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To Dylan




Preface to the New Edition


CAME A DAY WHEN IT hurt to sit. I ignored the pain for a few days and when it didn’t go away went down below to sick bay. My ship, the USS Monrovia, flagship of Amphibious Squadron 8 (the “Alligator Navy”), was tied to the pier in Norfolk, Virginia. We had recently returned from the Caribbean and were preparing to go on a Mediterranean deployment. A medical corpsman 2nd class ordered me to drop my dungarees and bend over. He peered and made his diagnosis: pilonidal cyst.


The corpsman sent me to the Portsmouth Naval Hospital for evaluation. The doctor there informed me that I did indeed have a pilonidal cyst which required surgery followed by thirty days’ recuperation in the hospital. It seemed a bit excessive, but I tried not to question the ways of the navy.


The Monrovia was leaving in three days for a nine-month cruise. Apparently without me. Which made the surgery seem worth it; I was sick of sea duty and of that particular ship. In truth, I was sick of the US Navy. The military puts you in a place where all things are possible, and not in a good way.


I was admitted to the hospital on a Friday, with surgery scheduled for the following Tuesday. An entire ward was devoted to patients recovering from pilonidal cyst surgeries. Ambulatory patients swabbed the deck every morning then gathered in the day room at the end of the ward and played Monopoly. I joined them over the weekend, and each in his own way competed to find new ways to describe to me the horror and agony of what I was about to face.


Monday morning, we were called to attention at our bedsides and told to assume the position. Following the cue from the others, I hiked up my gown and bent over the bed. A doctor on his rounds trained his flashlight on the affected area. My cyst had miraculously disappeared! The doctor’s medical opinion was that it had been a run-of-the-mill cyst that had run its course.


My ship had not yet cast off its lines, and I thought I might be able to catch it in time, but standard operating procedure mandated seven days to process and release a patient from the hospital. Again, don’t try to question the ways of the navy. One of the oddest weeks of my service thus commenced, and of odd weeks, I did have a few. I was assigned to the hospital as temporary duty while being processed. My duties were to swab the deck and give assistance to any nurse who asked for it, though none ever did. I enjoyed liberty every day, from 1600 to 2400, known in the navy as Cinderella Liberty.


The chow at the hospital was so good that I would give up my first hour of liberty to eat there before I left to hit the sailor bars in Norfolk, which, besides a decent public library, are all I remember of that city. At 23:45 I would take a taxi back to the hospital, stagger to my ward, and fall into bed.


I had no friends and didn’t care to make any during my week in limbo. I had no connection with my station, I was lonely, and my cash was running out. I fantasized what would happen if they lost my records and I became stuck in the hospital. There was precedent for lost records. In fact, it was a common fear among GIs.


During my time in the navy I wrote short stories and poetry. I had staked out a secret spot in the mimeograph room aboard ship where I would spend what little free time I had writing. My first paid story was published in a small quarterly, Trace, while I was still in the navy. I cashed the $25 check in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and spent it all that day on vodka gimlets at Trader Vic’s. So one would assume my time in the hospital was worth writing about, and it was, but that’s another story (my novel Cinderella Liberty).


Released from the hospital, I spent another week in limbo in the transient barracks. After my previous week of dissipation, I got back into shape playing pickup basketball games. I was awakened one night by a messenger telling me to get my shit together: I was going back to the Monrovia. No matter how dysfunctional, she was the closest thing I had to a home, so this was welcome news. At the time, I had no idea it would take more than two months to get back to her.


I reported to the USS Intrepid, now a floating museum in New York. Once again, I was on temporary duty, this time at sea. I was made the “assistant to the career guidance counselor.” The career guidance counselor did not need an assistant; in fact, the USS Intrepid did not need a career guidance counselor. The office was about four by six feet, hardly big enough for the two of us and a desk. The counselor was a crusty old first class who would never see another promotion. He was charitably kept in service until he could retire. A big, loud, and amiable sailor, he loved to play chess, which is what we did, endlessly. (We played for two months, and he beat me consistently. When I finally beat him, he gave up the game. Later, the same thing would happen to me. I played a shipmate for months, beating him all the time, until he beat me and I never played again. I have no explanation.) Aboard the Intrepid, I recall only two times when a sailor found his way to our office and wanted to discuss reenlistment. On both occasions, we urged the man to do it.


During those long empty hours as we played chess, the counselor and I swapped sea stories.


I told him mostly of my misadventures in transient duty, and he in turn told me of his own temporary duty as a prisoner escort, a “chaser” in navy parlance. He and another seasoned sailor were ordered to take an eighteen-year-old seaman apprentice from Corpus Christi, Texas, to the navy brig at Portsmouth, New Hampshire. The kid had been court-martialed for stealing a polio contribution box at the Navy Exchange and sentenced to twelve years. It happens. Or at least it did then. Draconian sentences for relatively minor offenses were not unheard of.


Unique among the armed services, the navy draws its cops from its own ranks as duty details. Any petty officer on any given night can find himself walking a beat as a Shore Patrol. The problem, or benefit, depending upon your point of view, is that the sailor carrying the gun or the club runs the risk of carrying his own humanity as well.


It was a long trip by train. Neither of the chasers or the prisoner knew each other, but they had time to become well-acquainted. The two escorts found themselves uncharacteristically sorry for the prisoner they had to take to the infamous brig run by Marines, for whom sailors have no affection, and vice versa. Their hearts told them to do something for him, short of helping him escape to Canada. The train was scheduled to pass through the kid’s hometown, so they broke SOP and got off the train there, allowing the prisoner to visit with and say good-bye to his mom. But that didn’t go well.


Rather than cut their emotional losses, they decided to try something else. They discovered that the kid was a virgin, and would remain so at least for the next twelve years. Unless they could get him laid.


I listened to the old salt talk about the detail, at times fall-off-the-seat funny, at other times hopelessly sad. My writer’s radar pinged. The story was perfect. A messed-up kid who didn’t want to be trouble for anybody, put into the hands of two lifers torn between a keen sense of duty and a mission they knew was wrong, between mild contempt for the kid and a begrudging affection. As soon as I could find a place and some moments to be alone, I started writing it down.


I worked on it as much as I could during the rest of my time on the Intrepid, which included liberty stops and debauchery in Palma de Majorca, Barcelona, Sicily, and a few more places that have thankfully faded from memory. I was put off the ship in Naples, pretty much worn out, and assigned to the naval station there, once more a transient. At night, I would go to the Piazza del Plebiscito, sit at a table outside, and order a bottle of red wine and several glasses. I would host a variety of prostitutes at my table. One after the other would take a break, have a glass of wine with me and gripe in broken English before getting back to work. I lived like that for a few weeks until, middle of the night, another messenger woke me up and told me to pack my sea bag. He gave me an envelope containing my records and orders and walked me to a duty carryall, which dropped me off at a deserted intersection in Naples. The driver told me to wait there. I watched the carryall drive away. It was 0400 hours, and I was alone in the Naples night, in a bright white uniform.


At the first light of dawn another carryall pulled up and I got inside. I was driven to an airstrip where I boarded a small navy plane. I had flown only three times in my life at that point, and never facing backwards. Wherever we were going, we took a detour to fly low over the water, looking for survivors from some incident I knew nothing about. Finally, we landed somewhere in Turkey. I sat for a few hours in a small room in a cinder-block structure watching Turkish TV until the civilian in charge told me to get on the helicopter.


It was a small Marine chopper with a crew of two who fretted over whether we would be able to get off the ground, for good reason. They had filled the cargo space with Turkish carpets and copper pots. No one told them they would have to pick up 180 pounds of sailor. The little chopper did indeed struggle to get airborne. I looked down, and not all that far down, over the craggy tops of mountainous terrain, realizing there was no place to land if we had to and hoping that if necessary to lighten the load the two Marines would throw out a carpet or two instead of me.


We made it over the mountains and out to sea. I was relieved when we landed on their mothership. I thanked them for the hop and was immediately ordered to crawl over the side of the ship, using the hanging cargo net, to the bobbing boat below. When I reached the last of the net I threw my sea bag onto the boat and waited for the right moment to leap. The two-man boat crew harangued me and mocked my manhood. I jumped and broke my fall on one of them. After ten minutes of skimming the sea I recognized the Monrovia. Home again.


I worked on the short story in the mimeograph room for the rest of my time in the navy, then put it aside to finish my thesis for a master’s at Cornell. Later, I took it with me to Los Angeles and worked on it during summers while I was teaching high school English.


I am a veteran of the war in Vietnam, according to the motorcycle club that not long ago took me in, but I had been with the Sixth Fleet and never fired a shot in anger during that war. I was hardly aware of the war until I became a student again at Cornell, when it became hard to turn your awareness to anything else. In Los Angeles I became part of the antiwar protest. Though it is not a theme in The Last Detail, the Vietnam war is on every page.


In the summer of 1969, I took a creative writing course at Cal State Los Angeles with a novelist named Wirt Williams, a former naval officer. I had taken several writing courses in the past, first at Muhlenberg, then at the graduate level at Cornell, but Williams did not run his course like the others, in which students read aloud their work for group criticism. He thought that was just another way for writers to offer false praise or unwarranted condemnation. His method was to do a series of nuts-and-bolts exercises to be discussed one-on-one with him.


The first class exercise was to move like a camera from point A to point B, describing everything along the way. I rewrote from memory the opening of The Last Detail, a description of the transient barracks in Norfolk. When I sat down with Williams to discuss it, he asked, “Is there more of this?”


I showed him what I had, and he sent it on to his agent, Ned Brown, who called me and said he would like to represent me when I finished the novel. I didn’t even know then if it was a novel. I had only the weekends to work on it, but those were marathon weekends. In October of that year, Brown called to tell me he had sold the book to Dial Press. In November, he called to say he had sold the film rights to Columbia. In January of 1970, I quit my job teaching and became a full-time writer.


To this day, I do not know how Columbia got the book. My agent had not yet submitted it to any film companies. At that time, it was still an unedited manuscript. When I first met the producer, Gerald Ayres, who had just moved from the executive offices to independent production at Columbia, I asked him how he got the book. He told me he found it on a subway car in New York.


What followed was the heady process of watching my book become a film. In the beginning, I wanted to do the adaptation, though I had never given much thought to the difference between writing a novel and writing a screenplay, and had never even seen a screenplay. My agent wisely suggested I not pursue it. To do a screenplay now would distract me from ever writing another novel, he said. Fortunately, Ayres kept me closely involved with the process, and I loved every moment of it, though I had no idea it would go on for so long.


A budget of three million dollars was worked out. This was in 1970, and The Last Detail was planned as a major production from a major studio. Think about that. I often do.


Robert Towne signed on as screenwriter. All I knew of him was that he had a good reputation as a screenplay doctor and had worked uncredited on a few successful movies. He wrote a first draft that met with resistance from the studio. This, I later learned, is a common event for any script. Fear was and is the driving force in the executive offices of movie studios. To Towne’s credit, he fought back and refused to make the changes demanded by the studio. The development process came to a stop.


Ayres gave me a copy of the script for my opinion. Reading it was an odd and unsettling experience. For instance, there was the title page: “The Last Detail by Robert Towne.” That aside, I was pleased to see that my dialog comprised about 96 percent of what was said. I accepted certain cuts and character tweaks as part of the process. What bothered me most was the new ending, and I argued for the one in the book. (A few years later, after I had written a couple of scripts myself, I understood why the ending was changed. It was a smart thing to do. To explain the reasons would take too much time here.) Ayres asked me if I wanted to take a crack at the script, for two weeks at ten thousand dollars a week. I had just resigned from a teaching job that paid ten thousand for an entire year of far more dangerous work. I took the job. A bonus was that my work qualified me for membership in the Writers Guild of America and health care coverage. I’ve been a union man ever since. I rewrote parts of the script over an intense two weeks. Ayres and the studio thanked me for my efforts, but little of what I added made it to the film.


During the stalemate between the filmmakers and the studio, I enjoyed the casting combinations they ran by me. At one time, it was Steve McQueen and Bill Cosby, at another Burt Reynolds and Roscoe Lee Brown. Finally, it was decided: Jack Nicholson would play Billy Bad-Ass, opposite an up-and-coming black actor named Rupert Crosse. They were having trouble casting the kid. The front runner was an unknown actor named John Travolta. I was invited to lunch with Ayres, Towne, Nicholson, and Crosse at The Source on Sunset Strip, one of the first wholly organic vegetarian restaurants in Los Angeles. The banter between Nicholson and Crosse, who were already friends, put me right into the pages of my own book. Shortly after that, I got a call from Ayres that they finally cast the part of the kid. Most of the best young actors of the time were up for the role, but Mike Nichols urged them to test one who wasn’t on the list: Randy Quaid. It seemed an outlandish suggestion. To begin with, Randy was a foot taller than Nicholson. No one, however, was going to ignore a suggestion from Mike Nichols. They tested Quaid, and everything that seemed to work against him wound up working for him: his size, his awkwardness, his voice. That particular casting was a stroke of genius. Like Nicholson, Quaid would be nominated for an Oscar, and so would Robert Towne.


The studio finally accepted that the script was not going to change. This was during that small window, not the whole decade as often believed, when the studios admitted they didn’t know how to create movies and maybe they should trust the talent that does. They still had a lot of misgivings about the language, but they hired Hal Ashby, a hot young director in touch with the counterculture, to helm the project. The navy and the US government, as expected, refused any cooperation, which meant shooting in Canada. The project was gaining momentum again. Until Rupert Crosse was diagnosed with terminal cancer.


It was devastating news. Despite his condition, Rupert still wanted to be in the picture, so everything was put on hold while he sought alternative treatment in Trinidad. He didn’t make it. Otis Young replaced him, and shooting began.


While all of this was happening, I made my way back to my experience in the navy hospital. I did not plan on writing anything else about the navy—I did not want to be typecast—but much of the delay of getting The Last Detail to film was because of the language, and that bothered me. The book itself was criticized for its salty language. By today’s standards all that seems quaint. I had defended the language by saying, correctly, that sailors are known to swear a lot. Still, I began imaging a sailor who could not abide swearing, stuck in a hospital, his records lost, and needing to reconstitute some kind of family.


Unlike The Last Detail, Cinderella Liberty moved on a fast track. It was bought in manuscript by 20th Century Fox. This time I was asked by the director, Mark Rydell, to write the screenplay, and I jumped on it. I worked on the script for nine months, twice the time it took me to write the novel. A Writers Guild strike finally forced me to type: Fade Out. James Caan was cast in the lead, opposite an unknown actress named Marsha Mason, who won the Golden Globe and was nominated for an Oscar.


In an unusual alignment of forces, both movies were released on the same Friday in 1973. For a few weeks, I was the hottest writer in town.


Thirty years passed, long enough for me to find my way back to obscurity. If you haven’t had a movie released in ten years, people in the industry assume they missed your obit. My last movie featured Matt Damon and Ben Affleck when they still had their baby fat. I hadn’t published any books since then either, except for an oddball four-novel mystery series under the name Anne Argula.


I had among my aging fans, however, Tom Wright, a former Paramount executive who, like me, had exiled himself to Seattle, where we met. Every time I ran into Tom he would act out lines from the film, and remind me that The Last Detail was one of the classic movies of Hollywood’s Golden Age and there ought to be a sequel, these many years later.


When the US returned to another soul sucking quagmire, this time in Iraq, Tom wanted to know where Billy Bad-Ass, Mule, and Meadows might be and what they might be thinking about Bush and his war. I didn’t care. Which is not to say I didn’t care about the war. Bodies were coming back from Iraq under a news blackout said to protect the privacy of the families of the deceased. Nightly I would watch the silent scroll on TV of the names and ages of the casualties and sink down into myself. I wrecked a couple dinner parties by dwelling on the cynical cruelty of the war and the plight of the young men and women ordered to fight it, none of them related to the man who started it, a privileged man who never had to go to war himself.


Tom continued to bug me, and while I was saying no to him I was already trying to overcome the first hurdle to writing the sequel, a notion that required a little suspension of disbelief, but stranger things have happened. As I said, in the military all things are possible. (For three months, as an example, I was the only sailor in an all-but-forgotten Army depot manned by twelve soldiers in the boondocks of Ohio.) Having cleared the initial hurdle, I wondered, what could possibly reunite those three veterans? In no time, I was back with them, the three shipmates of my own youthful creation, now old like me, still torn between duty and justice. The result is Last Flag Flying, the film adaptation of which is due out any day now.


Rereading The Last Detail in preparation for this foreword I cringed over some passages and wished I could rewrite or cut them. On the other hand, I was impressed by the sure-handed daring of the rest. As a screenwriter, I’ve since learned the discipline and vocabulary of rewriting, of doing serious demolition and redrawing entire floor plans. As a new novelist, I put more trust in my initial impulses.


Now, I can’t believe that I let some of those lines get past me, but past me they went and I am not going to look critically over the shoulder of my younger self.


Darryl Ponicsán, 2017


(A note on that accent mark, which did not appear in the original edition of The Last Detail: Several years ago I went to Budapest and connected with some of the Ponicsáns still there. It is an odd name even in Hungary, though not as often mispronounced there as here. In Hungary, it is “pawn-ah-CHON”; in America, “PAWN-ah-son.” It is too late now to correct the pronunciation, but it is never too late to add an accent mark if you are lucky enough to discover you own one. As patriarch of the American clan—anyone you meet with the name is related to me—I ordered all Ponicsáns in America to use the accent. None of them did.)




One


THE TRANSIENT BARRACKS AT NORFOLK Naval Base are deserted at nine this morning, or almost deserted; Billy Bad-Ass, First Class Signalman, is asleep in the TV room at the far end of the barracks. On the centerline is a row of lockers, half-lockers really, one atop the other. Each is secured by a lock, a combination lock for those who can’t keep keys, a regular lock for those who can’t remember combinations or who tend to come in drunk after taps. On each side of the lockers is a row of double metal bunks. All are neatly made, not with dressed blanket edges and not tight enough for bouncing the legendary quarter, but this is not boot camp. Some of the bunks are unused and the mattresses are rolled to one end, stained with urine, semen, sweat, spit, and Wildroot, and flattened by a generation of anonymous sailors. The springs underneath are flat strips of metal that have long since reached their tolerance and have never sprung back from it. Many sailors have met the morning unable to straighten their bodies and hardly able to draw breath because of them.


Just inside the door, a seaman apprentice rubs his hands together and does a quick little dance to circulate the blood. It was cold outside, but here in the transient barracks the heat is enough to nudge you. He opens his peacoat and walks across the newly buffed deck in a cocky swagger he uses when there’s no one around who outranks him.


He, like the first class signalman in the TV room, is a transient, temporarily working as the master-at-arms’ messenger. He is well-off in his cushy job where he can drink coffee and smoke cigarettes as much as he pleases. There is no explanation for why he has his job and why the messcook in the galley has his. Perhaps the third class yeoman who checked him into the base liked the ring of his name.


He knows where to find Billy, as does the MAA who sent him. Billy has that which inspires tolerance: time in and rate. What’s more, he reads a lot of books, sometimes even reading the same one more than once.


Across the doorway that has no door is a chain. From the chain hangs a sign: SECURED. The messenger puts one chilly palm on the door frame and leans over the chain. He sees Billy, asleep on one of the tattered red leatherette sofas. He is in his dress blues, which means he was on the beach last night, which means anything, though in Billy’s case surely not nothing. Three red hash marks slice diagonally down his forearm. Three hitches of four years each. And he is now on the fourth. His arm hangs over the side and the back of his hand, palm up, is on the deck next to his white hat. Next to that is a battered paperback copy of The Stranger by Albert Camus, and next to that is an upright, nearly empty bottle of Ripple. He snores in uneasy spurts.


The messenger steps over the chain. The cocky swagger is gone. He shakes Billy gently. “Bad-Ass, wake up, it’s way the hell past reveille. You missed chow.”


Billy stirs and rolls over onto his back. His eyes click open and he is awake, though still. There is no yawning and stretching. He has the tendency to open his eyes wider than is necessary and the forehead that was at ease in sleep becomes wrinkled. He looks older than his age, thirty-two.


“Did you say I missed chow?”


“Yeah, it’s after nine.”


“Tell me that’s not why you woke me, lad. Would you tell me that?”


The messenger moves back uneasily. No one here has ever seen Billy in a violent moment, but no one suspects that he is nonviolent.


“No, man, the chief MAA sent me. He wants to see you right away.”


“Well, did you tell the chief MAA that he could go fuck himself?”


The messenger smiles. “Yeah, but he said he ain’t in the mood and I’d better get you fast or it’s my ass.”


“What can he do? Put you in the galley, up at four thirty, knock off at eight o’clock, good training for a young seaman deuce.”


“C’mon, man, don’t break my balls, I’m just trying to get along. It’s something really big-deal I think. Maybe your orders came through.”


“Maybe,” says Billy Bad-Ass. “Maybe tomorrow I’ll be in a new ship and underway to a new place where everything’s different and they don’t know me and I don’t know them. You got a ciggy?”
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