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PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

FROM HERE TO ETERNITY

‘Certain places seem to exist mainly because someone has written about them. Kilimanjaro belongs to Ernest Hemingway. Oxford, Mississippi, belongs to William Faulkner … A place belongs forever to whoever claims it hardest, remembers it most obsessively, wrenches it from itself, shapes it, renders it, loves it so radically that he remakes it in his image, and not only Schofield Barracks but a great deal of Honolulu will always belong for me to James Jones’ Joan Didion

‘The best American novel since the war’ Norman Mailer

‘Ferocious … the most realistic and forceful novel I’ve read about life in the army’ New Yorker

‘Extraordinary and utterly irresistible … a compelling and compassionate story’ Los Angeles Times

‘A powerful and brutally shocking story … it is impossible to ignore the dynamic punch in Jones’ writing’ The New York Times

‘Crammed with masterly scenes from life. Always you feel that he knows what he’s talking about, whether it’s the savagery of the Stockade, life in a rough whorehouse, the anguish of love … America’s strongest chronicler of war, a writer of deep sympathies and a large humanity’ Robert Gottlieb, The New York Review of Books

‘One of the great books of our time’ Newsday

‘The achievement of an exceptional novelist … Filled with a wide range of human emotions, with humour and nobility, with rage and love, with savagery and tenderness’ New York Herald Tribune

‘Magnificent … ruthlessly honest … it is his communication of the brotherhood of man and man’s inhumanity to man that brings the novel close to greatness’ Washington Post









Gentleman-rankers out on a spree,

Damned from here to Eternity,

God ha’ mercy on such as we,

Ba! Yah! Bah!

From ‘Gentlemen-Rankers’,

in Barrack-Room Ballads

Rudyard Kipling

‘I have eaten your bread and salt.

I have drunk your water and wine.

The deaths ye died I have watched beside,

And the lives ye led were mine.’

Rudyard Kipling

‘The Sphinx must solve her own riddle. If the whole of history is in one man, it is all to be explained from individual experience.’

Essays: First Series, ‘History’
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   THE TRANSFER









1

When he finished packing, he walked out onto the third-floor porch of the barracks brushing the dust from his hands, a very neat and deceptively slim young man in the summer khakis that were still early morning fresh.

He leaned his elbows on the porch ledge and stood looking down through the screens at the familiar scene of the barracks square laid out below with the tiers of porches dark in the faces of the three-story concrete barracks fronting on the square. He was feeling a half-sheepish affection for his vantage point that he was leaving.

Below him under the blows of the February Hawaiian sun the quadrangle gasped defenselessly, like an exhausted fighter. Through the heat haze and the thin mid-morning film of the parched red dust came up a muted orchestra of sounds: the clankings of steelwheeled carts bouncing over brick, the slappings of oiled leather slingstraps, the shuffling beat of scorched shoesoles, the hoarse expletives of irritated noncoms.

Somewhere along the line, he thought, these things have become your heritage. You are multiplied by each sound that you hear. And you cannot deny them, without denying with them the purpose of your own existence. Yet now, he told himself, you are denying them, by renouncing the place that they have given you.

In the earthen square in the center of the quad a machine gun company went listlessly through the motions of its Loading Drill.

Behind him in the high-ceiling squadroom was the muffled curtain of sound that comes from men just waking and beginning to move around, testing cautiously the flooring of this world they had last night forsaken. He listened to it, hearing also the footsteps coming up behind him, but thinking of how good a thing it had been to sleep late every morning as a member of this Bugle Corps and wake up to the sounds of the line companies already outside at drill.

‘You didnt pack my garrison shoes?’ he asked the footsteps. ‘I meant to tell you. They scuff so easy.’

‘They’re on the bed, both pair,’ the voice behind him said. ‘With the clean uniforms from your wall locker you didnt want to get mussed up. I pack your diddy box and extra hangers and your field shoes in the extra barricks bag.’

‘Then I guess thats everything,’ the young man said. He stood up then, sighing, not a sigh of emotion but the sigh that is the relaxing of a tension. ‘Lets eat,’ he said. ‘I got an hour yet before I have to report to G Company.’

‘I still think you’re makin a bad mistake,’ the man behind him said.

‘Yeah I know; you told me. Every day for two weeks now. You just dont understand it, Red.’

‘Maybe not,’ the other said. ‘I aint no tempermental genius. But I understand somethin else. I’m a good bugler and I know it. But I cant touch you on a bugle. You’re the best bugler in this Regiment, bar none. Probly the best in Schofield Barricks.’

The young man thoughtfully agreed. ‘Thats true.’

‘Well. Then why you want to quit and transfer?’

‘I dont want to, Red.’

‘But you are.’

‘Oh no I’m not. You forget. I’m being transferred. Theres a difference.’

‘Now listen,’ Red said hotly.

‘You listen, Red. Lets go over to Choy’s and get some breakfast. Before this crowd gets over there and eats up all his stock.’ He jerked his head back at the awakening squadroom.

‘You’re actin like a kid,’ Red said. ‘You’re not bein transferred, any more than I am. If you hadnt of gone and shot your mouth off to Houston none of this would ever happened.’

‘Thats right.’

‘Maybe Houston did make his young punk First Bugler over you. So what? It’s only a formality. You still got your rating. All the brunser gets out of it is to play the Taps for funerals and sound Retreat for the shorttimer parades.’

‘Thats all.’

‘It aint as if Houston had had you busted, and give the kid your rating. Then I wouldnt blame you. But you still got your rating.’

‘No I aint. Not since Houston asked the Old Man to have me transferred.’

‘If you’d go see the Old Man like I tell you and say one word only, you’d have it back. Chief Bugler Houston or no Chief Bugler Houston.’

‘Thats right. And Houston’s punk would still be First Bugler. Besides, the papers’ve gone through already. Signed; sealed; and delivered.’

‘Aw hell,’ Red said disgustedly. ‘Signed papers you can stick up you know where, for all they mean. You’re on the inside, Prew, or at least you could be.’

‘Do you want to eat with me?’ the young man said, ‘or dont you?’

‘I’m broke,’ Red said.

‘Did I ask you to pay? This is on me. I’m the one thats transferrin.’

‘You better save your money. They can feed us in the kitchen.’

‘I dont feel like eating that crap, not this morning.’

‘They had fried eggs this morning,’ Red corrected. ‘We can still get them hot. You’ll need your money where you’re goin.’

‘All right, for Chrisake,’ the young man admitted wearily. ‘Then this is just for the fucking hell of it. Because I want to spend it. Because I’m leavin and I want to spend it. Now do you want to go? or dont you?’

‘I’ll go,’ Red said disgustedly.

They walked down the flights of steps and out the walk in front of A Company, where the Bugle Corps was quartered, crossed the street and walked along Headquarters building to the sallyport. The sun heat hit them, bearing down, as they left the porch and left them just as sharply as they stepped inside the tunnel through Hq building that was called the sallyport now, in honor of the old days of the forts. It was painted emphatically with the Regimental colors and housed the biggest of the Regiment’s athletic trophies in their lacquered case.

‘Its a bad thing,’ Red said tentatively. ‘You’re gettin yourself a reputation as a bolshevik. You’re settin yourself up for all kinds of trouble, Prew.’ Prew did not answer.

The restaurant was empty. Young Choy and his father, Old Choy, were chattering behind the counter. The white beard and black skull cap disappeared at once back into the kitchen and Young Choy, Young Sam Choy, waited on them.

‘Herro, Prew,’ Young Choy said. ‘Me hear you move ’closs stleet some time soon I think so maybe, eh?’

‘Thats right,’ Prew said. ‘Today.’

‘Today!’ Young Choy grinned. ‘You no snowem? Tlansfe’ today?’

‘Thats her,’ he said grudgingly. ‘Today.’

Young Choy, grinning, shook his head with sorrow. He looked at Red. ‘Clazy dogface. Do stlaight duty, ’stead of Bugle Corpse.’

‘Listen,’ Prew said. ‘How about bringin our goddam food?’

‘Aw light,’ Young Choy grinned. ‘Bling light now.’

He went behind the counter to the swinging kitchen door and Prew watched him.

‘Goddam gook,’ he said.

‘Young Choy’s all right,’ Red said.

‘Sure. So’s Old Choy all right.’

‘He only wants to help.’

‘Sure. Like everybody else.’

Red shrugged, sheepishly, and they sat silent in the dim comparative coolness, listening to the laziness of the electric fan high up on one wall, until Young Choy brought out the eggs and ham and coffee. Through the sallyport screen door a weak breeze carried the sleepily regular belltones of the monotonously jerked bolt handles, Dog Company’s Loading Drill, a ghostly prophecy that haunted Prew’s enjoyment of that sense of loafing while the morning’s work moves on around you.

‘You one number one boy,’ Young Choy said, returning, grinning, as he shook his head in sorrow. ‘You leenlistment matelial.’

Prew laughed. ‘You said it, Sam. I’m a Thirty – Year – Man.’

Red was cutting up an egg. ‘Whats your wahine goin to say? when she finds out you took a bust to transfer?’

Prew shook his head and began to chew.

‘Everything’s against you,’ Red said, reasonably. ‘Even your wahine is against you.’

‘I wish she was against me, right up against me, right now,’ Prew grinned.

Red would not laugh. ‘Private pussies dont grow on no trees,’ he said. ‘Whores are all right; for the first year; for kids. But a good shackjob is hard to find. Too hard to take a chance on losin. You wont be able to make that trip to Haleiwa every night when you’re pullin straight duty in a rifle compny.’

Prew stared down at his round ham bone before he picked it up and sucked the marrow out. ‘I reckon she’ll have to make up her own mind, Red. Like every man has got to do, in the end. You know this thing’s been comin for a long, long time. It aint just because Houston made his angelina First Bugler over me.’

Red studied him; Chief Bugler Houston’s tastes in young men were common knowledge and Red wondered if he could have made a pass at Prew. But it could not be that; Prewitt would have half-killed him, Chief Warrant Officer or no.

‘Thats good,’ Red said bitterly, ‘made up her own mind. Where is her mind? In her head, or down between her legs?’

‘Watch your goddam mouth. Since when is my private life your business anyway? For your information, its between her legs and thats the way I like it, see?’ You liar, he thought.

‘Okay,’ Red said. ‘Dont blow your top. Whats it to me if you transfer? Its nothing in my young life.’ He took a piece of bread and washed his hands of all of it by wiping the yellow from his plate and swilling it down with coffee.

Prew lit a tailormade and turned to watch a group of company clerks who had just come in, sitting over coffee in the far corner when they were supposed to be upstairs in Personnel working. They all looked alike, tall thin boys with the fragile faces that gravitated naturally toward the mental superiority of paper work. He caught the words ‘Van Gogh’ and ‘Gauguin.’ One tall boy talked a little while and the others waiting to get in their say, then in a pause for breath another tall boy took over and the first frowned and the others waiting impatiently again. Prew grinned.

It was queer, he thought, how a man was always being forced to decide these things. You decided one thing right, with much effort, and then you thought you’d coast a while. But tomorrow you had to decide another thing. And as long as you decided the way you knew was right you had to go right on deciding. Every Day a Millennium, he thought. And on the other hand was Red, and those kids over there, who because they decided wrong just once were free from any more deciding. Red placed his bet on Comfort out of Security by Conformity. As usual, Comfort won. Red could retire and enjoy his winnings. Red would not quit a soft deal like the Bugle Corps because his pride was hurt. Sometimes he got confused and could not quite remember what the reason was, the necessity that had been at the beginning of this endless chain of new decidings.

Red was trying logic on him. ‘You got a Pfc and a Fourth Class Specialist. You practice two hours a day and the rest of your time’s your own. You got a good life.

‘Every Regiment’s got a Drum and Bugle Corps. Thats SOP. Its just like a craft on the Outside. We get the gravy because we got special ability.’

‘The crafts on the Outside aint been gettin gravy. They been lucky if they had jobs at all.’

‘That aint the point,’ Red said disgustedly. ‘Thats the Depression – why you think I’m in the goddam army?’

‘I dont know. Why are you?’

‘Because.’ Red paused triumphantly. ‘Same reason as you: because I could live better on the Inside than I could on the Outside. I wasnt ready to starve yet.’

‘Thats logical,’ Prew grinned.

‘Goddam right. I’m a logical guy. Its only common sense. Why you think I’m in this Bugle Corps?’

‘Because its logical,’ Prew said. ‘Only, that aint the reason I’m in the army. And it aint the reason I’m in, was in, this Bugle Corps.’

‘I know,’ Red said disgustedly. ‘Now he’s going to start that crap about the thirty year men.’

‘All right,’ Prew said. ‘But what else would I be? Where else would I go? Me! A man has got to have some place.’

‘Okay,’ Red said. ‘But if you’re a thirty year man, and you love to bugle so, why are you quitting? That aint like no thirty year man.’

‘All right,’ Prew said. ‘Lets look at you: since the Depression’s gettin over, since they started makin stuff to send to England for this war, since they started this peacetime draft – you’re on the Inside behind your common sense, like a man behind the bars. Your old job’s waitin for you, and you cant even buy out now since the peacetime draft came in.’

‘I’m markin time,’ Red explained to him. ‘I dint starve while Prosperity was behind that stack of howitzers, and before we get in this goddam war my hitch will be up, and I’ll be back home with a good safe job makin periscopes for tanks, while you thirty year men are gettin your ass shot off.’

As Prew listened the mobile face before him melted to a battle-blackened skull as though a flamethrower had passed over it, kissed it lightly, and moved on. The skull talked on to him about its health. And he remembered now the reason for this urgency of deciding right. It was like with a virgin, one wrong decision was enough to do it; after one you were not ever the same again. A man who ate too much got fat, and the only way to keep from getting fat was not to eat too much. There was no short cut in elastic trusses for ex-athletes, or in the patented rowing machines, or in synthetic diet; not if you ate too much. When you cut with life you had to use the house deck, not your own.

The reason was, he wanted to be a bugler. Red could play a bugle well because Red was not a bugler. It was really very simple, so simple that he was surprised he had not seen it standing there before. He had to leave the Bugle Corps because he was a bugler. Red did not have to leave it. But he had to leave, because he wanted most of all to stay.

Prew stood up, looking at his watch. ‘Its nine-fifteen,’ he said. ‘I got to be at G Company at nine-thirty for my interview.’ He grinned as he pulled the last word with his mouth, twisting it the way a badly silvered mirror subtly changes faces.

‘Sit down a minute more,’ Red said. ‘I wasnt going to mention this, unless I had to.’

Prew looked down at him and then sat down, knowing what it was that he would say. ‘Make it quick,’ he said. ‘I got to go.’

‘You know who the Compny Commander of G Compny is, don’t you, Prew?’

‘Yeah,’ Prew said. ‘I know.’

Red could not let it ride. ‘Captain Dana E. Holmes,’ he said. ‘ “Dynamite” Holmes. The Regimental boxing coach.’

‘Okay,’ Prew said.

‘I know all about why you transferred into this outfit last year,’ Red said. ‘I know all about Dixie Wells. You never told me, Prew, but I know it. Everybody knows it.’

‘All right,’ Prew said. ‘I don’t care who knows it. I dint expect it could be hid,’ he said.

‘You had to leave the 27th,’ Red told him. ‘When you quit the boxing squad and refused to fight any more, you had to transfer out. Because they wouldnt let you alone, wouldnt let you just quit in peace. They followed you around and put the pressure on. Until you had to transfer out.’

‘I did what I wanted to do,’ Prew said.

‘Did you?’ Red said. ‘Dont you see?’ he said. ‘They’ll always follow you around. You cant go your own way in peace, not in our time. Unless you’re willing to play ball.

‘Maybe back in the old days, back in the time of the pioneers, a man could do what he wanted to do, in peace. But he had the woods then, he could go off in the woods and live alone. He could live well off the woods. And if they followed him there for this or that, he could just move on. There was always more woods on up ahead. But a man cant do that now. He’s got to play ball with them. He has to divide it all by two.

‘I never mentioned it to you,’ Red said. ‘I saw you fight in the Bowl last year. Me and several thousand other guys. Holmes saw you, too. I’ve been sweatin him out to put the pressure on you, any time.’

‘So have I,’ Prew said. ‘I just guess he never found out I was here.’

‘He won’t miss it on your Form 20 when you’re in his compny. He’ll want you for his boxing squad.’

‘There’s nothin in the ARs says a man has got to jockstrap when he doesnt want to.’

‘Come on,’ Red taunted. ‘You think the ARs’ll bother him? when the Great White Father wants to keep that championship? You think he’ll let a fighter who’s got the rep you have just hibernate? in his own company? without fightin for the Regment? Just because you decided once you wouldnt fight no more? Even a genius like you cant be that simple.’

‘I dont know,’ Prew said. ‘Chief Choate’s in his compny. Chief Choate use to be the heavyweight champ of Panama.’

‘Yes,’ Red said. ‘But Chief Choate’s the Great White Father’s fair-haired boy because he’s the best first baseman in the Hawaiian Department. Holmes cant pressure him. But even so, Chief Choate’s been in G Compny four years now, and he’s still a corporal.’

‘Well,’ Prew said. ‘If the Chief would transfer out, he could make Staff in any other compny. I guess if it gets too rough I can always transfer out myself.’

‘Yeah?’ Red said. ‘You think so? You know who the top kicker of George Co is?’

‘Sure,’ Prew said. ‘I know. Warden.’

‘Thats right, man,’ Red said. ‘Milton Anthony Warden. Who use to be our Staff in A Compny. The meanest son of a bitch in Schofield Barricks. And who hates you worse than poison.’

‘Thats funny,’ Prew said slowly. ‘I never felt that Warden hated me. I dont hate him.’

Red smiled bitterly. ‘After all the run-ins you’ve had with him? Even you cant be that green.’

‘It wasnt him,’ Prew said. ‘It was just that that was what his job was.’

‘A man is his job,’ Red said. ‘And now he’s not a Staff; he’s got two rockers and a diamond now. Listen, Prew. Everything’s against you. You’re movin into a game where every card is in the other hand.’

Prew nodded. ‘I know that,’ he said.

‘Go up and see the Old Man,’ Red pleaded. ‘Theres still time this morning. I wouldnt steer you wrong. I’ve had to play politics all my life for what I wanted. I can sense the way a thing is going. All you got to do is see The Man, and he will tear them papers up.’

Prew stood up then, and standing, looking down into the anxious face of him who was his friend, he could feel the energy of sincerity that was pouring from Red’s eyes, pouring over him with a firehose concentration whose name was sincerity. And somehow it was a thing that startled him, that it should be there, and that he could see it, pleading with him.

‘I cant do it, Red,’ he said.

As if for the first time he was really giving up, was actually believing it, Red slumped back in his chair, the concentrated pouring dispersed and dissipated against this wall he did not understand.

‘I hate to see you go,’ he said.

‘I just cant help it, Red,’ Prew said.

‘Okay,’ Red said. ‘Have it your way, kid. Its your funeral.’

‘Thats whats the matter,’ Prewitt said.

Red ran his tongue over his teeth slowly, probing. ‘What do you aim to do about the git-tar, Prew?’

‘You keep it. Its half yours anyway. I wont have no use for it,’ Prew said.

The other coughed. ‘I ought at least to pay you for your half. Ony I’m broke right now,’ he added, hastily.

Prewitt grinned; this was the Red he knew again. ‘I’m giving you my half, Red. No strings attached. Whats a matter? Dont you want it?’

‘Sure. But?’

‘Then keep it. If your conscience hurts you, you can say its payment for helping me to pack.’

‘I hate to do that,’ Red said.

‘Figure it this way,’ Prew said. ‘I’ll come back over now and then. I’m not going Stateside. I’ll come over and use it, every now and then.’

‘No, you wont,’ Red said. ‘We both know you wont. When a guy moves, he moves it all. The distance doesnt matter.’

Before this sudden honesty Prew had to look away. Red was right and Prew knew it, and Red knew he knew it. Transferring in the army was comparable to a civilian moving from one city to another. His friends either moved with him or they lost him. Even when he moved from, perhaps, a city that he loved to a city where he was the stranger. The chances for adventure in such moves were vastly overrated by the movies, and both knew it. It was not adventure Prewitt wanted; Red knew that he had no more illusions of adventure.

‘The best bugler in the Regment,’ Red said helplessly. ‘He just dont quit and go back to straight duty. They just dont do it.’

‘The git-tar’s yours,’ Prew said. ‘I’ll come back and play it now and then though,’ he lied. He turned away quickly so he would not have to meet Red’s eyes. ‘I got to go.’

Red watched him toward the door and humanely did not contradict him. Prew never had been able to lie convincingly.

‘Luck to you,’ Red called after him. He watched until the screendoor slammed. Then he took his coffeecup over to where Young Choy was sweating industriously at the steamy nickel urn with its spouts and glass tube gauges, wishing it was five o’clock and he could have a beer instead.

Outside in the sallyport Prew donned his campaign hat, adjusting it meticulously, low on the forehead, high in back, cocked just a little bit. Around the band was the robin’s-egg-blue cord and acorns of the Infantry. Stiff as a board with sugar and the hatter’s iron it rode his head, a fresh blocked crown, the proud badge of his profession.

For a moment he stood looking at the lacquered trophycase, feeling the scant breeze the shadowed sallyport collected like a funnel collects rain. Among the other cups and statues in it, holding the place of honor, was the Hawaiian Division traveling trophy that Holmes’s boys had won last year, two golden fighters in a roped ring of gold.

He shrugged, and then he turned and paused, seeing the scene that never failed to touch him, a painting done in solid single tones, the timbre diminishing with the deepening perspective, framed by the entryway of the sallyport. The pale red-dusted green of the earthen square and on it the blue fatigues of Dog Company, and the olive halos. Behind them the screaming whiteness of the Second Battalion barracks; and behind the barracks, rising slowly, the red-and-green striping that was the mathematical fields of pineapple, immaculate as a well-kept tomato patch, a few bent figures indistinct in the distance toiling over them. And then the foothills, rolling higher, in that juicy green that has never starved for water. And then, fulfilling all the rising promise, the black peaks of the Waianae Range, biting a sky that echoed the fatigues, and cut only by the deep V of Kolekole Pass that was like a whore’s evening dress, promising things on the other side. More like a whore’s evening dress because he had been to Waianae and looked with disappointment on the other side.

Along the flanks of the hills his eye picked out the thin tracery of a line that faded out to the South. That was the Honouliuli Trail, the officers went riding there, with their women. You could always find innumerable condoms along the trail, and trees where the idle horses had chewed off bark. Your eyes always hunted for them, hiking, with a vicarious breathlessness that, if it had not been visible in each man’s face, would have shamed you.

Did a pineapple enjoy its life? or did it maybe get sick of being trimmed like seven thousand other pineapples? fed the same fertilizer as seven thousand other pineapples? standing till death did them part in the same rank and file like seven thousand other pineapples? You never knew. But you never saw a pineapple turn itself into a grapefruit, did you?

He stepped down on the sidewalk treading catlike on the balls of his feet the way a fighter treads, hat tilted, clean, immaculate, decisive, the picture of a soldier.
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Robert E. Lee Prewitt had learned to play a guitar long before he ever learned to bugle or to box. He learned it as a boy, and with it he learned a lot of blues songs and laments. In the Kentucky Mountains along the West Virginia Line life led him swiftly to that type of music. And this was long before he ever seriously considered becoming a member of The Profession.

In the Kentucky Mountains along the West Virginia Line guitar playing is not considered the accomplishment it is most places. Every well-bred boy learns to chord a guitar when he is still small enough to hold it like a string bass. The boy Prewitt loved the songs because they gave him something, an understanding, a first hint that pain might not be pointless if you could only turn it into something. The songs stayed with him, but the guitar playing did not give him anything. It left him cold. He had no call for it at all.

He had no call for boxing either. But he was very fast and had an incredible punch, developed by necessity on the bum, before he entered The Profession. People always find those things out. They tend to become manifest. Especially in The Profession where sports are the nourishment of life and boxing is the most manly sport. Beer, in The Profession, is the wine of life.

To tell the truth, he had no call for The Profession. At least not then. As a dissatisfied son of a Harlan County miner he just naturally gravitated toward it, the only profession open to him.

He really had no call for anything until the first time he handled a bugle.

It started as a joke on a battalion beer convention and he only held it and blew a couple of bleats, but he knew at once that this was something different. It was somehow something sacred, the way you sit out at night and watch the stars and your eye consciously spans that distance and you wonder if you’re sitting on an electron that revolves around a proton in a series of infinite universes, and you suddenly see how strange a tree would look to one who had never lived upon the earth.

He had wild visions, for a moment, of having once played a herald’s trumpet for the coronations and of having called the legions to bed down around the smoking campfires in the long blue evenings of old Palestine. It was then he remembered that hint about pointlessness that the blues songs and laments had given him; he knew then that if he could play a bugle the way he thought a bugle he would have found his justification. He even realized, all at once, holding the bugle, the reason why he had ever got into The Profession at all, a problem that had stumped him up till then. That was actually how much it meant to him. He recognized he had a call.

He had heard a lot about The Profession as a boy. He would sit on the railless porch with the men when the long tired, dirty-faced evening rolled down the narrow valley, thankfully blotting out the streets of shacks, and listen to them talk. His Uncle John Turner, tall, rawboned and spare, had run away as a boy and joined The Profession, to find Adventure. He had been a corporal in the Philippine Insurrection.

The boy Prewitt’s father and the others had never been beyond the hills, and in the boy’s mind, already even then bludgeoning instinctively against the propaganda of the walls of slag as the foetus kicks frantically against the propaganda of the womb, this fact of The Profession gave to Uncle John Turner a distinction no one else could claim.

The tall man would squat on his hams in the little yard – the coal dirt was too thick on all the ground to sit – and in an abortive effort to dispel the taste of what the Encyclopedias call ‘Black Gold’ he would tell them stories that proved conclusively there was a world beyond the slag heaps and these trees whose leaves were always coated black.

Uncle John would tell about the Moro juramentados, how their native Moslem datu would call the single volunteer up before the tribe and anoint him and consecrate him to the heaven he was getting ready to attend and then, practically, bind his balls and pecker with wet rawhide before he ran amok, so that the pain of the contraction of the drying leather would keep him going. That was why, said Uncle John, the Army first adopted the .45. Because six slugs from a .38 Special would not knock a juramentado down. And, in his condition, obviously, you had to knock him down to stop him. The .45 was guaranteed to knock any man off his feet, if it only hit the tip of his little finger, or your money back. And the Army, said Uncle John, had been using it effectively ever since.

The boy Prewitt doubted that about the little finger, but he liked the story. It impressed him with a sense of seeing history made, as did the stories of young Hugh Drum and young John Pershing and the expedition on Mindanao and the trek around the edge of Lake Lanao. They proved the Moros were good men, worthy opponents of his Uncle John. Sometimes when his Uncle John had swilled enough white lightning he would sing the song about the ‘monkeys have no tails in Zamboanga’ that had been his Regimental song. And he would alternate the Philippines with Mexico and stories of an older, much less informal Blackjack and of young Sandy Patch, not yet too great a man to be informal.

But Uncle John always made it plain, especially to the boy, the reason why he had come home in 1916 and stayed in Harlan mining coal all during the World War. Uncle John wanted to be a farmer, and it was probably this that kept him from acquiring that Great, American, Retrospective Spirit of Romance.

It would be nice to think of a grubby miner’s son with a dirt-rimmed mouth possessed of so burning a dream to see the world and help make history, via The Profession, that he refused to have it thwarted. But the sons of Harlan miners cannot afford that greatest luxury of all: romance; at that time they did not even have a movie house to help them kid themselves. And Uncle John Turner was not the kind of man who’d let his nephew dream of a life of adventure, via The Profession, and have it on his conscience.

It happened quite, quite differently.

When the boy Prewitt was in the seventh grade his mother died of the consumption. There was a big strike on that winter and she died in the middle of it. If she had had her choice, she could have picked a better time. Her husband, who was a striker, was in the county jail with two stab wounds in his chest and a fractured skull. And her brother, Uncle John, was dead, having been shot by several deputies. Years later there was a lament written and sung about that day. They said blood actually ran like rainwater in the gutters of Harlan that day. They gave Uncle John Turner the top billing, a thing he doubtless would have decried with vigor.

The boy Prewitt saw that battle, at least as near as any man can ever come to seeing any battle. The only thing he saw and could remember was his Uncle John. He and two other boys stood in a yard to watch until one of the other boys got hit with a stray bullet, then they ran home and did not watch the rest.

Uncle John had had his .45 and he shot three deputies, two of them as he was going down. He only got to fire three times. The boy was interested in proving the guarantee of the .45, but since all the deputies were hit in the head they would have gone down anyway. Uncle John did not hit any of them on the tip of the little finger.

So when his mother died there was nobody to stop him except his father in the jail, and since his father had beaten him again just two days before the battle he did not figure his father counted either. Having made up his mind, he took the two dollars that was in the grocery jar, telling himself his mother would not need it and it would be good enough for his father and would help to put them square, and he left. The neighbors took up a collection for his mother’s funeral but he did not want to see it.

The disintegration of a family, where the family still has meaning, emotes tragedy in every one. Its consolatory picture is of the surviving member freed to follow his lifelong ambition, a sort of Dick Whittington with a bandanna tied to a stick but no cat. But it was not this with him either, any more than it was the burning dream to see the world and help make history. He had never heard of a Lord Mayor and he had no ambition. The Profession, and the bugle, came much later.

As she was dying his mother made him promise her one thing. ‘Promise me one thing, Robert,’ she wheezed at him. ‘From your father you got pride and endurance and I knowed that you would need it. But one of you would have kilt the other if it hatnt of been for me. And now, I wont be standin atween you no more.’

‘I’ll promise anything you want, ma, whatever you say for me to promise, whatever it is you say,’ the boy, watching her die in front of him, looking at her above his haze of disbelief for signs of immortality, said woodenly.

‘A deathbed promise is the most sacred one there is,’ she hawked at him from the lungs that were almost, but not quite, filled up yet, ‘and I want you to make me this promise on my deathbed: promise me you wont never hurt nobody unless its absolute a must, unless you jist have to do it.’

‘I promise you,’ he vowed to her, still waiting for the angels to appear. ‘Are you afraid?’ he said.

‘Give me your hand on it, boy. It is a deathbed promise, and you’ll never break it.’

‘Yes maam,’ he said, giving her his hand, drawing it back quickly, afraid to touch the death he saw in her, unable to find anything beautiful or edifying or spiritually uplifting in this return to God. He watched a while longer for signs of immortality. No angels came, however, there was no earthquake, no cataclysm, and it was not until he had thought over often this first death that he had had a part in that he discovered the single uplifting thing about it, that being the fact that in this last great period of fear her thought had been upon his future, rather than her own. He wondered often after that about his own death, how it would come, how it would feel, what it would be like to know that this breath, now, was the last one. It was hard to accept that he, who was the hub of this known universe, would cease to exist, but it was an inevitability and he did not shun it. He only hoped that he would meet it with the same magnificent indifference with which she who had been his mother met it. Because it was there, he felt, that the immortality he had not seen was hidden.

She was a woman of an older time set down in a later world and walled off from knowing it by mountains. If she had known the effect of the promise she exacted from her son, upon his life, she would not have asked it of him. Such promises belong in an older, simpler, less complex and more naïve, forgotten time.

Three days after he was seventeen he got accepted for enlistment. Having been used to certain elemental comforts back in Harlan, he had already been turned down a number of times all over the country because he was too young. Then he would go back on the bum awhile and try some other city. He was on the East Coast at the time he was accepted and they sent him to Fort Myer. That was in 1936. There were lots of other men enlisting then.

It was at Myer he learned to box, as distinguished from fight. He was really very fast, even for a bantamweight, and with that punch, all out of proportion to his size, he found he might have a future in The Profession. It got him a Pfc in the first year of his hitch, a thing that, in 1936, when getting any rating at all in your first hitch was considered a sin that made for laxity of character by every soldier who had begun his second three-year term, bespoke his talent.

It was also at Myer where he first handled the bugle. It made a change in him right away and he dropped out of the boxing squad to get himself apprenticed to the Bugle Corps. When he truly found a thing he never wasted time, and since he was still a long ways from being a Class I fighter then the coach did not think it worth his while to hold him. The whole squad watched him go without any sense of loss, figuring that he did not have the staying power, that the going was too rough, that he would never be a champion like Lew Jenkins from Fort Bliss, as they would be, and marked him off the list.

He was too busy then to care much what they thought. With the call driving him he worked hard for a year and a half and earned himself another, totally different reputation. At the end of that year and a half he had earned himself a rating of First and Third and he was good, good enough to play the Armistice Day Taps at Arlington, the Mecca of all Army buglers. He really had a call.

Arlington was the high point and it was a great experience. He had finally found his place and he was satisfied to settle into it. His enlistment was almost up by then and he planned to re-enlist at Myer. He planned to stay there in that Bugle Corps for his full thirty years. He could see ahead down the line, obviously, and quite clearly, how smoothly it would go and the fullness it would be. That was before the other people began to come into it.

Up until then it had only been himself. Up to then it had been a private wrestle between him and himself. Nobody else much entered into it. He had been like a writer who discovered his talent and matched it with his desire and then shut himself away to work hard in perfecting it, thinking that that was all there was, not realizing that publishers and agents and editors of magazines would ever come into this thing. After the people came into it he was, of course, a different man. Everything changed then and he was no longer the virgin, with the virgin’s right to insist upon platonic love. Life, in time, takes every maidenhead, even if it has to dry it up; it does not matter how the owner wants to keep it. Up to then he had been the young idealist. But he could not stay there. Not after the other people entered into it.

At Myer all the boys hung out in Washington on their passes and he hung out there too. That was where he met the society girl. He picked her up at a bar, or she picked him up. It was his first introduction into the haut monde, outside of the movies, and she was good looking and definitely high class, was going to college there, to be a journalist. It was not a great love or anything like that; half of it, for him, for both of them, was that the miner’s son was dining at the Ritz, just like the movies said. She was a nice kid but very bitter and they had a satisfying affair. They had no poor little rich girl trouble because he did not mind spending her money and they did not worry and stew about an unladylike marriage. They had good fun for six months, up until she gave him the clap.

When he got out of the GU Clinic his job was gone and his rating with it. The army did not have sulfa then, it could not make up its mind to adopt the doubtful stuff until the war, and it was a long and painful process, getting cured, with lots of long-handled barbs and cutters. One boy he met there was on his fourth trip through the Clinic.

Unofficially, nobody really minded the clap. It was a joke to those who had never had it and to those who had been over it for a little while. No worse than a bad cold, they said. Apparently the only time it was not a joke was when you had it. And instead of hurting your unofficial reputation it boosted you a notch, it was like getting a wound stripe. They said that in Nicaragua they used to give out Purple Hearts.

But officially it hurt your Service Record, and it automatically lost you your rating. On your papers it put a stigma on you. When he put in to get back in the Bugle Corps, he found that while he was away they had suddenly gone over-strength. He went back on straight duty for the rest of his enlistment.

Already the other people were beginning to come into it. It seemed that any man could drive a car, but the only man who never had a wreck was the guy who drove not only for himself but for the other driver too.

When his time was up they tried to re-enlist him for the same outfit, there at Myer. He wanted that hundred and fifty dollar bonus, but he wanted to get as far away from there as he could go. That was why he picked Hawaii.

He went up once, to see his society girl before he left. He had heard guys say they would kill any woman who gave them the clap; or they would go out and give it to every woman they could lay; or they would beat her up until she wished she had of died. But having the clap did not make him bitter against all women or anything like that. It was a chance you took with every woman, white, black or yellow. What disillusioned him, what he did not understand, was that this dose of the clap should have cost him his bugle when he still could play it just as well as ever, and also that a society girl had given it to him. And what made him mad was that she did not tell him first and leave it up to him to choose, then it would not have been her fault. He found out, that last time he went to see her, after he had convinced her he was not going to beat her up, that she had not known she had it.

After she saw he wouldnt hit her, she cried and she was very sorry. It was a society boy she had known since she was a kid. She was disillusioned, too. And she was having a hell of a time getting herself cured, and on the sly, so her parents would not know. And she was truly very sorry.

When he arrived in Schofield Barracks he was still very bitter about the bugle. It was this that made him go back to fighting, here in the Pineapple Army where fighting was even more prolific than it was at Myer. That was his error, but it did not seem so then. The bitterness about the bugle, added to all the other bitternesses, gave him something. Also he had put on more weight and filled out more until he was a welterweight. He won the Company Smoker championship of the 27th and for that he got a corporalcy. Then he went on, when the Division season opened, to make Schofield Class I and become the runner-up in the welterweight division. For that, and because they expected him to win it the next year, he got a sergeantcy. Also, the bitternesses in some subtle way seemed to make him more likeable to every one, although he never did quite figure that one out.

Everything would probably have gone on like that indefinitely, since he had convinced himself that bugling was nothing, had it not been for that deathbed promise to his mother and for Dixie Wells. And actually it happened after the season was over. Perhaps it was his temperament, but he seemed to have a very close working alliance with irony.

Dixie Wells was a middleweight who loved boxing and lived for boxing. He had enlisted because business was not so good for fighters during the Depression, and because he wanted time to mature his style and season it without being overmatched in some ham and egger, and without having to live on the beans a ham and egger has to eat while he is trying to work up to the big time. He planned to come out of the Army and go right into the upper brackets. A lot of people on the Outside had their eye on him and he was already having fights downtown in Honolulu at the Civic Auditorium.

Dixie liked to work with Prewitt because of the other’s speed and Prewitt learned a lot from Dixie. They worked together often. Dixie was a heavy middle, but then Prewitt was a heavy welter. They are very professional about those things in the Army; they keep every pound that they can squeeze; they always figure a man for ten pounds more than what he weighs in at when they match him; they dry him out and then after he has weighed in they feed him steak and lots of water.

It was Dixie who asked him to work this time, because he had a fight coming up downtown. Also, it was Dixie who wanted to use the six ounce gloves, and they never wore headgear anyway.

Things like that happen more often than any one suspects. Prew knew that, and there was no reason why he should feel guilty. He had known a wizard lightweight at Myer who also had a future. Until he went into a civilian gym half-tight one night and wanted to put them on. They used new gloves, and the man who tied them on forgot to cut the metal tips off the laces. Gloves often come untied. This was like the old kid game of crack the whip, a wrist flick drove the metal into the wizard lightweight’s eye like an arrow into a target. The fluid of his eye ran down over his cheek and he had to buy a glass one, and as a wizard lightweight he was through. Things like that just happen, every now and then.

Prew was set, flat on his feet when he caught Dixie wide with this no more than ordinarily solid cross. Dixie just happened to be standing solid too. Maybe he had heard something. From the way he fell, dead weight, a falling ingot or a sack of meal dropped from the haymow that shudders the barn and bursts its own seams, Prew knew. Dixie lit square on his face and did not roll over. Fighters do not light on their faces any more than judo men. Prew jerked back his hand and stared at it, like a kid who touched the stove. Then he went downstairs to get the Doc.

Dixie Wells was in a coma for a week but he finally came out of it. The only thing was that he was blind. The doctor at the Station Hospital said something about concussion and a fracture, a pressure on or injury to a nerve. Prew went up to see him twice but after the second time he could not go back. The second time they got to talking about fighting and Dixie cried. It was seeing the tears coming out of those eyes that could not see that made him stay away.

Dixie did not hate him, nor was he bitter, he was just unhappy. As soon as he was able, he told Prew that last time, they would ship him back to the States, to an old soldier’s home, or to one of Hines’s VA hospitals which was even worse.

Prew had seen a lot of those things happen. If you hang around any profession long enough you will learn about the things the brethren never talk about to the public. But just seeing them had been like it is with getting wounded, this man’s handless arms have no relation to yourself, it happens to the other guy, but never you.

He felt a great deal like an amnesia case must feel, upon waking in some foreign land where he had never been and hears the language that he cannot understand, having only a vague, dream-haunted picture of how he ever got there. How came you here? He asks himself, among these strange outlandish people? but is afraid to listen to the answer himself gives him back.

My god! he wondered. Are you a misfit? What happened to you does not bother any of these others. Why should you be so different? But fighting had never been his calling, bugling was his calling. For what reason then was he here, posing as a fighter?

It would probably, after Dixie Wells, have been the same whether or not he had been haunted by his promise to his mother. But the old, ingenuous, Baptist-like promise was the clincher. Because the uninitiated boy had taken it, not like a Baptist, but literally.

One way, he thought, the whole thing of ring fighting was hurting somebody else, deliberately, and particularly when it was not necessary. Two men who have nothing against each other get in a ring and try to hurt each other, to provide vicarious fear for people with less guts than themselves. And to cover it up they called it sport and gambled on it. He had never looked at it that way before, and if there was any single thing he could not endure it was to be a dupe.

Since the boxing season was already over he could have waited until next December before he told them his decision. He could have kept his mouth shut and rested on his hard-earned laurels, until the time came round again to prove his right to them. But he was not honest enough to do a thing like that. He was not honest enough to dupe them, when he himself refused to be their dupe. He had not the makings of that honest man to whom success comes naturally.

At first when he told them why he was quitting they would not believe him. Then, later when they saw that it was true, they decided he had only been in the sport for what he could get out of it and did not love it like they did, and with righteous indignation had him busted. Then, still later, when he did not come around, they really did not understand it. They began to build him up then, they began to heckle him, they called him in and talked to him man to man, told him how good he was, explained what hope we have in you and are you going to let us down, enumerated what he owed the regiment, showed him how he ought to be ashamed. It was then they really began not to let him alone. And it was then he transferred.

He transferred to this other regiment because it had the best Bugle Corps in the Lower Post. He did not have any trouble. As soon as they heard him play they got him transferred quick. They had really, truly, wanted a good bugler there.
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At eight o’clock that same morning, when Prewitt was still packing, First Sergeant Milton Anthony Warden came out from the Orderly Room of G Company. The Orderly Room opened onto a well-waxed corridor that ran from the porch inside the quad to the Dayroom that was on the outside street. Warden stopped in the corridor doorway and leaned against the jamb, smoking, his hands jammed deep in his pockets, watching the Company lining up for drill with rifles and web belts in the dustless early morning. He stood a moment in the sun rays slanting in on him from the east, and feeling the coolness that was already seeping away from what would be a hot day again. The spring rainy season would be breaking soon now, but until it did it would be hot and parched in February, just as it was hot and parched in December, and then when the rainy season broke it would be very damp, and chilly in the night, and the saddlesoap would be out and fighting desperately against the mould on all the leather. He had just finished the Sickbook and the Morning Report, and sent them out and now he was smoking a cigarette in laziness, watching the Company go out because he was glad he did not go out, before he went into the Supply Room to work hard again, this time at work that was not his.

He threw the cigarette in the flat iron pot painted red and black, the Regimental colors, and watched the tail end of the Company move out the truck entrance and out of sight, then stepped down onto the slick concrete of the porch and walked along it to the Supply Room’s open door.

Milton Anthony Warden was thirty-four years old. In the eight months he had been topkicker of G Company he had wrapped that outfit around his waist like a money belt and buttoned his shirt over it. At intervals he liked to remind himself of this proud fact. He was a veritable demon for work; he liked to remind himself of that, too. He had also pulled this slovenly organization out of the pitfalls of lax administration. In fact, when he thought about it, and he often did, he had never met a man who was as amazingly adept at anything he put his hand to as was Milton Anthony Warden.

‘The monk in his cell,’ he taunted, entering the open one of the double doors. After the brilliant sunlight he had to pause and let his eyes adjust to the windowless Supply Room where two electric bulbs like burning tears dangling from the ends of chains increased the gloom. Ceiling-high cupboards, shelves and stacks of crates closed in heavily on the homemade desk where First-Fourth Leva, wry and bloodless as if the perpetual gloom of his castle had been transfused into his veins, sat, his thin nose greasy in a pool of light from the desk lamp, laboriously typing with two fingers.

‘With a suit of sackcloth and a tub of ashes,’ said Warden, whom a fond mother had named for St Anthony, ‘you could get yourself canonized tomorrow, Niccolo.’

‘Go to hell,’ said Leva, not looking up or stopping. ‘Has that new transfer showed up yet?’

‘Saint Niccolo of Wahiawa,’ Warden plagued him. ‘Dont you ever get tired of this life? I bet you got leather mould all over your balls.’

‘Has he showed? or not?’ Leva said. ‘I got his papers ready.’

‘Not yet,’ Warden leaned his elbows on the counter, ‘and for my dough I hope he never does.’

‘Why not?’ Leva asked, innocently. ‘I hear he’s a damn good soldier.’

‘He’s a hardhead,’ Warden said, amiably. ‘I know him. A goddam hardhead. Have you been over to Wahiawa to Big Sue’s lately? Her girls will fix that mould up for you. They got good saddlesoap, homemade.’

‘How can I?’ Leva said. ‘On what you people pay me? I hear that this Prewitt is quite a fighter,’ he teased, ‘that he will be a fine addition to Dynamite’s menagerie.’

‘That he will be another worthless mouth for me to feed,’ Warden said. ‘Did you hear that too? Why not? I’m used to it. Its too bad he had to wait till February, till the ending of the boxing season. Now he’ll have to wait till next December for his sergeantcy.’

‘You poor, poor, unhappy man,’ Leva said, ‘that everybody takes advantage of.’ He leaned back and waved his hand at the piles of equipment stacked everywhere and that he had been working on for three days now. ‘I’m glad I got a nice soft easy well-paid job.’

‘A goddam hardhead,’ Warden lamented, grinning, ‘a worthless Kentuckian, but who will be a corporal in six weeks, but who will still be a worthless goddam hardhead.’

‘But a good bugler though,’ Leva said. ‘I’ve heard him. A damn good bugler. The best bugler on the Post,’ he said, grinning.

Warden banged his fist down on the counter. ‘Then he should of stayed in the fucking Bugle Corps,’ he shouted, ‘instead of fucking up my outfit.’ He flung back the folding countertop, kicked open the plywood door and went inside the counter, threading through the piles of shirts and pants and leggins on the floor.

Leva ducked his head back down to his typewriter and began to poke it, snuffling softly through his long thin nose.

‘Have you got this goddam clothing issue stuff closed out yet?’ Warden raged at him.

‘What the hell you think I am?’ Leva asked, still laughing silently.

‘A goddam supply clerk, whose job is to get this stuff
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