By WILLIAM SAROYAN

AN American passenger train moved
swiftly over American earth
through an American night. The train
was filled with American boys, among
them Marcus and his friend Tobey—
all of them dressed as soldiers and
trained for war. But from their eyes,
from their high spirits, and from their
laughter and shouting and singing,
you knew this was not an army alone,
but a nation, and surely a good and
great one. You knew that while they
had been taught to stand in line and
to behave on schedule with no per-
sonal rights beyond the needs of the
unit, they had not become a ma-
chine and were still good human
beings with at least average
intentions. You knew that if
they were noisy and per-
haps unaware of their
own importance, they

were not without

dignity. You knew surely that while
their noise came from deep inner fear,
they were still utterly unafraid. You
knew they had accepted for no ter-
ribly pompous or false reasons the
necessity to dismiss their fear, and if
it so happened, to die. You knew they
were American boys, some of them
past forty even, but most of them kids
—kids from big cities and little towns,
from farms and offices, from rich fam-
ilies and poor families, kids lifted out
of great worlds and kids lifted out of
small worlds, some moved away from
magnificent dreams of action and some
from humble dreams of peace—kids
brilliant and swift in spirit and kids
slow and steady. In the midst of the
clamor, the laughter, the excitement,
the confusion, the eagerness, and the
magnificent combination of profound
ignorance and profound wisdom, Mar-
cus Macauley and his friend Tobey
George talked quietly.

“Well,” Tobey said, “I guess we’re
on our way.”

“That’s right,” Marcus said.

“You know, Marcus,” Tobey said, “I
feel lucky, because if it hadn’t been
for this War I wouldn’t have run into
you and I would never have found out
about your family.”

Marcus felt embarrassed. “Thanks,”
he said. “I feel the same way about
you.” He stopped a moment and then
asked the question that every man
exposed to unknown danger must ask
himself again and again. “I want you
to tell me the truth,” he said. “Are
you going to care much if you're
killed?”

The other could not answer the
question immediately, but at last he
said, “Sure. I could bluff, I guess, and
pretend that I wouldn’'t care. Of
course I'm going to care. Aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Marcus said. “I'm going to
care very much. I just wanted to
know.” He stopped a moment and
then said, “What do you think about?
What do you want to get back to?”

“I don't now,” Tobey said, because
he didn’t know. “I guess I want to get
back to—well, anything—whatever it
happens to be. I haven’t got a family
as you have. I haven’t anybody to go
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back to, but whatever it is, that’ll be
OXK. with me. I want to get back to
whatever it turns out to be. I haven’t
got a girl waiting for me like your
girl Mary, but I know I want to get
back just the same—if I can.”

“Sure,” Marcus said.

Again they were silent a moment
and then Marcus said, “How does it
happen that you like to sing?”

“How should I know?” Tobey said.
“T just like to sing, that’s all.” They
listened to the train and to the noise
inside the train and then Tobey said,
“What do you think about?”

Marcus took a little time before be-
ginning to answer this question. “I .
think about my father,” he said, “and
my mother, and my sister Bess and
my brother Homer and my brother
Ulysses. And I think about Mary and
her father, Mr. Arena. I think about
the whole neighborhood, the empty
lot, the kids, the houses, Ara’s Mar-
ket, and Ara himself. The railroad
tracks where I used to watch the
trains go by, the Sunday School, the
church, the courthouse park, the Pub-
lic Library, the old teachers, the kids
who used to be in my life—some of
them dead already, but not from this
War—just dead.”

“It’s a funny thing,” Tobey said.
“Maybe you won't understand a thing
like this, but I feel that Ithaca is my
home town, too.” He waited a moment
and then said, “If we get through all
right, if we come out of this O.K., will
you take me with you to Ithaca? Will
you show me the places you knew, and
tell me about them, what happened at
this place and what happened at
that place?”

“Sure,” Marcus said, “sure. I want
to do that. And I want you to meet
my family, too. We're poor, always
have been—my father was a great
man. He was not a successful man.
He didn’t make any more money
than what we needed—ever.”

“Matthew Macauley?” Tobey said. °

“Yes,” Marcus said. “Matthew Ma-
cauley, my father. He worked in the
vineyards, in the packing houses, and
in the wineries. He did plain, ordi-
nary, everyday work. If you saw him



in the street you would think he was
nobody. He looked like anybody else
and acted like anybody else—but even
so he was a great man. He was my
father and I know he was great. The
only thing he cared about was his
family—my mother and his children.
He saved money for months and made
a down payment on a harp-—yes, a
harp—I know nobody plays a harp
any more but that’s what my mother
wanted, so my father saved up money
and made a down payment on a harp
for her. It took him five years to pay
for the harp. It was the most expen-
sive harp you could buy. We used to
think every house had a harp just
because we had one. Then he bought
a piano for my sister Bess—that didn’t
cost so much. I thought everybody
was great like my father—until I got
out and met some of the rest of the
people. They're all right, they’re fine
—but I don’t think they're great. Well,
maybe they are and I just don’t know
them very well. You've got to know
people real well to know whether
they’re great or not. A lot of-people
are great that nobody ever thinks are
great.”

“I wish I knew a man like your
father,” Tobey said. “Of course he
wouldn’t have to be my father. He
could be anybody, just so I knew him.
I guess I'm lucky in a way, not know-
ing who.my father was, because, not
knowing, I can believe he was great,
just like your father.”

“Maybe he was great,” Marcus said.

“Maybe,” Tobey said. “I hope so.
You know, I didn’t know kids had
mothers and fathers until I went to
school and heard the other kids talk
about them.” Tobey laughed with em-
barrassment. “I couldn’t understand
it,” he said. “I thought every man was
in the world alone—the same as me—
to start out all by himself. I guess I
felt bad for a long time, after I found
out. It made me lonely. I mean it
made me lonelier. Maybe that’s the
reason I like to sing. You don’t feel
your loneliness so much when you're
singing.” Then shyly, almost timidly,
he said, “What kind of a girl is Bess?”

Marcus knew his friend was uncom-

fortable asking this question and he
didn’t want him to be uncomfortable.
“That’s all right,” Marcus said. “You
can ask me about my sister. I want
you to meet her. I think she will like
you.”

“Me?” Tobey said.

“Yes, I have an idea she might like
you very much,” Marcus said. “I want
to take you back and have you stay at
our house. If you like each other—
well, I guess Bess is just about—well,
anyway, even if she is my sister—well,
I just think she’ll like you very much,
that’s all.”

Now Marcus began to speak very
swiftly, because while he knew it was
almost impossible to speak of such a
thing at all, he also knew it was nec-
essary to {ry to do so at least. There-
fore he wanted to get the words
spoken and their meaning established
as swiftly as possible so that his em-
barrassment would not endure too
long. “Marry her and live in Ithaca,”
he said. “It’s a good town. You'll be
happy there. Now, here. I'm going to
give you her picture—to keep.” He
handed Tobey a little snapshot of his
sister Bess. “Keep it in your identi-
fication folder where I keep Mary's
picture. See?”

Tobey George took the photograph
of his friend’s sister and looked at it
for a long time, while Marcus looked
at him. At last he said, “Bess sure is
beautiful. I don’t know if a guy can
fall in love with a girl without meet-
ing her, but I feel in love with Bess
already. I feel sick. I'll tell you the
truth. I was afraid to talk to you
about Bess until now. But I figured,
well, maybe as long as we’re on our
way, and there’s no telling, you might
not mind so much. I can’t help it, but
I always feel I haven’t the same kind
of rights that other people have—you
know, a guy who is given his name by
an orphanage, not by his mother and
father—who doesn’t even know who
his mother and father were — who
doesn’t even know what nationality
they were—or what nationality he is.
Some people say I'm Spanish and

French, and some people say I'm
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Italian and Greek, and some people

say I'm English and Irish. Almost
everybody gives me a different nation-
ality.”

“You're an American,” Marcus said.
“That’s all. Any man can see that.”

“Sure,” Tobey said. “I guess that’s
right, all right. I guess I'm an Amer-
ican all right. But I sure would like
to know which American.”

“You're the American whose name
is Tobey George,” Marcus said. “That’s
good enough for anybody. Now keep
that picture. We’ll go back to Ithaca
and you’ll raise a family and I'll raise
a family, and we’ll visit each other
once in a while, have some music and
songs—pass the time of life.”

“You know, Marcus,” Tobey said, “I
believe you. I swear to God I believe
you. I don’t think you're saying this
just because we happen to be friends,
on our way. I believe you, and more
than anything else in the world I
want to go to Ithaca with you. I want

to live there and I want to do all the:

things you said.” He stopped a mo-
ment to try to imagine what might
go wrong to keep him from doing
these things, and then he said, If

Bess doesn’t like me—if she falls in
love with somebody else—if she’s mar-
ried when we get there—I'm going to -
live in Ithaca anyway. I don’t know,
but Ithaca seems to be my home now,
too. For the first time in my life I
feel that I belong somewhere and—I
hope you won’t mind—I feel that my
family is the Macauley family, be-
cause that’s the kind of family I'd
want for myself if I could choose. I
hope to God Bess likes me or doesn’t
fall in love with someone else, because
I know I like her.” Now he spoke
very softly, and even though the train
was full of noise, Marcus could hear
the words, “Even though Bess doesn’t
know it yet, she’s mine. And from now
on, every breath I take will be to keep
me alive until I get to Ithaca and her.
Ithaca’s my home. That is where I
live. That’s where I want to be when
I die—if I can.”

“We’ll get back,” Marcus said.
“We’ll be in Ithaca some day, Bess
and you and Mary and me, and my
mother and Homer and Ulysses. You
wait and see.”

Now the two friends did not talk for



a long time. They were greeted by
other boys in the train and shouted
with the others and even sang a song
which these boys had themselves in-
vented, a song about women of the
streets and what they were good for.
And then in the midst of this song,
as if what he was saying was alto-
gether appropriate, Tobey said very
simply, “Do you pray?” And Marcus
replied, almost swiftly, “Always—al-
ways.”

“At the orphanage,” Tobey said, “we
were forced to pray. It was a rule
there. Whether we wanted to pray or
not, we prayed.”

“Maybe it’s not such a bad rule,”
Marcus said, “but prayer is one thing
you can’t force. It's not a prayer
if it’s forced.”

“I know,” Tobey said. “That’s why
I quit praying when I left the orphan-
age. I don’t think I've said a prayer
since I was thirteen years old. But
I'm starting all over again—right now
—and this is it.” He waited a mo-
ment and then, without closing his
eyes, without bowing his head, with-
out folding his hands, he began to
pray, and what he said was unmis-
takably a prayer, “Just get me to
Ithaca,” he said, “if You can. Any-
thing You say, but if You can, get me
to Ithaca. Let me get home. Protect
everybody. Keep everybody from pain.
Find homes for the homeless. Get the
traveler home and get me to Ithaca.”
He stopped and began singing again
the words of the ribald song. Sud-
denly he stopped singing and shouted,
“Amen!”

“That’s a good prayer,” Marcus said,
“I hope it’s answered.”

The orphan decided that he had left
a few things out of the prayer. There-
fore, he continued. “Keep the town
there,” he said. “Let me walk through
its streets. Keep the Macauleys there
—all” of them. Keep Bess. Let her
know I love her. Keep Marcus—and
Mary. Keep his mother and his
brother Homer and his brother
Ulysses. Keep the house and the
empty lot next door. Keep the harp
and the piano and the songs. Keep
the railroad tracks so I can see the

trains go by. Keep the world where it
is, and give me a chance to get to it—
where I want to be—in Ithaca. Get
me there—to Ithaca—if You can.
That’s all.” And again he shouted,
“Amen!”

Now the soldiers were singing an-
other song which they had made up
for themselves. This song had to do
with the impermanence of all things,
particuldarly a woman’s love, and the
boys delighted in the cynical wisdom
of the song. Tobey and Marcus joined
in the singing. Tobey stopped singing
to say, “What do you pray for, Mar-
cus?” ’

Marcus stopped singing to say, “I
pray for the same things you pray
for—the very same things.” And
again the two friends took up the
song with the cynical wisdom,

After the song the whole train be-
came silent. There was no reason fof
this silence and yet every man on the
train was hushed and for a moment
deeply solemn. At last a soldier
named Joe Higgins came to Marcus
and Tobey and said, “What’s the mat-
ter, what’s everybody so quiet about?
How about a song, Tobey? How about
playing for us on the accordion,
Marcus?”

“What would you like to hear, Joe?”
Marcus said.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Joe said. “We've
sung all the dirty songs, maybe we
ought to sing something old—you
know, something, well, something
good! Why don’t we sing a good old-
time church song—something we all
know and used to sing as kids?”

“Why not?” Marcus said. “What
church song do you like, Joe?”

“Well,” Joe said, “now don’t you
guys laugh at me—I'd sure like to
hear Leaning. You know—Leaning on
the Everlasting Arms.”

Marcus turned to Tobey. “Do you
know the words of that song, Tobey?”
he said. “If you don’t, I can help you.”

“Do I know them?” Tobey said.
“I guess I sang that song almost
every Sunday for ten years.”

“All right,” Marcus said, “let’s do
it for Joe.” Marcus turned to Joe, “If
you feel like joining in, Joe,” he said,
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“you don’t have to know how to sing.
Just join in, that's all.”

“Sure,” Joe said, “I'm going to sing
—sure.”

Marcus began to play the old hymn,
and soon Tobey began to sing:

“What a fellowship, what a joy divine,
Leaning on the everlasting arms;
What a blessedness, what a peace is

mine,
Leaning on the everlasting arms.”

Now in a strong, unmusical but
nevertheless pleasant voice, Joe began
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to sing with Tobey, and soon everyone
in the train was listening. After
a moment everyone gathered around
Marcus and Tobey and Joe to be
nearer the music and the words of
the wonderful old hymn. Joe and
Tobey sang:

“Leaning, leaning, safe and secure
from all alarms;

Leaning, leaning, leaning on the
everlasting arms.”

By this time everybody gathered
around the singers was singing.




