Chapter 22

The essentials of the earth must be air and water, Bell thought, and the rest is rock, life and life's waste.  And if all things that live, live for their own sake, when they die they die for the sake of others --- a small fact chiseled out of the great unknown and given shape.  The sun shines upon the earth; the green grass, plants, bushes and trees and the green sea life are all that are capable of existing directly upon the rays of the sun.  All insects, fish, animals, birds and men receive the sun’s energy by eating each other or the greens themselves.  But although in life we eat the others, in death we ourselves are eaten, if not directly, indirectly, since our bones and flesh nourish the soil still finding their way into the mouth of something.  Life's body may grow, but its head steadily consumes its tail, its total length remaining the same.  We're in the same boat brother; we're in the same boat brother.  Shake one end, the other rocks.  Rock, and the other shakes.  Meanwhile to live we must eat, to eat we must kill --- and here is the sticker.

"May I serve you something before dinner?" Mrs. Colgore asked.

The four sat in the small living room of the yellow brick house --- the biggest on the Post --- but it was still cramped and small.

"The General and I usually take wine," she added, "but Mathy can mix anything.  She's fantastic.  Whatever you wish, just say it."

"Wine suits me," Bell smiled.

"I'll have wine," Jena said.

"Sherry, Mathy," said the General.

Mrs. Colgore was slightly angry with him, since he had not allowed her to finish this business of the wine and now she had nothing to do but sit down with the situation out of her control.  "I'll have sherry, too, Mathy," she said, glancing at her husband.

"Four sherries," the General said.

"Use the long-stemmed glasses, Mathy," she smiled at him.

The General sighed, defeated because he thought it too unimportant to be carried further, which is the reason for most defeats the strong suffer from the weak.

Mathy soon brought the glasses of wine on a tray as black and shiny as her face.

"Toast, Dear?" Mrs. Colgore asked.

The General responded, raising his glass.  "To the two of you."

Finishing, Mrs. Colgore sat very straight in her chair, her legs crossed, her powdered wrinkled face alert and watchful, as she said, "I continue to find it difficult to accept that you two are married.  You acted so hastily.  Oh, I realize you had to …" She paused reconciling herself to this stiff fact she could not bend or slip around.  "… But you are younger, Bell, than Jena --- at least a year, aren't you?"

"I suppose it could have been much worse," he smiled.  "I might have been twenty-one years older."  He was referring to Striker who was fifty.

"Do you find that your interests are the same?"

"No.  They are dissimilar."

"How?"

"Jena's interested in herself and I'm interested in me."

"Must you be so brash?" Mrs. Colgore said.  She sipped then lowered her glass to uncover a smile.  "I believe the world has changed, Lucius," she added, "since we were young.  People seem to marry now for convenience.  You have a song, don't you, about loving the person you're near?  But then I suppose we must let you live your own lives."

"Although I must say,” the General said, "mistakes consume so much time, and all a person has is a limited amount, little indeed.  But of course you're right, my dear, it is none of our affair."

"You two have the wrong idea completely," Jena said, quietly, not caring if they heard her or not but wanting to speak the words of what was real against their ignorant stillness that resisted change.  "We got married because we loved each other and wanted to live together, have intercourse …”

Mrs. Colgore gasped.

“… Fill silences, look upon each other, listen, speak, move within each other's sight.  To do this we had to marry, and it was you and people like you who made this rule, not us, so please don't fret about our marriage.  It was necessary, so accept it."

"We know you had to marry someone, Jena," said her father.  "We accept that."

I must realize, Jena thought, that they're being stopped from interfering only by the lie I'm pregnant, and it is useless for me to ask them to understand so I can withdraw the lie and tell them the truth.  The lie must remain.  She was sad to realize this.  Why must it be a lie holds them off?  Why can't they see the absolutely staggering worth of Bell?  The trouble was they could do none of these and it was obvious, so the lie must stand.  It must stand, she thought, there is no other way.  If one can't remake people into what one wants them to be, she can make them do what she wants, while she accepts what they are.  But it is possible I could make a mistake.  By forcing another person to do what I want, it is possible I could find out later I had done wrong, destroyed the person I was influencing perhaps.  Yes, this is the tragedy of life, which in order to live must commit itself and once committed opens itself to mistakes without knowing until later when awareness brings recognition, suffering and guilt.  At any moment I must act as if I know everything, because this is the only basis on which I can act, although it is impossible for me to know all things at one time so there are always mistakes.  Yet, if I fail to make up my mind according to the incomplete knowledge I have at any one time, I am powerless to act, and I must accept whatever destiny hands me.  If I accept fate, my life is pathetic with no meaning of my own; if I create my fate, my life may end tragically and probably will.  If I bury my head in the dirt, I suffocate; if I reach for the sky, I will fail; if I do neither, I am no more than an animal, walking on fours, or a cabbage, not walking at all.  Somewhere in the hollow of herself she ached with desire to reach for the sky, the same desire that once brought life out of the sea to conquer rock and make it livable, that shaped a mouth and legs so life could eat and run, that shaped nerves and a brain so life could feel and think, and she thought I will reach higher than I can see, try to hear more than I can, make my life a thing of power, direction and beauty, and if the old ways of my parents deter me I will destroy these ways coldly with no sentimental restraint, because my fate is in my hands no matter how complex the goddamn world is, and it will be whatever I make it, for what I do dictates my end and I dictate all that I do, because I am free, free as clay to be molded by my mind, because I am the one person in control of my mind.  And if another has more power than I, like my father who sits here so confidently or my mother that dictatrix --- I can lie!  Plot!  Be cunning and speak softly.  Do anything to gain the advantage, as long as I believe I am right.
She got up, walking across the room to Bell, and kissed his mouth, saying, "I do love you so much, Bell, because you are good, worthy of my love and all I can give you."

Bell smiled.  Her mother squirmed in embarrassment.  General Colgore coughed.

"Jena, this is not a drive-in movie," he said.

Said Mrs. Colgore, "I believe dinner is ready."

"Good I'm very hungry," Jena said.

"I believe acting like a panther has given you the appetite of one," her mother said.

They sat down to Mathy's chicken, Bell and Jena eating hungrily, while the General and Mrs. Colgore, two clocks winding down, ate only bits of their portions.

"I can never eat a fat chicken like this," Bell said when they were finished, "that I don't think how chickens, not much different from this pathetic bird, were bred by the Egyptians into the first fighting cocks, which had the courage of elephants and such power they could break a man's leg with a kick."

"Why that is terrifying," said Mrs. Colgore.

"Probably resulted in a lot of one-legged Egyptians," the General said.

"I think it's exciting," said Jena.  "Do you suppose the same thing could be done with humans?"

"Of course.  Through proper breeding, men could be made smarter, more powerful, anything you want."

"Major, I believe we won a war against a man named Hitler who wanted to do just that."

"What?"

"He wanted to breed men like cattle."

"But there's nothing wrong with breeding men like cattle; it was the way Hitler went about it that was wrong.  He gave the people no choice.  If we studied human breeding, made experiments, kept records, we could soon offer quite a few facts that might influence the free choice of lovers.  It would be not different from the RH blood test or the venereal disease test that we offer now.  It would be a genetics test."

Mrs. Colgore waved her hand nervously.  "I don't see how you can talk about these things.  Marriage is not a breeding grounds, nor is a bed a garden."

"But why not?"

"Because no one knows what is normal for a human being, and no one knows what is ideal.  We impose our own standards on roses or cattle, not theirs.  We say one should be red and beautiful, rather than have the ability to grow on a rock, and that the other should carry great weight with little fat, rather than being able to run swiftly.  What do you suggest we make ourselves into?"

"First, we could have more energy."

"For what?  So we could do a better job turning on the water tap?  For what do we need energy?"

"To solve our problems," Bell said.  "We have an exploding population and in no time we'll destroy our food supply.  We must find a way to stabilize our population according to how much food we can take from the ground and still safely allow it to refurbish itself."

"Seems to me if we have more energy we'll soon have more babies," smiled the General.

"Sometimes I think the people of your generation in trying to remain young have given up any attempt to judge or decide or face problems.  You still have someplace an invisible set of deified parents who have taken the place of your real ones, and you go an gaily thinking everything will be all right as long as you have fun and remain happy and believe in the ads that life begins at forty, while somewhere, someplace this god the father is taking care of everything for you.  It's so naive and childish I wonder you haven't made more of a mess of the world than you have already, and you have, you know.  Considering what you've accomplished, I don't see how you can expect us to listen to you.

"Another problem is water.  We are running out of fresh water because your generation destroyed most of our watersheds that trap rainfall and feed it back into the earth.  Did you or your contemporaries think of this when you went up the sides of mountains to scalp the tops clear of trees?  No.  You were all so stupid you never realized where your water came from.  Now the water table sinks lower and lower, when it should be constant.  We should be using only the amount that can be replaced naturally.  And it will take considerable energy to convince people your age who run industrial plants of this.

"A third problem is the short supply of our mineral and fuel resources.  You have ripped into the ground and taken out oil and coal to run machines that reduce ore to metals, and what have you done with these metals?  A big portion you have made into adult toys and gimmicks now useless to the people of my generation and lying on the scrapheaps.  You make new cars every year with quick obsolescence built into them so there will be a market big as possible for the cars you make next year.  Meanwhile metal disappears from beneath our feet.  People my age need tremendous energy to change the economic systems so they produce things of permanence and worth with as little depletion of raw material as possible.

"The biggest problem, and the one that will take the most energy to solve, is your idiotic religion that tells you man is not a creature and product of the earth, dependent on it like all the rest of life.  A crazy nomadic people a few thousand years ago who abused their land then moved on gave you the idea you were transplanted on this earth by some powerful godlike being to whom you would return when you died, for Christ's sake, and that all you have to do is follow a few moral laws, like not screwing your neighbor's wife, not stealing, not swearing, and don't forget to go to church every Sunday, and everything will be all right.  We must create a new religion that recognizes the earth as our immediate master, that outlines our duties to the earth, and that makes it a sin to kill any living thing at a rate faster than it can reproduce itself, including trees, grass, wildlife, fish and so on.  We must recognize that man has duties of conservation to perform within the web of all life and that the performance of these duties is a manner of worship.  My god it will take all the energy people my age have and ten times more to take the power away from you old clodheads, because we can't wait until you die, you know, because the mistakes you made and are continuing to make are critical.

"What have you created?  Where are your beautiful monuments to your age?  Your lovely works of art?  Where are the books that hold your deepest thoughts that are to last for all time?  Where are the results of your dedication to beauty and humanity?  Little has been done for fifty years in this country.  You may not be ready to accept this, but it has been your period that was and continues to be the most corrupt, exploitation-minded one humanity has known.  Do you realize the shame a young man has when he reaches the age of adulthood and must be automatically integrated into your society, into what you have done and what you are?  You are the last remnants of a society so decayed it could produce barely anything but physical comfort.  At this you did well, I admit; you have covered and cared for your bodies with more kinds of social creams than any other people, but while at the same time your minds, with a few exceptions, were reduced to an animal life in a wilderness and your spirit of purpose knew only you must lick yourselves like cats.  You produced means without ends.  You were like farmers endlessly plowing fields and never planting.  So you had healthy bodies --- WHAT DID YOU DO WITH THEM?

"And you have the guts to sit there and snigger at anything we say!  If we choose to worship candles you wouldn't have the right to criticize us, because of your own idiotic accomplishments.  If we choose to sit bare-ass naked in ponds for our lifetimes it couldn't be more ridiculous than your sitting in your tubs feeling really clean.

"The worst of what you offer us is this sickening belief that our lives are beyond our control.  Mustn't tamper with god-the-father's business, you tell us.  Well, I tell you there is no father overseer, that in placing control in the hands of a supreme personality who doesn't exist you have been living in chaos accomplishing nothing, knowing nothing, solving no problems, refusing to admit that there are problems, calling them god-the-father's will or something equally ridiculous like the unalterable will of fate.  We are fate, for Christ's sake.  What we decide and do becomes fate.  We hold history in our hands every minute.  What we do determines the course of the earth as much as the earth determines the course of what we do.  Our environment is the result of what we have done in the past and are doing now.  The future is determined by what we have done, do now and will do.  The present is the only eternity we'll ever know.  It becomes our past and determines our future, along with that of the world.  To know this and accept the responsibility will take unequaled strength of mind, action, purpose, talent and dedication.  If you have contempt for my generation and for me, this doesn't bother me at all, because believe me when I say I have nothing but contempt for yours."

Neither the General nor Mrs. Colgore spoke.  They were embarrassed by his enthusiasm and emotion.  They did not know what to say to calm him, and they couldn't ignore him, because he forced himself on them like hot weather, a headache, or some other discomfort, and also he was proudly accusing them of being worse than they thought he was.  Bell knew this.  He pushed back his chair and stood up.

"This is such a pleasant house," he told them, beginning to count while he spoke to relieve the inevitable boredom of what he must say.  One.  Two.  Three.  "How long have you lived here?"

"We have tried to furnish it with the things we like," Mrs. Colgore smiled.  "Although we have lived here only four years, the objects you see have taken us most of the years of our marriage to accumulate."

Bell looked slowly at the ugly flowered draperies, the French bookcase filled with the General's westerns by Zane Grey and Luke Short, the early American lamps with frilled shades, the oriental patterned wool rug, the Italian dinette cabinet patterned after a famous one at Florence in Tuscany, and he struggled with his sadness that these should be the things they held to be of worth and meaning in their lives.

"Tell me, Romney," said the General, warmly, "how did you happen to remain in the army?"

They went into the living room where Mathy served them coffee.

"Well, there are three great systems of power operating now," Bell answered.  "There is money, or the power that wealth gives.  Communications, or the power of the word.  And the army --- or rather the armed forces --- which is the power of might.  Since I was poor and couldn't write and since the army was becoming most powerful in this country because of Russia's threats, I decided to stay in."

"How do you use this so-called power of yours?"

"Well, for example, in integrating the Stockade, recognizing the differences of races, but not punishing anyone because of them.  I think it's just as important to preserve the diversity of humanity as it is of life."

"You sound as pious as a priest."

"I know.  Perhaps I am a priest, a new sort, of course."

"Yet, your pride fills me with horror."  Mrs. Colgore looked stern.  "You lack humility, young man."

"Accomplishment takes pride, a great one,"

"Do you have a church?" she smiled.

"What I do is my worship."

"I cannot help but believe you're an evil, ugly man."

"I know."

"And this doesn't worry you?"

"Of course it does."

"The young are always idealistic," the General said.  "When I was your age I worshipped horses.  Now the horse is gone."

Bell knew the General saw no difference between horses and what Bell had said.  To the old man all things were the same, including all young people and what they did.  Although he believed in the progress of military tactics, science, animal husbandry, and gardening, he did not believe in the progress of men.  All people, past, present and future, are alike, the General believed, with the same weaknesses and hopes.  He bought his thoughts like he bought everything else, standard-made to suit everyone.

When at last they left, Jena went on up the steps to the apartment while Bell sat on the landing for a while, looking at the door-frame view of the land and sky.

I am free, he thought, free to do and think as I please, as long as I can get away with it.  I challenge Nothing, nature and society itself.  I say the universe cannot exist without my help, which is a new thought.  It may always have been true that human society depended on the deeds of individual men, but it is now true for everything.  Man is the leader of that which he is part of: life; and this part life is as great as the whole universe, equal in responsibility to the responsibility of the whole.  Man knows no limit, his responsibility no end, his deeds no boundaries because what is done is done for all time, think of it, and remember to make all deeds worthy.  And man, as well as all life that he leads, creates his own society, that which cultures him in the sense that culture selects the best of him to reward and encourage and appreciate --- he creates the system that cultivates himself, he creates that which helps him recreate.  This system too should be worthy of eternity.

"Hello," she said, smiling, when he came in.  "Have you recovered from all your speeches of the evening, or are words still your concern?"

"No speeches," he said.  He undressed and lay on the bed, beside her.

The white covering of her nightgown exposed her shape in the dark.

"Bell, I want to have your baby," she said, not looking at him, but saying it to the darkness around her.

"Yes, tonight," he said.

"First I will have you and then your baby."

"I will go in, then he will come out."

"I will make him fine, round and fat, with a loud voice."

"A voice like a crow's, loud, so there will be no mistaking what he says."

They kissed.  Green is the color of all desire, Bell thought.  And soon the baby began.

