumbling as if he were eager to get them out.  "Sir, I just wanted to say it took me a few days but I know you aren't as dumb as you pretended to be Saturday afternoon."

"No, I'm not."

"Well, I just wanted to thank you, Sir, you told me what I needed to hear I guess."

"How do you feel now?  All over it?"

He shrugged.  "I don't know.  I still can't find any reason to live."  He sat down unconsciously, and when he found he was seated he jumped up.  "I don't want you to think you have to make another speech, Sir."

"I won't."

"Just what the hell have I got to live for?  What has anyone?  You seem to be so damn sure."

"Most men live for their wives and families."

"I don't have a family."

Bell smiled, "Then you have no excuse to live."

"There is no other reason?"

"I wouldn't say that."

"What the hell would you say?"

"Why do you have to have a reason?'

"So I know what to do.  Everything's absurd unless there is some purpose."

"There are as many different ones as there are people.”

"Just name one."

"Last night I heard a man sing.  That was his purpose.  A girl named Susy lives for love.  George lives for sex."

"What about me?”

"I thought you wanted knowledge."

"But there is none!  Excuse me, Sir."

"Do you want it or don't you?”

"Yes.”

"Don't you realize you have to make it?  Men must make everything they want."

Dargan hesitated, thinking.  "What about you, Sir?”

"You might say I want power."  Bell smiled, knowing Dargan would never understand what kind.  He tried to joke.  "So you see I'm in the right place, since a man must have force to have power, and there's no better force than the army."

"Why do you want it?”

"To do what I think is right."

Dargan looked frightened.  "How can one man know what's right?  That's impossible."

"Yes, just like your goal knowledge."

"Create power," Dargan mused.  He looked up.  "A dictator!"

"No, no, for Christ's sake," Bell said.  "There will always be a few men with power, the rest without.  Just as there will always be a few rich, the rest poor; a few smart, the rest dumb.  The ideal of course is to be smart, rich and have power at the same time."  Bell chuckled.  "But I guess few of us are that lucky."

"Surely you can't believe that."

"In the great man?  I can't not believe it.  Sure, it would be nice if we all had the same worth.  But the truth is some of us are worthless, while some are indispensable.  There was Christ.  Caesar.  We'd have little English if not for Chaucer and Shakespeare.  Augustus saved Rome, at least for a while.  Pericles damn near planted Greece.  Thank God MacArthur was on our side in World War 11.  One man can make a difference, Lieutenant, and often has."

Dargan turned to leave.  "I ... wish I hadn't come in tonight."

"Oh, go to hell, Dargan."

The boy left.

A mistake to say the last.  But Bell was tired of people like Dargan who framed their rosy picture of the world with their own wooden inactivity.  Reluctant to do anything, too prim to accept the responsibility for their own actions, they believed nothing had ever been done by any man.  They turned to a belief in the vague abstract whole of things, the oneness, thinking if everything is one why judge any one thing?  They believed in the great single beating heart of humanity, and therefore were unable to judge any one man.  They wanted to look at all life and say how pretty.

