Chapter 15

When he woke up the next morning the first thing he saw lying like a red ribbon across his windowsill was the sun drawing itself together along the horizon.  The Post was quiet.  There was nothing on the streets, not a noise or a bird.  After shaving and dressing quickly he went outside.  The sky was that color of a dirty sheet left after night, the leaves were still, and there were no shadows yet.  The entire world looked asleep, as if in a few hours the sun would go off in its alarm of light and shake this giant bedroom awake.

He had gotten up early to get the jump on the day.  He wanted to make sure the General would find nothing in the Stockades to use as a reason for destroying the plans so far.  He wanted the General to be awed by smoothness, efficiency and success, so no crazy ideas for reform would enter the old man's head.  There were enough obstacles without the General's assistance.

It was five o'clock in the morning.

"Are they all upstairs?" Bell asked Dido, on arriving.

"Yessir.  They been up since four like chickens, and they're scratching around up there now, wondering why they haven't been sent to breakfast as usual.  Even the cooks are up there."

"Good.  Call the shakedown."

Dido followed Bell through the gate and up the steps.  When he reached the top he shouted, "Shakedown! All right! Shakedown inspection!"
The prisoners in the barracks-cell jumped up and stood by their beds, the mattresses, blankets neatly rolled with mess equipment displayed on top.

Bell and Dido went through all the bedrolls, shaking the blankets, the mattresses, emptying canteens, searching extra clothing.  Four guards followed from bed to bed, giving each prisoner a thorough going over, shoes, socks, pants legs; inspecting while each prisoner stripped to stand naked behind his pile of clothes.

When they were finished, there was a pile of smuggled items in the middle of the floor.

Five pocketknives.

Homemade knives from pieces of razorblades.

Money.

Candybars.

Keys.

Pencils.

Cigarettes.

Letters.

Nails.

Small scrap pieces of metal.

Pieces of rope.

Peanuts.

Gum.

One small piece of pipe.

A block of wood.

Two three-foot boards.

A ball of string.

Books.

Magazines.

Three rolled up newspapers.

A shoe cleat.

A straight piece of rubber cut from an innertube.

Nobody except the prisoners could know where they got these items.  They were searched thoroughly each time they left the Stockade, they worked always under a guard, and they were searched even more thoroughly when they returned.  A razorblade or a piece of string could fit easily in an armpit or under a tongue.  But the boards, the pipe, the books and the block of wood?  Sometimes they hid things this large in their pants, stuck them in their crotches, hoping the young desk corporal and his assistant, who searched them, would be too embarrassed to feel their balls, and they were right.  In only a few weeks' time all this stuff had been accumulated, some of it dangerous.

Dido marked in his notebook the name of each man whose legitimate possessions of blanket, mattress, change of fatigues, underwear and socks had held a smuggled item.  Afterwards, he stood in the center of the big cell, waiting until a guard picked up the pile and put it into a cardboard box, then he spoke to them standing amidst their clothing and bedding.

"What a mess, men," he smiled.  "And General Colgore's coming to inspect in one hour and forty-five minutes."

No sound came from the prisoners.

"Riley."

"Yuh, Sar-geant." Riley stepped out from his bunk.

"You've got work to do.  I want this place to look like West Point in thirty minutes.  You'll eat at seven today."

"Yah, Sah-geant."

"What're you waiting for!"

They all jumped at once for their clothing.

Dido chuckled, returning to where Bell waited at the head of the stairs.

"I want you personally," Bell said, "to inspect each man's display when they finish.  I'm heading for the Annex.  I'll be back by seven-thirty."

"When will the General be here, Sit?"

"Eight or after."

Bell walked outside.  There was faithful Munson waiting for him by the car, so conscious of the new duty; Munson was like a child with a puckered lip in place of judgment.  He pouted against the world, thought other people took advantage of him.

"Is your gear in shape?" Bell asked.

"Yessir," he said.

"How did you have time?"

"Sergeant Dido knew you'd be needing me, Sir, so he went through my stuff first and let me keep it in the infirmary.  Somebody upstairs will roll my bed, probably Riley."

"How do you like your new position of preference?"

"Pardon, Sir?"

"How do you like your new job?"

"It sure beats everything else I've done, Sir --- except on the outside."

"Well, you've earned it, Munson."

Ah, poor-boy Munson, you have earned nothing as usual and sit here driving only through chance, so that Riley could be my yard-boss.  But to know and understand this you would have to be a different person.  Now, like most people, your head would split if you had to accept your rewards as coming to you through no merit of your own.  Sad, I know, but true.  So continue going to your church and praying for the world to treat you justly.  It is this thought that fits your pinhead.  Not my thought.  No, you would only feel wronged and insulted.

"Thank you, Sir," Munson said.

"You and Riley are the best of the prisoners I've seen."

"What about Pfeifer, Sir?"

"Who's he?"

"Yard-boss at the Annex."

"Yes, Pfeifer, too."

Wilcox was pacing in front of the gate, when they arrived at the Annex.  He stood at attention, saluting, as Bell approached.

"Morning, Suh.”

"Are you ready?"

“Yes, Suh.”

The Annex always looked so different from the Main Stockade.  On his arrival from the other place he was always surprised here.  Following Wilcox through the men, standing in front of their tents, to the center yard area, he thought the Annex was almost like the dark side of life one rarely sees, frightening the few times one does see it because it cannot be explained or understood.

Wilcox had his own ideas on the way a shakedown inspection should be run.  He and Bell stood in the center of the yard while four teams of guards went through the tents, equipment and clothing, dumping what they found in a pile at Wilcox' feet.  Bell and the Sergeant watched, warm in the sun slowly turning the ground from tan to orange, and still as whispers in front of the stripped men who when down to shorts were allowed to dress again.

The pile grew.

A guard came up.  "Look at this, Sergeant."  He held out a small piece of pipe with a wide band of rubber around it lengthwise.

"A goddamn gun!" Wilcox cried.  His imagination quickly gave him a hole in his back.  "Who'd yuh get this off of?”

"McCarthy."

"That sonofa --- Gonna shoot me, huh?" Wilcox shouted.  “McCarthy!  Get your ass over here!"

"Hold on," Bell said.  "Let's hear what he's got to say.  All it is is a piece of pipe."

“Suh, all he had-do is put a stone in this end of the band, a bullet in the pipe, and then draw the stone back like this, leggo, and pow!"  His voice got louder.  "I seen one of these one time blow a man's belly to pee-ces!"

McCarthy came up.  He slapped his cap on his thigh and reported.  His face was still badly bruised and one eye remained swollen shut.  The welts on his neck from Wilcox' stick had gone down to make blue lines like ink.  Still, he looked better now than he did that night on the cot.

"What're you trying to do McCarthy?" Wilcox said.  "Were you gonna shoot somebody with this?"

The boy looked up, appearing honestly astounded.  "How could I do that?"

"I've seen these before, Boy.  Don't you lie to me!”

"It's just a pipe."

"I know that.  And what're you doing with it?"

"Didn't you find out?"

"Don't smart-talk, just say it."

"Look inside, Sergeant."

Wilcox stared at the boy.  Then he slipped off one end of the rubber, peeking inside.  "What's this."  He turned the pipe over, holding his hand under the end.  Pennies and nickels fell into his palm.

"I keep money in the pipe."

"Yeah?  What's the rubber band for?"

"So the money won't fall out, Sergeant."

Wilcox remained suspicious.  "How long you had this?"

"Five or six days."

"You mean you picked up all this change in six days?"

"No, Sergeant.  That's why I need the pipe.  I had so much change couldn't walk around with it in my socks anymore."

Bell thought the boy was telling the truth.

"How'd you get something like this?" Wilcox asked.

"I was digging couple days ago, and a guard let me pick it up to clean my shovel.  When he wasn't looking I slipped it in my barn."

“Your barn?" asked Bell.

“My pants, Sir."

"How'd you get it in here?" Wilcox said.

“Held it in my crotch with string.”

“With string?”

“Yes, Sergeant.  String tied to my peter.”

“Yo pe-ter!” Wilcox grinned.  “Where’d you tie a string to yo pe-ter?”

“Around the middle.”

“I mean where’d you do it?

“Guards let me go to the can.”

“All right, McCarthy,” Bell said.  “You can go back to your tent.”

McCarthy slapped his hat and returned to his place.

“You don't believe that lying blue-eyed … blue eyes, do you, Major?”

“Why sure.”  Bell stared at the Sergeant.  “You would make a gun out of every clothespin you see around here.  What’s the matter with you?  For Christ’s sake we found more than one piece of pipe up at the Main Stockade this morning.  You’d make them into a whole rebel rifle company.  Better take it easy, Wilcox.”

Bell started down toward the gate.

“Walk me to the car, Sergeant.”

"Yessuh."

"The General should get over here about ten.”

“Yessuh."

“See that nothing happens to McCarthy," he said.

"Yessuh, I'll watch him real close."

“You know what I mean, Wilcox?”

As he got into the car, Bell couldn’t forget the boy sneaking in with a pipe tied to his penis; so this was what a penis was for?  A hanger for a weapon.  Bell chuckled.  Not used for snuggling anymore, but for smuggling now; not with a woman fitted around it, but a loop of string.  A man with a pipe in his crotch seemed a symbol of the ineptness of these prisoners --- a penis once an instrument for entry, was now an instrument of escape, yes, and for many more men than just these prisoners.

The two Stockades were integrated now, for better or worse, for richer or poorer, and there was nothing the General could find wrong at either place.  Yet, everyone was frightened.  Wilcox.  Dido.  The prisoners.  The General.  Striker.  Jena was frightened.  Mrs. Colgore.  George.  Dargan.  Susy.  Wyatt.  The whole Post was frightened, but integrated.  What frightens them?  Change.  Change of any kind.

I am here in the car riding back to a Stockade once white, from a Stockade once black, and I say I have integrated them, he thought.  These Stockades are changed.  There are both black and white in each now, and I have done this, officiated at the accomplishment, placed a big black Riley at the head as a symbol for all to look at and accept.  If only the people who come to look are worthy of him.  The General.  Striker.  The newspaper reporters --- black and white --- those mouths with no heads.  The people who read the papers, all those ears out there with no heads.  The self-appointed judges who just sit, wait and then give their approval --- "It's about time," they say --- or their disapproval --- "I wouldn't have done it that way; I would have done it better, if I had just gotten around to it."  I call them scum, in a way that Jena, who also has called them scum, would not understand.  Behind her irritation with them is her hope they will be something more.  I know they are scum, nothing more, and I have no hope for them.

I am not a poet.  The poets see them as lovely-homely.  One calls them "the People," thinking he needs no other words to describe their depth and integrity.  Hasn't he continued also to see "the Prairie" for the last fifty years, thinking there are no words beautiful enough to describe it but "the Prairie?" Cities and suburbs and jobs have taken over "the Prairie"; the waving grass is gone.  All he sees is his own hair over his eyes.  It is the same with his "People."  He confuses the man Lincoln who escaped from them --- with them.  He keeps goats, tells about "Lincoln," about "the People," about "the Prairie."  Yet, I suppose this is the business of being a poet.  Forgive me, Poet, if I do not believe you.

"Park the car in the rear," he told Munson.  "I will go down to the Annex in the General's car, so I won't need you."  He smiled.  "You'll be able to stand inspection with the rest."

Soon the General came, with Striker, finding Bell in his office.  The door opened and there they were, the General's face twitching from irritation and Striker's mouth smiling strangely, while both quietly surveyed the office then Bell himself, who stood at attention.

"At ease, Major," said General Colgore.  "Well, I suppose we have to get started on some sort of idiotic tour.  I can tell I won't find anything wrong, Romney.  No one's been killed here the past few weeks, and that's good enough for me.  What's your secret?  Have you got them doped?  How do you do it?"

"Do what, Sir?"

"Oh come now, Romney.  How have you avoided what everyone expected?  We thought they'd be at each other's black and white throats.  What did you do?"

"I threatened them."

General Colgore smiled.  "Before they had a chance to do anything?  Yes, of course.  No use threatening them later.  But what did you threaten them with?  Certainly not the blackbox.  You couldn't put all these fellows in the box at once.  And there aren't enough separation cells.  How many do you have?"

"Ten, Sir."

"Hardly enough for three hundred prisoners."

Colonel Striker smiled.  He rubbed his hand across the desktop, then looked at his palm.

"What did you threaten them with?"

"Time.  I told them if they got out of line I would extend their sentences." Bell paused.  "Sir."

"Too bad, too bad," muttered Colgore.  He shook his whitehaired head.  "That was a lie, youngster.  You have no authority to extend their sentences.  Only a courtmartial board can do that, for good reason, too; makes it impossible for a tyrant to make life miserable for any of these poor fools.  This is a tough spot, you know, youngster; they're completely under your thumb.  Now we can't take away what few rights they do have, can we?  No, I'm afraid not.  Can we, Striker?"

"It would be dangerous, Sir, as I'm sure Romney can see."

"Yes …," said the General.  "Well, suppose you show us your place here."

Bell grabbed his hat, following the two.  Dido came along.  They went down the hall, all four of them in step.

"How many prisoners do you have out on detail?" Striker asked.

"Two hundred seventy-five, Sir."

"That's good, Romney," interrupted General Colgore.  "Work is what these men need.  More work than they've ever seen before.  One should do the work of eight.  Then when they leave, they'll stop and think before they come back."

What was this morning’s headcount?" Striker again.

"Three hundred one, Sir.”

"Account for the twenty-six."

"Sixteen are on messhall duty; six here and ten at the Annex.  Four orderlies; two at each.  Then we have one at each desk to help out the desk-cadre.  Four are on sick-call; one here and three at the Annex."

"Four seems like a reasonable number," the General smiled.  "You have to watch these hypocrites, youngster, or they'll be ill every morning on you.  The dregs of the army is what they are.  Rather have them here than in a line outfit, however.  They can't do any harm here."

Striker said, "I believe the General means hypochondriacs."

"What?  Oh, yes.  Of course.  Both in fact.  Well, Romney, what have you to show us?"

"Here's the blackbox, Sir."

"Anyone in there?"

"Two."

"Two!"

"Yes, Sir," Dido said.

Dido unlocked and swung open the heavy door, then reached in and turned on the light.  The two prisoners sat up blinking their eyes like cats in the sudden brightness.  They covered their faces, ashamed to be seen so close together in this box with no lights, breathing of each other, touching each other, all in the darkness with whispers, happy to talk to something.  What they had done and said came to them now as ugly and abnormal as the door opened, the light came on, and four people from the outside stood looking at them.

"Ten-hut!" Dido shouted into the little room.

Miserable fools with their hands on their eyes, Bell thought; why are they ashamed?  For the first time in their lives, each has known another man, felt, smelled and heard the shape, stink and sound of another's existence, and now they must act as if it were a sin.  Their remorse was a shame but predictable.  Having faced reality and understood it, having felt, smelled and heard the dynamic purposefulness of another life bent totally on sustaining itself and bettering itself, with no thought in mind of a master above, then this is the time the weak will cover their eyes to avoid that crushing conclusion that life has been what they made it, will be what they will make it, no more and no less, that they are slaves only to their own cowardliness, and that no master sits above directing what they do, and that what they do becomes not only the direction but the master himself.  They cover their eyes from this, Bell thought, and look toward that nothing called heaven where sits the great director who will pity them, forgive them and reward them for their failures.  They shy away from the tragedy of purpose, turning toward the pathetic sentiments of pity and forgiveness like blind babies, their eyes gouged out with their own hands.  Ah, Bell thought, but listen to what the General has to say about this.

"Romney, this is indecent," the old man said.  "You can't just throw two men into a black hole like this, I don't care what they've done.  A man has a right to privacy at some time, even if he's being disciplined; why you're keeping them in there like two animals, rubbing together like a pair of cats, and I won't allow it, especially with one being black and the other white.  What do you think you are?  My God, Romney, I can understand why you might have to put one man in here, but not two at a time like canned fish.  It's indecent, a violation of a basic human right to some time alone, and … well, you can imagine what goes on in there."

Bell dropped his head so the General wouldn't see his smile.  Composing his face into one of concern he raised it.  "Dido, take Bessemer out of here and put him upstairs in a separation cell."

"Yessir.”

As Bell and his two superior officers walked away, Dido went in to get Bessemer.  "What do you mean no!"  Dido could be heard saying.  "Get your ass up out of here, you understand!"

Bell led the General and Striker up the stairs to the separation cells where Rathke sat in one weaving his fingers, his eyes twitching.  He was a big man and as the three came up he stood and turned his back to them, facing the whitewashed concrete block.

"How are you, Son?" asked Striker.

"Go to hell!"

"Listen soldier, do you know who this is," Striker said.  "Turn around and stand at attention.  General Colgore is here to see you."

Rathke continued to show his back.

"That's all right, Colonel," said the General.  "I'll see his face at the courtmartial soon.  If I were him, I'd feel ashamed, too.  Killing a man is an ugly business, isn't it, Rathke?  You can bet on it.  Even if it were self-defense, which I doubt."

As they continued on into the barracks-cell, General Colgore and Striker looked wisely at the neatly rolled beds and displays in place.  Colgore said, "How do you know they don't have knives, M-l's and rocks hidden all over this place, Major?  Oh, I remember, you have shakedown inspections.  Now there would be a good way to determine your thoroughness and that of your men.  Call a shakedown inspection right now and see what we find."

Bell called for a team of guards to go through the bedrolls and displays, while the General watched.

Leaning over to Bell, while Colgore shook out a blanket, Striker said, "You seem to have things well in hand, Romney."

All that could be found during the shakedown was one ball of string.  Probably some prisoner had gripped it between his thighs during the previous inspection, or tucked it carefully into the cheek-hollow of his mouth.  Why was it so important to him, this string?  Bell thought it might be the man's idea of a remnant from the world outside, a world of packages, all wrapped with string like his, and someday carrying his ticket of string, his symbol of participation in the great merchandising spree, he would return to the outside, clasp the hands of all his friends across their counters, saying I am back, dear friends, and I'll have one of these and these and that; yes, wrap them, using this string if you will, gee, but it's great to be back, alive and buying again.  This man's string-world, Bell remembered, was not so different from Mrs. Colgore’s world of yarn, except his was machine-made, while hers was a handcraft.  Most people do carry symbols of their worlds in their hands, pockets or pocketbooks, sometimes secretly and sometimes for all to see.  General Colgore carried his swagger stick, a remnant of a riding crop from the now disappearing world of horses, and life and war as a gentlemanly contest with rules and limits and pity for the losers, an attitude of there but for the grace of the score go I.  Striker's fingers were always finding their way to his collar where they rubbed his insignia and wished for the points of stars for themselves to touch rather than the silver eagles.  For him the world was one step up after another, until finally the world would be beneath him, he at its top, promoted right into nirvana.  Bell had seen businessmen in bars, proud of the handful of change they could always withdraw from their pockets.  Theirs was a world of pricing, with everything given its dollar value.  This is why they had no understanding of the priceless.  Some women have their plants, representing a world that needs them; some have jewelry, which catches all eyes, representing themselves as the world's center.

It is difficult to look at the great numbers of people, their bodies pleasantly reproducing, and then realize they have minds not much larger than peanuts kept snugly in shells of their making which they call the world.  But it is true, Bell thought.  Christ came and said pity the little peanuts for theirs is the kingdom of heaven; and he was probably right, but what of it?  So a peanut wants to be assured he will die and enter a great golden shell in the sky.  The most perfect justification for heaven is that it's what the people want --- a great phantom world after death which is an exaggeration of all their petty phantom worlds on earth.  Bell thought this was sad.  He believed that if people could accept their existence as finite, a brief span of time lived on this earth ending in death, then maybe a few more would try to make their lives artful, searching and active.  If they could accept death, it would be possible for them to live, not all of them of course, but more than are accomplishing a full life now.  But he knew that the very reason they had begun to believe themselves infinite in part was because they could not accept death and continue to function.  So they had proved themselves not capable of accepting it, death, the one thing he knew they must.  They had no potential, because they had none.  Their lives were failures to realize their possibilities because they couldn't realize them.  It is difficult to look on these embodiments of failure, Bell thought, to see lives that have failed to create themselves and been stopped short at ugliness and deformity.  It is difficult to accept; but it is true.

When the General had finished inspecting the messhall, Striker, he and Bell got into the backseat of his car for the trip to the Annex.

"How's the integration going at the rest of the Post, Sir?" asked Bell.

"Fair, fair," General Colgore answered.  “The Division and all the artillery battalions are beginning, and of course we have all the headquarters personnel fully integrated now.  But what Washington seems to be most interested in is the success of the integrated PX's, theaters, clubs and of course the Stockades.  Can they buy anything any place, go any place and are they treated fairly when they're arrested?  That's what Washington wants to know, and I guess it's what the press and the people will be interested in, too.  If a Negro can buy a Hershey-bar, see a show, get drunk and be jailed --- with his white brothers --- then integration will be a success; and the entire army and country will follow suit.  Absurd, I know.  But that is the way it is."

"It will accomplish one thing," Bell said.  "It will give the Negro a better chance to become whatever he's capable of."

"Ah, a believer," said Striker.  "You young people and your causes never fail to amaze me."

The General laughed.  "They make the world go round, Colonel, just ask them."

"Do you?" Striker asked Bell.

"Yes, Sir."

Striker was surprised.  "But why?"

"I've never asked."

"Suppose you do?"

Bell laughed.  "I suppose since the world does go around, and you gentlemen don't want to take the responsibility, I will."

"You mean you make it twirl, because it is twirling?"

“Yes.”

"Then you don't make it twirl at all.  It twirls by itself."

"That's right, too, Sir."

"Smart aleck," the General commented.  "Romney, if I were you, I'd be a little more respectful."

"Sir, you would have plenty to respect."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Well, if you were me, then I'd be you …”

The General's face reddened, angry.

Seeing this, Bell added, “… and if I were you, then you would be certain to respect me.  As I said you would have a lot to respect --- yourself."

"Oh," the General smiled, "for a minute I thought you meant it the other way around."

Bell paused, as if he were thinking about it, then he laughed, "No.  No, I didn't."

"Good.  You youngsters are becoming so foolish you make flattery sound like insults even when honestly meant."

"Or," added Bell, "as you said, the other way around."

"I believe you mean that, Romney."

"What, Sir?"

"This other way around business."

"What's that, Sir?  I'm afraid I've forgotten the right way, now."

"Damnit, so have I, but I have the feeling you are baiting me."

"No, Sir.  I believe you said it first.  Something about the other way around."

"My wife said you were a smart aleck.  I certainly believe her."

"Sir," Bell said, "there must have been a misunderstanding.  I meant nothing."

The General looked at him carefully.  He was unsure.  "Perhaps so," he said.

Striker smiled.  "I believe everything the Major said was highly complimentary, General."

When they reached the Stockade Annex, they found a riot in process, and the General never did get a chance to inspect it.  Wilcox met them at the gate, remembering to salute, although his sleeve was torn and his upper arm was bleeding.  The whole left side of his shirt was black.  Behind him guards squatted and stood with carbines aimed at the messhall.  Inside there were prisoners, screaming and shouting.

"McCarthy took a shot at me, Suh.  Right in the middle of the goddamn messhall."

"What's going on in there now?"

Wilcox glanced back.  "So much smoke from the discharge I couldn't see.  I was lucky to get out.  Kicked three or four times and clipped on the neck bad."

"How long ago?"

"About ten minutes, Suh.  They been breaking a lot of chairs and fighting ‘mongst themselves since.  We didn't go in.  'Fraid we might have to shoot some."  He spoke loudly as if in a noise.

"Smart thinking, Sergeant," said the General.

"Suh, if I was you I wouldn't come inside the fence.  No telling if they got more powder for that damn pipe.  And they got knives from the kitchen.  They might all come busting out of there any minute."

The General bristled but gave in.  "All right," he said, adding to Striker, "you stay with me, Colonel."

Bell and Wilcox went in.

"Was it the same pipe we took away from him?" Bell asked.

"Yessuh, from what I saw."

"How in the hell did he get it?"

"I was keeping it in my desk drawer locked … for evidence.  He must have busted it open."

"You're an idiot, Wilcox."

"Yessuh."

The guards looked young and afraid they would have to fire.  Faces peeked through the messhall windows, some jerked suddenly away.  Screams told what was happening inside.  Bell took the mike in the orderly room and told the tower guards to remain in the towers, shooting if necessary to prevent an escape.

Then he walked toward the messhall, slowly, thinking as he went I'd like to burn the whole goddamn building down along with the men in it, their screams would be delightful, the bastards, the childish idiot bastards.  They never think; they simply react.  Shoot this man, club the next, kick and stomp the man on the floor because his skin is colored differently --- act, react, act, react --- their lives following the course set by the chemicals in their bodies, not thoughts.  He couldn't burn it down, but he wanted to and hand out a punishment of burning to these men for being what they were, all of them, black, or white: animals whipped on by blood and revenge, moving like sticks on their own bloodstreams, sentimental one minute weeping tears over a comrade, the next minute at his throat sucking the breath from him as both floated along on their hate.  What a world these men made, one of particles in combat --- for nothing.

As Bell passed a guard, he took the man's carbine, pulled back the bolt, yes, a full clip.  He walked up closer to the door of the messhall, toward the noise of shouts and yells coming from inside.

"Listen to me!" He shouted.  "This is Major Romney!"
The noise lessened, and faces appeared at the windows.

Bell ran to the door, threw it open and entered.  He pushed his way through the men, some of them still fighting, others watching him, until he found the serving counter.  Jumping onto it, he stood and raised the carbine over his head, firing four quick shots in succession.  Silence came immediately.

"Begin filing out the door!"
He could have lost right there because not one of the men moved, but as he brought the carbine down pointing at those by the door, one man did move, turned around to walk quietly the two steps out the door and stand in the sun.

"Let's go!  Out!"
Another man followed.

"Move toward the door slowly."

They began filing out, unevenly at first and then faster until all tried to get outside as soon as possible, pushing.  Through the door Bell could see Wilcox and the guards come up.

"Put them in a circle ringed with guards," Bell told the Sergeant.

Now he knew why the last of the men moved so quickly.  They wanted to leave before being associated with what was left behind.  On the floor were at least ten men, some groaning, some silent, all unmoving.

Bell got down from the counter and walked to the back of the room.  It was difficult to look at the disfigurement here caused by kicks and punches, as it had been that time before to look at McCarthy.  Where was McCarthy?  Bell couldn't remember seeing him walk outside.  A boy whimpered in the corner.  Skin at the top of his forehead had been cut deeply, part of his hair was flapped back; another cut bled at his throat.  Bell looked closer.  "Please …,” the boy murmured; his eyes were open but watery from shock.  He saw nothing.  Bell recognized him as McCarthy.

Sticking his head out the window, Bell called to Wilcox.

"There an ambulance out there?"

"Three.  The General, phoned."

"Tell them to pull right up to the hall, and send the medics in a hurry."

"Yessuh."

Steps sounded, and the medics ran in.  Bell waited by the door until they passed and then walked outside.

The prisoners were huddled in a circle with guards standing around the rim with carbines pointed.  Bell walked up to the unarmed guard, standing cautiously to one side, and gave the man back his rifle.  The guard looked it over respectfully as if it had stopped the prisoners by itself and he was proud it was his.  Bell smiled.

General Colgore and the Colonel came up.

"Anyone dead, Major?" asked the General.

"I don't think so.  Some nearly, but none will die."

"You were lucky."

“I was, Sir?”

"Deaths are always followed by investigations," Striker explained.

"Oh."

They think only of the penalty for failure, he thought, not of the failure itself.

"I believe we should say as little about this as possible," Striker suggested.

"I'd like to speak to them," said the General.

"All right, Sir."

The General was already past him, so Bell followed over to the ring of rioters.

"Men!" the General began.  It startled Bell as much as them.  "Today has been ugly and disappointing for all of us --- probably you more than us here; in fact, I know, probably more for you standing there now and wrestling with the responsibility for those unfortunate men being carried into the ambulances."  He paused.

It was always a shock to Bell when he saw the effects nonsense like this had.  The General had made no statement at all.  He had said nothing.  He had strung one pat phrase after another, garbling their usual order so the little sense they may have had, used out of context like this, was gone, leaving only the sing-song of the faintly familiar --- you more than I, and so on.  And yet, when Bell looked at the faces of the men, he saw the response, immediate and insistent; their fears were wiped away.  The General was a kind man, they thought.  They liked him.  He knew them, they thought.  And his words had the same pity they were feeling for themselves.  He would not be harsh with them, they thought.  He understood they were men just like all men, suffering the same failings as the rest back into time.  They may have been weak, but all men were weak, the world was weakness --- and proper response to the world of weakness was, of course, pity.  This is what the General gave them, and what they responded to.  He and they were held together by pity.  Bell could see this in their faces, all eager and looking at their General.  As he went on, General Colgore did not disappoint them.

"I know a lot has been happening here lately which you couldn't possibly be asked to totally understand; no one does, not even me.  But it his caused you the tensions and shock which we can see exploded in your midst today into this godawful riot and bloodshed.  Bloodshed and hate never solve anything; and I'm sure as I look upon your faces and see the acts of the past few minutes clouding them, coming back to you now in despair and disgust with yourselves, I'm sure that you again feel this much more than I do, more than any of my officers or guards do.  I know Major Romney agrees with me.  Colonel Striker.  And even Sergeant Wilcox with the bloody wound you gave him still upon his arm --- I’m sure he knows, too.”

Bell looked at them.  What higher insult to themselves could there be than his mass of jargon, purposely being composed by General Colgore?  And yet they accepted it, enjoyed it, continued to respond to it.  Their faces were lighted with new life.  They loved everything he said.  No one objected.  Bell coughed up phlegm, as if it were particles of what he had heard, and spat it at his own feet.

After pausing a long time for effect, the General added his ending.  “Men!  You have the substance of your punishment in your own guilt, put into your minds by God in your own consciences, and there is nothing I or anybody can do to you now worse than these torments of your own regrets.”

With this General Colgore turned to Bell and saluted slowly, giving Bell plenty of time to see him starting, so Bell could return the salute and be finished before him.  It was the perfect punctuation for his scene.  He turned and walked quickly, picking up Striker in step.  They went on through the gate and got into the car, which pulled away as the door closed, as if the driver had been told to hurry.

Standing, left within this moment of impact --- all the men hushed with calm --- Bell felt his disgust overcome him.  General Figurehead had cut his fine figure into the air, leaving only the air.  Bell would not speak to them.  He could say nothing, trying instead to break apart his anger in silence.

He went over to Wilcox

The Sergeant jerked suddenly as if he had been lost in a dream.  “Suh?”

“Keep them in that ring, Wilcox,” Bell said.  “Keep five guards around them.  Feed only bread and water for three days, and they’re not to go to their tents!  If any break that ring, tell the guards to shoot.”

“But Suh?”

“Go over to the hospital dispensary, too, and take care of that arm, Sergeant.  I’ll sign the report.”

If possible, he would have had them all thrown into a pit.  They belonged in a pit, some place below the earth, and General Colgore could go to hell with his pity and compassion.  The men had rioted, attacked each other and shot the provost sergeant in the arm, and by god they would be punished for it.  When they got off bread and water and out of their own stink in the circle, then he'd put them on double work details for a couple of weeks so they wouldn't have enough strength to riot if they wanted to.

He left the Annex yard, going toward shade which he saw a few hundred feet ahead, a tree, small, but covering part of the sidewalk.

He wanted to walk through the shade, then he would decide on a place to go.

