Chapter 12

By the time he started for the teashop, his day had already been badly jolted six times by circumstances, and he was sure the meeting with Mrs. Colgore would be a disaster.

That morning he had been shaving at the BOQ when young Lieutenant Dargan had come in saying roughly:

Every morning seems just like an extension of last night's bad dream, a little more horrible though, because in the daytime I am not only audience but a leading man with lines to say, stumbling around in silence to deserve and get nothing but boos from myself, life is a play all right but one with no ending, moving toward no climax, instead a boring production from which I’ll be jerked when I die, not ending it, just ending me, while the shapeless drama goes on and on.

Bell had thought what's more pathetic than a goddamn poet too young to have tempered his feelings with life?  He had continued shaving and had forced himself not to answer:  Life may be a dream for you, Boy, since when morning comes you don't wake up, but why don't you?  Bell had said nothing.

Then Bailey, who had been made Post accident prevention officer, told Bell of a solution for car accidents he had devised.  On the Fourth of July weekend we'll turn off all the traffic lights, tell the MP's and cops to go home, take down all the speed signs and just let people bash each other to pieces on the highways, so by God when Monday morning comes they'll all know how important traffic safety and all the regulations really are!  Bell could have done without this, given to him as it was along with his eggs and coffee.

Then the Buddha, Major Frank Wyatt, on the way out of the officers' mess came up saying he understood Bell was to lunch with him and Mrs. Colgore today.  He thought it would be charming --- the teashop is a place where nothing moves but mouths and cups, very relaxing you know, Bell.  He waved his hand at the messhall; good to get away from this once in a while.  Wyatt would make a law against men if he had the chance.  Bell objected to being coupled with this ass for lunch with the General’s wife.  What could she be up to?

Arriving at the Stockade, Bell heard from Dido, who faced him with a white bandaged head, saying that if Bessemer thought he could hit-the Provost Sergeant of the main Stockade and still have everything fine as roses the black sonofabitch would find out soon enough today he'd made a sorehead out of the wrong man.  Dido demanded he be allowed to put Bessemer in the blackbox with Sweberg.  Bell had agreed.

Then Striker phoned saying the MP’s were bringing over a white sergeant who had just killed a Negro.  He had found the black on a couch with his wife and screwing her, when he’d come home to his cottage in the Post housing last night.  She had jumped up declaring she was being raped, help, help.  Her husband had run in the bedroom for a pistol and shot the man as he tried to get out the front door.  No, it had nothing to do with integration.  The wife was a German warbride, didn't know black from white, and a few phone calls last night had revealed to the MP's she had been messing around with the black master sergeant for the past six months.  It didn't matter.  The whole thing would be identified with integration, which had gone into effect yesterday, especially if the woman stuck to her rape story.  Our Women Are No Longer Safe on the Streets, the southern whites would scream.  The husband would be brought to Bell's Stockade this morning.  Please stick him right into a separation cell, instead of in detention, until his trial, Striker said.  He spent the night screaming about niggers, so be careful.  Bell had done exactly as he was told.  The Sergeant shouted, screamed, and kept on even after being placed in a private cell.  His accusations about the peckers of Negroes filled the tense silence of the second floor, where white faced black and both listened.

This resulted in the last happening.  A Mississippi boy went berserk, probably thinking of his lily-skinned sister, and attacked his colored bunkmate, hollering at least YOU'LL never have a chance to touch a white woman!  John Riley in two steps got to him and knocked him cold.  There was no fight this time.  The first Bell or anybody below knew of it was when Riley called down for the Stockade medic to treat the boy’s broken nose.

Bell was glad to get away from the Stockade.  He left about eleven-thirty and drove leisurely along the wide avenue that covered the seven miles to Fayetteville, thinking that nothing Mrs. Colgore had to say could be worse than anything else that had happened this fine twisted morning.  Or maybe it was his own fault.  Did he really see all these people shaking their fists at him?  Or did he see his own fists rising in front of his own face?  He supposed it was both.  He hated the stupidity of the others, yes, for its own sake.  But he also saw himself in everything the others did and said.  Do they want to destroy the old world and put nothing in its place?  If they tried to make something new they'd find out fast how much they depended on what they didn't like, and they'd find too they could produce nothing as good, and that it was themselves who were inadequate and not the world.

And now the teashop.

"I love this place," Mrs. Colgore smiled from under the wide brim of her white hat.  "It's so serene and cool.  I feel almost as if I am sitting in a pond."

Frank belched, the croak of a frog.

Mrs. Colgore's smile again.  "A nephew can afford to be rude."

"I didn't know you were related," Bell said.

"My dear boy, if all you didn't know were placed end to end and circled around the world, the world would look like a ball of yarn."

Frank laughed.

He would play, too, Bell thought.  "If as you say what I don't know would only let me knit sweaters, I've no desire to know it.  Let others learn this fluff."

Frank looked puzzled.

"Whoever unwinds yarn looking for the core and throws the thread away is a fool," said Mrs. Colgore.  "Because at the center he will find nothing at all.  This is the world, my boy; the fluff is all there is."  She looked at her nephew and sighed, "Oh, Frank, stop looking so confused."

Bell smiled.  "Like aunt, like nephew.  You confuse the world with yarn, old lady."

"And you confuse it with stone, working away at it like a hammer-headed mason."

"I make the way smooth for the feet of the old."

"Tea and a hot roll," Frank said to the waitress.

"He eats while we waste away," Mrs. Colgore smiled.  "It is the wit of the weak and why they go on."

"The world goes on, the weak go with it like debris."

"You are a bright one, aren't you, but so is glass, and glass is not rare."

"Are you advising me to be dull?"

"No." She laughed.  "I'd rather you were a friend than a relative."

Bell laughed, too.

Mrs. Colgore ordered tea and a roll.  Bell asked for coffee and a cheese sandwich.

"Toasted cheese?" the girl asked.

“No.”

“Like a pickle?”

"Go away, dammit," Mrs. Colgore said.

The waitress blushed and went away, clutching her pad of information.

"I do love this place," Mrs. Colgore smiled easily, repeating herself.  "It's so cool and serene."

"It's stuffed with fluff," Bell laughed.

"You're a child discovering his tongue."

"I have a tongue."

"Say something, Frank."

"I don't understand," her nephew said.

Mrs. Colgore sighed.  "I suppose you're right," she told Bell.

"Right about what?” Frank asked.

"Righthanded," said Mrs. Colgore.

"So am I," Frank said.

Bell laughed.  "Fluff may be soft, even warm, but sometimes it gags."

"So said the fool with rocks in his mouth."  She puffed out her wrinkled cheek with her tongue, then added, "I like you, Bell, but not for Jena."

“So ...?”

"Careful."

“Why?”

"Because I am old and haven't the time to forget insults."

"And if you were young?"

She smiled.  "My mother would be here."

"And where would you be?"

"I would be waiting where Jena is."

"That's what is wrong with Jena.  Not me but that."

"What?"

"Waiting.  The idea that everything comes to her that waits."

“I meant waiting for you.  Exactly what Jena is doing.”

"Is she?”

“Of course."

“Why do you tell me?  Shouldn’t Jena have what she waits for?"

“Why no, my boy.  I’m surprised at you.  You’re just a simple young lover after all.  I expected more."

"So is Jena simple and young.  You're imposing your own hesitancy and age on us."

“My wisdom," she corrected.  "You can do nothing but fail.  A rock can only fall.  A piece of fluff, however, can fly up at the slightest breeze.  I would almost rather have her marry someone like Frank than you.  It is at least possible he will succeed.  But for a certain Colonel success has been had.”  She paused and took a bite from her roll.

She sipped her tea carefully, then smiled.  “I suppose it is difficult for a young man like you to accept that what any woman needs most is for her man to be successful.  More than love, looks or a good life.  Success comes first.”

“Success in what?”

"In anything.  He can be successful in making money, raising a family.  He can gain the prestige he wants.  Have the pride he demands.  Be respected if he wishes.  As long as he is successful in getting what he wants.  This makes his woman happy, contented, and grows the deeper love necessary when the simple young love of body contact passes, which it will.  But you offer no possibility of success.  Tell me, what would it take to make you believe you have succeeded?”

Bell thought but could say nothing.

"See? There is nothing that will do it.  You are as doomed as the devil.  And you wouldn't expect me to happily give my daughter to the devil.  Why are you surprised I won’t give her to you?”

He felt sad.  "She is not yours to give.”

“Then I won’t allow her to give herself.”

"She is not yours to allow.”

"If we allowed people to do what they wanted instead of what we think best, the world would be an animal pit."

“You’re right,” he said, quietly.  “But you and I disagree on what we think is best for Jena.”

“We are contestants," she smiled.

“Yes.”

"Do you honestly believe you can win?"

"I don't know," he said.  "But that isn't important."

"Yes, you would think that.  It is the same as you think of success and just as foolish."

She turned, ignoring Bell, and poured tea into her cup.  "Frank, I do believe that waitress is watching you.  She finds you cute, I'm sure."

Bell looked up, seeing Susy standing in black with a white apron and white cap.  He waved to her and she nodded back.

Frank looked, too, but he neither said anything nor gave any sign he knew her.  He popped the rest of a roll into his mouth.  "She's fairly cute herself," he told his aunt, white chunks of the bun showing in his mouth.

"Frank, do you believe I don't know you have been taking her about?  She is nothing to be ashamed of, far too good for you, I'm sure."

Her nephew grinned.  "Auntie is too smart for all of us."

"I'll admit she's smart," said Bell, "if a little old fashioned."

"More wizened than old-fashioned," she answered, “and you two needn't talk of me as if I weren't here.  It's very rude and shows you to be clods."

Here was an old woman who had been so cured with life that everything she said had bite to it, Bell thought.  Listening to her was like having rhubarb sauce spooned into you.  You couldn't tell whether it was sour or sweet, and while you decided it purged your insides.  What she said washed through him carrying all his thoughts with it, if he weren't carefully reminding himself she was an old woman and wrong, delightfully, but wrong, and that her smart little world of talk and string-pulling would fly to pieces quickly if it were placed in the brutal world of the Stockades.  One strong hand, angry, would reach out and flatten her, and then where would her cunning mouth be? She would find it difficult to use her word-weapons with a throat filled with blood.  Her old hands coming to her defense would beat helplessly as paper.  She would forget to kick.  Too much pride to scream.  A shame.  But true.

"I understand you have a new prisoner," she said.  "The sergeant who shot his wife's lover."

"His wife claims he shot a rapist."

"What do you think?”

"I think you're right, his wife is lying."

"Why should she lie?"

"Pride probably."

Mrs. Colgore laughed.  "You know nothing about women, my boy.  I say she is lying because she doesn't want to lose her husband, his pay, her nice home, and she certainly doesn't want to go out and work."

"You're crediting her with quite a bit of intelligence."

"No.  Just her fair share of female laziness."

"You're a female woman-hater.  The first one I've met."

Mrs. Colgore rose angrily.  "I have wasted far too much time here," she said.  "I should think you also would have something better to do."

Her nephew stood with her.

Bell nodded politely, but he remained seated after the two had left.

Susy came right over.

"Oh, I'd like to kick that Frank right in his fat butt.  Did you see the way he snubbed me?"

"Why didn't you come over and sit on his lap?"

"That aunt of his would have called the police.  Have you ever seen such an old bitch?  Do you know what?  She offered me a hundred dollars to stay away from Frank."

"Did you take it?"

Susy thought a moment.  "I'm not seeing him because I like George better." She thought again.  "Oh hell, why should I lie.  Of course I took it.  But I'm miserable," she added, sweetly.

"Poor Susy.  I think you took the short gain rather than the long one.  You could have married Frank."

"Do you think so?"

"Of course."

She smiled.  "Well, if he likes me that much, he’ll come to see me.  I'll be a hundred richer."

"I hope so, Susy."

"What do you mean you hope so?"

"I hope you get the cash and Frank too.  The advance and the merchandise."

"Stop grinning, I know what you think."

"No, you don't.  I'm for you.  I hope you take Frank for every penny."

"You don't."

"Yes, I do."

"But I love him."

"You love everybody.  Chances are you'll lose out and end up with nothing."

"No, I won't."

"I hope not."

"What do you mean again, you hope not?"

"Could we take it up later?  I have to get back."

"All right."  She was thinking, her face tight as a raisin.  She could use her sex in a masterful tease, but other problems baffled her.

Bell left.

Women were calculating machines of skin and bone, he thought as he drove back to the Post; machines that are broken though, one flawed click apiece that leads to one wrong answer and a weakness.  Susy believed that if she loved Frank, he loved her.  Why women wanted someone to love them was beyond Bell, and he thought it a shame because they could have a lot of fun loving whomever they wanted if only they didn't demand to be loved back.  But this was a pattern.  People paid more attention to the reaction to what they did, than to what they did.  A painter paints, and he expects his work to paralyze all eyes with meaning.  Not so different from a person who loves and expects to be loved back.

The reason Bell had Jena by the scrub of her ass was he loved her without giving a damn if she loved him back.  So she was free to love him for reasons of her own, and he supposed she did.  But all he would have to do is ask, "Love me, Honey?" and she would think did she or didn't she.  Doesn't he know?  And if he doesn't it means he doesn't love me.  No, I don't love you, you misleading sonofabitch, now get off me and get out of here.  And that would be the end of that.  She would be right, too.  Who can love and demand to be loved at the same time?  It would be like experiencing the ecstasy of praying for rain and demanding to be wet while doing it.

