Chapter 16

It did no good to walk; he continued to remember the men he had seen on the floor of the messhall.  Their blood and wounds hadn't startled him, because he had seen all of this before in the war, but the idea that men were ripping and tearing at each other's skin and flesh had been difficult to take.  In the war a bullet or shell or some impersonal piece of metal had always been blamed, goddamn flak, machinegun, bastard bombers, but never had it been brought home to him that other men were capable of butchering men as it had here at this riot.  There was nothing to blame but the men who had left the messhall, leaving the receivers of their hate behind, writhing on the floor, and this time the machines and metal were not responsible, because lacking them the haters had beaten and kicked and bit.  If there was anything humorous in the results it was that Negoes and whites alike were responsible, and that both black and white bodies were left on the floor.  The rioting prisoners had been indiscriminate in their selection of enemies.  In this moment of kicking and hacking away at each other's bodies, they had achieved a moment of pure integration.

When Bell walked into his room at the BOQ, he was surprised to find George stretched out on his bunk.

"Hi!" George raised his thick body and stretched.  "I was afraid I'd miss you so I stayed here."

Bell said nothing.  He had wanted to be alone.

"Don't you want to know why?"

"Why what?"

"Why I was afraid I'd miss you."

Bell waited, then when George just stood there wanting him to ask why, he said finally, "Listen, George, if you've got something to say to me, say it and get out of here."

"What the hell's wrong with you?”

“For Christ's sake stop being such a goddamn idiot!”

“Something happen at the Stockade?"

“Of course.”

“Everybody’s been expecting something to happen,” George said.  “Now that it has, it won’t surprise anybody --- but you; you look surprised.  Well, I don’t want to know about it.  I got enough troubles of my own.”

“Good,” Bell said, unthinking.

“What do you mean good?”

Suddenly Bell laughed.  “Goddamn you, you lead-headed sonofabitch, will you get out of here!”

“Okay, okay,” smiled George.

He left, closing the door behind him.

Bell took off his shirt, then his watch.  The door opened again.

“For Jesus sake,” George said, “you wouldn’t care if I never did tell you.  You got no memory.”

“All right!  What, what, what!”

“Colonel Stacey wants to see you right away.  Says it’s urgent.”

Bell hesitated.  Stacey was the provost marshal over the Stockade, the MP’s, accident prevention, in fact all police efforts at the Post.  “If this is a joke, George, it’s not funny.  I want to take a shower.”

“I’m not kidding.  He tried to get you at Main Stockade, then at the Annex, and was he teed-off.  Good thing you got an excuse.  So before I left he told me to send you up to the office as soon as you came here.  He didn’t want you to get away for the weekend.  I guess he’s waiting.”

Bell picked up his watch from the desk.  It was only four-thirty.  He put his shirt back on and slipped his tie under his collar.  “Thanks, Buddy,” he said, “thanks a lot.”

“For Jesus sake, I tried to tell you.”

George left, slamming the door.

When Bell arrived, Stacey was sitting at his desk, writing.  The pudgy shape lifted, the two bulbing eyes looked up.  “Are you Romney?”  His neat mustache looked painted on, maliciously put there to discredit his smile.

“Yes, Sir.”  Bell saluted.

“Oh, none of that,” smiled Stacey.  He stood and put out his hand.  “Sorry I’ve had no chance to meet you, but you seem to be well taken care of.  I understand you’ve been reporting directly to General Colgore and Colonel Striker.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Fine, fine.  Tell you what.  The matter I want to talk over with you is delicate.  Why don’t we go down to the Club for a cocktail?  No one will bother us there.”

Without waiting for an answer, Colonel Stacey called for his driver and went out the door of his office.  Bell followed down the steps, outside to the car.

“Where were you this afternoon, Major?” Stacey asked.  “I tried to phone you.”

“I was at the Stockade Annex.”

“No one answered the phone.  I called twice.”  He smiled.

“The prisoners rioted during noon mess, and they took over the messhall.  We were pretty busy, Sir, probably nobody heard the phone.”

“Bad, bad.  It might have been something important.  Always leave someone by the phone, Romney, even if the world caves in.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“Just a few prisoners, Sir.”

“Fine, fine.”

Bell was dumbfounded at the way this man, the chief police officer of the Post, was taking news of the riot.  Something was up, although he had no idea what it was.  Even after they arrived at the bar, sitting at a corner table, and had a drink apiece, the Colonel still hadn't mentioned the delicate matter.  They spoke of Bell's outfit during the war, his assignments since, and Stacey kept anticipating Bell's statements with bits of information he could have gotten only from a thorough study of Bell's file.  Then, after another drink, Stacey looked up and his eyes turned stern.

"Mrs. Colgore visited me today to lodge a complaint against you.”

Bell continued sipping his drink.

"She claims you have been annoying her daughter."

“That’s not true,” Bell said.

“She said neither of them minded when the annoyances were minor but that some weeks ago you burst into her daughter’s apartment and opened the bathroom door while Mrs. Fuller was taking a bath.  So she decided to do something about it.”

“That’s fantastic.”

“A courtmartial board might believe it.”

“I was in the apartment that day, but at Mrs. Fuller’s invitation, and I’m sure she would say so.”

“You mean you would ask her to testify you were in the bathroom at her request?  That would be a fine piece of gossip for the Post.”

Bell was silent.

“I think you should consider yourself lucky neither Mrs. Colgore nor her daughter said anything of this to the General.”

Bell smiled at this.

“Mrs. Colgore would be the last person to make this public,” added Stacey.  “She asks only that you not see her daughter any more.  Personally, I think you’re quite lucky.  There are plenty of girls around here for a young man like yourself.”  He looked at his watch.  “Well, I must be going on home.  No, no. No reason for you to leave.  Think about what I told you.  Have another drink.”

He stood up and walked away.

If I had actually taken a bath with Jena, thought Bell, this wouldn’t be so bad.  He laughed, alone with his drink.  But of course they were right, what could she say.  Not that he wasn’t there that morning.  Neither could he ask her to tell the world she wanted him there, when by doing so she would imply she wanted him in her tub.  A very neat little threat, he thought, and he had to give Mrs. Colgore credit.  Smooth, slick and purposeful.  Some people might admire it.  Bell thought it stank.  He gave her credit for the goddamn slick smell of ugly rot and desperateness.

First, he would go to the phone.

No, first he would have another drink.

He ordered a martini and sat sipping it slowly, alone.  Alone.  Silence shielded him from the rest of the crowd’s noise and laughter like a plastic tent shields the sick man.  He saw the lips of the others move, their heads shake, hands raise glasses to their mouths, but he saw everything through the film of his own solitude, and he heard nothing.  Yes, this must be the way Jena lives, he thought, silent and hearing nothing.  It was pleasant, although one thing was bad.  To move or speak was to end it by breaking the transparent bubble of isolation that enclosed him.  He moved his glass, slowly to his mouth, so as not to puncture this bubble.  He cleared his throat, still nothing.  He laughed.  The bubble of quiet remained.  Then very softly, so they couldn't hear, he told the crowd, "Shut Up!"  Pop.  The noise rushed in upon him.  This was the way, of course, the way it should be.  One small thought of affecting a change in what was around you, and the bubble of serenity and peace bursts to bits.

Mrs. Colgore, you are a very stupid woman.

He went to the phone and dialed Dido's number at home.

"Major Romney, Dido."

"Oh, yessir."
Bell could hear the children and the TV and dishes and a woman's voice saying stop it.  Something dropped.  There were cries from a child.  Dido's own little prison of pettiness, brick and probably a nice green lawn.  A big lamp with a big shade with fringe for Mother, right in front of a swell picture-window.  For this went Dido's efforts and money, traded for trinkets.  Well, so what if the savages keep screwing themselves!

"Dido, I won't be in tomorrow morning.  I've got to be over at the hospital to take care of a scratch.  Can you handle things all right?"

"Sure, Major.  I heard about the Annex.  Too bad."

"Yes.  Listen, Wilcox has a bunch of prisoners in a ring at the Annex yard.  Make sure they stay in it."

"A ring, Sir?" Dido laughed.  "Punishment?"

"Yes, and you know Wilcox.  He might weaken, so keep an eye on him.”

"Don't worry, Sir, those bastards will stay put tomorrow or get shot."

"I'll leave it up to you.  See You Monday."

After hanging up he called Wilcox' number, saying much the same things.

"Don't let Dido talk you into letting those bastards out of the ring," he said, finishing.  "You know how sentimental he is.”

Wilcox chuckled.  "Don't you worry none, Suh.  They'll be there ‘til you say they can move.”

"How's the arm?"

"Don't even pain."

"Good."  He hung up.

When he got back to the table, he watched the door for George, hoping tonight wouldn't be the first time in three months the big fellow would fail to stop at the Club on returning from the officers' mess.  Maybe, he thought, my answer to Mrs. Colgore will help solve George's problem, too, that big frustrated ape.

Well, Mrs. Colgore, you withered old bastard of a prune, so you have used your wits and slapped somebody in the face again, only this time the wrong person, wrinkle-face; yes, no rockhead this time who can think of nothing but capitulation, but an adversary more than your equal, and it will be delightful to ram your peanut wits right back out through the crown of your head and see you stupified with surprise and loss.  Knitting your world of string and intrigue you have said I am queen of the world of webs and if there is more of the world than what I control let it be heard from.  And it will.  Prepare your face for the return slap, your web for the tearing and your ears for the whistle and screech of force and counter-purpose that has nothing to do with you and what you want.  You are a spider that, after spinning its web around a sleeping man, sits back and says now man move if you can, confident he won't because no man has moved before.  Only this man will be different.  He will wake, irritated at the tickling threads, and he will move almost without effort and tear them to small pieces floating away.  You will sit stunned, unbelieving yet forced to, as your world of web-strength breaks and shows itself to be nothing more than an old woman's wish for power, a web of wishes that was never strong at all.

Bunka, dunka; bunka, dunka; bunka, dunka; bunka, dunka.  To the side of the bar stepped Brownbutt, guitar in hand, strumming, in the middle of the jabbering din and noise and laughter, smiling out with face and sound, with the same blue suit, black skin, white hair and white guitar cord, even the black and white dotted bow tie.  He sat on the end stool, contriving to smile as the few near him moved a little away, the better to watch and remain themselves in spite of this new entertainment so unique and interesting like a thunderstorm in the middle of the heat that sends a new cool wind to blow.

“I’m looking for dat bully

baby,

bully of de ta-wown

Lookin for dat bully

but dat bully can’t be foun

Well, I’m looking for dat bully

of de ta-wown

When I walk de levee

roun roun roun

every day I may be foun

Well, I’m looking for dat bully

of de ta-wown

I’m looking for dat bully

baby,

bully of de ta-wown

Lookin for dat bully

dat shot my woman down

Well, I’m looking for dat bully

of de ta-wown

As he repeated the verses, people looked at each other with who’s-he-what’s-this looks on their faces, but laughing because something different was here, and they enjoyed something different, because it diverted them from thinking what they were.  Brownbutt treated them like children.  They looked back at him, waiting.

“Ma name is Brownbutt and I’m here to sing a few songs and play a while to make you happy.  This song I’se just singin when I walked over was about this bully who shot this boy’s girlfriend, and the poor boy spends alla his time lookin and lookin roun de levee cause he wants to find him and fight him good for what he done but da bully can’t be foun no place a-tall.  So he just keeps lookin and lookin … and you know he’s gotta eat, and he’s gotta have a drink now an then, and he’s gotta get new soles put on his shoes with all that walkin and walkin roun.  So pretty soon he ain’t got no more money and he ain’t foun the bully and he wants to keep lookin, you know.  So he asks his friends for some, and you know they kinda forgotten about the killin of this boy’s girlfriend … some of them weren’t even there when it happened, you know, so they say look at you, yo clothes is a mess and you ain’t shaved and you ain’t worked for a year … now you want to borrow some money to keep you crazy walkin roun this levee lookin for some bully who’s probably left or is dead by now … how would you know if he wasn’t dead, they say … So this poor boy looks down at hisself, you know, and he sees his clothes and he thinks what has happened to him and he says:

When I lived de life uva millyun-air

spending ma money, I did-didn’t care

taking ma friends out fer a good time

buying them Cane Corn liquor and dat

Sneaky Pete wine

Now lookee here, I fell so low

don’t have no friends an no place to go

ever get ma hans on a dollah ‘gin

hold onta it til the eagle grins

Nobody knows you when yo down an out

in ma pockets, not one penny

an ma friens, I haven’t any

ever get ma hans on a dollar ‘gin

hold onta it til the eagle grins

I’m gonna say friens wid-out a doubt

nobody can use you when yo down an out

Nobody can use you when yo down an out

Hummm, ummmm, huh-uh

Nobody can use you when yo down an out.”

Bell glanced over at the door in time to see George standing there looking around.  As Brownbutt started the song over again, George saw Bell at the table and came over.

“You look like you’ve had a snootful, Buddy,” he said.

Bell nodded.  “Sit down here and I’ll sneeze you a free drink in a glass.”

“All-rightee,” George said, sitting.  “I see the Colonel hired out your boy Brownbutt.  He looks about as out of place here as a rooster in a henhouse.”

“Well-said,” Bell answered.  “He looks like he’s able to screw everything in sight.”

“Literally or figuratively?”

“He’s singing about us, George.”

“Can’t be.”

“Why not?”

“We aren’t niggers,” said George.

Bell laughed.  “You’re right there.”

“I’m always right.  First thing I said when I was born was right, and I been right ever since.”

“What did you say?”

“I looked at the doc and said ‘Man, it was dark in there; I could hardly read.’  Then when I saw what he’s about to do, I told him to slap his own ass; I was breathing all right!”

“You’ve been lying ever since.”

“That’s right.  Another thing, too.  I ain’t never breathed.”

George was served his martini.

“I guess all of us are limited by what we believe,” said Bell.

“I want to be unlimited.”

“Believe in everything.  Or nothing.”

George toasted.  “Here’s to us, Buddy.  You believe in everything, me in nothing.”  He called back the waiter walking away and ordered two more.

Continuing to sing and play in the din of noise around him, Brownbutt told about yello-oh, yello-oh, yello-gals and went through the saga of John Henry’s battle with the machine spiker, adding that as Ole John lay dying he look up and ask his gal if she been true, and she say yes I been true, then he say well where’d you get that new dress, and she answer I got it from that nice switchman.

Then with a smile, Brownbutt began a song he said was in honor of Mr. President Roosevelt who died a few years ago:

“He was de mannnn,

he was de mannnn.

He was de mannnn

‘cause he did unnerstannnn.

What a time that was when he got ee-lected, wooweee, bells was ringin, and everybody’s votin and singin …

He is de mannnn,

he is da mannnn.

He is de mannnn

‘cause he do unnerstannnn

He says he gonna make Civil Rights --- that mean EQUAL rights --- for everybody.  He says he’s gonna start right now.  Well, he’s got four years to do it, an, you know, we’re gonna be watchin him.

He is de mannnn,

he is da mannn

He is de mannn

‘cause he do unnerstannnn.

Boy, the votes was comin in all night from everywhere.  Everybody keep right on singin.  Champaigne was flowin like watter runnin down a branch.  But anyhow, the man win, you know, an he say he’s everbody’s frien, not just one.  He say one world, one sky for both you and me --- Gonna show it to the folks …

He is de mannnn

‘cause he do unnerstannnn.

He says lot of times folks’uv talked a good job, but he ain’t just talkin, he’s walkin.  He’s gonna do it.  Well, we’re watchin.

He WAS de mannnn

‘cause he did unnerstannnn.

George and Bell looked grinning at the now quiet faces with mouths slightly open, all watching Brownbutt from their seats at the bar and tables.  Even the colored bartenders stood in their zipped up dress suits, unmoving, their hands frozen with shakers and glasses.  He had just accused them all gently but directly, and they felt they were the ones now being watched by Brownbutt’s colored folks who had voted for Roosevelt.  He left, strumming his guitar and singing Oh, dat Rock Islan’ line is a mighty fine line; oh, dat Rock Islan is de road to ride … When he was gone, the officers, their wives, their girls, struggled to recreate their meaningless noise and were successful.

“The minstrel’s already beginning to wear out his welcome,” Bell commented.

“If Striker’s here now, I bet his pants are full.”

“What about yours, friend?”

“Like I told you, I feel nothing.”

“What was your problem this afternoon?”

“Susy,” George sighed.  “That goddamn Susy.”

“Don’t tell me you wore her out.”

“No.”

“Split her up the middle?”

“No.”

“Fused her closed with heat and friction?”

George laughed.  “No, nothing as bad as that.”

“You found out she has eight kids from two previous marriages …?”

“No.”

“ … To apes.”

“No, no.  But man, you’re making me feel better.”

“You’ve discovered she doesn’t love you.”

George said nothing.

“And like an idiot you want her to,” added Bell.  “You want her to run away from anything in pants except you.”

George tried a grin.  “Most of all, I want her to run away from anything hanging out of pants except mine.”

Bell knew that the shape, round and rich, cream-colored and supple, of Susy, laughing, wiggling and rolling over, was before George’s eyes.  For George there was no difference between love and desire.

“What you need to do,” Bell added, “is get her away from this Post for a while.  Say this weekend.”

“Yes.  But look she’d never go alone.  I could take her down to Myrtle Beach, my aunt’s gone, and she left me the keys to a couple of cottages.  If I could just get Susy to go.”

“Jena and I will go, too.  We’ll tell the girls there are two cottages.  One for them, one for us.  Then trust a jug of martinis to make them reasonable and keep us all sexually honest.”

“You think Jena would do it?”

“Why not?  She’s as much a woman as Susy.”

“I know.  But geezus, Bell, the General’s daughter.”

“For God’s sake, that’s what everybody says.  She’s a big girl now.  She’s been married, her husband is dead, and she’s a long way past being jailbait, you know.”

“All right …!”

“Get your friend Bozo at the bar to make us up a gallon jug of dry martinis.  We can drink out of paper cups.  Here’s some money.  Buy three fifths --- are you listening? --- of gin and a fifth of vermouth for later.”  Bell stood up.  “I’ll get the car and come back for you.”

“Look there’s something fishy about all this, Bell.  What is it?”

“Your intentions.”

“I’m talking about your intentions.”

“Just get the gin and stuff, George.”

