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Dedication

This edition is dedicated by the

Army War College Foundation, Inc.,

to Lieutenant General Sidney B. Berry

and Colonel Zane E. Finkelstein,

both U.S. Army, Retired, for their tireless and

selfless work to help keep this incredible novel

in print for future generations.





Epigraph

“So in the Libyan fable it is told

That once an eagle, stricken with a dart,
 Said, when he saw the fashion of the shaft,
 ‘With our own feathers, not by others’ hands,
 Are we now smitten.’”

—AESCHYLUS
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Foreword

It has been forty-five years since Anton Myrer’s epic novel burst upon the literary scene in 1968. Since then, his book has not only been praised as a model of great storytelling but also as an insightful tale of leadership and what it means to do the right and honorable thing.

The book’s central character, Sam Damon, has become the iconic symbol of the qualities a great leader should possess. He leads by example and represents the core values of what we strive for in our leaders. Although Sam Damon enlisted in the army as a private and never attended West Point, he became the fictional symbol of its creed of “duty, honor, country.”

Conversely, the book’s fictional villain, Courtney Massengale, has become the symbol of a self-serving careerist who will do anything to advance his standing. A measure of the impact the book has had is the fact that it is a career-killer for an officer to be labeled a Courtney Massengale. As my colleague, Col. Jerry D. Morelock, U.S. Army, retired, the editor-in-chief of Armchair General magazine, once noted, “Sam Damon is the officer you hope you will be, and Courtney Massengale is the officer you hope you don’t work for.”

The true testament to the success of a book like Once an Eagle is its resilience. In an age when books come and go like feathers in the wind, Anton Myrer has created something so special that it has become the gold standard for what a great writer can accomplish.

Despite its spectacular success, which included a 1976 television miniseries and the fact that it had gained cult status throughout the military, Once an Eagle went out of print soon afterward. Increasingly rare copies became expensive collector’s items, while places like West Point, where the book had become a must-read, were forced to purchase expensive reprints or locate copies from secondhand sources.

After Anton Myrer died in 1996, his widow dedicated the book’s literary rights to the Army War College Foundation, which brought Once an Eagle back in print in 1997, where it has remained ever since.

Myrer wrote of war from personal experience as a Marine during World War II. He left his studies at Harvard to enlist in 1942, served in the Pacific for three years, and was wounded on Guam. He once said “World War II was the one event that had the greatest impact on my life. I enlisted imbued with a rather flamboyant concept of this country’s destiny as the leader of a free world and the necessity of the use of armed force. I emerged a corporal three years later in a state of great turmoil, at the core of which was an angry awareness of war as the most vicious and fraudulent self-deception man had ever devised.”

There has always been considerable speculation among readers regarding Myrer’s model for the character of Sam Damon. Some years ago he provided the answer in a letter to former West Point Superintendent, Lt. General Sidney Berry, that his character was a composite of a number of outstanding leaders whom he admired. “Sam Damon’s origins lay in elements of Army Generals Clarence Huebner, Terry Allen, Robert Eichelberger, Marine Generals [Graves B.] Erskine and [David M.] Shoup, Captains [Jesse Walton] Wooldridge and [Samuel] Woodfill from World War I, and most especially Lucian Truscott, whom I came to admire tremendously from his memoirs and from people who knew him.”

While each of these men exemplified leadership at its finest, it is no surprise that Myrer would focus on Gen. Lucian K. Truscott. One of the most successful but least-known World War II generals, Truscott led the Third Infantry Division in Sicily in 1943, commanded VI Corps during the desperate battles of the Anzio campaign in 1944, and successfully commanded the U.S. Fifth Army during the latter stages of the Italian campaign. Like the fictional Sam Damon, behind Truscott’s tough-guy image was a deeply self-effacing officer of great professionalism and humanity, who first joined the army as an enlisted man before becoming a commissioned officer in the cavalry.

 

I first read Once an Eagle as a young Army officer shortly after it was published and was deeply impressed not only with its superb narrative but, more important, by its contrasting examples of great character and leadership, and its antithesis.

One of the most memorable passages in the book, which I have never forgotten, occurs when Sam Damon counsels his young son, “the whole challenge of life [is] to act with honor and hope and generosity.… You can’t help when or what you were born, you may not be able to help how you die; but you can—and you should—try to pass the days between as a good man.”

Little did I know at the time that I had joined successive generations of readers who have been deeply influenced by this book. As Colonel Morelock recently noted, Once an Eagle began to have a powerful impact on the immediate post-Vietnam era. “All of us then were looking for some kind of positive reinforcement to serving in a profession that was then under siege, underfunded, underappreciated, and greatly undervalued by the American public at large. The Sam Damon character gave us a self-sacrificing role model to try to emulate and, like the Damon character in the novel, gain ‘internal rewards’ for selfless service instead of public acclamation, which was then rare to nonexistent. In short, the book’s timing was perfect for it to be accepted and warmly embraced by an Army officer corps that was desperately seeking the kind of psychological boost and internal justification the book seemed to provide. The novel’s message was: service is its own reward. In that miserable era, we all just ate that up.”

What makes this book so special is the impact it has had not only upon junior leaders but those who have risen to the highest ranks of the military service. Both Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Martin E. Dempsey, and Army Chief of Staff, Gen. Raymond T. Odierno, have expressed what the book has meant to them, both personally and professionally.

Gen. Dempsey said, “Once an Eagle is simply the best work of fiction on leadership in print. It challenges us to think about what motivates us. It reminds us of the great cost of conflict, of what is best in human nature, and of our potential vulnerabilities in leading America’s sons and daughters in battle. Our choice is not to be Sam Damon or Courtney Massengale but rather to realize that we must be ourselves. It is in this knowledge that our real commitment to our profession—and to leadership—begins.”

Gen. Odierno wrote, “Anton Myrer’s classic has had a profound impact on me personally and professionally. I read it twice as a lieutenant, gleaning greater insight the second time around and better understanding subtleties associated with the time-honored values of our profession. Since that time, it has often been a point of discussion with subordinates, peers, and superiors alike, in both formal and informal settings. Despite being a work of fiction, it has tremendous value to the study of military leadership. From the heavy and rewarding responsibility of command to the special bonds formed in combat, it realistically portrays the unique culture of our army.”

The staying power of Once an Eagle is also reflected in all levels of the current generation of officers and enlisted personnel. Not long ago, during a visit to the Third Infantry Division, Gen. Odierno inadvertently came upon “a conversation [that] centered on Once an Eagle. Upon entering a conference room, there was a lively discussion ongoing between one of their deputy commanding generals and a few battalion commanders, talking about the merits and shortcomings of Sam Damon and Courtney Massengale.”

Patrick Snyder, a company commander, recently wrote: “I read this book as a corporal, and my copy is dog-eared, underlined, and highlighted all over! I purchased copies … for each of my lieutenants and gave them ninety days to read it before we sat down to discuss its message and how to apply it to our lives. It is by far the finest book I have read, and it continues to impact how I lead.”

As a writer myself, nothing means more to me than letters of praise from readers. Anton Myrer was justly proud that his book has been read (and often reread) by so many. In 1975, he wrote of his pride in the public reaction to his book: letters from “kids, sergeants, generals—a welcome avalanche” of them.

This new edition of Once an Eagle will continue to make Anton Myrer’s epic book available to yet another generation of readers. That is a legacy many authors dream of but few ever attain.

CARLO D’ESTE
 Author of Patton: A Genius for War





Introduction

It has been over thirty years since Anton Myrer, a former Marine enlisted man, began the exhaustive and painstaking research that produced this classic novel of soldiers and soldiering. Once an Eagle ranks with Red Badge of Courage and All Quiet on the Western Front as time tested epics of war and warriors. The spirit, the heart and, yes, the soul of the officer corps is captured, as are the intangible ambiance and nuances that make up the life of the American soldier and his family. It is for these reasons and more that the Army War College Foundation has undertaken to republish Anton Myrer’s masterpiece. A brief discussion here of those reasons appears appropriate.

First and foremost, this is a consummate anti-war book. Anton Myrer graduated from Boston Latin and entered Harvard College in 1941, but he left Harvard and enlisted in the Marine Corps soon after the attack on Pearl Harbor. He served more than three years in the Pacific, rose to the rank of corporal, took part in the invasion of Guam, and was wounded. His descriptions of combat based on his personal experiences engage all our senses. Myrer forces us to smell and feel the battlefield as well as hear and see it. His narrations horrify, provoke and frighten. No one who has experienced combat directly, or even vicariously, would seek it.

It is difficult to remain both at peace and free. Peace is man’s most fervent hope but war represents his surest experience. Every year of peace is in reality either a postwar year or a prewar year and it is seldom easy and often impossible to distinguish between them. It is these years that constitute the subtlest challenge to the Armed Forces in a representative democracy. How do we preserve in peace, the virtues necessary to win in war? This challenge has in the past been met by the service family, by the service school system and by extensive field training.

The Advance Course in each of the Army’s branch schools represents the bachelor’s degree, the Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth the master’s degree, and the War Colleges the Ph.D. It is intellectual stimulation and growth rather than mastering of technical material that the War College faculties attempt to invoke. The object of the exercise is to move future leaders from cocksure ignorance to wise uncertainty. Vision, not “how to fight the last war,” is the challenge. Anton Myrer takes his reader through the majestic halls of the War College, onto the busy training ranges and into the homes of the peacetime Army as no other author. He also, with a little more spice than has been my experience, documents Army wives sweating out combat tours as soldier’s wives have since the Crusades.

The role of the military professional has the rare if not unique character of evolving without change. At Agincourt the core of French nobility, over 6000 knights, died during 24 hours of magnificent but futile charges against a small cohort of disciplined English archers. At Valley Forge, Gettysburg, Kasserine Pass, Pork Chop Hill, the Ia Drang Valley and Desert Storm, young Americans black and white, rich and poor, our nobility, were prepared to do the same out of love for family, country, friends and the Army, and far too many died in the effort. Myrer helps us understand “why.”

He also helps us understand that, for the military leader under fire on the field of battle, physical stamina and personal valor are important, and that, when arguing strategy at the national level, mental toughness and courage of conviction are needed. In both circumstances, strength of character and professional competence are indispensable. A charismatic personality, while very useful, is not at all a necessary attribute.

While the nature and character of the nation-state continue to evolve, the role of the soldier in a free society is quite constant. For Americans, the people created a state and delegated to its elected leaders the power and authority to act in the common good. The soldier remains the servant of that state and of the peoples’ elected representatives. Once an Eagle builds solidly on that principle.

Anton Myrer invokes his narrative power to map the paradoxes of modern military life.

—Military service is a profession so steeped in tradition that we often not only keep the lamp lit, but worship the ashes. Yet important technological change has had and will continue to have its alpha and its omega in the Armed Forces. Aircraft, rocket propulsion, rapid communications, electronic computers, and nuclear weapons are a few examples.

—This is a hierarchical system. Although about one-third of the officer corps got its start with a political appointment to one of our country’s superb military academies, the Armed Forces are also the equal opportunity school of the Nation, providing upward mobility to the likes of Sam Damon, Myrer’s hero, and others (including me) with battlefield commissions. ROTC graduates from our diverse college and university system and officer candidate school graduates provide more leaven to the force. The “counts” and the “no accounts” who can qualify, all have the opportunity to serve the Nation.

—This is a “stick in the mud” environment where social changes are rare and painful and yet it is the cauldron of choice for rapid social change. With all their public imperfections and tasks remaining to be done, the Armed Forces did open the segregation door and are lifting the glass ceiling.

Philip Sheridan said that the profession of arms was “too full of blind chance to be worthy of a 1st class calling.” Others have degraded the professional soldier as a Prussianized automaton, guzzling whiskey, scheming over the budget and planning nuclear Armageddon. Once an Eagle portrays the profession as containing some martinets, a few of whom succeed, but the Armed Forces of Once an Eagle and the one I served in contained far more sober, conscientious, ethical, and competent leaders who, while sometimes troubled by their political masters, remained committed to their nation, their troops and their families.

General Sam Damon has much to say to us today and into the next century, but what he said to his son during a period of great stress applies to most of us most of the time and describes in one sentence what an officer should be:

“You can’t help what you were born and you may not have much to say about where you die, but you can and you should try to pass the days in between as a good man.”

Once an Eagle is both a perceptive study of the profession of arms and a chilling overview of armed conflict. Sam Damon carried men forward by the force of his own ardor. Young Americans who can emulate Sam Damon will be required if this nation is to remain free and at peace. Albert Schweitzer advised:

“I don’t know what your destiny will be, but one thing I know; the only ones among you who will be really happy are those who have sought and found how to serve.”

And General Robert E. Lee wrote:

“DUTY is the sublimest word in the language, you can never do more than your duty; you should never wish to do less.”

In this book, Anton Myrer not only entertains us with a lively and engrossing story, he helps contribute to the Nation’s effort to ensure that a sufficiency of young men and women will consider the Armed Forces as their vehicle for service to the Nation and the discharge of their duty to fellow human beings. The Nation’s ability to remain free and at peace depends in no small measure on whether we will continue to inspire our youth to serve.

—JOHN W. VESSEY, JR. (GENERAL, US ARMY, RET.)
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“It all seems so faraway,” Celia Harrodsen said. “Paris and Berlin. And poor little Belgium. Sam, do you honestly think we’ll get mixed up in it?”

“I told you I do.”

“Well, nobody else seems to think so.”

“I can’t help that.”

Celia put her teeth on her lower lip. “You’re just saying that because you want to go over there and see the world. Don’t you try and fool me, Sam Damon.” She shifted her position on the weatherbeaten bench and gazed across the front yard to the Damons’ house, which looked pale and shabby in the soft June twilight, its clapboards peeling, troubled with shadows. From the porch the sound of voices reached them intermittently, and the occasional dry clink of a bottle touching a glass. “Anyway,” she went on, “Father says we aren’t so foolish as to get involved in futile European conflicts.”

“Maybe,” Sam Damon answered. He was sitting near her on the lawn, his big hands locked around his knees. “Only sometimes you get involved in something whether you want to or not.”

“Oh, you’re so sure of yourself.” He made no reply to this, which irritated her still more. She was a tall, slender girl with blond hair and deep blue eyes that looked at everything with piercing candor, and she stared at him for a moment, hard, then tossed her head. “You don’t know everything.”

“Don’t I?” he said, and grinned.

From down the street near Clausen’s Forge there came a loud popping noise that swelled into a high, sustained roar, and in a few seconds a Packard touring car came by, majestic and maroon, churning up dust in clouds. Its driver, a slim young man in a white duster and maroon cloth cap, lifted one hand from the shiny wooden wheel and waved, calling out something to them, inaudible in the engine’s clamor. The car swerved suddenly and the driver clutched the wheel again with both hands. Celia waved back. Fritz Clausen’s dog, a bigheaded, shaggy animal, raced after it, yapping frantically, its tail thrashing round and round, and behind the dog came two children brandishing sticks and hooting in the golden dust.

“Look at him,” Sam said. “Scared to death it’ll run away with him.”

“Well I never—! You can’t even drive an automobile,” she retorted.

“You want to bet?”

She stared at him. “Where would you have learned?”

“The truck. Down at the switchyard.”

“Oh—a truck … I’m going to have one of my own when I’m twenty-one. An Olds Runabout. Have you seen them? There was a colored picture in The Saturday Evening Post. With yellow fenders and green leather upholstery. It’s just the pezazz. Don’t you want to own one, Sam?”

He turned and looked at her for a moment. He was tall and solidly muscled, with a rather long, angular face and steady gray eyes that could unsettle her completely. She had watched him play football and baseball and had gone to three dances with him, one formal. She’d had a crush on him ever since she’d been thirteen, and his brooding silences drove her wild.

“—Well, don’t be so inscrutable!” she burst out. “Of course you want one …”

“Sure,” he said simply. “Someday.”

“Well, there’s no earthly reason why you shouldn’t.” She looked around her, exasperated. From the massive old tree beside them a green apple fell with a thick, solid sound.

“July drop,” Sam murmured.

“July drop,” she mimicked. “It’s still June.” She spurned the apple with her foot. “Father says you could have a tremendous future ahead of you—he says you’ve got a lot of the necessary qualities: mental aptitude and self-discipline…” She paused, watching Sam, who seemed to be studying the trunk of the apple tree where the sapsuckers had stitched it with rows of neat round black holes. “He says you’re too impulsive, too dreamy, your head in the clouds. He says”—and she leaned forward so that her face was close to his—“you’re wasting the most important years of your life, Sam. Farm jobs and playing baseball, and that ridiculous night-clerk job at the hotel … Why on earth did you take it? Look at the rings under your eyes.”

“It pays twelve-fifty a week, that’s why,” he answered shortly.

“You could be making a lot more than that, if you weren’t so stubborn …”

There was a burst of laughter from the screen porch, and a lively voice with a trace of brogue cried, “No no no—they’ll break through this summer and come goose-stepping down the Paris boulee-vards with the bands blaring and the glockenspiels twirling their wolf tails in a fine frenzy, just the way they did last time. They’re professionals, Mr. Verney—they know soldiering from muzzle to butt plate, and that’s where you want to put your money. I saw them in Peking. They never make a mistake.”

“Somebody made a mistake at the Marne,” old George Verney retorted in his hoarse, muffled monotone.

“A temporary setback, nothing more.”

“If you call nearly two years—”

“You wait. They’ll let the murdering sods of British bleed themselves white this season and then it’ll be ‘Hoch der Kaiser and on to Paris!’You mark my words …”

“Peg told me your Uncle Bill’s come back to stay this time,” Celia said. “Has he really?”

“I don’t know. He never has before.”

She frowned, scratching at the worn wood of the bench with her nails. The Damons were poor: that was half the trouble. The Damons were poor and the Harrodsens were well off. Her father was president of the Platte and Midland Bank, and a past president of the Grange. They had the biggest house in town, and she and her sister were the best-dressed girls; her mother was head of the Eastern Star and ran the charity bazaar at the county fair every September. The Damons on the other hand were a hard-luck family. Sam’s father had started the hardware store that the Harlan brothers owned now, and had failed because of a panic; and then he’d been hurt in a harvesting accident and had to have his right leg amputated at the thigh, and had died five months later. Celia remembered him: a quiet, genial, unassuming man who would give her an all-day sucker from a crumpled paper bag in his shirt pocket and pass his hard hand gently over her hair … For six years now Sam and his mother had been supporting the family, with sporadic help from Sam’s Uncle Bill Hanlon, who was what her father called a drifter, a man with no sand.

Aloud she said: “Father says he drinks. Your Uncle Bill.”

Sam shrugged. “He has a few now and then, I guess. He’s Irish, you know.”

“So is your mother—she’s his sister, for heaven’s sake!”

“Well. She’s a woman.” He grinned at her. “There’s nothing wrong with a man taking a drink once in a while. Uncle Bill was a sergeant in the Army.”

“What difference does that make? Honestly, sometimes you don’t make any sense at all …” A green apple struck the bench close beside her and she jumped, and then said suddenly: “Oh Sam, why don’t you take it?”

“Take what?”

“The job at the bank, the bank! Haven’t you even been listening?”

He stuck a blade of grass between his teeth. “Oh, that.”

“Yes, that! Goodness! Half the boys in town would give their eye-teeth for a chance like that. And you—you act as if you don’t even care …”

He kept gazing off at the willows at the end of the long field behind the house. “It’s all right for some people,” he said. “But not for me.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ve got something else on my mind.”

“Well, you needn’t give yourself such airs,” she said crossly. “It’s certainly better than going around playing baseball and being a night clerk…” She put her feet together and leaned back, watching him covertly out of the tail of her eye. “Who are you to be so toplofty? Just because you’ve got this silly idea about your destiny—”

His head snapped around at this and she couldn’t help grinning: she knew she’d reached him. When he was aroused his eyes became darker and deeper until they were like slate; his face was very solemn. I wouldn’t like to have him mad at me, she thought with a little shiver. Then to her surprise she giggled between her teeth.

“Where’d you get that idea?” he was saying in a very flat voice.

“Never mind.” But she couldn’t resist it and said: “You don’t think girls have secrets between them, do you? Secrets are only between girls and boys.”

“Peg,” he said with finality.

“She says you’ve got all kinds of soupy ideas about saving your country in a moment of great peril. Like George Washington. Is that true?” He stared back at her a few seconds, his face very long and determined in the gathering twilight, and for an instant she thought, Maybe he could: maybe he could really do something just like that. Filled with a horde of conflicting thoughts, she cried: “Well, is it?”

He looked down then and blew on the blade of grass, which emitted a high, reedy squawk. “Something like that,” he said.

“But that’s crazy! Here you are”—she swung an arm airily—“in this little long-lost town a million miles from nowhere at all. You’ve never been east—you’ve never even been to Omaha …”

“I’ll get there.”

“Well, I can’t for the life of me see how.” He was studying the grass between his knees and she decided to be artful. “Sam …”

“Yes?”

“What would you do? with your life? If you had your choice—anything at all—and all you had to do was snap your fingers. What would you choose?”

“That’d be telling.” He blew on the grass blade again, and his eyes rolled up at her. “But I’ll tell you one thing: you’ll hear about it when I do it.”

“Don’t be a tease … I won’t tell a soul, Sam.”

“Like Peg.”

“Not like Peg. I promise.”

He was silent for a moment, chewing on the grass stem. Then he looked up and said: “All right. I’m going to go to West Point.”

Her head went back. “West Point! The Army?”

“That’s right.”

“But why—?”

“Well, for one thing there’s no tuition. They pay your way through.”

“… But you can’t just go there,” she cried, exasperated at him all over again. “You have to be appointed or something.”

“Then I’ll get myself appointed.”

“Well, I don’t see how. And the exams—you’ll never pass the exams …”

“I’m not so sure of that.”

She gave a hoot of incredulity and stamped her foot. “That’s the most fantastic thing I’ve ever heard of. Nobody with any ambition, any—any gumption, goes into the Army … It’ll be years and years—barracks and fiendishly strict rules, and marching—Harriet Ebersen knew a boy from Council Bluffs who went there for a year—and then you’ll get sent away to Slambangtokanga or some place, mangrove swamps full of snakes and alligators. And there you’ll sit and sit, and wish you were never born … What on earth for, Sam?”

“Look, you asked me and I told you,” he said with a trace of impatience. “There it is.”

She flounced back on the bench. It infuriated her that he’d nursed this idea for so long and she’d never known about it. He will, she thought crossly; that’s just what he’ll do—he’s just silly enough and stubborn enough. She was in love with him, she was sure she was in love with him—and he wasn’t even listening to her half the time; his head was all awhirl with ideas like this!

“All because of your loony destiny,” she mourned. Then her chin came up. “I won’t wait for you, you know.”

“That’s a shame.”

She shot a glance at him, her eyes wide with astonishment—saw he was grinning at her. “Oh, you! You think I’m joking, you’ll find out I’m not. You can go off to—Manila, for all I care …” She proclaimed: “Fred Shurtleff is an outstanding young man!”

“He certainly is outstanding.”

“You can make fun of him all you want. He owns a Packard automobile.”

“His father gave it to him.”

“He’s going to be mayor of this town someday, governor of the state of Nebraska.”

“Politics,” Sam said scornfully.

“What’s so dreadful about politics?”

“You spend half your life telling people things you don’t believe yourself.”

“Oh—you’re impossible!… Why won’t you face up to things?”

“No fun in that.”

“You’re unregenerate!—” With a sudden swift movement she flicked a hand at his head—and even more quickly he ducked away and caught her by the ankles. She let out a squeal and clung to the bench with all her might.

“Don’t you pull me off, Sam Damon, I’ll get my skirts all over grass stains—don’t!”

“You’re no fun anymore.” With a show of disgust he released her. “Remember the picnic at Hart’s Island? when we were playing Desperadoes and Ollie Banning’s prize bull got loose and Shellie Kimball tried to lasso it with a clothesline?”

“Uh-huh.” She smoothed her skirts and passed a hand beneath her hair. “We’re too old to play like that now,” she declared. “Now we ought to think of the future.”

“That’s right. But the future hangs on the past.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“Yes, it does. That’s the only way you learn to deal with the future.”

“Maybe.” He was always saying things like that, out of the blue; it was one of the reasons Miss Cincepaugh said at graduation that Sam was the brightest boy she’d ever taught …

“—six feet deep!” Uncle Bill Hanlon was saying, his voice near hilarity. “Yes! Spang in the middle of your back yard and fill it with water, and stand in it for three days and nights on an empty belly. Then hire a raving maniac to skulk around in the shrubbery taking potshots at you with a revolver whenever it happens to strike his happy fancy. Sure! That way you’ll save yourself the trouble of going across the water and engulfing yourself in the doithering Donnybrook at all …”

The bell in the steeple of the Congregational Church on Main Street began to strike with measured care, and Celia jumped to her feet. “Oh! Eight. I’ve got to go home. I promised Mother I’d help her sort for the rummage. Walk me home, Sam. It’s still early.”

“All right.”

Holding hands, they crossed the lawn and went out through the wooden gate and along Merivale Street; the elms made a still, lush canopy in the twilight. Lamps were coming on at kitchen windows, on porches, shining inside their frosted globes like tender yellow blooms of light. The town—its name was Walt Whitman and it had been incorporated only a bare sixteen years before—lay on the great south bend of the Platte River between Kearney and Lexington. Good farming country, the land ran back into gentle hills to the north or petered out in the cottonwoods along the river, where the Union Pacific switchyards were. A farm wagon went by, its two occupants sitting on the buckboard, swaying with the easy rocking motion of the axles. The driver, a heavy, red-faced man with a big nose, nodded to Sam, who murmured, “Good evening”; and the wagon creaked evenly away into the deepening dusk.

“Who’s that?” Celia asked him.

“Cyrus Timrud. I’ve helped him with the harvest for years.”

That made her think of Isobelle Timrud and she clucked in irritation. Miserable little red-haired tomboy hussy. At her own Halloween party the year before, Sam had spent so much time ducking for apples with Isobelle the front of his hair had got soaked and stuck up like a rooster’s comb; and when they played that game of eating the licorice she could swear he’d deliberately held back so he and Isobelle got to the knot at the same moment. Well, that was silly, everybody did that a little; but the point was, Sam should only have done it with her …

At her front gate they stopped, and she turned toward him. “Do you want to come in?” She watched him run his eyes over the huge white structure with its two slender columns flanking the front door, the high hip roof of slate, the greenhouse on the southeast corner. It was the only house with a slate roof and a greenhouse for miles around.

“I guess not,” he said. “There are a couple of things I’ve got to do.”

She swung his big hand back and forth, her fingers interlocked in his, wishing it weren’t quite so dark out—twenty minutes ago she would have looked more alluring, and she would have been able to read his expression better. She raised her eyes to his. “You think about it, Sam. I meant what I said. About not waiting. If you go cartwheeling off to some palm-tree island somewhere …”

“Of course you meant it.”

“Stop laughing!” she said, peering up at him.

“I’m not laughing.”

“Yes, you are. Honestly, you’re incorrigible.”

“I tell you I wasn’t, Cele.” But his voice still seemed to her near laughter.

In her most imperious tone she declared, “I fail to see where humor is involved … Don’t you want to—become somebody, be somebody?”

“—You bet I do,” he answered, and now his voice was as serious as it could be. “You just watch my dust.”

He stood staring down at her. Big and lithe, capable of standing the world on its beam ends and giving it an extra spin if he chose, he looked immeasurably romantic and wild in the near dark. He’s so handsome and intelligent and he won’t do what I want, she inwardly wailed. He’s so stubborn!

“… Oh, Celia,” he murmured all at once, “don’t you see—life is so many things, it can roll out in so many ways from what you expect, what you plan on …” He threw out one hand, a rare gesture for him. “My God—there’s all of life, over there somewhere—” He stopped, said: “That isn’t what I mean.”

“Destiny,” she answered slyly, drawling out the word. But this time he didn’t laugh or reach out to grab her. A train down at the switchyards started up—a series of swift, chuffing bursts, stopped abruptly; and a child shrilly called to end a game of hide-and-seek. “All-ee—all-ee—in freeeeeee …” She sighed; she found herself gazing up at Sam, half-mesmerized. All at once he seemed part of the town, the very measure of it—slumbering, wide-flung land of cornfields and prairie, reaching west under a bold, starry sky, rooted and restless both; the sense of certainty, of unalterable promise hovered around him like heat in forged iron … He will be great and grand, she thought, rapt in the very contemplation of it; he will do something fine and noble and earth-shaking, and I will be standing there behind him while they all cheer.

“Mr. Destiny,” she said, but softly this time, almost entreatingly, and raised her cheek to his. His lips brushed it solemnly, as though he were almost afraid to touch her. And then to her own great surprise—for she had never done anything like this before—she reached up and locked her arms around his neck and gave herself to him in a passionate kiss. But instead of captivating him as she had intended, she herself was swept with a delicious, singing tension that tightened and released and tightened again in fiery golden bands; she felt as if she were falling backward through a hundred miles of capering, streaming stars. She was slipping away, melting like wax in fire …

She tore her arms from his neck and pushed him away with a violent strength she did not know she possessed. She had staggered back against the fence, whose wrought-iron finials gouged her under the shoulder-blades; her breath was coming in thick little gasps and she could hardly see. He murmured something but she couldn’t hear him.

“There,” she said, panting, filled with a wild defiance. That’ll hold him. There. She was inside the gate and moving up the walk with no knowledge of how she had got there. “That’ll hold him,” she breathed aloud. But turning now, watching his tall figure move quickly away under the elms, she wasn’t so sure.

 

The lamp on the big round oak table was lighted when he came in. His mother was seated next to it, sewing. Uncle Bill was pouring old George Verney a beer from the big blue stoneware pitcher Sam’s grandfather had brought with him from the Werratal, and little Ty was playing on the floor, listening to them. Sam smiled, watching their faces turn toward him, swimming in the lamp’s golden aureole, as though he were some kind of magnet: his mother’s face lined and sharp-featured, her chestnut hair loose around her brows, the blue in her pupils so intense it seemed to fill up her eyes; George Verney’s expression remote, like some centennial statue; Uncle Bill’s face round and red and convivial.

“Hello, Ma,” he said, and on an impulse—borne perhaps on the memory of the moment at the gate with Celia—he went up to her and kissed her on the forehead.

“Why, Sam,” she said in surprise, smiling up at him. “To what do I owe that?”

“A way with the girls, he has,” Bill Hanlon said. “It runs in the family. Will you join us in a bucket of suds, lad?”

Sam shook his head. “I’ve got to go to work pretty soon.” He sat down on the bench at the far end of the porch.

“And wants a clear head for his responsibilities.” Bill Hanlon tilted his stein toward George Verney, who boarded with the Damons. “Ever see the like of it? And just turned eighteen years of age.—That’s Carl, God rest his soul,” he said to his sister. “That’s the German discipline. He never got it from our side.”

“And then what?” Little Ty broke in on him impatiently. “What happened then, Uncle Bill?”

“Ah, then …” Bill Hanlon raised a short, powerful arm on which was tattooed a soaring eagle holding in its beak a banner that proclaimed For Mother, God & Country in red and blue letters. Sam couldn’t read the inscription at this moment but he knew that was what it said because when he’d been Ty’s age he’d been allowed to inspect it in detail. “Then the very heavens came crashing down around our heads. Old Barnard had just slapped a dipper full of hash in my kit and was saying something, I can’t recall just what, and I looked over his shoulder and there they were, thousands of ’em, the yellow devils.” Grinning, he glared down at Ty and his eyebrows went up at the ends, giving him the look of a malevolent Santa. “Pouring into the tent from all sides.”

“Thousands?” George Verney echoed drily.

“God’s truth!” Billy Hanlon spun around. “All trussed up in those gaily colored wraparounds of theirs, swinging their bolo knives as sharp as razors. Ripping and slashing and screaming like banshees. And the lot of us standing there half asleep and nothing but our mess kits in our hands. The most horrible sight you’d ever want to see on a steaming Sunday morning at the far end of the world.”

“Caught napping, sounds to me.”

“Napping! And so would you be. On an errand of pacification we were! Who was to know the bloody Googoos were plotting death and destruction—and from the heart of Holy Mother Church at that …”

“Pacification.” The old man had pounced on the word. His eyes slitted with secret amusement; in the lamplight his beard was like a soft silver thicket over his collar. “I know all about your pacification. Tying the poor beggars down and putting a funnel in their mouths—”

“Yes, and I’d do it again if I had to. Treacherous little devils, each and every one of them.” Billy Hanlon waggled a finger back and forth earnestly. “Your native has no morals, you know. He’s half animal, half child, half devil from hell.”

“I believe that’s three halves, Billy.”

“Yes, and that’s just about the cut of it. They’re something strange. I could tell you stories about island girls that would amaze you beyond all bounds—”

“Well you won’t, Billy,” Kitty Damon said in her tart, clear voice.

“Of course I wouldn’t. With innocent children present. That’s just as a mere figuration.”

“But what did you do, Uncle Billy?” Ty cried, and Sam, watching the boy’s eyes, smiled faintly. Wild Bill Hanlon hadn’t been home in four years and the story was new to him.

“Do? I acted with the speed of light. In a situation such as that, lad, one moment’s cerebination and you’re a corpus delict-eye. I threw my hash in the first devil’s face, kit and all, scalding him nicely, grabbed up a stool and swung it like a ball bat and laid out the hellion behind him. By now the tent was full of Googoos, screaming and howling. My God, what a din! Somebody, I think it was Sergeant Markley, kept yelling, ‘Get to the racks, boys! Get to the racks!’ It was awful. There was Hutch, my old buddy from Peking, holding onto a bolo blade in his bare hand, and his throat squirting blood like a full head on Pumper Number Five—”

“Billy,” Kitty Damon said warningly.

“God’s truth. Holding a bolo blade in his bare hand while he jabbed his mess fork—unh! anh!—into his man like a kid punching his jackknife into a barn door. And then the far end of the tent came down with a crash, the devils had cut the ropes. Poor lads, they were butchered like pigs in a sack. Well, I says to myself, another few bars of this waltz and they’ll have our end down too, and I lit out for the squad hut. And there were two of ’em rushing at me like wolves, thirsting for my very blood. I busted one in the noggin with my stool and dodged around the other and kept going, with a banshee horde of them hot on my tracks.

“Now your nipa hut is up on stilts because of the terrible rains they have, and you reach the door through a bamboo ladder. Well, there I was three steps up the ladder and climbing like a St. Jago’s monkey and whomp! one of the Googoos hit me with a club and then another one jumped on my back—and the ladder broke and down we all went. And I couldn’t move a muscle. Flat on my back, all the wind knocked out of me. Paralyzed within an inch of my life. And right above me was one of the infernal devils, a scrawny little joker with his face all jungle sores and damp rot, with a naked bolo in his two hands …”

He broke off and took a drink of beer.

“And what happened then, Uncle Bill?” Ty cried in a frenzy.

“Then?” Billy Hanlon took another sip of beer and wiped his mouth, watching his youngest nephew out of one eye. “Ah, it was a bad moment, lad. I raised my arm, foolish as it was, and up that bolo went, up, up like the great, blue scimitar of Mohammed and all his prophets, and I could see it, the words clear as if you’d read them on a pallodium: Wild Bill Hanlon’s marked for death, his Sligo luck’s run out at last—and all at once that scru-ofulous-looking Googoo’s eyes opened wide as a newborn babe’s and over he went and gone. Vanished into thin air. And I looked straight up and there was Sergeant Markley, big as a bear and twice as hairy, standing in the squad-room door with his smoking rifle in his hands. ‘Get in out of that, Hanlon!’ he says, or words to that effect. And up I got, all over my paralysis, and shinnied up one of the posts and crawled inside and got my Krag, which was loaded in chamber and magazine …”

Idly watching his uncle’s fiery face, half-listening to the many-times-told tale, Sam Damon frowned, thinking of the talk with Celia. He had surprised himself. The decision to apply for West Point had never been that clear to him: he was mildly astonished that he had said it right out, plain as day. That was Celia: she’d always been able to make him say things he’d never intended to voice to anyone. Now it’d be all over town. Winnott’s Spa, Clausen’s Forge, the livery stables behind town hall. Did you hear? Sam Damon thinks he’s going to West Point. No! That’s what I heard. Well of all the nerve. Everyone knows the Damons haven’t got a pot to piss in. Scowling, he scratched his chin, gazing at Ty’s rapt, eager face, his mother bent over her sewing. Well, they might be wrong, all of them. They just might be wrong. All a good man needed was one opening, one solid chance to show what he could do: if he was any good he’d make it the rest of the way on his own … But the amusement, the incredulity in Celia’s face troubled him. Yes, and she just might be wrong too, he thought crossly, fretting. What did she know about the world?

He thought of the bank, her father’s square white face, the steel-rimmed spectacles, the dark suit and high starched collar. He’d been enraged when Wilson beat Hughes, Sam had heard him on the steps of the town hall. “This country is in a bad way when we’re obliged to trust our future to a college president.” It had been a dazzling fall day, northwest, the sky an aching deep blue and the elm leaves on Main Street a million shimmering flakes of gold; and Mr. Harrodsen had looked like a stand of pine in the dead of winter. He always seemed to move in shadow …

It was a lot pleasanter dwelling on Celia. That kiss. That kiss! She’d never done anything like that before. The time at the Hart’s Island picnic when he’d sneaked up behind her and grabbed her she’d let out a yelp and shot off like a yearling deer. What had got into her tonight? Idly he wondered if he was in love. She was beautiful, she was lively, she had a will of her own—it was fun walking and dancing and drinking cherry phosphates with her at Winnott’s Drug Store. He tried to imagine himself married to her, sprawled on the lawn in front of their own home on High Street—but there the vision abruptly ended. There was nothing more. There rose in its place those dreams of foreign lands, piling one upon another like monsoon thunderheads—a cascading diorama of alabaster cities and jungles and gaunt castle towns, of moments lurid with crises so desperate the very stoutest hearts would blanch; and finally, pressed beyond endurance, overwhelmed, all would quail but Samuel A. Damon of Walt Whitman, Nebraska, and the 6th Cavalry Regiment …

“… Ah, it was a sight to wake the dead.” Billy Hanlon’s voice was louder now, and hoarser. “There was Voybada with his throat laid open like a butchered calf, the blood running in a Niagara between the cots, and little Jerry Driscoll on his hands and knees, his head split open like a cassava melon and his brains—”

“All right, Billy,” Kitty Damon said in the sharp, forbidding tone none of them ever disputed. “That’s more than enough of such sights.”

“That’s war, my girl,” he retorted, and rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. “What are you suggesting—that I boodle-ize it all for the boy? That’s what war is …”

“…War.” Old George Verney clucked softly in his beard. “War … Why, you don’t know what battle is, Billy Hanlon. You should have stood on the bluff at Shiloh, with the Johnny Rebs coming at you thick as Spanish needles in a fence corner, with their Yip! Yip! Ya-hoooo! war cry that would freeze your blood in your bones. First time you heard it, that is. After that you paid it no mind. And the minnie balls coming overhead in a sleet storm, and the canister whizzing and whining till you could hardly think or feel or see … That was war, Billy Hanlon.”

The younger man nodded, irritated and out of countenance. “Ah, well. Shiloh …”

“You bet, Shiloh. None of this skulking around in swamps flushing little brown-skinned boys out of their bamboo huts and giving them the water cure—”

“Brown-skinned boys—they were devils incarnate, slashers and stabbers born with a machete in their hands … millions of ’em, I tell you, deep in a thousand miles of Godforsaken jungle and living by the light of your wits and a good Krag-Jorgensen rifle and a Hail Mary, full of grace. And malaria and yellow jack, don’t you forget that, the hot-and-cold chills—we walked in the rain and heat until we dropped …”

But the old man wasn’t listening. Tilted dangerously far back in the slat-backed rocker he was launched now, living it again. “Why, at the Peach Orchard the Johnnies—”

Hanlon rubbed his eyes, exasperated. “You going to tell us about that Peach Orchard again?”

“You wouldn’t have lasted long at the Peach Orchard. Bushwhacker. Like to see you try to give the Johnny Rebs the water cure.” George Verney emitted a high, dry cackle that was like retching, and chewed hard at the edge of his beard. Saliva lay in little foamy chains at the corners of his mouth. “They came on and they came on, as though no power on earth or under it was going to stop them. And Johnston riding out front of them, whipping them on, couldn’t none of us hit him, with a shiny bright mess cup in his hand.”

“A cup, Mr. Verney?” Ty asked. “A drinking cup?”

“That’s right, boy. That’s what he was waving. He’d picked it up in the tents of the Fifty-third Ohio when they came through.”

“But didn’t he have a sword? Why wasn’t he waving his sword?”

“I don’t know, boy … The bravest of the brave. I could hear him plain as day, swinging his big horse Fire-eater back and forth along the line. We were in two lines, first row prone, the second kneeling, the way they did in Wellington’s army long ago. And on they came again, and we shot them down as though every bullet was a scythe blade at haying time, and still they came. And then they were on us and we rose up to meet them. I remember a short man with a black beard and a broken nose there in front of me, and we locked weapons, and I struck him down with the butt and bayoneted him through the heart … and right behind him was a slim young fellow with a handsome face and golden hair, he’d lost his cap somewhere along the line and his mouth was smeared with powder, he looked like the villain in a vaudeville show, comical with all that blond hair and that black powder mustache … he raised his rifle like a club and I couldn’t get my weapon free of the other one. I kept twisting and yanking, twisting and yanking, and I couldn’t take my eyes off that bayonet of his … and then, I don’t know why, I let go my weapon and grabbed him around the waist and we wrestled around like two schoolboys quarreling over a fishing rod. And all at once I felt him sink against me soft as a cow’s muzzle, and when I stepped back he fell dead at my feet …” He paused; his eyes were so narrowed it was impossible to see the pupils.

“What happened, Mr. Verney?” Ty pressed him.

“I don’t know,” the old man answered with sudden indifference. “Somebody shot him, I suppose. Old Hurlbut told us to fall back then, and we did, what were left of us, and tried to re-form. And on they came. It wasn’t five minutes later I got my wound. No more Shiloh for me.”

“How did you get wounded, Mr. Verney?”

“I don’t know, boy. I don’t rightly know. I’ve often wondered about it. Later I asked some of the boys and none of them could tell me.” George Verney wagged his head. “There’s an old saying you never see the ball that’s marked for you, and there’s a lot of truth in it. I remember I’d stopped to reload, I was tumping away with my ramrod—and next thing I knew I was laying on the ground without rifle or cartridge belt either, and everything was ringing and gray and faraway feeling. It was right near the Bloody Pool.”

“Why’d they call it the Bloody Pool?” Ty asked him.

“They called it that, boy, because that’s what it became. That day and night and most of the next day, too. The sun beat down on us hour after hour and we crawled to the pool, those of us that could crawl, friend and foe, and we put our heads in it and drank in the heat. And the water of that pool turned red …”

He paused. The night breeze seethed again in the trees on the lawn. Sam Damon was aware that he was scarcely breathing. The crucial moment, with the fate of the Northwest at stake. But Hurlbut had held beyond the Bloody Pool; Sherman had kept the lines from cracking open; and Grant had massed his cannon on the high ground near the Landing and made his plans for an attack at dawn on the 7th …

“That was the elephant and no mistake, Billy Hanlon,” George Verney went on, his voice clearer now, as though the recollection had roused him. “You could have walked all over the Peach Orchard on the bodies of the fallen and never once touched ground. Not once … Whiskey and chloroform, that was all we had for wounds.”

“Tell us about Sherman, Mr. Verney,” Sam heard himself say, with the eagerness of ten years past.

“Old Cump,” George Verney said, and smiled. “Well, we’d never cared much for him before that day—there were all those stories of his having lost the knot in his thread, pure unadulterated drivel put out by good-for-nothing journalists but we didn’t know that, of course … but that day he was a marvel. I remember him once leaning against a tree right under the cannonading, smoking one of his ragged cigars, his wild red beard black with powder and smeared with his own blood, the brim of his hat torn to tatters by a ball and his wounded hand wrapped in a crazy blue rag. Cool as a cucumber in deep shade. Couldn’t nothing faze him. That was his greatness, Sam: the critical moment. He could feel it the way you can feel weather breaking. And he never flinched, even after he was hit. Just to look at him was to have all your courage back again. And there were braver men than he who threw down their rifles and ran away that day. Yes, and repented of it and found themselves a weapon and came back and fought like lions. Because of Sherman … I recall a skinny preacher who’d euchered the governor into giving him a uniform and a commission, came up to us waving his long arms and calling, ‘Rally for God and country, oh rally, men, for God and country!’ and old Sherman ran into him and roared: ‘Shut your mouth, you God damned old fool! Shut your mouth and get out of the way!’”

George Verney chuckled softly in the silence, his bony frame shaking; the corners of his eyes glowed with moisture. He took a slow, hesitant sip of beer. Bill Hanlon had finished his stein and sat with his arms folded, disgruntled and cross, staring at nothing. Sam Damon watched them. They had met the elephant on fields half a world away, they had both been wounded and had acquitted themselves with honor; and now they sat on this porch in the Nebraska town of Walt Whitman and drank beer and talked of those days of peril and triumph, those fiery moments when they had taken their destinies like an apple in their two hands …

Ty was asking Uncle Billy something about the Philippines and Sam shifted his feet, gazing at the ivory porcelain globe of the lamp, where a gray-blue moth bumped and fluttered clumsily. Destiny … He remembered when he’d first felt it. He had been lying in the field behind Clausen’s, a glittering July afternoon, watching clouds soar by in the shapes of bears and warriors and rearing stallions, the wheat stalks swaying above him in the puffs of breeze … and the idea had started up in his mind like a bugle call, piercing and sweet and infinitely insistent: a clarion born of the hours of poring over Fanchett’s Pictorial History of the World for Boys—a massive tome laced with fine old engravings: Wolfe dying on the heights of Quebec, Alexander’s cavalry charge at Arbela, Frederick the Great at Rossbach, Bonaparte rallying his men at the bridge of Arcola … a roll call glorious and stern that had set his mind dancing; but what excited him most of all were the stories of Cincinnatus and Dumouriez and Prescott, of farmers and citizens who took arms to confound tyranny and crush it, who stepped into the mortal breach to save their native lands …

“It must be nearly nine, Sam,” his mother said.

“Right.” He drew out his father’s gold watch with its slender black roman numerals: quarter to. As he started up to his room he met Peg coming down. Putting his hand on the railing, he blocked the stairs. “I hear you girls have been exchanging confidences.”

Her homely, boyish face went blank with surprise—then she grinned mischievously. “Oh, she can’t keep anything to herself! I should have known better.”

“I ought to spank you good—” He lunged out for her but she danced away up the steps, swinging about on the newel post.

“She try to talk you out of it?”

“Yes.”

“Good! It’ll strengthen your character.”

“Peg, now it’ll be all over town,” he complained. “Of course it will!—if you want to be different from everybody else you’ve got to pay the price …” Laughing, she ran back into her room and banged the door shut.

He stared after her, smiling faintly; then he turned and went back down the stairs. As he left the porch Uncle Bill was regaling Ty and a sleepy, skeptical George Verney about the 9th Infantry’s heroic storming of Tung P’en.
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At nine thirty a hardware drummer from Chicago came in, and Sam Damon put him in Fourteen; and ten minutes later a couple named Ormsby, also off the Omaha train, who were on their way to visit relatives in Sheridan Forks.

Sam took them up to the large double room, Twenty-seven, and got them settled in. Then he went back to Mr. Thornton’s desk at the head of the landing on the second floor and wrote down the times they wished to be awakened and their breakfast orders, to leave for Malvern Leach, the cook, when he came in at five thirty. Then it was quiet again; there was only an occasional horse clop-clopping by outside, and the low, uneven murmur of voices in the bar to the left of the front door downstairs. Sam sat for a few moments listening to the night sounds; then he reopened the big worn leatherbound volume at its place mark and began to read:

 

The din of the battle now grew by leaps and bounds, while Arnold, who as has been noted had been removed from his command as the result of the violent altercation with Gates on the 20th, paced up and down before his tent like a caged lion. The firing on the British right reached a crescendo, and at length Arnold could stand this helpless activity no longer. Turning to his aide-de-camp he exclaimed: “No power on earth shall hold me in this tent today! If I am to be without a command, then I will fight in the ranks like a common soldier. But the men, God bless them, will follow me wherever I shall lead them.”

He then called for his horse, a powerful dun charger, and vaulting into the saddle galloped furiously toward the fray. General Gates observed his departure and cried for an aide to recall him; but Arnold put spurs to his horse, crossed the marshy ground at Mills Creek and hastened up the slope, where he came upon his old regiments, who recognized their former commander with joyous shouts and cheers. Drawing his sword Arnold led them forward in a violent onslaught upon the German center under Baron Reidesel; the Hessians however held firm. Arnold then hastened to the American left wing and incited Morgan’s redoubtable riflemen in their attack against Balcarres’ Light Infantry, who fell back in good order upon their fortifications near Freeman’s Farm.

It was at this point that Arnold, traversing the length of the front line for the third time that morning and exposed to the extremely hazardous crossfire of the contending armies, perceived that the battle had attained its crucial stage; that the key to the situation lay in Breyman’s Redoubt, and that, if it could be forced, Burgoyne’s entire position would be turned, and so untenable. Once more encountering his old brigade, he led them in a savage assault upon the works, himself setting an example of the utmost valor, repeatedly riding, sword in hand, into the British ranks, until wounded in that same leg that had sustained injury—

 

The front door opened softly below; and looking down—Mr. Thornton had placed the desk so near the landing that its occupant could observe all comings and goings at a glance—Sam could see Ted Barlow’s red hair in the light from the gas jet. He leaned into the bar and replied to a low chorus of greetings; leaned out again and came up the stairs two at a time and said: “Hello, Ace. What you reading there?”

Sam closed the book on its place mark. “Oh, little history. Revolutionary War history.”

“All that fine print. Ruin your eyes and then where’ll we be?” Barlow clucked his tongue and sat down in the hard black horsehair chair to the right of the desk. He was several years older than Sam; short and stocky, with a button nose and a low, bulging forehead from which the hair had already begun to recede. Pulling a piece of paper from his shirt pocket he unfolded it and tossed it on the desk. “Here’s their lineup.”

Sam studied it intently. “Harrison’s a sucker for low stuff. We got Galder on curves. Who’s this Burchall?”

“I don’t know. A big new guy, Wally says. Two doubles and a home run against Tyson Park.”

Sam whistled once. “Well. We’ll keep it low and away from him, see what he does. All right?”

“I guess so.”

“And if he hits that—why then we’ll just play deep and cut across.”

The two men laughed, then bent over the list and went down it carefully, discussing the positioning of outfielders and other tactical problems in great detail. Ted worked in the Union Pacific yards but his passion was baseball. He was catcher, coach and general manager for the Walt Whitman Warriors, an aggregation that played teams from other towns every Sunday afternoon at the town field. His hopes of a big league tryout had faded as the years passed and the fat began to set in his muscles; but he continued to dream nonetheless—a perfect season, a shutout against Josselyn; there was even the possibility of becoming a scout for a major league team. Why not? If the Warriors could win all their games this year there was no telling where it might end. His enthusiasm was infectious. When Sam Damon had finished high school as their star pitcher and clean-up hitter Ted had talked him into pitching for the Warriors; and Sam was still winning.

“I’ve been thinking about a play,” Sam said.

“Bit of deep strategy?”

The younger man nodded and grinned. “With a man on third and none or one out. You pretend you’re defending against the squeeze. The third and first basemen charge the plate. The pitcher of course takes his full windup.”

“What about the runner on third?”

“That’s just it. You call for a
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