A FAREWELL TO ARMS (chosen excerpts)


“I believe we should get the war over,” I said. “It would not finish it if one side stopped fighting. It would only be worse if we stopped fighting.” 
“It could not be worse,” Passini said respectfully. “There is nothing worse than war.” 
“Defeat is worse.” 
“I do not believe it,” Passini said still respectfully. “What is defeat? You go home.” 
“They come after you. They take your home. They take your sisters.” 
“I don’t believe it,” Passini said. “They can’t do that to everybody. Let everybody defend his home. Let them keep their sisters in the house.” 
“They hang you. They come and make you be a soldier again. Not in the auto-ambulance, in the infantry.” 
“They can’t hang every one.” 

***
What you tell me about in the nights. That is not love. That is only passion and lust. When you love you wish to do things for. You wish to sacrifice for. You wish to serve.” 
“I don’t love.” 
“You will. I know you will. Then you will be happy.” 

*** 

“How many have you—how do you say it?—stayed with?” 
“None.” 
“You’re lying to me.” 
“Yes.” 
“It’s all right. Keep right on lying to me. That’s what I want you to do. Were they pretty?” 
“I never stayed with any one.” 
“That’s right. Were they very attractive?” 
“I don’t know anything about it.” 
“You’re just mine. That’s true and you’ve never belonged to any one else. But I don’t care if you have. I’m not afraid of them. But don’t tell me about them.

***

She looked at me very happily. “I’ll do what you want and say what you want and then I’ll be a great success, won’t I?” 
“Yes.” 
“What would you like me to do now that you’re all ready?” 
“Come to the bed again.” 
“All right. I’ll come.” 
“Oh, darling, darling, darling,” I said. 
“You see,” she said. “I do anything you want.” 
“You’re so lovely.” 
“I’m afraid I’m not very good at it yet.” 
“You’re lovely.” 
 “I want what you want. There isn’t any me any more. Just what you want.” 
“Then nothing worries you?”  “Only being sent away from you. You’re my religion. You’re all I’ve got.” 
 “All right. But I’ll marry you the day you say.” 
 “Don’t talk as though you had to make an honest woman of me, darling. I’m a very honest woman. You can’t be ashamed of something if you’re only happy and proud of it.

*** 

I did not say anything. I was always embarrassed by the words sacred, glorious, and sacrifice and the expression in vain. We had heard them, sometimes standing in the rain almost out of earshot, so that only the shouted words came through, and had read them, on proclamations that were slapped up by billposters over other proclamations, now for a long time, and I had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious had no glory and the sacrifices were like the stockyards at Chicago if nothing was done with the meat except to bury it. There were many words that you could not stand to hear and finally only the names of places had dignity. Certain numbers were the same way and certain dates and these with the names of the places were all you could say and have them mean anything. Abstract words such as glory, honor, courage, or hallow were obscene beside the concrete names of villages, the numbers of roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of regiments and the dates. 

*** 

If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them to break them, so of course it kills them. The world breaks every one and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will kill you too but there will 
be no special hurry. 

*** 
But what if she should die? She can’t die. Yes, but what if she should die? She can’t, I tell you. Don’t be a fool. It’s just a bad time. It’s just nature giving her hell. It’s only the first labor, which is almost always protracted. Yes, but what if she should die? She can’t die. Why would she die? 
What reason is there for her to die? There’s just a child that has to be born, the by-product of good nights in Milan.

