Chapter 21

When Bell walked into the small brick building nearby the Stockade, Major Wyatt, the fat nephew of Mrs. Colgore was speaking.  The small room was filled with soldiers and civilians seated on folding chairs.  At the front was the long table behind which sat the Board of gray-haired old men with grim mouths.  Rathke, thin in his fatigues and with his dark beard showing like a mask across his sharp bird face, sat in front of the Board and to the left side of his lawyer who, surprising to Bell, was a civilian from town instead of the usual second lieutenant from the Judge Advocate Office on Post.

"I don't see," Wyatt was saying --- there had obviously just been an argument, since his voice was shrill, his cheeks red --- “that the question of whether or not this girl was raped enters into the picture at all …”  You have just painted the rape into your picture, Bell thought, while claiming it doesn't belong, but then that's exactly what you would do if you wanted the person you're prosecuting to get off, which you do of course because the General wants the lid put on this mess quick so it won't stir up race hate.  “… And I intend to prove that one man is dead at the hand of another, that the other killed him premeditatively and that there was even an attempt to cover up the crime."

His words were cold and dead, free of any emotion, as if he were a Chinese esthete explaining why he refused to step on his brother's poems, found blowing in the yard, a distant observer of the spectacle, growing more distant all the time until he became a cold dot revolving far away from the hot circle of life.  He removed all emotion from his speech so the defense plea by contrast would sound more earthy, practical and realistic to the Board, making the old men think --- Bell could hear it now --- they weren't dry scholars, and they had seen enough of the world to know it didn't go by the book, and they knew that a man's passions will sometimes get the better of him, especially when he walks into his home to find a black ass fanning the air over his wife's white thighs!  Yes, Wyatt was preparing to lose --- for the sake of integration, Bell smiled.

Yet the plain facts of the case pointed directly to murder, and Wyatt couldn’t help pointing them out.  He called an MP before the Board to tell the story of the arrest.  Rathke had been found putting the body into his car beside a long-handled spade by the two MP's who had come to investigate shots reported by a neighbor.  Wyatt had to let the MP tell of Rathke's confession at the time of the arrest.  "I'd kill that black sonofobitch seventy times over if I had the chance!"

"Seventy times?" Wyatt asked, putting emphasis on this rather than the confession.

"S' what he said," answered the young MP.

Their faces are always so clean, Bell thought, as if every MP were selected by his ability to scrub instead of shoot.

In the first row sat Mrs. Rathke in a beige rayon dress printed with large red flowers, pretty and quiet, as if she were sitting on a park bench with only a minute to rest.  She turned once to look sadly at her husband while the MP spoke, and Bell could see the corners of her eyes were wrinkled, perhaps her chin was a little too loose and her nose was marked from glasses, but she was pretty in a warm open way, a pretty librarian who always spoke quietly was how she looked, about thirty, and pleasing blond hair so long it must drop to the cut of her butt when it was loose, but now it was rolled and pinned to the back of her head.  Her skin was so fair, with blond fuzz, it looked white as paper, her legs were whiter.  Bell wondered if she knew that almost everyone in the room, himself included, had sometime today looked hard at her, visualizing her in a naked spasm of love under the Negro that night when Rathke had come home unexpectedly.  Perhaps she had convinced herself no one thought of it.  This was the sort of thing a girl like her would do.  Or perhaps she sat numb, encased in the dull shield of her own shame.  To the German girls, Bell remembered, black color was almost an added attraction after the war; in fact they thought it meant great strength, and they liked the colored soldiers best because they gave gifts more freely than the whites and were less ashamed to find a woman to love in a foreign country.  If Mrs. Rathke hadn't been raped, and no one at Bragg believed she had been, then she had been under the Negro because she wanted to, maybe loved him.  Then why would she say she had been raped?  Bell watched her.  The civilian lawyer passed her a note.  She took steel-rimmed glasses out of her purse, putting them on to read it, then nodded to the lawyer showing she understood.  Of course.  She had made up the rape story, not her husband.  He was just a dull mess-sergeant whose hands looked white as if he had taken them from flour shortly before coming in here, and he had done his best to tell the world he had killed the Negro for being his wife's lover.  She had decided it was better for her if her husband went to jail for a long time than if he received a death penalty, why, because she would then continue to get money, from the Army if the Board were lenient enough, from the Red Cross even if the Board weren't, since poor thing after all she'd been raped and this whole mess wasn't her fault.  Librarian? --- no, this image folded away.  In Germany after the war she had read the messages of the streets and seen the faces of the soldier-boys who wanted her; she had picked one and gotten over to the U.S., then fallen in love with a Negro, and now that he was dead she was calmly fixing herself up with a monthly income.  Poor little, sweet-faced, well-built, determined, calculating girl.  She had no way of knowing she had given the General the means to have her husband freed, the last thing she wanted.  She crossed her legs confidently, not knowing that soon her husband would be home between them and that she would be stuck with him because lovers would be hard to find, white, black or even an Indian, after she had cried rape once.  Now she smiled, her hands in her lap, convinced of her cleverness.  Bell was saddened by her.  He imagined the first thing Rathke would do is give her a good beating; and when she screamed the neighbors would close their ears thinking the little two-timing German slut deserves it.  Now she smiled at her husband, and he smiled back.  The lawyer smiled, too.

Bell got up and left.  Although he was aware someone followed him, he didn't know it was Dargan until they were outside and the Lieutenant called.

"What's he doing in there, Sir?" Dargan asked.

"What's who doing in where?"  The familiarity irritated him.  He was determined not to become the boy's confessor, consultant, father or anything else.  Here was a barnacle looking for a ship.

"Major Wyatt is doing his best to lose the goddamn case."

"Sir."

"Pardon?"

"I say address me as Sir!"
"Yes, Sir."  Dargan's face, hurt, became immediately subdued.

"What makes you think he's trying to lose?"

"I don't know … Sir.  Maybe he isn't.  Going back to the Stockade?"

"No, I have to pick something up at the PX."

Dargan moved away slowly, then saluted and turned his back, walking to the front gate of the Stockade.

It would be difficult having Dargan working under him, Bell thought, because the young idiot was so unstable.  He couldn't be sure what the boy would do if something went wrong.  He could just as easily imagine Dargan gleefully, like a boy letting dogs out of a pound, holding the Stockade gate open while the prisoners escaped, saying "Search out your freedom, it's all right with me," as he could imagine this same Dargan halting a riot before it started by firmly yanking one prisoner off another's back and throwing them both in the blackbox.  It would all depend on Dargan's mood at the moment, on the state of his digestion, or on the ideas in the last book he read.  His brain was like the inside of a gumball machine; any color ball was capable of coming out depending on chance or a shake, or even the goddamn humidity.

My God, it was hot.

He decided to phone Jena and have her meet him at the pool.  Perhaps he could forget about the Stockades.

"Hello, Husband," she said on the phone.

"Can you meet me at the pool?"

"Yes.  Where?  Inside or out?"

“Just jump in the water and the first person who pinches that lovely hard butt of yours, that will be me."

“All right, but you better be quick to be first.”

He phoned Dido and Wilcox, too, assuring himself that everything was all right, very quiet.

It was difficult to think of Jena as his wife as it was to accept Fort Bragg as his home, the Stockades as his achievement, or Jena’s apartment as his quarters.  What is the worth of a wife?  He knew what Jena’s worth was, so rounded and soft, quiet too, yet exciting in her uneasiness, the womb waiting but with a will to be filled; but wives and wifery and all that was associated with them had no value for him.  He hated categories and titles and which automatically carried benefits, rights, needs and responsibilities for the person who entered them, and he thought each person should be valued singly.  Jena had worth to him so great it revealed itself as often as green was revealed by the earth, but his wife, a gauze of abstractions which had suddenly been thrown over her, meant nothing at all.  Wifery was just one more way for lazy people to believe they had become something --- I am a wife; or I am a husband, so I am something and it is finished and over --- when really they had become nothing; they remained in an empty room behind a door, although the door now had a title on it: wife.

Jena I love only you.  It is your shape that has fallen into my brain’s place for it like a piece into a puzzle which may someday mean something.  You are one thing seen, felt and heard by me and judged lovely and correct in your own right.  I do not love what you represent, your race, your sex, your nationality, your family.  I love only what you are.  Ah, but it is what I think you are; can I ever know you?  No, this thought is wrong.  I love what you are, and what I think you are gives me reasons, nothing more, reasons that are unimportant, right or wrong, because my love for you exists and cannot be denied or defended by reasons.  It is, therefore it is.

He came to the pool, all green water, whiteness of it’s deck, and people along its edge moving, splashing, changing the surface, but not for long because the surface soon settled.  He passed into the lockerroom, smelled the damp steam while he undressed, then walked onto the whiteness of the deck amid the screams of children, which he didn’t mind because that’s what the pool was for, a childlike thing for children to face as the ocean is investigated by adults in all its sweep and enigmatic depth of movement and cycles, both being mirrors to remind us of a lost unconscious age when everything was water and we knew no space, a time before the millions of acts of courage and change within by one individual after another driven on by life's great necessity to create something where there was nothing before.  Learn children and feel the water on your skin and think of the great heroes of the past who came out of the water to shiver in the air and stick.

She came in the same white suit, so lovely, oh my god of Nothing how it must hurt you to be filled by edges like these, make you ache to feel her shape within you warm against you cold, as she walks with brown bare legs and arms through you toward me.  She waved, this lovely thing called Jena, alive and willing, a thing that breathed, ate and threw away, a system organized to exist within a system larger within a system larger within one larger and within another that was finally within Nothing, a nothing that was chaos and infinite quiet.  She dove in swimming toward him.  He could feel her coming.  When she rose up next to him her face was wet and she smiled.  What could he say?

"It's so cool, this water," she said.  "I must have been feverish before, or perhaps it's because I saw your face and I am next to you now and the world seems so right my blood sinks."

For Christ's sake.  He laughed.  "You're getting better at it than I."

"At what?"

"Nevermind.  At presence, I guess.  Do you know you came out of the locker like a puffball cloud in your white suit and now the sky seems filled?"

"Yes," she smiled.  "I know something like that.  I felt enclosed as I came, cloudlike I suppose, but with a place to arrive at which was near you.  Guess who I saw playing tennis?  George and Striker.  They are practicing against each other, but for you."

"Let's swim," he said.

He started off, she at his side, easy both of them, neither racing but each swimming, together, faces in the water then out, arms moving like wheels in front of their wiggling feet.  Bell bent down and kicked from the wall finding when he looked that she was with him, he with her, with the water around their faces making way before them, filling up behind them, as they left place after place.  The world was always so much simpler to understand in the water: time and the world, the surface and the total depth through which we move, changing ourselves and not the total, occupying place after place and also the same place.

Two, three, four, five lengths they swam this way together and then stood laughing at the shallow end at nothing and at themselves.

"I just came from the Rathke trial," he told her, when they were sitting in deck chairs holding hands across the space.

"What's happening?"

"From what was said I don't think there's any doubt Rathke killed the Negro, but I'm sure he will get off."

"Why?  Because his wife was raped?"  She squinted her eyes to see him in the sun.

"No.  Because your father knows that if Rathke were sentenced all the extreme white racists around here would have a martyr for their cause, and he has given word to the Board and Wyatt that he doesn't want this to happen."

"How do you know?"

"It's obvious at the trial, especially in Wyatt.  Even a young lieutenant who just joined my staff noticed Wyatt was determined to throw the case."

Even their bones felt warm as the sun began to penetrate, baking them, making them feel dry as cereal, while the world of shouts, screams, splashings went on around them and wives asked husbands for cigarettes or men who were not their husbands when what they really wanted was the man's white cylinder offered into their other ends.  At no time are we so bare before others, Bell thought, as when we are in bathing suits and the ritual of push and pull, bodies being offered and then withheld, reaches its frustrating climax.  Better our women at a pool should be stripped and upended on the deck in one powerful orgy to teach the natural finish of what they propose, that their bodies be noticed, cause excitement --- and then the finish, be used for what a body in the absence of spirit and vision can be used.  They would all scream like stuck pigs, and just as unjustly too, these pigs who have been raised, cared for and fattened beautifully, screaming when their groomed bodies are led toward the banquet.  Most women should wear apples in their mouths, culminating as a final touch their glorification of that purely physical part of themselves at the expense of the rest.

“Have you seen your mother today?” Bell asked.

“No.  I do wonder what she will say tonight.  Will she accept us or continue trying to break us up?”

“I am sure your father has accused Striker.  I saw the Colonel today.”

“Wonderful,” she smiled.  “I would have enjoyed seeing the Colonel eat his own pride.  I only wish we could do something worse that would force him to eat himself whole.  Sometimes I have nightmares wondering what he did to me that night when I couldn’t know what was happening and came home with my clothes half torn off.  Do you suppose he put them back on me?  I hate him.  I think of him that night looking at me, and I know he might have done damn near anything that he probably remembers with laughter now whenever he sees me and I almost wish I were dead, or he was.  I suppose this is why I was such a mess when you met me.  I don’t think about it as much anymore, I suppose because I don’t see him and he doesn’t see much of me.”

“You don’t have to worry any longer, Jena,” he said.

“I don’t; I mean I won’t,” she added, more truthfully.  “Will you buy your wife a drink?”

“Sure.  Get dressed and I’ll meet you in the bar.”

Thinking about it alone in the locker while he changed, Bell could understand Jena’s fear of this old man, imposing as a stick raised against her, and whose fierce want for her was expressed in almost everything he said and did, especially when he was around her.  In spite of the hate she had for her parents, who had pushed her toward this man, even to sending her first husband out of the country in hope he would be killed, if her father had not been the General of the Post and she had simply been someone’s wife, Striker’s power would have defeated her immediately, unless she had run away, and if she had toward what and to where?  So she owed her parents something.  Striker had been content to wait, assured of her parents’ approval, after he had gotten her first husband out of the way.  Bell wondered what the man's hopes were now.  An obsession like the Colonel's could not be given up, so what was his next step?  Bell didn't know.

When he walked into the bar, he found Jena hadn't come out yet.  Apparently a fixture here now, Brownbutt sat at the bar on the last stool, smiling, his guitar crossways on his knees as he sipped at a small glass of beer like a big black no-eared rabbit nibbling.  He laughed at some personal joke with the Negro bartender, who seemed shiny and pleased to have Brownbutt here in the middle of the afternoon when the bar was quiet with no people.  When Brownbutt works in a place, Bell thought, he must damn near live on the job, because he doesn't have anyplace else to go.  Brownbutt began telling a story to the bartender, both laughing all the while as if maybe the bartender shouldn't be listening and Brownbutt shouldn't be telling it here at the Officer's Club, but it was interesting so one went on listening, while the other told.

"… And the man is drunk," Brownbutt was saying, "Oooweee drunk as a three-legged squirrel.  He was likin' Roberta, so sweet, choc’late to the bone, a li'l brownskin woman with black wavy hair, and he was all time hangin roun Roberta, wouldn't give her no peace at all, so finally she's so tired o' him she went to runnin on a steamboat up and down the Mississippi, and this man couldn't afford no price of the ticket, so he went off and sat on the bank of the river where he knew Roberta had to pass by.  By and by the steamboat came aroun the curve and he called Roberta but she didn't come. He kept runnin.  He went on down-stream with the boat calling Roberta, he musta run some fifty miles 'til finally he right there at the landin when the boat come in, and he call to Roberta --- 

“You're a brownskin woman,

choc’late to de bone,

An you know good and well

I cain leave you alone.

"Finally one o' the other gals comes down and tells him Roberta heard him when the boat uz comin in and she jumped off the other side into the water swimmin downstream, sayin she's never comin out to dry land 'gain causes he's there and she don't want to see him.  When he hears this he just give a li'l moan hisself, and he laid down on the bank waitin.  Po' Roberta, you know, she didn’t have no chance 'cause the Mississippi a mighty big river an it don't do to be out in the middle o’ it when you’s just a li'l brownskin woman weak an with wavy hair gettin in your eyes.  Nobody ever see her again."
The little bartender's face looked like a brown light turned on and it glistened as he laughed and laughed.  "Git on, Brownbutt," he said, "you're always talking 'bout something foolish.  Didn't you ever meet any smart people?"

"Nah, ah didn't," the black man said.  "I've traveled and traveled but I ain't never met no smart people nowhere."

"You better say you met one here or you're gonna dry up before you get a free beer out of me again."

“You?"  Brownbutt acted surprised.  "But you ain't people, you re a bartender, an every bartender I ever knew was just as sharp as the sting to the beer he served."

They both laughed, and Brownbutt got his beer.

Jena came in a black sheath dress with two thin straps over her shoulders and wearing a wide-brimmed black hat; so sleek her lines were under the black and along the tan of her arms that Bell's breath sucked involuntarily at seeing this sweet cross the room swinging slightly as if her weight hung from under her hat, her legs moving swiftly yet in no blur but distinguishable in their tan forms, her heels clicking on the tile floor.  She came up to Bell at the bar, so cool and dry and smooth and black and tan loveliness wrapped in sheer air that whispered away before her as she came closer and then suddenly was there, smiling.

"Buy me a drink?" she asked, sitting beside him.

He put his hand on hers.  "Don't ever worry.  Nothing's going to happen to you unless I want it to, so no one will hurt you, no stiff splinter will pierce your soft shyness, Jena.”

"I know," she smiled.  "It's why I feel so wonderful."  To the bartender who had walked over she added, "Gin with tonic."

The guitar began, softly.

"Last Monday ah was arrested,

on Tuesday ah was locked up in

jail,

on Wednesday mah trial was attested

on Thursday nobody'd go mah

bail.

Yes ahm goin

almost done

an ah aint gonna bring them

yellow women no bills.

Take these stripes, stripes roun mah

shoulder
take these chains, chains aroun mah
legs,
Lorday stripes, stripes sure don't worry
me
but these chains, chains bout to kill
me --- dead.
Yes ahm goin
almost done
an ah aint gonna bring them
yellow women no bills.

Jena was surprised at first, looking up to find the big black man there, then accepting him she listened and at the end laughed and clapped.  His smile was broad and white as he came over, fanning his guitar at each step.

"How did you get here?" she asked.

"I never knowed I was playin for the gen-rul's daughter that last time, and the Stockade Majuh too."

His gray hair and old black face looked out of place on top of the powerful body somehow ageless.  He wore a white shirt open and showing black wrinkles around his neck, and an old pair of faded khakis someone had given him, with no belt.  You don't like this man or dislike him, Bell thought, you must either accept him or run.

"Bring me a lil water Silvy
bring me a lil water now.
Bring me a lil water Silvy
every lil once in a while.
"Workin in the cotton fields we use to try to get lil Silvy the watergal to come out into the cotton with us, but no matter how hard we sing she'd always stay up by the road an tell us to come get our water ourselves 'cause she wasn't crazy 'nough to come out knee deep in cotton ... she knew what'd happen ...

"Bring me a lil water Silvy
bring me a lil water now.
Bring me a lil water Silvy
every lil once in a while."

He sang not to Jena alone, but to both of them, he taking Bell's part and singing of Bell's desire for her.  He looked from one to the other, then back to the guitar, then at them again, each in turn, and by his tolerant smile over how delighted they were with themselves, he told them he accepted them.  He was slightly sad too, as if he knew their delight was not quite true or real but he didn't want them to know he knew because this would spoil it for them and they had plenty of time to find out, you know, everybody does too soon.

"You gotta mighty important job there Majuh an I been hearin all bout it here, mixin up the races, an everybody sayin it won't work ... Seems like though the Lord did it a long time ago ... you know ...

We're in the same BOAT --- brother

we're in the same BOAT --- brother

An if you shake one end you're gonna

ROCK --- the other

we're in the same BOAT --- brother.

Oh the Lord looked down

from the holy place

he said lordie me what a sea

of space

what a spot to launch the human

race

So he put aboard a mixed up crew

with eyes of brown an black an blue

so that's how come that you an I

got just one world an just one sky.
We're in the same BOAT --- brother

we're in the same BOAT --- brother

An if you shake one end you’re gonna

ROCK --- the other

we're in the same BOAT --- brother."

He moved slowly away singing.  Some other people came in and he sang the next verse to them.

"But what is he doing here of all places?" Jena asked.

"Striker brought him here."

She looked at Bell, amazed.

"At my suggestion," he added.  "I told him it would please you if he did."

"No!"

"Yes."

She smiled cautiously.  "I don't believe it.  How could you?"  Then she laughed.  "Of course you could ... and then marry me before I even see the singer Striker brought me --- at your suggestion.  Bell, its perfect."

"I’m glad you like it."

"He's marvelous, Brownbutt, I mean.  But why hasn't he been sent away --- now, I mean?"

"Striker wouldn't do that."

"No, he's too subtle."

Brownbutt continued singing at the bar.

"There's a man goin roun --- takin names!

there's a man goin roun --- takin' names!

Oh, he took mah brother's name

and he broke his heart in vain

There's a man goin roun --- takin names!"

Bell and Jena finished their drinks and went outside soon, finding the sun just as bright and the weather just as hot and humid.

“Why don’t you ask to be transferred back to Washington, Bell?”

“I’ll be able to before long,” he answered, and he believed this.
