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The platoon passed through
the lines and the GI’s looked at them in
awe. The word had spread like wildfire across the island that one
platoon had met the spearhead of the Japanese attack and beaten
them back, got surrounded, and fought free. The soldiers looked at
them and could see that they'd been through hell. They were ragged
and bloody … and they looked ready to do it all again.

“Boy,” said one young
marine, gazing in admiration, “they look like one bunch of
butchers, don’t they?”

“I wonder how they did it?”
said another marine standing nearby.

“I’m not sure I want to
know…”
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Chapter One

 


THE SOLDIERS STOOD in the hold of the ship,
listening to the sound of battle above them. They wore new green
fatigues and helmets covered with camouflage netting, their rifles
slung over their shoulders and bandoliers of ammunition hanging
from their necks. It was hot and they were packed in tightly,
smoking cigarettes and perspiring in the dim light. They were
waiting to board the landing craft and hit the beach of a small
island in the South Pacific called Guadalcanal.

PFC. Bannon leaned against the bulkhead, a
Chesterfield dangling from the corner of his mouth. A Jap bomb
could land on the ship at any moment, and he imagined water pouring
through the bulkheads, drowning him and his buddies like rats, but
he gritted his teeth and forced himself to think of the ranch in
Texas where he’d worked before the war, of cattle grazing in the
vast golden fields and him riding along on his horse, without a
worry in the world.

“Jesus Christ,” said Frankie La Barbara,
standing next to him. “I wish we could get the fuck out of
here.”

“Won’t be long now,” Bannon replied.

Suddenly there was the roar of an explosion,
and the ship convulsed. The GIs in the hold fell down like tenpins
in a bowling alley and then clawed each other and the walls in a
frantic effort to get up again.

“Jesus—we’re hit!” shouted Private Ramsey,
his eyes bulging.

“We’re not hit,” growled Sergeant
Harrington, disentangling himself from the bodies all around him.
“Calm the fuck down.”

The soldiers got up and looked around
fearfully. They saw no water and the ship wasn’t listing. Sergeant
Harrington was right. From afar they heard the rattle of machine
guns and multiple shell bursts.

Bannon lit another cigarette and dropped his
trusty Zippo into his pant pocket. The near-miss had shaken him up
and he was trying to control himself again. He looked at Sergeant
Harrington, who was chewing a plug of tobacco and appeared
fundamentally no different from the way he’d looked in Australia,
where they’d trained for this landing. Harrington was an old
soldier who’d fought in the First World War. Bannon felt confident
that everything would be all right as long as Harrington was there
to tell them what to do. Bannon relaxed and leaned against the
bulkhead. The worst thing that could happen was that he’d be
killed, and he was going to die sooner or later anyway, so what was
the big deal?

They heard a hoarse voice in a distant part
of the hold: “All right, let’s move it out!”

Frankie La Barbara, who was six feet tall
and built like a heavyweight, snapped his right finger into the
air. “You heard the man!” he shouted. “Let’s fucking hit it!”

“Shaddup, La Barbara,” Sergeant Harrington
said. “Who asked for your two cents?”

“The man said to move out, Sarge!”

“Shut the fuck up, La Barbara.”

Frankie grumbled and looked at Bannon, who
shrugged. Bannon was as tall as Frankie, but was lanky and sinewy.
He had straight sandy hair and green eyes. The men milled around,
waiting for the troops ahead of them to move out. Bannon stood on
his tiptoes and saw the soldiers farther down the corridor moving
toward the ladder wells.

Frankie La Barbara chewed a wad of gum
frantically. “Well, looks like this is just about it,” he said.

“Yup.”

Bannon puffed his cigarette, wondering if
he’d be alive when the sun went down that day. He’d been in the
Army eight months and hadn’t fired a shot in anger yet, but he and
the rest of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment were about to go
ashore and fight for their lives against the Japanese on
Guadalcanal. The Marines had landed on the island two months
earlier, in the first American land offensive of the Pacific war,
but had made little headway against the Japs, and now the Army was
being sent in to save their asses.

“Okay, let’s go!” yelled Sergeant
Harrington.

“You heard him!” said Corporal Tuttle,
Bannon’s squad leader. “Move it out!”

The men of Fox Company rumbled through the
corridor, hearing bombs exploding above them. Their worst fear was
a Japanese torpedo hitting the bulkhead right next to them, and
they wanted to get off that ship and on dry land, where they’d have
a chance.

They climbed the ladder well, and the sounds
of battle became louder. They heard airplane engines snarling
across the sky and sailors shouting to each other on the deck of
the transport ship. Bannon lugged his full field pack and M1 rifle
up the ladder well. He’d taken intensive infantry training ever
since he’d enlisted in the Army on the day after Pearl Harbor, and
the Twenty-third was supposed to be a crack regiment, but he still
didn’t know what he’d do when the Japs started firing at him and
the shit hit the fan.

Bannon took a turn in the ladder well and
could see the sky, a trail of smoke running across it. The fresh
salty air was tinged with the odors of diesel smoke and cordite.
The noise was fearsome, and as Bannon climbed higher, he saw an
airplane streak past with smoke pouring out of its belly. A wave of
fear passed over Bannon, and he took a deep breath as he reached
for the rung in front of him.

“Keep moving!” said Harrington. “What the
fuck’s the matter with you guys?”

Some of the soldiers were faltering. They
didn’t want to go up on deck, where the fighting was, and dragged
their feet.

“Holmes!” screamed Harrington. “If you don’t
get fucking moving, I’m going to put my boot right up your
goddamned ass!”

“Hup, Sarge,” grumbled Private Eddie Holmes,
climbing to the next rung. He was above Bannon, and Bannon wanted
to punch him in the calf to get him going faster.

Frankie La Barbara’s jaw worked like a
frenzied machine as he chewed gum and switched it from side to side
in his mouth. He had black hair and a darker complexion than
Bannon, and people said he resembled the actor Victor Mature.
Frankie was high-strung and felt as if his head would explode if he
didn’t get up on deck fast.

He was behind Bannon and he could see that
Holmes still had too much space between him and Corporal Turtle,
who was in front of him.

“Holmes,” Frankie snarled, “I’m gonna kick
your fucking ass when we get on deck.”

Holmes picked up his pace, because he was
scared to death of Frankie La Barbara, who had proven himself to be
nasty and vicious in numerous barracks fights during training.

A Japanese bomb landed on the afterdeck of
the transport ship, and the ship shook violently. Bannon and the
men around him were thrown off the ladder, and they tumbled against
each other, banging around and bouncing off the bulkhead as they
dropped to the deck beneath them. On his way down, Bannon was hit
in the face with the barrel of somebody’s rifle, opening a cut on
his left cheek. When he landed, the blood was flowing smoothly out
of the wound and he felt dazed.

The men pushed and crawled over each other
as they tried to. get up. They heard wild shouting on the deck
above them, and the ship’s artillery was firing rapidly.

“On your feet!” Sergeant Harrington yelled.
“Let’s get up that fucking ladder now!”

Bannon leaped toward the ladder and went up
three rungs at a time. He heard soldiers scrambling after him, and
when his head cleared the top deck, he looked around and saw
billows of black smoke rising from the afterdeck of the ship. The
sky was full of bursting shells, machine-gun tracer bullets, and
dogfighting planes. Off the starboard bow a transport ship was
burning, and men jumped over the side into the water. The noise was
deafening, and Bannon could sense the panic in the air.

He grabbed his M1 and ran to the side of the
ship where Fox Company was supposed to disembark. Soldiers crouched
along the gunwales, and Bannon saw Captain Gwynne on one knee,
leaning on his carbine.

Bannon took his position against the gunwale
and crouched down, watching GIs erupt from the ladder well. Private
Homer Gladley, a farmer from a remote corner of Nebraska, ran to
the gunwale, followed by Billie Jones, who had been an itinerant
preacher in Georgia before the war. Next came Corporal Tuttle and
Private Craig Delane, the rich guy from New York. Sergeant
Harrington followed Delane out of the ladder well, and next was
Frankie La Barbara, running in a crouch, holding his BAR with one
hand and keeping his helmet firmly pressed onto his head with the
other. His jaws were going a mile a minute, and he kneeled beside
Bannon, looking around nervously.

“What the fuck are they waiting for?”
Frankie said between chews and gum snaps. He glanced at Bannon.
“What happened to you?”

Bannon wiped the blood away with the back of
his hand. “Keep your head below the wall or you’re liable to get it
shot off.”

“Huh? Oh!”

Frankie ducked his head. Sergeant Harrington
spat a wad of tobacco juice onto the deck and looked at his watch.
A flaming Zero caterwauled through the air above the ship.

“LAND THE LANDING PARTY!” shouted a voice
over the loudspeakers.

“Let’s go, men!” yelled Captain Gwynne.
“Over the side!”

“Over the side!” echoed Sergeant
Harrington.

Bannon didn’t want to do it, but he raised
himself up and climbed over the gunwale, grasping the thick rope
net that draped down the side of the ship. In the water below were
landing craft bobbing up and down, their crews looking fearfully at
the sky. Bannon climbed down the rope net, which shook and twisted
as the other men of the Twenty-third grappled with it. He imagined
being shot in the back by a diving Zero, but he was reaching a
point where his fear was turning into anger against the filthy
goddamn Japs who were making him go through all this shit. The
soldier above him stepped on his helmet, and Bannon cursed at him.
Another soldier stepped on his right hand, and Bannon shouted in
pain. No one heard him, because the sounds of machine guns and
bombs drowned out his voice. When Bannon pulled his hand loose, his
knuckles were bleeding. He hadn’t even been in combat yet, but
already his knuckles were bleeding. Goddamn son-of-a-bitch
bastard!

Down the rope net he went, his full field
pack pulling him backward and its straps cutting into his
shoulders, cutting off the flow of blood to his arms and making
them go numb. His helmet was askew on his head, but he couldn’t
straighten it because he was sure he’d fall if he took a hand off
the net. All around him men grunted and cursed as they wrestled
with the rope net. They’d done this exercise dozens of times during
training in Australia and the States, and it always had been a
mess, but today it was for real. Today they were in a real war.

The rope net lurched in Bannon’s hand, and a
body came toppling through the air at him. A soldier had lost his
grip and fell onto Bannon, who held the net with all his strength.
The soldier toppled off Bannon’s back and plummeted to the deck of
the landing craft below. Bannon didn’t look at him because he could
feel the panic rising again. I’ve got to get down into that
fucking boat, he thought. I’m just a sitting duck up
here.

Bannon descended the net as quickly as he
could. Somebody dropped a rifle and it clanged against Bannon’s
helmet. Bannon didn’t try to catch it; all he wanted to do was get
into that landing craft. He had only about ten more feet to go.

Barroooom! The transport ship rocked
with the sound of an explosion on its far side. It had been hit
again, and this time it felt serious. Immediately the ship began to
list perceptibly, and Bannon knew it had to be a torpedo below the
waterline. If the ship sank, he didn’t want to go down with it. He
clambered down the net and finally came to the gunwale of the
landing craft. Turning the rope net loose, he dropped into the hull
of the boat.

One of the crewmembers was bending over the
soldier who’d fallen, and Bannon recognized the soldier as Private
Tommy Ryan from Cleveland, a skinny pimply faced kid about eighteen
years old who wasn’t very strong and was always fucking up. Ryan
was out cold.

“I saw him come down,” said the sailor.
“Landed right on his fucking head.”

Maybe it’ll knock some sense into
him, Bannon thought, as he turned and looked at the soldiers
scrambling down the net like a bunch of monkeys.

“Get down!” screamed the sailor.

Bannon dropped onto his stomach on the deck
of the landing craft, and as he went down, he saw an airplane
coming toward him at an altitude of about twenty feet. Bullets
slammed into the side of the landing craft and then stitched up the
side of the transport ship. Bannon watched in horror and saw
soldiers writhing and twisting on the net. Some fell into the
landing craft and others jumped in to gain cover.

Bodies fell all around Bannon. Some got up
and huddled behind the gunwales, some lay still, and others
screamed and clutched wounds.

“Medic!” yelled Corporal Turtle.

There was pandemonium in the landing craft.
Hunched-over soldiers moved back and forth, their eyes ablaze with
terror, and some clustered around the men who’d been shot. Sergeant
Harrington’s face was red with emotion and appeared confused, an
observation that troubled Bannon, because Harrington was the one
who was supposed to know what he was doing. Corporal Turtle looked
at Sergeant Harrington, waiting for him to give an order. Bannon’s
mind was cold as ice and his jaw was set as he crouched behind the
gunwale and looked around him. All the factors of the situation
fell into place in his mind, and he saw quite clearly what needed
to be done. The men in the craft should be told to take cover, and
the ones on the net should be told to hurry down. When they were
all in the craft, the order would be given to go ashore. There was
no need to panic. If you got shot, you got shot, and there was no
sense worrying about it.

“Hey, look—it’s Suarez!”

A dead body was rolled onto its back, and
sure enough it was Suarez, the medic, his bag of bandages still
slung over his shoulder.

“Holy shit, the medic’s dead!”

Everybody turned to Sergeant Harrington, who
looked around nervously. They weren’t even loaded into the landing
craft yet and already they’d taken casualties. Bannon looked up at
the side of the transport ship and saw that the list had increased.
The sky was filled with puffs of smoke and the orange trails of
tracer bullets.

Frankie La Barbara saw Bannon and made his
way toward him, his BAR hanging from his shoulder. “Wow, what a
fucking mess!” He looked back and forth, his jaw going a mile a
minute. “One of them fucking bullets came this far from my head!”
He held up his hands six inches from each other.

Bannon couldn’t keep still any longer. “Hey,
let’s get in here!” he yelled to the men climbing down the net.
“Move your fucking asses, you bastards!” He dashed toward Suarez,
the dead medic, and pulled the medicine bag off his shoulder.
Opening the bag, he took out bandages and sulfa. “Somebody help me
with the wounded!”

Nobody moved to help him; everyone was in a
state of shock. Bannon crouched over Corporal Sandusky and ripped
open his shirt. Sandusky’s shoulder was a mass of mangled gristle
and bone. Bannon tore open a packet of sulfa powder and poured it
over the wound, then plastered a big bandage on top of it.

Sergeant Harrington looked at Bannon and
came back to his senses. “La Barbara, Jones, Shilansky, help Bannon
with the wounded!”

The last soldiers jumped from the net into
the landing craft.

“Shove off!” yelled one of the sailors.

Another sailor pushed against the hull of
the transport ship, and a chief petty officer gunned the engine.
The landing craft motored forward and turned to the left, toward
the green island two thousand yards away. Bannon kneeled next to
PFC. Bennington and saw blood and guts from Bennington’s chest to
his groin. He touched Bennington’s pulse but couldn’t feel
anything. He didn’t know if Bennington was alive or dead because
the engine was throbbing loudly and the boat was trembling. He
didn’t know whether to waste sulfa on a dead man, but then
something told him that Bennington was a goner. If he wasn’t dead
then, he would be before long. He looked around for another wounded
man to treat, but the other men had pitched in and were taking care
of them. Bannon returned to his position at the gunwale, took out a
Chesterfield, and lit it up with his Zippo. He looked back and saw
the transport ship keeling over in the water, a thick plume of
black smoke trailing into the blue sky. It was a beautiful day and
the sun was shining brightly. Somehow the gunfire and explosions
didn’t fit in. He heard the snarl of airplane engines above him and
turned around to see.

“Get down!”

Everybody dropped to the bottom of the
landing craft as a squadron of Zeros dived toward them on a
strafing run. Bullets whacked into the side of the landing craft
and ricocheted into the air. Somebody screamed and somebody else
cursed. Bannon looked out from under the brim of his helmet and saw
the Zeros soar past. In seconds they were gone, looking for new
targets.

Water seeped into the landing craft through
cracks where the ramp joined the walls. Blood mixed with the water
and everybody was getting messy. Bannon looked around and saw fear
on some faces and rage on others. Sergeant Harrington had taken
charge again and was giving orders. Bannon saw no enemy planes
coming toward him, so he peeked over the gunwale to see what was
going on.

He was surprised at how orderly everything
was. His landing craft was part of a wave of similar vessels
plowing through the ocean toward the island in the distance. The
island looked beautiful and serene, a little paradise, but it had
become the crucible in the war between the United States and the
Japanese Empire.

Bannon lowered his head and unslung his
rifle. He opened the bolt, looked inside, and closed it. Then he
tried the bolt a few times to make sure everything worked smoothly.
He checked his bandoliers of ammunition, his canteen, and his
cartridge belt. Everything was okay. The landing should be a cinch
anyway. They were going ashore on Lunga Point, which the Marines
already held, so all they’d have to worry about were Japanese
bombardments and strafing runs. If the US Navy had enough ships and
planes, the GIs wouldn’t even have to worry about that, but it was
October of 1942 and the bulk of American men and equipment was
being earmarked for the campaigns in North Africa and Europe. The
war in the Pacific had the last priority. The generals called the
battle for Guadalcanal Operation SHOESTRING.

The landing craft roared toward the beach,
and Bannon couldn’t wait to get ashore. He’d dig himself a little
hole underneath a tree someplace and stay there for as long as he
could. There’s nothing like a little cover and concealment to raise
a man’s morale.

Frankie La Barbara crab-walked toward
Bannon. “How’re you doing, buddy?”

“Okay. What about you?”

“This BAR is a pain in the ass. Every time I
move, the legs hit me in the fucking head. Why the hell do I
have to carry the BAR?” Frankie’s eyes bounced around in their
sockets and his jaw chomped his chewing gum. He scratched his ass
and took out a cigarette, and Bannon gave him a light. “I hate this
fucking Army. You deserve this shit, Bannon, because you enlisted,
but I didn’t enlist. It took them a long time to find me, and if
I’d been a little sharper, they wouldn’t have found me at all.”

“Bullshit. They would have got you sooner or
later. You’re too healthy to be a 4-F.”

A few feet away Private Billie Jones, the
former itinerant preacher from Georgia, was reading aloud from his
handy pocket-size Bible. “‘Lord,’” he said loudly, his voice
trembling with emotion, “‘deliver me from mine enemies and show
yourself gloriously before me. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh
away. Praise be to the Lord.’”

“Knock that shit off!” Frankie La Barbara
growled over his shoulder. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“You don’t want to hear the words of the
Lord?” Jones asked, astonished. He was heavyset, with a meaty red
face and wire eyeglasses perched halfway down his button nose.

“That’s right! Shut your fucking yap!”

“If you don’t listen to the words of the
Lord, the Lord might smite you down today, La Barbara.”

That was all Frankie had to hear. He lunged
toward Jones, grabbed him by the lapels of his fatigue shirt, and
shoved him up against the wall of the landing craft.

“I said shut your fucking
yap—understand?”

It happened so fast that Jones took a second
or two to assimilate it, then drew back his fist and punched
Frankie in the mouth. Frankie loosened his grip and saw stars for a
split second. Sergeant Harrington jumped between them as Frankie
reached for his bayonet.

“Knock it off you two!” Harrington bellowed.
“What the hell’s the matter with you? Save it for the goddamn
Japs!”

Frankie relaxed and glowered at Jones. “If
you ever see me coming when we get on that beach, you’d better
start running, cocksucker.”

“I don’t run from heathens,” Billie Jones
replied.

Harrington pushed Frankie away. “Take a
position over there and don’t move until I tell you,
understand?”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Harrington pushed Billie Jones to the other
side of the landing craft. “You get over there, you stupid
asshole!”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Bannon looked up at the sky and saw
dogfights taking place everywhere, but in the distance he could see
a huge number of planes circling around and getting into position.
Bannon figured out what they were doing. They were Jap Zeros and
they were going to attack the beach as soon as the landing boats
started to unload. He raised his head and saw the beach three
hundred yards away. We’re almost there, he thought, holding
his M1 ready. He looked at the coconut palms and the long sandy
beach. It was gorgeous, but it wouldn’t be for long.

“Get ready, men!” said one of the
sailors.

“You heard him!” Sergeant Harrington yelled.
“This is it! Keep your fucking eyes open and do what I say! As soon
as that ramp goes down, hit the beach and get behind that tree
line!”

“What time is chow?” asked Homer
Gladley.

Some of the men laughed, but Gladley hadn’t
been trying to be funny. Whenever he was nervous he became hungry,
and right now he was extremely nervous. Gladley was the giant in
the platoon, six feet two inches tall and tipping the scales at two
hundred and fifty pounds. He had worked hard on his father’s farm
for most of his life and was extremely strong, but he didn’t have
much of a brain.

Bannon sucked his cigarette and settled
himself down. As soon as the ramp fell he was going to take off. If
anybody was in front of him, he’d go right over him, and if he
couldn’t go over him, he’d go under him. He would be safe in the
woods. The Jap planes wouldn’t hang around forever. Things should
quiet down pretty soon.

The landing craft pushed through the water
as the Japanese fighter planes peeled off for their strafing run.
Bannon flexed his leg muscles, his cigarette dangling from the
comer of his mouth. Nearby, Frankie La Barbara was cursing and
rattling the bolt of his BAR. “Fucking piece of shit,” Frankie
muttered. “Never works right.”

The landing craft grounded on the coral and
the ramp splashed down into the water. Bannon looked ahead and saw
palm trees leaning lazily in the sun.

“Hit it!” Harrington screamed.

The men grabbed their weapons and charged
toward the opening as the Zeros dived like angry wasps through the
sky. Their machine guns chattered as the men jumped into the chest
high water and made their way toward the beach.

“Keep moving!” Harrington yelled.

Bannon leaped as far as his long legs would
take him and dropped into the water. He landed on an uneven piece
of coral, lost his balance, and fell forward, slamming his right
knee against the coral and ripping apart his flesh. He hollered
under water and raised his head, boiling mad. The Zeros roared past
overhead, and machine-gun bullets zipped into the water all around
them.

Bannon raised his M1 above his head and
pushed against the water. He heard a deadly whistling sound and
then the beach in front of him exploded, sending a ton of sand
flying into the air. Another shell landed in the water, blowing up
a few men from Easy Company. Bannon’s skin tingled as if he’d been
plugged into an electrical circuit. He cut through the water with
long strides; he was submerged only to his waist now, his knee
stinging from the salt in his wound. Machine-gun bullets peppered
the water all around him, and men screamed and twisted, dropping
their weapons and sinking into the water.

“Don’t stop, you fucking bastards!”
Sergeant Harrington hollered. “Keep moving!”

Bannon plowed through the water. He had only
twenty more yards to go. Glancing to his left and right, he saw
that he was in front of everybody, the first man to hit the beach.
The water came up to his knees and he jumped ahead like a wild
horse, shouting with excitement and shaking his rifle in the
air.

A bomb dropped into the forest in front of
him, and Bannon watched with fascination as trees were sliced down
by flying chunks of shrapnel. A little voice in his ear told him to
drop down into the sand and stay there, but something else told him
to follow orders and get to the tree line. A bomb landed on the
sand with a terrifying clap of thunder, and Bannon felt the ground
shake like an earthquake underneath him. It was an entirely new
sensation, but he didn’t have time to reflect on it.

“Double time!” Sergeant Harrington
cried somewhere behind Bannon. “Move it …”

Harrington’s voice trailed away in
mid-sentence, and Bannon turned around to see his platoon sergeant
falling into the water. Bannon didn’t know whether to turn around
and get him or keep running into the woods. Then he heard an
artillery shell screaming down to earth, and it sounded as if it
was going to land right on top of him. Bannon dropped onto the sand
as the beach erupted ten yards away, deafening him and filling the
air with gray smoke. Clods of wet sand showered onto him, and he
looked back to see Private Delane from New York City pulling
Sergeant Harrington to shore by one arm.

Bannon realized it really didn’t matter
where you were on the beach at Guadalcanal, so he took a deep
breath and ran back into the water to help Delane with Sergeant
Harrington. Bannon kicked his knees high and held his rifle at port
arms. He was halfway to Harrington before he realized that he
didn’t have his helmet on anymore.

Private Constanza looked up as Bannon
passed. “Hey, you’re going the wrong way, Bannon!”

Bannon charged toward Delane, who was slowly
dragging Sergeant Harrington to shore. Sergeant Harrington’s chest
was covered with blood and his eyes were closed. Bannon grabbed
Harrington’s other arm and pulled him toward safety. He could have
gone faster, but Delane couldn’t keep up.

“Delane,” Bannon said, “take my rifle; I’ll
carry Sergeant Harrington!”

Before Delane could answer, Bannon threw his
rifle at him, then lifted Sergeant Harrington and draped him over
his shoulder.

“Follow me!” Bannon shouted to Delane.

Bannon adjusted the heavy weight of Sergeant
Harrington on his shoulder and ran with him toward shore. He saw
Private Constanza up ahead spin around suddenly and fall onto the
wet sand. Machine-gun bullets raked back and forth on the beach and
explosions were taking place everywhere. Bannon didn’t see how he
could reach the tree line in one piece, but it was his only chance.
In his excitement he yelled a wild Texas catcall, and Billie Jones
nearby let loose a rebel yell. Private Sam Longtree, a full-blooded
Indian from Arizona, gave out an Apache war whoop, and Frankie La
Barbara cursed with all the strength of his mighty vocal chords.
The first platoon of Fox Company swarmed across the beach and ran
in a zigzag fashion toward the jungle. Frankie La Barbara was the
first one to reach it and he dived headlong into a bush. Billie
Jones and Homer Gladley were next, and they jumped into a shell
crater behind some trees that had been mutilated by a bomb. Private
Ramsey, who had been so worried about getting hit, entered the
forest and just kept running, anxious to get as far away from the
beach as he could, but an artillery shell from a Japanese
battleship landed on top of him, and he never had to worry about
getting hit again.

Branches slapped Bannon in the face as he
ran into the jungle, and he spotted a shell crater straight ahead.
Trudging toward it, he jumped inside and gingerly laid Sergeant
Harrington down. Then he crouched beside him as Private Delane slid
into the hole.

Bannon leaned over Sergeant Harrington and
saw that his platoon sergeant’s face was ashen. Harrington’s
clothes were soaked with blood, and a lot of it was on Bannon’s
shirt.

“Is he dead?” Delane asked.

Bannon felt Harrington’s pulse and it seemed
as if there was something very faint.

“Medic!” screamed Bannon.

“Isn’t the medic dead?” asked Delane.

Bannon unbuttoned Harrington’s shirt and
peeled it back. Harrington’s hairy chest was covered with blood,
but the wound itself didn’t look that big. It was awfully close to
his heart, though. Bannon opened the first-aid pouch on his belt
and took out the dressing. He tore off the wrapper and pressed the
dressing against the gash, then rolled Harrington to the side so he
could tie the dressing around his torso.

“Good grief!” said Delane.

Bannon stared at Harrington’s back, or what
was left of it. The Japanese bullet had made a small hole going in,
but it had torn away ribs and meat on its way out. Bannon could
have placed both his fists in the exit wound and there still would
have been room for one of Delane’s fists in it.

“Well,” Bannon said, “I think old Sergeant
Harrington has come to the end of his road.”

Delane nodded. Bannon let Harrington roll
onto his back again and stared at him, wondering if he was
dreaming. Sergeant Harrington had been just about the most
important person in his life for six months, and now all of a
sudden he was dead. It was unbelievable.

“What’re we going to do without a platoon
sergeant?” Delane asked. “I wonder if Corporal Turtle’s around.
Corporal Tuttle!”

There was no answer.

Bannon opened Sergeant Harrington’s
first-aid pouch and took his dressing in case he needed it for
himself later. The wrapper was covered with Harrington’s blood, but
it was supposed to be waterproof. Bannon dropped it into his own
first aid pouch, snapped it shut, took Sergeant Harrington’s helmet
off his head, and put it on his own.

Delane peered into the palm grove. “I wonder
if there are any Japs around here.”

“Naw, the Marines have this area
secured.”

“Don’t you think Lieutenant Scofield should
know that Sergeant Harrington is dead?”

“Yes, but where in hell is he?”

A Japanese artillery shell fell not far away
and sent palm trees crashing to the ground. Bannon looked through
the wide leaves above him and saw planes streaking past. The Japs
would pound the beach for as long as they could, so the smart thing
to do was to move inland as soon as possible, but somebody had to
give the order.

Bannon cupped his hands around his mouth.
“Anybody see Lieutenant Scofield?”

Nobody answered. Bannon would have liked to
give the order himself, but he didn’t have the rank. He was used to
giving orders, because he’d worked as a ranch foreman before
joining the Army.

A voice carried through the grove. “Who’s
lookin’ for Lieutenant Scofield?”

“Private Bannon! Tell him that Sergeant
Harrington’s dead!”

“Holy shit!”

Bannon picked up his rifle and worked the
bolt a few times. Delane saw what he was doing and checked his own
bolt.

“Do you suppose we should load our rifles?”
Delane asked.

“What the hell for? You wanna shoot a
Marine?”

“What if some Japs show up?”

“There ain’t no Japs on this part of the
island. Don’t you remember what Captain Gwynne said in the
orientation lecture on the ship?”

“Yes, but I’d feel safer if I loaded
up.”

“Then go ahead, but keep your safety on and
leave the chamber clear.”

“Right.”

Delane picked a clip of ammo out of a
bandolier and stuffed it into the chamber of the M1. He held the
clip down with his thumb and slid the bolt over it so that a bullet
wouldn’t ride into the chamber.

“Hey, Bannon, you around here?” said
Frankie La Barbara from someplace not far away.

“I’m over here!”

The earth heaved with explosions, and the
Japanese Zeros continued their strafing runs. Bannon heard
artillery being fired in the distance but couldn’t figure out whose
it was. The worst thing about the Army was never knowing what the
hell was going on. He lay beside Delane in the shell crater and
noticed the bottom filling up with water. Mosquitoes buzzed around
him and he slapped his neck. Sergeant Harrington’s blood oozed into
the mud.

“Somebody’s coming!” Delane said.

Bannon raised his head and wished he’d
loaded up his M1 too. You never knew who might be out there. Japs
were sneaky and could show up anyplace.

“Cover him,” Bannon said as he took a clip
of ammo from his bandolier and fed it into his M1. When he slid the
bolt forward he let a round enter the chamber. Fuck the rules. He
wasn’t going to be caught unprepared.

Frankie La Barbara’s head appeared
underneath a bush. “Bannon?”

“Over here.”

Frankie crawled forward. “Guess who’s
dead?”

“Lieutenant Scofield?”

“Naw, he’s too stupid to die. Corporal
Turtle got hit just before we reached the tree line.”

“You didn’t shoot him, did you Frankie?”

“Naw, I didn’t shoot him. A fucking bomb
fell on him.”

Frankie slithered into the shell crater and
looked at Sergeant Harrington. “He dead too?”

“Yes,” replied Bannon.

“Well, whataya know about that. Old bigmouth
zigged when he shoulda zagged.” Frankie reached into his pocket and
took a stubby little Italian cigar, tearing off the wrapper and
putting the end in his mouth. “Well, I guess we ain’t got no
platoon sergeant and no squad leader either. What next?”

Bannon shrugged.

“I guess we should wait for orders,” Delane
said.

“Fuck orders. I make my own orders.” Frankie
looked at Sergeant Harrington. “He got any dough on him?”

“I didn’t look,” Bannon said.

“He won a coupla big pots in a crap game on
the ship last night,” Frankie said. “There was at least two hundred
of them Australian pounds in one of those pots, and that’s a lot of
pussy, in case you don’t know it.” Frankie felt for the money in
Harrington’s pockets.

“Jesus, Frankie,” Delane said, “don’t you
have any respect for the dead?”

“The dead don’t have any respect for me, so
why should I have respect for the dead?” Frankie rolled Harrington
over and pulled the wallet out of his back pocket. He opened the
wallet and it was filled with Australian pounds. “Bingo,” Frankie
said, a big smile on his face. “Holy shit.”

Delane scowled. Although he and Frankie both
came from New York City, Delane had lived on Park Avenue and
Frankie was from Little Italy. They’d inhabited different worlds as
civilians, although they’d lived about two miles apart.

“That money belongs to Sergeant Harrington’s
family,” Delane said.

“Where the fuck’s his family?” Frankie
stuffed the bills into his pocket. “I don’t see his fucking family.
Hmm, it looks like he’s got a pretty nice watch too.” Frankie
looked at it. “It’s a Benrus—oh, shit, it’s broke.”

Delane shook his head. “Frankie, you’ve got
no morals at all.”

“Fuck morals.” He elbowed Bannon. “How’re
you doing, buddy?”

“Okay, I reckon.”

Frankie grinned wolfishly. “Just tell me one
thing, Bannon. Are you or aren’t you sorry that you enlisted in
this motherfucker now?”

“It wouldn’t have made any difference. If I
didn’t enlist, they would’ve drafted me anyway.”

“Texas is supposed to be a big state. If it
was me, I woulda hid someplace and they never woulda found me.”

Bannon spat into the mud beside the crater.
“This may sound corny, but where I come from, men don’t hide from
their responsibilities.”

“That sure does sound corny. I got no
responsibility to this war. Fuck this war. It’s just making rich
people richer, that’s all.”

“Would you rather fight the Japs in New York
City than here?”

“Fuck the Japs and fuck you.”

Frankie was in one of his hyperkinetic
moods, bobbing his head around to look in all directions, chewing
his gum maniacally, scratching himself, constantly changing
positions, sniffing the air like a hunting dog. Bannon looked at
him calmly. Frankie was a good man to go out boozing with, and it
was good to have him on your side if a brawl started, but Delane
had been right when he said that Frankie had no morals.

Bannon heard footsteps to his right.
“Somebody’s coming,” he said.

“I don’t hear nothing,” Frankie replied.

“That’s because you got too much New York
shit in your ears.”

Frankie grinned, because he loved to hassle
with people. It was one of the few things that made him feel
alive.

PFC. Caldwell, the company runner, stuck his
head through a bush. “Sergeant Harrington around here?” he
asked.

“Yeah,” Frankie said, “he’s right here, and
he’s starting to stink.”

Caldwell, a blond, spidery young man from
Bemidji, Minnesota, crept closer to the shell crater and stared
wide-eyed at the body of Sergeant Harrington. “Is he dead?”

“What do you think?” Frankie asked
sarcastically.

“What happened to him?”

“The same thing that’ll happen to you if you
don’t get your head down.”

Caldwell lay on the ground beside the
crater. “Captain Gwynne wants all the platoon sergeants to assemble
at his command post right away. Who’s the new platoon sergeant
here?”

“Search me,” Frankie said.

Delane tried to be helpful. “I think
Sergeant Rabinowitz is the next ranking man in the platoon.”

“He’s dead,” Caldwell said. “Blown to shit
on the beach.”

Delane stared at him. Bannon looked at
Frankie. La Barbara’s jaw dropped open for a second; then he
resumed chewing gum.

“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” Frankie said.
“What next?”

Delane snorted. “Too bad you weren’t there
to clean out his pockets, Frankie.”

“Shaddup, twerp.”

Delane looked at Frankie with pure hatred.
Delane was of average height and build and didn’t consider himself
a twerp. On top of that, it was infuriating to have low-class
people like Frankie insulting him all the time.

Frankie noticed Delane’s anger. “Anytime you
feel froggy, go ahead and jump, scumbag.”

“Knock it off, you two,” Bannon said. He
looked at Caldwell. “I don’t know who’s next in command in the
platoon. I don’t even know where the platoon is.”

“Somebody’s gotta come to the meeting. What
about you, Bannon?”

“I’m only a private. There’s a lot of guys
over me. Try Corporal Nowicki.”

PFC. Caldwell crawled off to find Corporal
Nowicki, and Frankie relit the stub of his cigar. “Everything is
all fucked up as usual,” he said.

Bannon took out a cigarette and lit it up,
noticing that he’d smoked half a pack since dawn, and it was only
0900 hours now. He had two more packs in his field pack, but then
what would he do?

Meanwhile the Japanese planes continued to
strafe and bomb the jungle. The newly landed GIs kept their heads
down and waited for orders. Sometimes the sound of explosions was
pierced by shouted orders and the screams of the wounded!

 


Bannon lay back and puffed his cigarette,
realizing the truth of one of the lessons he’d learned in training:
If you didn’t control the sky, you couldn’t do much on the ground.
But the Japs couldn’t stay up there forever. They’d get low on gas
sooner or later and have to return to their aircraft carriers.

Delane screamed and jumped two feet in the
air. Alarmed, Bannon and Frankie readied their weapons and looked
around. Delane landed on his knees and looked at the mud on which
he’d been lying. A huge purple centipede was crawling straight
toward him.

Frankie wrinkled his nose. “What the fuck is
that!”

Bannon’s rifle butt streaked through the air
and came down on the creature, mashing it into the mud.

“They’re supposed to be poisonous,” Bannon
said. “If you touch one, you get a rash.”

Frankie looked with apprehension at the
jungle around him. “There’s supposed to be poisonous snakes out
here too.”

“And crocodiles,” Delane added.

“Your mother’s a fucking crocodile,” Frankie
said.

Delane’s adrenaline was still bubbling from
his encounter with the centipede, and now he felt a mad urge to
kill Frankie La Barbara. He’d always hated La Barbara and
considered him utterly loathsome; all he’d have to do was raise his
M1 and pull the trigger.

Bannon placed his hand on Delane’s shoulder.
“Take it easy,” he said.

Delane stared at Frankie with undisguised
hatred. “You’re the worst scum I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“Up your ass with a ten-inch meat hook.”

Delane lunged at Frankie, who
counterattacked immediately. Before Bannon could get between them,
Frankie blocked Delane’s overhand right and delivered an uppercut
that sent Delane’s head flying backward. Delane slumped into the
mud, out cold.

Bannon sighed. “Now look at what you did,
Frankie.”

“Fuck him in his ass.”

“We’re supposed to be fighting the Japs, not
each other.”

“Fuck him and fuck you and fuck
everybody.”

Bannon thought he heard something in the
jungle straight ahead. There had been a lull in the bombing, and it
had sounded like a foot stepping on a twig and breaking it.

“Somebody’ s over there,” Bannon said,
picking up his rifle.

“It’s probably your mother,” Frankie
growled, feeling mean and nasty. He hated the Army and the jungle
and wished he were back on Mulberry Street in New York, collecting
policy slips for the Mob.

Bannon thought it must be Caldwell coming
back with new orders, but all the GIs had been warned that the Japs
often infiltrated the American lines and you had to be on your
guard at all times. He heard the faint rustle of foliage coming
from the same direction as the twig.

“I just heard it again,” he said.

“I don’t hear nothing.”

“Ssshhhh.”

Bannon raised his M1 to his shoulder and
rested the stock on the edge of the crater. A mosquito buzzed
around his nose, and he tried to ignore it. He felt foolish,
because almost certainly it was Caldwell or somebody else coming to
pay a visit, but the way he figured it, you had to be prepared at
all times if you wanted to survive the war.

Frankie sneered. “You really like to play
soldier, don’t you, Tex?”

“I said keep your fucking voice down.”

“What are you telling me to keep my voice
down for? Did you just get promoted to general or something like
that?”

Delane opened his eyes and moaned. Bannon
stared in the direction of the sounds he’d heard. Then more bombs
fell, drowning out any possibility of hearing footsteps. Old
gnarled trees fell to the ground, and huge clouds of smoke rose in
the air.

Then the wide green leaves burst apart in
front of Bannon and he saw a Japanese soldier waving a long sword
in the air!

“Maline, you die!” the Japanese
soldier cried.

He charged out of the jungle, followed by
two more Japanese soldiers. They were only fifteen yards away.
Bannon couldn’t believe they were there. He’d been training to
fight them for eight months, but now, when confronted by them, he
was too astonished to move.

“Holy shit!” screamed Frankie La
Barbara, his cigar dropping out of his mouth.

The initial shock wore off in a second and
Bannon had his rifle ready. He trained his sights on the lead
Japanese soldier and squeezed the trigger.

“Banzai!” shrieked the Jap.

Ka-pow, replied Bannon’s rifle, and
the Jap tripped over his feet, falling to the ground. The second
Jap carried a long rifle with a bayonet and charged with it pointed
at Bannon’s face.

Bannon came up out of the hole. He didn’t
have time to fix his bayonet, and all he could do was fire his M1
wildly from his waist. The M1 bucked in his hand, but the Jap kept
coming.

“Yaaahhhh!” screamed the Jap,
plunging his rifle and bayonet toward Bannon’s chest.

Bannon stood his ground and parried the Jap
bayonet to the side, then kneed the Jap in the balls. The Jap
bellowed in pain and fell backward. Bannon bashed the Jap in the
face with his rifle butt and then noticed the third Jap soldier
coming at him from the side. He heard a loud crack and turned in
time to see the third Jap go down. Frankie La Barbara had swung his
heavy BAR like a baseball bat and split open the Jap’s head.

The Jap whom Bannon had kneed was lying on
the ground, moaning, his jaw broken and his balls somewhere up in
his stomach.

Frankie La Barbara stood over him, holding
his BAR with both fists around its barrel and bringing its massive
buttstock down on the Jap’s face. “I ain’t no fucking Marine,” he
growled. The Jap’s skull cracked open, blood and brains splattering
everywhere.

Bannon felt sick. “Jesus Christ, Frankie.
What you do that for?”

“What was I supposed to do, jerk him
off?”

“We could’ve taken him prisoner. Maybe
Intelligence could have got something out of him.”

“Fuck G-2. I think that other one had a
sword, didn’t he?”

Frankie ran toward the Jap whom Bannon had
shot and lifted the long curved samurai sword from his hand. “Hey,
looka here!” Frankie waved the sword in the air, making it whistle
and gleam. Then he positioned himself over the dead Jap, raised the
sword with both hands, and brought it down swiftly, chopping off
the Jap’s head. “Wow!” Frankie shouted. “What a fucking sword! Just
what I need!” He tried to figure out how to carry it with him
always.

Bannon had seen cattle butchered, but he’d
never seen a man butchered. He’d always known Frankie La Barbara
was a little nuts, but never this nuts. Yet, Frankie had saved his
life. Maybe the best kind of person to have at your side in a war
was a maniac like Frankie La Barbara.

Frankie untied the dead Jap’s scabbard and
fastened it to his own waist. Craig Delane staggered out of the
shell crater, blinking in astonishment. “My word,” he said, looking
at the dead Japs, “where’d they come from?”

Bannon’s eyes fell on the holster attached
to the belt of the Jap at his feet. He bent down, unsnapped the
holster, and pulled out a shiny Nambu pistol. Turning it over in
his hand, he saw that it was beautifully machined. He had no idea
how to load and use it but jammed it into his belt anyway.

Bannon heard footsteps and raised his rifle.
Lieutenant Scofield, his carbine held at the ready, burst into the
tiny clearing. Behind him were several men from the platoon.

Lieutenant Scofield was a
twenty-one-year-old product of OCS who was unsure of himself and
compensated with arrogance and chickenshit. “Did somebody fire a
shot over here?” he asked. Then he noticed the dead Japs. “Oh.” He
stepped forward and turned green at the gruesome sight. “What
happened?” he asked, his voice weaker than usual.

Before Bannon could open his mouth, Frankie
was talking a mile a minute, gesticulating with his wonderful new
samurai sword. “Well, you see, Lieutenant, it was like this: We was
in that ditch over there, minding our own business, when all of a
sudden these gooks came at us… . “

Scofield got the picture and interrupted
him. “Who chopped off that one’s head?”

“I did,” Frankie said proudly, showing the
blood on the samurai sword. “This fucking thing is really sharp,
sir.”

“Was he alive at the time?”

“I dunno, sir. I didn’t think of taking his
pulse or nothing like that.”

“We should try to take prisoners whenever
possible. Keep that in mind in the future.”

“Yes, sir.”

Scofield looked at Bannon. “I understand
Sergeant Harrington is dead.”

Bannon pointed to the hole in the ground.
“He’s over there.”

Scofield walked to the body of Sergeant
Harrington, aware that every eye was on him. He squared his
shoulders and puffed out his chest, trying to show some of the
command presence that is the trademark of great officers.

“He was a good man,” Scofield said solemnly,
although he’d always thought Harrington was a stupid ass. “I’m
going to miss him.”

Frankie muttered under his breath, “I think
I’m gonna cry.”

“You say something, La Barbara?”

“No, sir—I just got something caught in my
throat.”

Lieutenant Scofield turned to Bannon.
“You’re the temporary squad leader here until further notice.
Gather your men together and deploy them throughout this area. Link
up with the first squad on your left and the weapons platoon on
your right. Stay put until further orders. Any questions?”

“No, sir.”

“Carry on.”

Lieutenant Scofield turned to walk away,
when suddenly they heard the scream of a diving airplane above
them.

“Hit it!”

They all dived into the mud as the Zero
opened fire with its machine guns, sending a hail of lead into the
jungle. A Japanese artillery shell smacked into the ground nearby,
blowing mud and trees into the air. Bannon lay flat, next to the
Jap soldier he’d kneed in the balls, and wondered when the
bombardment would come to an end. He also wondered why he’d been
selected as the new acting squad leader and didn’t know whether to
be happy about it or not. On one hand it would be good to have some
control over what was going on, but on the other hand it wouldn’t
be easy to keep guys like Frankie La Barbara and Homer Gladley in
line.

Well, he thought, if I could
handle a bunch of crazy cowboys back on the ranch, I guess I can
handle a bunch of soldiers here, right?

He tried to convince himself, but deep in
his heart he wasn’t so sure. Meanwhile the squadron of Zeros passed
by and that section of the jungle became quiet again.

“Let’s go, men,” Lieutenant Scofield
said.

He rose and led his men out of the little
clearing. “I’ll send the Graves Registration people back for
Sergeant Harrington,” he called back over his shoulder to
Bannon.

“Yes, sir,” Bannon said.

Lieutenant Scofield disappeared into the
jungle, leaving behind the men from the second squad, who all
looked at their new squad leader, PFC. Charlie Bannon.

“Am I gonna have to salute you now?” Frankie
La Barbara asked sarcastically.

Bannon realized immediately that if he was
going to lead the squad effectively, he’d have to earn the respect
of the men, and the best way to do that would be to kick the shit
out of Frankie La Barbara, but he wasn’t altogether sure that he
could. There was only one way to find out.

“Frankie,” Bannon said, “go find out where
the Weapons Platoon is so we can link up with them.”

“Why me?”

“Because you’re the one I’m telling to
go.”

“Who the fuck are you?”

“You know who I am. Get going.”

Frankie was annoyed, and this quickly passed
to belligerence. “Fuck you. I ain’t going out there alone. There
might be more Japs out there.”

“Take Shilansky with you.”

“Fuck you—you take Shilansky with
you.”

“Frankie, I just gave you an order.”

Frankie scowled. “Fuck you and fuck your
orders. Who’re you? You’re just another asshole like the rest of us
out here.”

Bannon hooked his thumbs in his cartridge
belt and looked Frankie in the eye. “I’m gonna tell you just one
more time, buddy. Take Shilansky and find out where the Weapons
Platoon is.”

“What if I don’t go?” Frankie asked, spacing
his feet apart with his toes pointing outward. “What’re you gonna
do, go cry to Shithead Scofield that I disobeyed an order?”

The Japanese planes were flying back to
their aircraft carrier, and Bannon figured this was as good a time
as any to show everybody who was boss in the squad. “This is
between you and me, Frankie. If you don’t get going right now, I’m
going to kick your ass.”

Frankie snorted. “I’d like to see you try
it.”

Bannon stared at Frankie as he unslung his
M1 and handed it to Private Shilansky. Then he let his full field
pack fall to the ground. Frankie watched in amazement.

“Hey, you’re serious, ain’t you?”

“I sure am. Are you going or ain’t you?”

“I’m gonna show you that you ain’t shit,”
Frankie replied, handing his BAR to PFC. Longtree. He unhooked his
cartridge belt and dropped his full field pack. “Let’s go.”

Bannon stepped toward Frankie La Barbara and
knew Frankie had the odds on his side. Frankie was heavier than he
was and probably packed a harder wallop, but Bannon had been in
many barroom brawls and had whipped men bigger than Frankie
before.

Frankie clenched his fists but kept them at
his sides. “I guess I’m gonna get court-martialed for cleaning up
this jungle with you, but what’s a fella gonna do?”

“You won’t get court-martialed,” Bannon
said. “Nobody here’s seen nothing.”

“That’s the way I like it.”

Frankie raised his fists and danced around a
little bit, to show the squad his fancy footwork. Bannon knew
Frankie was a showboater from way back and expected him to do just
that, so he charged him and put all of his one hundred and ninety
pounds behind the punch in his left hand. Frankie, who’d been
involved with his fancy footwork, was taken by surprise, and
Bannon’s left fist smashed into Frankie’s stomach almost to the
wrist.

Frankie went “Oof,” doubled over, and
covered fast. Bannon jabbed him twice in the forehead, threw a
right across at Frankie’s ear, and was preparing to deliver an
uppercut to Frankie’s chin, when Frankie exploded out of his
crouch, punched Bannon in the mouth with his left hand, and slammed
him on the nose with his right. Bannon saw stars and moved
backward, and Frankie followed him like a big gorilla. Frankie
threw a left jab, but Bannon ducked, hammering Frankie once in the
gut. When Frankie lowered his guard, Bannon slugged him on the jaw.
They were close together and they weren’t fighting according to any
rules. Frankie wrapped his powerful arms around Bannon and squeezed
hard. Bannon twisted and tried to get away, but Frankie held him
tightly and Bannon felt as if his spine was going to snap if he
didn’t do something fast.

He grabbed Frankie by the throat and pressed
his thumbs down on Frankie’s Adam’s apple. Frankie coughed
violently, loosening his grip on Bannon, and Bannon whacked his
elbow into Frankie’s eye. Frankie screamed and took a step
backward, letting Bannon go, and Bannon punched Frankie in the
mouth, but except for drawing a trickle of blood it had no
effect.

Frankie shook his head to clear out the
cobwebs. He glowered at Bannon and tasted the blood on his lips.
“I’m through fucking around with you,” he snarled, reaching for his
samurai sword.

Private Billie Jones raised his hands. “Wait
a minute—no rough stuff, Frankie!”

“Suck my dick!” Frankie replied, pulling out
the samurai sword.

Bannon snatched his M1 from the hands of
Private Shilansky and rammed a round into the chamber. “Come on,”
he said.

Frankie was so mad, the M1 didn’t faze him.
He pulled out the samurai sword all the way and raised it over his
head, grasping the handle with both hands. “I’m gonna cut your
fucking ass in half!”

“Take one more step and I’ll put a hole
right through your heart, and I’m not kidding.”

Frankie stopped and looked Bannon up and
down, wondering if Bannon dared to shoot. Bannon’s teeth were bared
and his face was smeared with blood. His eyes were ablaze and his
feet were planted firmly on the ground. Frankie had seen Bannon
take on two Australian sailors in a bar in Melbourne once and
decided that Bannon definitely would pull the trigger. But Frankie
couldn’t back down now.

They heard a commotion in the jungle nearby
and dropped to the ground, aiming their weapons in the direction of
the sound. Captain Winslow, the CO of Easy Company, entered the
clearing, followed by his runner and a tech sergeant.

“What the hell’s going on here!” demanded
Winslow, a short man with blubbery lips.

“Nothing, sir,” Bannon said.

“What the hell happened to you?”

“We had a little problem with the Japs,
sir.” Bannon pointed to the dead Japanese soldiers on the
ground.

Winslow’s eyes bulged. “There’s Japs around
here?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I didn’t know that. We’ll have to be more
careful from now on. You’re from Fox Company, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Just thought I’d check to see who was over
here.” He spotted the samurai sword in Frankie La Barbara’s hand.
“Where’d you get that, soldier?”

“Off a dead Jap, sir.”

“Mind if I take a look at it?”

“No, sir.”

Frankie walked toward Captain Winslow and
held out the sword, which Winslow took from his hands.

“Very interesting,” Winslow said. “You
wouldn’t want to sell it, would you, soldier?”

“No, sir.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, sir.”

Crack!

Frankie La Barbara stared in horror as
Captain Winslow’s head was shattered by a rifle shot. All the men
in the clearing hit the dirt.

Crack!

The second bullet hit the tech sergeant on
his way down. He crumpled to the ground, his lungs and heart
punctured by the bullet.

“Sniper!” Bannon yelled. “Take cover!”

The men crawled into shell holes or hid
behind trees. They peered at the treetops, wondering where the
sniper was, but all they could see was a dense mesh of green
leaves.

“Where the fuck is he?” Frankie La Barbara
asked, aiming his BAR toward the tops of the trees.

Bannon wondered what to do. You can’t shoot
somebody you can’t see. “He can see us, but we can’t see him. Stay
where you are.” The sniper must have been among the Jap soldiers
who’d infiltrated. He’d climbed a tree after the bombing stopped
and then had started shooting. “There might be more than one of
them!”

Now that Bannon was still, the mosquitoes
buzzed around him again, biting his hands, neck, and face. He had
some citronella lotion in his pack, but he couldn’t get it now. A
red lizard with white spots slithered through the mud in front of
him.

“Everybody move slowly into the woods over
there!” Bannon said, pointing with his M1. “It’ll be harder for him
to see us over there.”

The men crawled toward the woods, taking
advantage of the cover provided by shell holes and fallen trees.
They heard rifles firing in the distance, but didn’t know whether
they belonged to Japs or the US Army. The fucking Marines
shouldn’t have let those Japs get through, Bannon thought.
Goddamned oceangoing bellhops.

He was the first one to reach the shelter of
the trees. Perching on one knee, he waited for the rest to join
him. They’d all been on maneuvers with the entire regiment before,
and things had gotten pretty screwed up, but never as bad as this.
There were no coherent communications, no clear-cut chain of
command, no nothing. The second squad seemed to be cut off from the
rest of the US Army, and now they were in a real war.

“I want two volunteers,” Bannon said, “to
find Lieutenant Scofield and ask him what to do about the
sniper.”

Nobody said a word; the men looked away from
him sheepishly.

Bannon thought he should go himself, but he
was the squad leader now and couldn’t run off that way. He wondered
who to send. Did he dare risk another confrontation with Frankie La
Barbara at a time like this?

“Okay,” Bannon said, “if nobody’s gonna
volunteer, I’ll haveta pick two guys out. La Barbara and Shilansky,
get going!”

“Why does it always have to be me?” Frankie
asked sullenly.

“You haven’t done anything yet. Get fucking
going.”

Frankie hesitated a moment, then shrugged
and stomped off into the jungle. Shilansky, looking as surly as
ever, followed La Barbara. Those two probably will kill each
other before they get twenty yards, Bannon thought. “All right
you guys,” he said. “Dig in around here, two men to a foxhole, and
keep the foxholes ten paces apart. Don’t make any more noise than
what’s necessary. Get going.”

The men took off their field packs and
removed their entrenching tools. They adjusted the blades and
started hacking into the moist earth.


Chapter Two

 


COLONEL WILLIAM F. STOCKTON, a tall, lean
ramrod of a man, got out of a jeep in front of the Marine
headquarters near Henderson Field. He was fifty-five years old and
gray-haired, and his face looked as if it had been carved out of
granite. He adjusted his helmet on his head, slapped the leather
holster of his Colt .45, and marched toward the headquarters
building. He was followed by his operations officer, Major Cobb,
and his aide, Lieutenant Harper.

Stockton was the commanding officer of the
Twenty-third Regiment, and this was his first day of combat since
the First World War, when he’d been a young captain commanding a
company in the battle for the Argonne Forest. He felt exhilarated
by the prospect of a real war, because he was a professional
soldier, a graduate of West Point, and war was the principal
purpose of his life.

Major Cobb rushed ahead to open the door,
and Stockton entered a large orderly room. The headquarters
building was made of logs and had been constructed by the Japanese
engineers who were building the airfield on the day the Marines
landed. The Japanese engineers ran for the hills, and a few days
later Japanese combat troops arrived to hurl the Marines off
Guadalcanal. Although the Japanese troops were from elite units
that had won astounding victories in Malaya and the Philippines,
they still hadn’t made much of a dent in the Marines.

Stockton approached the desk, behind which a
Marine Corps master sergeant sat. “I’m Colonel Stockton,” he said.
“I’m supposed to report to General Vandegrift.”

“He’s expecting you, sir. One moment,
please.”

The master sergeant picked up the telephone
on his desk and spoke into it. Stockton waited patiently, standing
erect and square-shouldered. How peculiar it would be to take
orders from a Marine Corps general again. In the First World War
he’d served in the Second Division, which had been commanded by
Major General John A. Lejeune, also a Marine.

“You may go in now, sir,” the master
sergeant said.

Major Cobb opened the door and Colonel
Stockton entered the next office. It was cool and dimly lit, with
bamboo curtains over the windows. Major General Vandegrift, a
jowly, sad faced man, sat behind the desk and looked up from
reports and communiqués.

Stockton strode to the desk, locked into
attention, and threw a snappy salute. “Colonel Stockton reporting,
sir.”

Vandegrift returned the salute, then smiled
wanly and stood, offering his hand. “Good to see you, Stockton.
Welcome to Guadalcanal.”

“Thank you, sir.”

They shook hands, then Stockton introduced
Major Cobb and Lieutenant Harper. General Vandegrift asked them to
be seated.

“I heard you had a little trouble coming
ashore today,” Vandegrift said.

“Yes, sir,” Stockton replied, “we were
bombed and strafed rather heavily.”

“Have any casualty reports yet?”

“We estimate ten to fifteen percent
casualties on the basis of preliminary reports.”

“Damn,” Vandegrift said. “I needed those
men.”

“Some of them didn’t even make it to shore.
The Japs are very strong here on the sea and in the air.”

“This is the asshole of the war,” Vandegrift
said. “We won’t get much support until some headway is made in
Europe. That’s the big show, as far as the Joint Chiefs are
concerned. But it could be worse for us, because the Japs don’t
seem to know what they’re doing here. They violate all the rules of
conventional warfare, and I guess we’ve got to thank our lucky
stars for that. They don’t seem to plan much. They just attack
whenever they feel like it, with whatever they have at hand. It
could be any time of the day or night, but they especially like the
night. The individual Jap soldier is very good and very
disciplined, much more disciplined than our boys, but the officers
don’t seem to know much about strategy. They could have wiped us
out here a few times if they’d launched carefully planned
full-scale attacks, but instead they attack piecemeal, here and
there, and they know nothing about the modern usage of armor. It’s
difficult to fight them, though, because you never know what
they’ll do next. They’re completely unpredictable. Sometimes I
think they’re all nuts.”

“I understand they’ve got your perimeter
infiltrated pretty well.”

“Not really that well. Handfuls of them get
through from time to time and they do some damage, but not much.
Mostly they rattle the men, and the rumors make everything sound
much worse than it is. You have some problems with infiltrators
down on the beach?”

“Yes, sir. Snipers and such.”

“They knew you were coming and wanted to
shake you up a bit. Sometimes I think they want to scare us out of
here instead of defeat us in the field. But we’re not leaving.
We’ve got to hold this island, because if the Japs ever get that
airfield back, they’ll be able to bomb Australia and New Zealand
and probably even Hawaii. I believe the future of the entire
Pacific war will be settled here in the Solomon Islands.
Unfortunately we’ve been unable to make the Joint Chiefs understand
that.”

“I guess the war looks a lot different in
Washington.”

“That’s for sure. Come over to the map with
me and I’ll tell you where I want to put your men.”

Everyone rose and walked to the
six-foot-wide map affixed to the wall. It showed Guadalcanal, Savo
Island, and Florida Island, and was covered with red, blue, and
yellow pins.

Vandergrift pointed to Henderson Field.
“This is the most important military objective on this goddamned
island, and in fact it’s the only reason we’re here. We must keep
it secure at all costs.” His knobby finger made a semicircle around
the field, barely touching the tops of colored pins. “This is our
defense perimeter. We’ve paid a high cost in blood for every square
inch of it, and we don’t intend to give any of it up. I want your
men to take positions here on the right flank. You’ll line up with
the Seventh Marines on your left and you’ll have Ironbottom Sound
here on your right. The Matanikau River will be in front of you,
but it curves here and you’ll have a lot of open jungle to cover
too. We’ve learned that we have to patrol constantly, because the
Japs are constantly doing things. We were taken by surprise a few
times when we first got here, but that’s ancient history now. You’d
better not give up any of your ground, Colonel, and that’s an
order. If any Japs should break through your lines, maintain your
positions and we’ll catch them farther back. But the main thing is
to hold fast. Any questions?”

Colonel Stockton squinted at the map. “It
sounds like you’re describing a defensive strategy, sir. When do we
go over to the attack?”

“When we have more to attack with, but right
now we just want to hang on to Henderson Field.” General Vandegrift
smiled sardonically. “If it’s action you want, you won’t have to
attack to get it, Colonel. The Japs will give you all you can
handle right where you are.”

 


Bannon lay on his back in a foxhole, his
eyes closed. His helmet was off and his straight, sandy hair hung
over his forehead, which was covered with mosquito bites. He’d
washed his face and covered it with citronella lotion, but it
didn’t keep the mosquitoes away. He had to keep slapping at the
mosquitoes, and it wasn’t easy for him to get any rest.

His body was long and lean and looked as if
it were made out of rope and steel springs. The skin on his face
was tanned and weather-beaten from a lifetime of working in the
sun, and he appeared wholesome and almost handsome until you
noticed the lines around his mouth and eyes, lines that spoke of a
harsh life, wariness of strangers, and cynical attitudes. His head
was propped on his full field pack; he had two guards posted and
felt secure enough to let his mind drift back to Texas, to
honkytonk Saturday nights, and to Ginger Gregg, his favorite
girlfriend. She worked as a waitress at one of those honky-tonks,
and sometimes they let her sing with the band. She was a redhead
and she’d been around, but he tried not to think too much of that.
He hoped there’d be a letter from her at the next mail call.

“Halt!” yelled Sam Longtree, one of
the guards. “Who goes there?”

“Frankie and Shilansky,” said a weary voice
in the jungle.

“Advance to be recognized!”

“Fuck you, Chief.”

Bannon sat up and put on his helmet as
Frankie La Barbara and Morris Shilansky approached. Their faces
were scratched by the branches they’d passed through, and their
uniforms were soaked with sweat. Frankie sat at the edge of
Bannon’s foxhole, and Sam Longtree sat cross-legged on the
ground.

“What he say?” Bannon asked.

“He said to take care of the sniper
yourself,” Frankie replied.

“Me?”

“Us. The squad.”

“Did he say how?”

“Course not, because he probably don’t know
how himself.”

Bannon sighed. “What a horse’s ass.”

“He must be a horse’s ass if he made you the
squad leader.”

Bannon unsnapped his canteen from its case
and took a swig of water. The canteen was nearly empty and he had
no idea when he’d get more water. It was nearly noon and he felt as
though he were starving to death, but nobody said anything about
chow. Mosquitoes and other bugs were driving him nuts. Bannon
thought this had to be the worst day in his life, and it wasn’t
even half over yet.

Frankie La Barbara looked off toward the
tree line. “How are we going to get the fucker if we don’t even
know where he is?”

“We’ll have to draw him out somehow,” Bannon
said. “Why don’t you stand up and let him take a shot at you?”

“Go fuck yourself.”

Private Sam Longtree had a leathery face and
a nose like a hawk. He was extremely introverted and therefore
everybody was surprised when he began to speak. “We can make a
dummy,” he said in his deep, emotionless voice.

Frankie grunted. “We don’t have to make any
dummies. We got ten of them in this squad.”

“And you’re the biggest one.” Bannon turned
to Longtree. “I get your drift. We’ll just hold the dummy up and
watch the tree line over there. When the Jap shoots at it, we
should see something move.”

“I’ll make the dummy,” Sam Longtree
said.

Longtree took a machete from his field pack
and took a few steps into the jungle, where he chopped down some
branches. He dragged the branches to the ground beside Bannon’s
foxhole, then went back to his pack and took out some clothes.

“Hey, Chief,” Frankie said, “this an old
Indian trick?”

“Older than you or me.”

“It’s probably the one that got Custer.”

“Maybe so.”

Bannon looked at Frankie. “Did Scofield say
anything about chow?”

“No.”

“He say anything about anything else?”

“He just said take care of that sniper.”

Homer Gladley crawled close to the foxhole.
“I’m hungry, Bannon. Can I open a can of C rations?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“We’re not gonna eat until we’re ordered to
eat.”

Frankie groaned. “Give an asshole a little
authority and right away he starts acting like God.”

At the mention of God, Private Billie Jones
took out his handy pocket Bible and turned to the appropriate page.
“‘You shall be fed with the manna of heaven, saith the Lord
God.’”

Bannon looked at Private Longtree and could
see him constructing a scarecrow. He tied branches together to make
a cross, put his extra shirt around the cross, and stuffed the
shirt with leaves that reminded Bannon of elephant ears.

“Private O’Rourke!” Bannon called out.

“Yo!”

“Get your ass over here!”

Private Jimmy O’Rourke crawled out of the
foxhole he shared with Craig Delane and moved in a crouch toward
Bannon. O’Rourke was around five ten, with a muscular build and
puffy features. He had been a stuntman in Hollywood before the war,
and his main ambition in life was to become a movie star. He had a
dazzling smile, which he flashed often; it was the product of one
of the most famous and rich dentists in Hollywood.

“What you want?” asked O’Rourke, smiling
roguishly in a manner that he thought made him resemble Errol
Flynn, who was his idol.

“You know how to climb trees, O’Rourke?”

“Sure I know how to climb trees.”

Bannon handed him Sergeant Harrington’s
binoculars. “Take this and climb one of these trees. We’re gonna
draw the fire of that sniper with a dummy. You try to spot him when
he fires, got it?”

“What if he fires at me?”

“Stay on the side of the tree where he can’t
see you. Keep yourself concealed. Get going.”

O’Rourke hesitated, because he wasn’t used
to taking orders from Bannon.

“I said get going.”

“Right.”

O’Rourke took the binoculars and looked
around at the trees, trying to figure which one would be his best
bet. He selected one and jumped onto it, wishing the Paramount
Pictures cameras were pointed at him.

Sam Longtree took a khaki T-shirt out of his
pack and stuffed it with leaves. He perched it above the shirt and
put his helmet on top of it. “Here’s the dummy,” he said.

Bannon took out a Chesterfield, the last one
in his first pack. He lit it and watched O’Rourke climb a tree
covered with vines and moss. It had wide branches higher up, and
they were covered with big leaves. O’Rourke would have pretty good
concealment up there.

“Okay, Longtree, you come with me,” Bannon
said. “You, too, Gladley, and load up your M1. The rest of you stay
here.”

Bannon cradled his M1 in his arms and
crawled toward the little clearing where Sergeant Harrington had
been shot. Gladley followed on his left, and Sam Longtree was a few
feet behind him, carrying the dummy in his arms. They made their
way through muck and slime, mosquitoes buzzing around them and
larger insects conducting dive-bombing operations. Finally they
came to the edge of the clearing.

“I think it’d be best if we all went at
once,” Bannon said. “That hole Sergeant Harrington is in looks the
deepest, so that’s the one we’ll use. We’ll move out on three.”

Bannon counted to three and they dashed out
of the jungle. They sped into the clearing and dived into the hole
with the dead body of Sergeant Harrington. They landed in the
brackish water and mud, shouldering each other for room as a bullet
cracked over their heads.

“He saw us,” Bannon said.

“He’s one sharp-eyed sum bitch,” Sam
Longtree replied.

Gladley looked at Sergeant Harrington and
nearly gagged. “Lookit the maggots!”

Bannon turned to Sergeant Harrington and saw
a worm crawling into his nose. Another was crawling out of his ear.
A dozen were in his open mouth.

“I can’t stand this!” Gladley said
hysterically. “I gotta get out of here!”

Bannon grabbed him by the front of his
shirt. “You’ll stay right in the fuck where you are!”

Gladley was afraid of Bannon, although
Bannon was much smaller than he. Bannon had a mad gleam in his eye
and a ferocious energy that never failed to intimidate Gladley.

Sam Longtree fastidiously arranged the
dummy’s clothes as if it were going on parade. Then he raised it up
so that the helmet cleared the top of the hole, held it in that
position for a few seconds, then yanked it down.

“This is like fishing,” Sam Longtree said.
“We got to fool the sum bitch. If he thinks we’re trying to draw
his fire, he won’t shoot.”

Longtree raised the dummy up again, a little
higher this time. Then he brought it down quickly. He raised it the
third time, higher than before, and suddenly there was a
crack as a Jap bullet struck the helmet and sent it flying
through the air.

“Wow!” said Gladley. “That Jap’s a dead
shot!”

Longtree placed his own helmet on the dummy
and raised it again, twisting and moving it from side to side
frantically.

“What’re you doing?” Bannon asked.

“If a man gets hit, there’s usually a big
commotion, isn’t there?” Longtree asked, bouncing the dummy around.
“Everybody tries to help the man, right?”

Crack!

A bullet zipped through the shirt on the
dummy. Longtree pulled it down. “That’s all for this place,” he
said. “We should move now and try someplace else.”

“Move!” said Gladley. “Are you crazy! If we
move, he’ll shoot us!”

“Not right now,” Longtree said. “He gots
more to look at than this little bit of jungle. We might have a
little break.” He reached into his pocket for his pack of
cigarettes.

Bannon took out his fresh pack of
Chesterfields and opened it up. He wondered if O’Rourke had seen
where the Jap was shooting from.

“I wish I had something to eat,” Gladley
said. He was a mountain of a man, with round shoulders and a head
as big as a basketball.

“You should start smoking,” Bannon said,
holding out his pack of cigarettes. “It kills hunger.”

“But it’s bad for you. It cuts your
wind.”

Bannon put the cigarettes back into his
pocket. It was true, cigarettes did cut his wind, but he felt that
if he didn’t smoke them, he’d go insane. And besides, there were
more dangerous things to contend with than cigarettes.

“Do you think we’ll get some hot chow for
lunch?” Gladley asked hopefully.

“No.”

Gladley frowned and scratched his belly,
trying not to look at the corpse of Sergeant Harrington. Longtree
sat cross-legged in the mud, his head bent low, as if meditating
deeply about something. Bannon looked at him and blew smoke out of
the corner of his mouth. Back in Texas, Bannon hadn’t thought much
of Indians, but now he was beginning to realize that Private Sam
Longtree was one of the best men in his squad.

 


Lieutenant General Hamkichi Hyakutake, the
commander of all Japanese forces on Guadalcanal, sat behind his
desk deep in the jungle. He was a stout man of fifty-four, with a
thin black mustache and a perpetual expression of hauteur on his
face. He was eating rice and raw fish, using chopsticks, and
occasionally sipped a bowl of green tea. While chewing, he studied
a captured map of American positions on Guadalcanal, but the map
was out of date, although he didn’t know it.

His tent flap was pushed to the side, and
his secretary, Corporal Nobutaka, entered, saluting stiffly.
“Colonel Tsuji is here to see you, sir.”

“Send him right in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Nobutaka spun around and left the tent. A
few moments later a tall ascetic-looking officer entered, bowing
low. He was forty years old, wore a Fu Manchu mustache, and had
been nicknamed “God of Operations” for his fine staff work under
General Yamashita in the battle for Malaya.

“Come in, Tsuji,” General Hyakutake said
genially. “Have a seat. Tell me what you have found out.”

Tsuji marched toward the desk and sat
erectly on a chair. An ultranationalist, he had been involved in
countless plots against the civilian government before the war. Now
at last General Tojo was head of the government, and there was no
further need to plot.

“Shall I wait until you’re finished eating,
sir?”

“No, no, of course not, Tsuji. Relax. Give
me your report.”

Colonel Tsuji did not relax. He opened his
leather briefcase and took out a sheaf of papers, thumbing through
for the information he wanted. Then he cleared his throat. “The
Americans have landed approximately one thousand men,” he said,
“plus approximately ten tanks and a small amount of artillery. The
Imperial Air Force bombed and strafed them extensively, but it is
not known at this time the extent of their casualties.”

“I see,” said General Hyakutake. “Very
interesting. Hmmmm.” He wrote the figures on a piece of paper, not
realizing that the Americans had landed three thousand men and much
more equipment. One of the main problems of the Japanese on
Guadalcanal was that they continually underestimated the number of
American troops facing them.

“I recommend an attack on these new
replacements immediately, sir. They’re probably green and won’t be
able to stand up to us.”

“You’re quite right, Tsuji, but first we
have to find out where they are. Send out patrols to determine
their location. I imagine we shall attack them at night.
Westerners, being very haughty, effeminate, and cowardly, intensely
dislike fighting in the rain or mist or in the dark, as you well
know. They cannot conceive night to be a proper time for battle,
though I’m sure they consider it excellent for dancing and seducing
their hideous women. In those weaknesses lie our greatest
opportunities.”

“Yes, sir.” Tsuji wrote in his little
notebook. “We’ll probably have a good idea where they are by
sundown, so perhaps we can attack them tonight, before they get
acclimated to this island.”

General Hyakutake picked up a lump of raw
fish with his chopsticks. “Tonight will be good, because we already
have planned a surprise for them. Admiral Yamamoto is sending us
two battleships to shell the airfield and the American positions
surrounding them.”

“Two battleships, sir? That’s a great
deal of artillery for such a small area. Should be rather
devastating.”

“Should be.” General Hyakutake placed the
piece of fish in his mouth. “The shelling will kill many of them
and destroy the airfield. The ones it won’t kill will be badly
disoriented. Then we attack.” General Hyakutake smiled as he
chewed the fish.

“Excellent thinking, sir,” said Tsuji, who
deep down thought Hyakutake an idiot. He figured he could have
thrown the Americans off Guadalcanal long ago if he’d been in
command.

“Do you have anything important to add to
your report, Tsuji?”

“No, sir.”

“Then you may return to your quarters for
lunch.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Tsuji rose, bowed, saluted, did an
about-face, and marched out of the tent. He put on his soft cap and
marched through the jungle, passing tents and groups of soldiers
cleaning equipment. A camouflage net was spread over the area so
that American planes couldn’t spot them from the air. Sentries were
posted in the jungle to guard against American raids. Many of the
soldiers were emaciated, because the Japanese were having more
difficulty landing supplies on Guadalcanal than the Americans.

He approached his tent from the side and was
surprised to see the guard in front of it leaning on his rifle and
staring distractedly into the jungle. Tsuji walked silently toward
the guard, and when he drew close, reared back his fist and punched
him with all his strength in the mouth.

The blow was so powerful that the guard lost
consciousness for a moment and dropped to the ground. Enraged,
Tsuji stomped on his face.

“You idiot!” he screamed. “How dare you loaf
and dawdle in front of my tent!”

“A thousand apologies, sir!” the man whined,
trying to crawl away from Tsuji’s boot. “Ten thousand
apologies!”

Colonel Tsuji kicked him on the temple and
knocked him out cold. Then he smashed his heel down on the
soldier’s nose, splintering bone and cartilage. It was common for
Japanese officers and NCOs to treat soldiers that way, and they
meted out even worse punishment to enemy soldiers who were
unfortunate enough to get captured.

“Sergeant of the guard!” Tsuji screamed.

A sturdy little sergeant came charging
through the jungle, bringing himself to an abrupt halt in front of
Tsuji and throwing a smart salute. “Sergeant Kaburagi reporting,
sir!”

Tsuji pointed to the soldier bleeding and
unconscious on the ground. “This scum was daydreaming in front of
my tent! Send me another soldier who knows how to stand guard
properly!”

“Yes, sir!”

Tsuji turned and entered his tent. The
soldier on the ground moaned softly, and Sergeant Kaburagi kicked
him again in the face. That ended the moaning. Sergeant Kaburagi
ordered two nearby soldiers to drag the derelict away and a third
one to guard Colonel Tsuji’s tent.

Inside the tent Tsuji took off his hat and
threw it on his desk. His shirt and pants were soaked with sweat,
so he took them off and sat only in his jockstrap on the tatami mat
spread on the ground. This was in a comer of the tent, and in front
of him, on an empty crate of ammunition, was a color photograph of
the Emperor, who wore a brimmed military hat with a cockade. Tsuji
lit a stick of incense and stuck it into the ground in front of the
photograph, then bowed low to his Emperor, whom he considered
half-man and half-god.

Tsuji thought of himself as a religious man,
and everything he did, he did for his Emperor. He maneuvered his
legs into the lotus position, folded his hands on his lap, and
meditated on the face of his Emperor. The foolish Americans had
only an elected president to lead them, but they, the Japanese, had
a god. How could the Japanese lose if they had an incarnated god on
their side? That would be impossible.

He regulated his breathing as he gazed at
the face of his Emperor, and gradually drifted off into a
trance.


Chapter Three

 


BANNON DECIDED THEY’D return to the rest of
the squad one at a time, and he designated himself first to go. He
crouched in the foxhole with Gladley and Sam Longtree, adjusting
his helmet and cartridge belt, and then bounded out suddenly,
running four steps and diving headfirst into the densest part of
the jungle.

Crack!

The sniper saw him and had taken a wild
shot, but Bannon was moving fast and the bullet crashed harmlessly
into the trunk of a tree. Bannon landed in a puddle of water, which
stank horribly. Little bugs flitted around on the surface, and
Bannon jumped up. He dashed to drier ground and tried to rub a leaf
off the back of his hand, but found out on closer inspection that
it was a leech. Bannon stared at it in morbid fascination. His part
of Texas had no leeches, and he didn’t know what to do with it.
Then he remembered a training lecture on forms of life in the
jungle, in which a captain from headquarters had said the best way
to get rid of a leech was to touch a lighted cigarette to it.

“Halt!” yelled
Private Billie Jones. “Who goes there!”

“Bannon!”

Bannon entered the dank jungle area where
his squad was lying around in foxholes. Craig Delane was smoking a
cigarette. Bannon grabbed it out of his mouth and touched the
burning end to the leech, and the leech rolled off his hand. Bannon
handed the cigarette back to Delane, who stared, horrified, at the
leech twisting and rolling on the ground.

Bannon looked for Private O’Rourke to ask if
he’d seen the position of the Jap sniper, and O’Rourke had a big
shit-eating grin on his face that answered Bannon’s question.

“You remember where he is?” Bannon
asked.

“I sure do.” O’Rourke pointed.
“Thataway.”

“Good work.”

Homer Gladley came crashing through the
jungle clumsily and looked around. “Chowtime yet?” he asked.

Nobody said anything. Bannon looked at his
watch. It was twelve-thirty, and he figured he ought to let the men
have some C rations. He felt strange making these kinds of
decisions. Usually somebody else made them and he just did as he
was told.

“I think we’d better chow down now,” he
said, “and then we’ll go after that sniper.”

“If he stays where he is,” Frankie La
Barbara said.

Homer Gladley tore into his pack and came
out with a little cardboard box of C rations. He ripped the cover
off and withdrew a little khaki can, reading the label.

“What kind you got?” O’Rourke asked.

“Sausage patties.”

“I wouldn’t feed them to my fucking
dog.”

“If anybody don’t want theirs, they can just
give ’em to me,” Homer said, taking his can opener out of his
pocket and sticking the point into the top of the can.

Suddenly, almost spectrally, Sam Longtree
appeared in their midst .Unlike Homer Gladley, Longtree moved
silently through the jungle; they didn’t even hear him coming.

“It’s chowtime, Chief,” Bannon said. “Make
it quick because we’ve got work to do.”

Longtree sat beside his pack and opened it
up. Bannon did the same, feeling more respect for the Indian.
Bannon had hardly noticed him before, because Longtree had been
quiet and low-key. In fact Bannon had had the impression that the
Indian was a little-retarded, but now, on the battleground of
Guadalcanal, Bannon realized that Longtree was better suited to the
situation than the rest of them. When it came time to appoint an
assistant squad leader, Longtree would probably be it.

Bannon opened a can of beans and hot dogs,
spooning the slimy lukewarm contents into his mouth. He looked
around at his men, seeing all of them in a new light. They weren’t
his old drinking buddies anymore but a team of which he was the
head.

Beneath the lid of his helmet he studied
them one by one. Sam Longtree was probably the best man in the
squad, maybe even better than he, but the men might not follow him.
The Chief was too much of a loner.

Frankie La Barbara was a fighting son of a
bitch, but he was too high-strung and had no sense. He couldn’t be
trusted and would sell his grandmother for a dime. He tended to
lower the morale of the squad with his continual bellyaching, but
for some strange reason Bannon liked him best of all, in spite of
the fight they’d had that morning. I guess he’s more like me
that I want to admit, Bannon thought.

Homer Gladley was big, mean, and violent
once you got him going. But it wasn’t easy to get him going. He
wasn’t very bright. He had the mental age of eight or nine, and
that’s the way you had to treat him.

Billie Jones was something of an enigma.
Sometimes he played the fool and other times he showed intelligence
and depth. He was always reading from the Bible, but Bannon wasn’t
sure of how much of a true believer Billie Jones was. The former
jackleg preacher used to earn his living reading from the Good
Book, and he probably couldn’t stop. Bannon didn’t trust him as far
as he could throw him.

Morris Shilansky was another mystery. He was
a big, athletic-looking Jew, brooding, intense, and tormented. He
had no friends in the squad and spoke as seldom as Sam Longtree.
The rumor was that he’d done time in a prison in Massachusetts for
armed robbery. He was big as Frankie La Barbara and didn’t seem
afraid of anything. He never drank, but smoked cigarettes
constantly and cleaned his rifle frequently and obsessively. He’d
qualified as an expert with an M1 on the range in Australia and
gotten the highest score in the company. A big loping camel of a
man, he was like a bomb about to explode.

Craig Delane was easy to figure out. He was
a rich guy who was trying to prove that he was a real man, only he
wasn’t so sure about it himself. He was friendly, decent, did
whatever he was told, and had a strong sense of honor. Delane could
always be counted upon to do his duty no matter what was happening,
and Bannon liked him for that.

Jimmy O’Rourke was a total asshole. He was
dumb, phony, a liar, and a braggart. From what Bannon could see,
O’Rourke wished he was Craig Delane, who had class and a sense of
dignity. O’Rourke always hung around with Delane, and Delane
tolerated him because they were stuck in the same squad. O’Rourke
fancied that he knew something about politics and tried to get
little discussions going whenever things got quiet. He admired
Roosevelt but thought he was surrounded by a bunch of
Communists.

This is my squad, Bannon thought with
a sense of resignation. Only seven of us left and we just got
here. I wonder how many will be around tomorrow. He finished
his can of beans and threw the empty can over his shoulder. Then he
stood and stretched.

“Okay,” he said, “the Chief and O’Rourke
will come with me. The rest of you will stay here until we come
back.” Bannon wondered who to leave in charge and realized only
Frankie La Barbara could keep the rest of them in line. “Frankie is
the new acting assistant squad leader and will be in charge until
we get back.”

“What if you don’t come back?” Frankie
asked.

“If we’re not back in an hour, find
Lieutenant Scofield and tell him where we went and what we tried to
do.”

“Watch your ass out there, Bannon.”

Bannon motioned with his head in the
direction of the sniper. “Let’s go.”

Longtree and O’Rourke followed him into the
jungle. After going ten paces, Longtree muttered, “You make too
much noise.”

“You can’t move through the woods without
making noise.”

“You don’t got to make so much noise. Move
like they taught you in basic training.”

Longtree walked past Bannon, taking long
strides but lowering his feet gently to the ground with each step.
Crouching low, he moved branches and vines out of the way with his
long brown fingers. Bannon and O’Rourke followed, their movements
not as smooth as the Indian’s but quieter than before. Around them
in the jungle they heard the screeches of birds and the chatter of
monkeys. In the distance they heard artillery and occasional rifle
shots. Occasionally there was a pop in front of them from the
sniper’s rifle. I wonder how many guys that son of a bitch has
killed today, Bannon thought.

They continued through the jungle, the
branches whipping back and scratching their faces. Sometimes the
foliage became so thick that they had to get on their hands and
knees and crawl under it, and in other spots they had to make wide
detours because they couldn’t even go under. They waded through a
swampy area, and Bannon thought of how easy it was to get killed in
the jungle. A Jap could be just a few feet away and you wouldn’t be
able to see him through the foliage.

“We should be getting close,” O’Rourke
murmured.

Bannon held up his hand and they all
stopped. He held his finger in front of his lips, then whispered,
“We’ve got to find a spot where we can see that tree line.”

Longtree nodded and motioned with his hand.
He led them into the jungle again and they meandered around,
stepping in gunk and tripping over roots until they came to the
edge of a clearing. Longtree motioned to the ground and they all
got down. The muck smelled like rotten eggs, and swarms of
mosquitoes descended upon them immediately. They crawled toward the
clearing and peeked through the bushes. Ahead they could see the
tops of palm trees two hundred yards away.

“He’s in one of them toward the right,”
O’Rourke said, pointing.

“Chief,” said Bannon, “see if you can draw
his fire.”

Longtree grunted and crawled away. Bannon
gazed at the trees and set his sights for two hundred yards, then
clicked off one degree of windage. He took a bandolier of
ammunition off his neck and laid it on the mud beside him.

“When the Jap fires,” Bannon told O’Rourke,
“pump lead into the son of a bitch.”

O’Rourke adjusted his sights and took aim at
the tree line. Bannon felt a terrific burning sensation on his hand
and took a look. A white ant was biting him. He crushed the ant and
aimed his rifle again.

Crack!

The Jap had fired and Bannon saw a flutter
of leaves in one of the palm trees. He also saw a pale cloud of
smoke expand in the cluster of leaves.

“See him?” Bannon asked.

“I sure did.”

Bannon aimed into the leaves and squeezed
the trigger of his M1. The rifle fired and kicked into his
shoulder. He fired again and again, and beside him O’Rourke pulled
the trigger of his rifle. Together they fired round after round
into the tree, and when Bannon finished his clip, it popped into
the air and he stuffed in another one. He took aim again and shot
two more rounds, beginning to doubt whether there really was a Jap
in the tree, when suddenly the tree shook violently and the Jap
fell out of it headfirst. He dropped a few feet, and then the strap
that held him to the tree stopped him in midair. He swung back and
forth like a pendulum, arms and legs hanging loosely as his
sniper’s rifle fell into the ground.

“We got him!” O’Rourke shouted, standing
up.

Crack!

O’Rourke screamed and fell backward,
dropping his rifle and clutching his left shoulder. He hit the
ground and rolled over, blood spurting from between his fingers.
“I’m hit—I’m hit!”

He kept rolling over and kicking his legs,
hollering through clenched teeth and trying to cover the wound with
his hand. Bannon crept toward him as O’Rourke raised his knees to
his chest in an effort to press away the pain.

“Stay still,” Bannon said.

“Is it bad?” O’Rourke asked, his eyes
shining with fear.

“If you’re still talking, it can’t be that
bad. You shouldn’t have stood up like that, you fucking dope.”

Bannon took out his bayonet to cut away the
sleeve of O’Rourke’s shirt, when suddenly he heard two shots
nearby. He dropped the bayonet and reached for his M1, looking
around frantically for Japs. Then he heard another shot and dropped
flat on his stomach.

“Don’t move!” he whispered to O’Rourke.

Several more shots fired, and Bannon heard
the clang of an empty M1 cartridge being ejected. He realized that
the shots were coming from Longtree, who must have spotted the
other sniper. There were two more shots, then silence. Bannon
wanted to raise his head to see what was going on, but he was
afraid he’d get a bullet through his brain.

A few seconds later Longtree’s head appeared
in the middle of a bush, a big smile on his face. “I got him,” he
said. “I saw him when he fired and I got him.”

Bannon looked down at O’Rourke. “He got
O’Rourke, though.”

O’Rourke had his eyes squinched shut and
tears rolled out of the corners. “Jesus Christ, I’m gonna bleed to
death!”

Bannon took out O’Rourke’s dressing, tore
off the wrapper, and pressed it against the wound. “It’s not that
bad.”

“It’s easy for you to say!”

“Keep your voice down.”

Bannon tied the dressing on. Longtree
kneeled beside him and looked down at O’Rourke. Longtree’s face was
expressionless again. Bannon glanced at him and wondered what the
Indian was thinking about. Longtree seemed to live in a different
world.

“Go back to the squad,” Bannon said to
Longtree. “I’ll carry this asshole to the battalion medics.”

Longtree arose and moved silently in the
direction of the squad. Bannon headed toward the beach, staggering
under the weight of O’Rourke.


Chapter Four

 


CAPTAIN MATTHEW GWYNNE, the CO of George
Company, stood beside his jeep in a clearing near the beach. This
was his temporary command post, and he was surrounded by officers
and noncoms who’d survived the landing. He’d just returned from a
meeting of Battalion, where he was given the order to march to
Henderson Field, and now had called this meeting to relay the
information to his subordinates.

His map table had been set up on the leeward
side of the jeep, and the legs of the table were already sinking
into the mud. Flying insects buzzed about the assembly, and all the
men had big red bite marks visible on their faces and necks. A map
of the island was laid out on the table, and Gwynne pointed out the
route his company would utilize to get to the field.

“We’ll form up here,” he said, indicating
coordinates on the map, “and move out with the First Platoon first,
my headquarters people second, and then the rest of the company in
ordinary numerical order, with the Weapons Platoon bringing up the
rear. There are Jap infiltrators about, so we’ll have to post
scouts and road guards.” He looked at his watch to check the
time.

“Is there a medic around here?” a voice
asked.

Gwynne lifted his head and saw two soldiers
entering the clearing. One of the soldiers had a wounded shoulder,
and the other soldier held him up. Gwynne recognized both of them
as members of his company, but couldn’t remember their names.

Lieutenant Scofield recognized them, too,
and felt embarrassed that two men from his platoon had disrupted
the meeting. “What the hell you doing over here, Bannon!”

“Private O’Rourke here got hit by a sniper,
sir, and I’m looking for a medic.”

Captain Gwynne looked around. “Where the
hell’s Stone?” He was referring to one of the company medics.

“I saw him around here a second ago, sir,”
said Sergeant Jordan of the Third Platoon.

“Stone!” yelled Gwynne.

“Coming, sir!” replied a voice in the
woods.

A few seconds later a tall pimply faced PFC.
entered the clearing, tying his belt buckle. Evidently he’d been
having a bowel movement when his name was called.

“Take care of that wounded man!”

“Yes, sir.”

Gwynne looked at Bannon. “What’s your name,
soldier?”

“PFC.
Charles Bannon, Second Platoon, sir.”

“You have any idea where that sniper was who
shot your buddy?”

Everybody looked at Bannon, who stood with
his M1 slung over his shoulder and his helmet on the back of his
head.

“Yes, sir. We got him.”

Captain Gwynne blinked. “What do you mean
you got him?”

“We shot him, sir. And another one too.”

Gwynne muttered under his breath, “What
platoon’s this man in?”

“My platoon, sir,” Scofield said.

“You didn’t tell me anything about your
platoon killing two snipers.”

“I didn’t find out about it until just now,
sir.”

“Who led the patrol that killed those
snipers?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Gwynne looked at Bannon. “Come here a
moment, soldier.”

“Yes, sir.” Bannon tried to think of what
he’d done wrong as he walked toward the group of officers and NCOs.
Lieutenant Scofield was glowering at him and he figured it must
have been something pretty bad.

“Bannon,” said Captain Gwynne, “who was in
charge of the patrol that got those snipers?”

Bannon shifted his feet nervously, because
like all enlisted men he was scared to death of officers. “I did,
sir.”

“You did?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Who’s your squad leader?”

“I am, sir. Corporal Tuttle was my squad
leader, but he’s dead”

“Who told you to go after those
snipers.”

“Lieutenant Scofield, sir.”

Captain Gwynne turned to Lieutenant
Scofield. “You sent a bunch of privates out without an NCO to hunt
down snipers?”

The lieutenant tried to remember what had
happened, but so much had taken place that day that he had
difficulty pinpointing it. He vaguely recalled reports about
snipers operating in front of his platoon. “I don’t remember
telling this man to hunt down snipers,” he said.

“You didn’t tell me, sir,” Bannon replied.
“You told Private Shilansky and Private La Barbara that we should
take care of the sniper ourselves, and that’s what we did.”

Lieutenant Scofield turned red and narrowed
his eyes. “I didn’t tell you to hunt them down; I just told you to
take the necessary precautions.”

“When you said to take care of them, I
thought you meant to take care of them.”

Captain Gwynne looked at Bannon, sizing him
up. Bannon was one of those faceless GIs in his company, but
evidently he knew how to get a job done. He was a big fellow, too,
the kind other men had a natural tendency to follow. “You said
you’re a PFC., Bannon?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re a corporal now, and you’ll have
Tuttle’s job permanently. ” Captain Gwynne looked at the company
clerk, PFC. Alvin Kirk from Junction City, Kentucky. “Make sure you
put that in tomorrow’s morning report.”

“Yes, sir,” said Kirk, a serious-looking
bespectacled man, taking out his notebook.

Gwynne returned his gaze to Bannon. “Keep up
the good work, Corporal.”

Bannon threw him a highball. “Yes, sir!”

Lieutenant Scofield ground his teeth
together, hating Bannon for making him look bad in front of the CO.
One of these days that son of a bitch will make a wrong move and
I’ll nail him to a tree, Scofield thought.

 


Bannon made his way through the jungle,
humming The Wabash Cannonball. He bobbed his head in time
with the music and felt pretty good, because corporals earned
twelve dollars a month more than PFCs., and that would be a lot of
money in his kick the next time he hit a town, if he ever hit a
town again. But he’d also noticed the anger in Lieutenant
Scofield’s eyes. That bastard is gonna give me a hard way to go
from now on, he thought, but to hell with him. He’d better
never get in front of me if a shooting war’s going on, because I’m
just liable to put a bullet up his ass.

Finally he returned to the area where his
squad was dug in. They spun around and pointed their weapons at him
as he approached, and he held out the palm of his hand.

“It’s only me,” he said. “Calm down.
Anything happen while I was away.”

They all muttered or shook their heads.

“How’s O’Rourke?” asked Craig Delane.

“The medic said the wound wasn’t bad. He
should be back to duty in a few days.”

Shit, Craig Delane thought.

“Hey, Bannon,” said Homer Gladley, “did
anybody say anything about hot chow tonight?”

“No.”

Private Billie Jones smiled craftily.
“You’re looking awful chipper, Bannon. Something happen that you
ain’t telling us about?”

“Yeah,” said Frankie La Barbara. “You act
like the cat who ate the mouse. What happened?”

Bannon sighed and said casually, “The
captain just made me a corporal.” Bannon looked at his fingernails,
sniffed the fetid air, and reached for his pack of
Chesterfields.

“Why’d he do that?” Gladley asked.

“Damned if I know, but in the future I think
you guys had better refer to me by my rank instead of my name. I
think it’s time we had a little of that good old military
discipline in this squad for a change.”

Bannon slid in the foxhole with Frankie La
Barbara, who looked at him as if he just arrived on a
spaceship.

“You musta told Captain Gwynne an awful big
lie for him to make you a corporal,” Frankie said.

Bannon winked. “Stick with me, Frankie, and
you’ll go a long way in this man’s Army.”

Frankie spat into the mud. “Who’d want to?
It don’t make a shit to me, because I’m getting out of this
motherfucker just as soon as I can. The more rank you get, the
better chance you have of getting shot at. Look at Sergeant
Harrington. Fuck all that cheap shit, man. Shove those stripes up
your ass.”

Frankie took off his helmet and ran his
fingers through his thick black pompadour. He took a filthy
handkerchief out of his helmet and wiped the sweat and grime off
his forehead. “Goddamn, it’s hot here,” he said. “I don’t think I
can take much more of this.”

“That’s what you think,” Bannon replied,
puffing his cigarette.

 


That afternoon the Twenty-third moved,
company by company and platoon by platoon, through the jungle to
Henderson Field. When they arrived, the Seabees were still patching
holes in the landing strip and fixing buildings, while mechanics
worked on the Wildcats and P-30s that had been damaged in the
shelling. Henderson field looked like a little town, with lots of
squat wooden buildings and rows of neatly pitched tents. Marines
hung around and watched the soldiers pass.

“Lookit the fucking doggies,” said one of
the Marines.

“That one over there looks like a fucking
Airedale.”

Frankie shot the Marine a murderous look.
“Your mother is an Airedale.”

The Marine was shirtless and wore his dog
tags around his neck. At first he wasn’t sure he heard right, but
then, as the full weight of Frankie’s insult sank into his brain,
he threw his cigarette to the ground and charged Frankie La
Barbara.

Frankie was hoping something like that would
happen, and he was ready for him. He dropped his BAR to the ground,
blocked the Marine’s first punch, and threw a hard right hook that
caught the Marine on the ear and made his legs wobble. Then he hit
the Marine with a left jab to set him up for the final knockout
punch, when two more Marines jumped on top of him. The rest of the
first squad, Bannon included, jumped on those Marines, and then a
platoon of Marines waded into the first squad.

It wasn’t long before there was a huge brawl
on the edge of Henderson Field. Officers and some of the more
conscientious NCOs tried to break it up, but they were overwhelmed
by the vast number of men fighting all around them. An SP blew his
whistle, but no one paid any attention to it. A naval air corps
officer hollered at the men through a bullhorn, to no avail. The
Seabees joined in on the side of the Marines, swinging shovels and
pickaxes, while some of the GIs swung their rifles around like
baseball bats.

Bannon was in the middle of the melee,
punching and kicking, using his elbows, wrestling Marines to the
ground and rolling around with them, trying to strangle them. The
runway became littered with unconscious men. Bannon jumped up from
the ground and saw a big Marine with a shaved head in front of him.
This Marine had tattoos on both his arms and Semper Fidelis
tattooed in big letters on his chest, underneath the
globe-and-anchor emblem of the Marines. The Marine roared like a
mountain lion and charged Bannon, who thought, Fuck it, and
charged back. They collided like two trucks on a highway and began
throwing punches from all directions.

Bannon danced on the balls of his feet,
bobbing and weaving, trying to pick his shots, while the Marine
simply threw punches at Bannon’s head as fast as he could. Each of
the combatants connected a few times, dizzying each other, and
Bannon whacked the Marine in his stomach, but the Marine didn’t
even flinch. The Marine slammed Bannon’s ear with his big hand, and
Bannon heard bells and birds for a few moments. Aware that the
worst thing to do in a fight was to stand still, he sprang forward
and wrapped his long bony fingers around the Marine’s throat,
squeezing with all his strength.

The Marine turned purple and stuck out his
tongue while he tried to tear away Bannon’s hands. But the Marine
was getting weaker by the moment, while Bannon was exhilarated by
the awareness that he actually was killing the son of a bitch. His
grip tightened on the hapless Marine’s throat, and he was well on
his way to ending the Marine’s life, when suddenly he heard a burst
of machine-gun fire in his ear.

Bannon let go of the Marine’s throat and
jumped three feet in the air. Then he dived to the ground and
looked for his M1, because he was sure the Japs were attacking. He
found somebody’s rifle, looked up, and saw Colonel Stockton
standing nearby with a smoking submachine gun in his hands.

“What in the hell is going on here!” Colonel
Stockton demanded.

Nobody had the nerve to answer. All of the
Twenty-third cowered in front of him, while the Marines, who had
never set eyes on him before, were intimidated by the silver eagles
on his collar.

“Get on your goddamn feet!” Colonel Stockton
bellowed.

Bannon stood and put on somebody’s helmet,
tilting it low so that it covered most of his face. The other men
also arose, with sheepish looks on their bloody faces. A few
couldn’t get up because they were out cold. Some appeared to be
seriously injured.

Colonel Stockton looked at a soldier who was
trembling so much that he looked as if he had the DTs. “What
happened, soldier?”

“I d-don’t know, sir,” the hapless man
stuttered. “We was just marching along and the Marines jumped
us.”

“That’s a lie, sir!” yelled one of the
Marines standing nearby, his nose a bloody pulp on his face. “We
was just minding our own business when them doggies—I mean
soldiers—attacked us for no reason at all!”

Soldiers and Marines shouted accusations at
each other. Deep down Stockton was amused by the incident, but
fighting was against regulations and he had to take a tough line.
It looked like the soldiers and Marines were going to square off at
each other again, so he fired another burst of submachinegun
bullets into the air.

“Stand fast!” he shouted.

The soldiers and Marines froze in their
tracks.

Colonel Stockton looked around and saw the
naval flight officer with the bullhorn. “Did you see what happened,
Lieutenant!”

“All I know, sir, is that I looked up and
saw a war going on over here.”

Colonel Stockton reared back his head and
shouted, “Ten-hut!”

Everybody snapped to attention.

“I want all the Marines to fall out over
here.”

He pointed to the runway, and all the
Marines who could walk moved onto it. Some dragged their dazed
buddies, and others held handkerchiefs and T-shirts to their cuts
and bruises.

“Twenty-third, left face!”

The soldiers executed the move together, and
their feet came down all at once in a big solid whump!

“Fo-wart march!”

The soldiers continued marching in the
direction in which they had been going when the fight had started.
Some had to stoop to pick up their rifles and helmets as they moved
out. Colonel Stockton handed the submachine gun to one of his aides
and walked back toward his jeep, taking his old briar pipe out of
his pocket. Then he reached for his pouch of tobacco, smiling
faintly as he remembered a remark General Blackjack Pershing had
made after the battle of Belleau Wood in the First World War.

It had happened when one of the Second
Division regiments, in defiance of orders, had attacked a larger
unit of Germans and whipped them. Some of Pershing’s officers
argued that the men should be punished, but old Blackjack
disagreed. He said, “It is highly undesirable to check the fine
fighting spirit of such troops. Experience will teach them caution
soon enough, but gallantry can never be taught to them. That, thank
God, they were born with.”

Colonel Stockton climbed into his jeep and
told his driver to move out. He wasn’t sure how much gallantry the
Twenty-third had, but they certainly had their share of fighting
spirit, and he had no desire to snuff it out. He’d probably have to
issue a statement of some kind and make an example out of a few
men, but that would be the extent of it.

They’d need all the fighting spirit they
could get, because he knew the Japs wouldn’t wait too long before
they launched another one of their wild attacks.

In fact, he wouldn’t be surprised if they
tried that very night.


Chapter Five

 


COLONEL TSUJI STILL sat in the lotus
position in front of the picture of the Emperor. The stick of
incense had gone out a long time ago, but Tsuji remained seated,
perspiration running in rivulets down his body, as he rested
serenely in the pure white light that poured directly into his
heart from the celestial being of his Emperor.

“Colonel Tsuji, sir!”

Tsuji opened his eyes to narrow slits. He
felt like a stone statue that had been placed in the jungle and had
suddenly become aware of birds chirping nearby and mosquitoes
buzzing around his head.

“Who is it?” he asked in a deep voice that
made him sound as if he were drugged.

“Sergeant Kaburagi, sir. Just returning from
patrol.”

“Come back in five minutes.”

“Yes, sir!”

Tsuji heard footsteps moving away from the
tent. He gazed at the statue of the Emperor, clasped his hands
together, and bowed his head. Then he stood and put on his uniform,
his mind returning from contemplation of the divine to
consideration of practical military necessities. He pulled on his
boots, tied on his cartridge belt, and splashed water on his face.
Sitting behind his desk, he drank a cup of tepid water.

Five minutes later Sergeant Kaburagi
returned.

“Colonel Tsuji, sir!”

“Enter.”

Kaburagi entered the tent, saluted Tsuji,
and was told to be seated. Kaburagi was a muscular Japanese of
average height who wore a mustache and goatee.

“Well?” asked Tsuji impatiently.

“We believe we have located the new American
troops, sir. They are on our extreme left flank, along the banks of
the Matanikau River and inland.”

“Show me on the map.”

Kaburagi stood and walked to the map,
tracing with his fingers the positions he’d described.

Tsuji’s features were expressionless, but
his mind was ablaze with thoughts. With only a green American force
in that sector of the line, perhaps he could turn the enemy’s
flank, encircle him, and deliver a crushing blow to his rear.

“Anything else?” Tsuji asked.

“They make a lot of noise, sir.”

Tsuji turned down the corners of his mouth
in contempt. The Americans were slovenly soldiers, so cowardly, so
inept at war. They’d surrendered en masse in the Philippines, the
weaklings, instead of fighting to the death as good Japanese
soldiers would have done. Even their commander, the great General
Mac Arthur, had run from the battle. What kind of commander ran
from battles? It was unthinkable that General. Tojo, or even
General Hyakutake, would run from a battle. Tsuji had been
surprised that the Americans were fighting so well on Guadalcanal,
but knew their inherent cowardly qualities would surface before
long. Hammer them hard enough and sooner or later they’d fall.

“You’re dismissed,” Tsuji told Sergeant
Kaburagi.

“Yes, sir!”

Kaburagi stood, saluted, and marched out of
the tent. Tsuji relaxed in his chair and scratched his cheek,
wondering which unit to send against the American right flank. He
considered the various units and their commanders and finally
settled on Colonel Hodaka and his regiment. Hodaka was a fanatical
officer made of steel, and his regiment was one of the Japanese
army’s elite units. All its soldiers were combat veterans. The
regiment had served with distinction in the Kwangtung army, which
had won such huge victories in Korea, Manchuria, and China.

Tsuji took his pen from its holder and wrote
down his recommendations, which he would submit to General
Hyakutake. A faint smile played at the corner of his mouth as he
thought of all those green American soldiers being overwhelmed and
routed by Colonel Hodaka and his regiment.

 


The Twenty-third replaced units of the
Seventh Marines on the line throughout the afternoon, and officers
of both units made sure there were no more incidents. The men set
up camp and pitched their tents behind the line while machine-gun
nests were established and fortifications improved on the line
itself. Chow trucks arrived and cooks set up their field kitchens.
Soon smoke and the odor of cooking food permeated the jungle.

Finally chowtime came, and each company
lined up in front of its field kitchen. The soldiers held their
mess kits in one hand and their canteen cups in the other as they
moved forward in the line. The cooks, wearing green fatigue
T-shirts and hats, stood over the steaming buckets of food and
ladled it onto extended mess kits. They perspired into the food,
but nobody complained for fear he wouldn’t get anything to eat at
all.

“How about a little more, cookie?” Homer
Gladley asked hopefully, wiggling his mess kit in front of a
cook.

“Move out, you fucking chowhound.”

Gladley’s genial smile collapsed and he
grumbled as he moved down the line. He couldn’t understand why
cooks were so nasty. KP was the most terrible thing that had ever
happened to him in his life, and he dreaded it constantly. Not only
had the work been filthy and horrible, and the cooks a bunch of
vicious sadists, but he had nearly been driven insane by being so
close to vast mountains of food and unable to eat any.

He looked down at his plate and sniffed the
food, nearly fainting with ecstasy. It was shit on a
shingle—creamed beef on toast—with potatoes, carrots, white bread
with butter, and some canned fruit salad. Gladley couldn’t wait to
dig his spoon into it, and his only misgiving was that they hadn’t
given him more.

Behind him as he walked to his tent was
Private Billie Jones, who was saying grace over his food already so
that he could start eating as soon as he sat down.

It was an idyllic evening, with the sun
sinking toward the horizon. Light shone in long shafts through the
leaves of trees, dappling the leaves on the ground. Far in the
distance the muffled sound of artillery could be heard, but except
for that you’d never have known there was a war on. It was almost
like being on maneuvers in Australia. The men felt as if they were
having a little reprieve from the war.

Bannon and Frankie La Barbara ate outside
their little pup tent without saying a word to each other. They
weren’t mad at each other, but hot food took precedence over
conversation. Although each of them wore mute evidence of the
fistfight they’d had with each other earlier in the day, neither
harbored hard feelings. They liked each other despite the
disagreements that occasionally arose between them. They’d fought
with each other before and probably would do so again.

Bannon reviewed the events of the day as he
chowed down. From leaving the transport ship to arriving at their
position on the line, it had been the most tumultuous day of his
life. He felt pleased that he still was alive and had given a good
account of himself, but he wondered if he’d be alive at that time
tomorrow. He decided it wasn’t a good idea to speculate about one’s
chances of survival. All you could do was keep rolling along and
hope for the best.

He felt a strange pride in having made
corporal so quickly. Although one part of him hated the Army and
all its bullshit traditions, another part of him liked the Army and
admired good soldiers. He thought it was an achievement to be a
good soldier, as it was an achievement to be a good cowboy. His
promotion to corporal reminded him of when he’d become a foreman on
the old Double Bar C Ranch. And it had been a pretty big operation
too. Not as big as the King Ranch, but a respectable spread by any
standard.

He didn’t suppose he’d change much now that
he was a corporal just as he hadn’t changed much after he’d become
a foreman. He had continued to go into town on weekends to raise
hell at the honky-tonks, drinking hard whiskey and chasing the
girls. :

The girls. He thought of Ginger Gregg, her
long tawny hair and flawless skin. He felt an ache in his heart as
her image floated before his eyes. He missed her terribly. He’d
never be right until he could be with her again.

Whenever she entered his mind he was
reluctant to make her leave. He remembered the night he’d first
seen her; she’d just been hired as a waitress in a saloon in Pecos.
He’d walked into the saloon with a few of his boys, and when his
eyes fell upon her, he thought he was looking at an angel. He
didn’t think he’d ever seen a woman in real life with such a pretty
face. She was even prettier than movie stars, and all she had on
was a little lipstick. Although he normally wasn’t intimidated by
women at all, it took him a long time to get up the nerve to talk
to her. The first time he kissed her it was more intoxicating than
a fifth of Jim Beam.

He’d taken her home one night and fidgeted
around, not knowing what to do with himself, and she said, “Take
your clothes off.” Just like that. In a calm voice, as if she were
asking him to buy her an ice-cream cone. He sat there thunderstruck
and she just got up and started unfastening her blouse. She was a
real no-nonsense woman.

After that he started hearing the rumors
about all the other guys she’d slept with, and he’d had to kick the
shit out of a lot of people for about a month until people stopped
talking about her. But she was a devilish little bitch and you
never could be sure of what she was doing. In fact who knew what
she was doing just then.

“You know what time it is back in the
States?” Bannon asked Frankie.

Frankie was leisurely puffing his
after-dinner stogie. “Sometime in the afternoon, I guess.”

If it was in the afternoon in Pecos, she was
getting ready to go to work. She was combing her hair and sitting
around in her underclothes, listening to the radio and hopefully
thinking of him. He’d given her a big photograph of himself to put
on her dresser, but she probably hid it in one of her drawers
whenever she had some other guy over. Bannon wished there was some
way he could force her to be faithful to him, but you couldn’t
force old Ginger to do anything she didn’t want to do. He’d hit her
once, in a jealous drunken rage, and she’d nearly scratched his
eyes out. He’d had to knock her cold to stop her. She was a much
better showdown artist than he was. When she got mad she had no
sense of propriety whatever.

“Bannon?” said a voice above him.

Bannon looked up and saw PFC. Harold
Duggins, Lieutenant Scofield’s runner. “Whataya want?”

“Lieutenant Scofield is having a meeting of
all squad leaders at his tent in fifteen minutes.”

“What’s up?”

“We’re getting a new platoon sergeant.”

“Who is he?”

“Name’s Butsko. He’s a buck sergeant from
regiment. They say he just got busted down from master sergeant a
few days ago.”

“How come?”

“I don’t know. See you at the meeting.”

Duggins scurried off, and Bannon finished
his last few morsels of fruit salad, then lit a cigarette. “I’ll be
back in a little while,” he told Frankie. “Take care of things
while I’m gone.”

Frankie winked as he puffed his cigar.
Bannon walked to the mess line, dipped his mess kit in the hot
water, and returned it to his pack. He adjusted his rifle on his
shoulder and trudged through the dry, caked mud to Lieutenant
Scofield’s tent.

It was behind a big boulder ten feet high
and nearly as wide, the safest place in the platoon area. When
Bannon arrived, Sergeant McCabe from the First Squad was already
there. Lieutenant Scofield sat on a log, studying his notepad.
Leaning against the boulder, his helmet askew on his head, was a
big sergeant with a scarred face and the nose of a boxer who’d
taken too many punches. The sergeant was smoking a cigarette, and
Bannon figured it must be Sergeant Butsko.

Bannon sat on the ground and puffed his
cigarette, looking surreptitiously at Butsko, whose eyes were half
closed, as if dozing. Bannon didn’t think he’d ever seen a more
brutal looking human being in his life. Butsko’s sleeves were
rolled up almost to his shoulders, and his sweat-soaked shirt was
unbuttoned to his waist. He had enormous biceps, and his forearms
were covered with scars. His body looked bulky and hard. Bannon
guessed he was in his mid-thirties.

After a while Corporal DiPietro from the
second squad showed up, and a few minutes later Sergeant Slattery
from the machine-gun squad reported. The men waved to each other
and muttered greetings. Sergeant Butsko didn’t move a muscle, but
Bannon was beginning to get the feeling that Butsko was watching
all of them. Slattery came over and slapped Bannon on the
shoulder.

“I heard you made corporal.
Congratulations.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re probably gonna wish you stayed a
private.”

“Probably.”

Lieutenant Scofield looked at his watch.
“All right, men, let’s get started,” he said, looking them all
over. He had a mosquito bite on his nose, which made it look twice
its normal size, and a rash on the right side of his cheek. “The
first thing is that we have a new platoon sergeant who I’d like to
introduce to you now. His name’s John Butsko and he’s already
fought the Japs in the Philippines, so he’s an experienced noncom
and we’re lucky to have him.”

Butsko nodded to each of the squad leaders
as Scofield introduced them. Butsko didn’t crack a smile. If he’d
fought the Japs in the Philippines, he either must have left with
Mac Arthur or escaped from the Bataan Death March. Butsko didn’t
look like the type of noncom who traveled with old Dugout Doug, so
he must have escaped from the Japs somehow.

“I’m not too happy,” Scofield continued,
“with the way the platoon has performed today. There has been too
much of a lack of coordination and too many people running off on
their own, doing whatever they liked.” Scofield shot a disapproving
glance at Bannon. “I suppose it’s understandable, since it was the
first day of combat for many of you and we lost Sergeant Harrington
right off the bat. In the future such behavior will not be
tolerated. I’ve already discussed this with Sergeant Butsko, and he
fully concurs. Hereafter each squad leader will carry a
walkie-talkie so that he always will be within reach of me. Are
there any questions?”

Nobody said anything.

Scofield told them that Colonel Stockton had
announced a policy of continuous aggressive patrolling to keep
track of what the Japs in front of them were doing. The first
patrol would go out at sundown, under the command of Sergeant
Butsko. It would consist of members of the First Squad, whom
Sergeant Butsko would select himself. Scofield looked at his watch.
“I have a meeting with Captain Gwynne in a few minutes, so I’ll
leave all of you now with Sergeant Butsko, who’ll tell you what he
expects of you.”

Butsko sat more erectly against the boulder
and lit a new cigarette with the butt of his old one. He had
enormous hands and his movements were rough and awkward, as if his
muscles were getting in his way. Scofield tucked his notebook under
his arm and walked off with PFC. Duggins. The men he left behind
sat quietly for a few moments while Butsko puffed his cigarette and
looked them over. Then Butsko got up, and it. reminded Bannon of a
big mean bull rising from the grass.

“So far,” Butsko said, “all I’ve heard about
you guys is that you’re a bunch of fuck-ups.” His voice was deep
and booming and sounded as if it were being dragged across a gravel
pit. He paused to let his insult sink in, then he went on. “I
understand Sergeant Harrington was a nice guy, but you can see what
happens to nice guys. Well, I ain’t no fucking nice guy. I’m a son
of a bitch. All of you are gonna hate me, and that’s just the way I
want it. A noncom who’s loved by his men can’t be a very good
noncom. And let me get one thing straight with you right now,” he
said, jabbing the air with his sausage finger, “if any of you giz
me any trouble, I will not run and tell Lieutenant Scofield, I will
not run and tell Captain Gwynne, and I will not have anybody
court-martialed.” He looked each of them in the eye. “I will beat
the piss out of the fuck-up myself. I will split his fucking head
open if that’s what it takes. I will put my boot right up his ass
if that’s necessary. I will fucking kill you if that’s what
it takes to make a good soldier out of you. Any questions so
far?”

What could anyone say to a speech like that?
Bannon had never feared any man, but he was definitely intimidated
by Butsko. You could shoot a man like Butsko right through the
heart and he’d probably keep charging. He wondered where Butsko
came from. His voice had a vague northern accent of some kind.

“Now, let’s get something else straight,”
Butsko said. “When I give an order, that doesn’t mean I’m lookin’
to have a conversation with you. I don’t want no back talk, no
horseshit, no song and dance. All I want is the order carried out
immediately, right on the spot, to the best of your fucking
ability— or else. I want you guys to be like electric light bulbs,
and when I turn on the switch, I want you to go on. If I tell you
to charge a fucking Jap machine-gun nest, you’d better do it right
away, because if you don’t, you’ll have to answer to me, and I
think you’d rather face a Japanese machine-gun nest. Got the
picture?”

Nobody said a word.

“Awright,” Butsko continued. “Now there’s
one last thing. I’m a mean no-good son of a bitch and I know it,
but if my men do like they’re supposedta, then I take care of them.
Nobody will fuck with my men as long as I’m alive and kicking. You
take care of me and I’ll take care of you. You do as you’re told
and maybe all of us’ll get through this war together. Anybody got
anything to say?”

Again everybody was afraid to open his
mouth.

“Good,” Butsko said. “If there’s anything I
don’t like, it’s silly fucking questions.” He pointed to a crate.
“Each one of you men grab a walkie-talkie and take it back to your
squad. Bannon, stay after the others have gone. I wanna talk to
you.”

Bannon’s heart felt as if a big icy hand had
grabbed it. “Hup, Sarge.”

Bannon took a walkie-talkie out of the
crate, pressed the button to make sure it worked all right, and
slung it over his shoulder. He looked at Butsko, who was hunkering
around like a wild animal in a cage.

“What do you want, Sarge?”

Butsko grimaced at Bannon, and Bannon didn’t
think he’d ever seen an uglier man in his life. “You’re one of the
fuck-ups who disobeyed orders and ran off to have a little fun
today, right?”

The only way to deal with a man like Butsko
was to stand up to him, otherwise he’d never respect you. “Wrong,”
Bannon said. “Lieutenant Scofield told me to take care of that
sniper, so I went with a few men and took care of him, only there
were two of them, but we got the other one too. If he told you to
take care of a sniper, wouldn’t you go out and get him?”

The scars and welts on Butsko’s face turned
a shade of light purple. “I’ll ask the questions, fuckhead.”

“Hup, Sarge.”

“Lieutenant Scofield told me he told you to
watch out for the sniper, and he didn’t tell you to go out and get
him.”

“He told two of my men to tell me to take
care of them, and if you don’t believe me, you can ask my two
men.”

“Sure, you’ll lie and they’ll swear to
it.”

“It’s the truth.”

Butsko spat into the dirt. “The truth around
here is whatever Lieutenant Scofield and I say it is, got it?”

“I got it, Sarge.”

“And wipe that fucking smile off your
face!”

“Hup, Sarge.” Bannon made the smile
vanish.

Butsko leaned closer to Bannon. “Let me tell
you something, fuckface. If you hadn’t’ve killed those two Japs,
I’d kick your ribs in right now. But since you killed the two Japs,
I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. But you’d better never
disobey any orders of mine, young soldier. If you do, your ass is
grass and I’ll have the lawnmower.”

“We killed three other Japs, too,
Sergeant.”

Butsko could not conceal his surprise.
“Where?”

“On the beach.”

“Can you prove it?”

Bannon whipped out the Nambu pistol.
“Yeah.”

“Lemme see that.”

Bannon handed it over. Butsko examined it in
the fading light of the day. “Not a bad little souvenir.”

“Private La Barbara got a nice samurai
sword.”

Butsko handed back the Nambu pistol. “You
gotta be careful picking up souvenirs. The Japs booby-trap
them.”

“These Japs were alive, or at least they
were when we, first saw them.”

“Well, watch out anyway. Never trust a live
Jap or a dead one. In fact, if you see a dead Jap, it’s a good idea
to shoot him again just to make sure.”

“Hup, Sarge.”

“That’s all. Get the fuck out of here.”

Bannon did a quick about-face and walked
away quickly, trying not to do anything that might upset
Butsko.


Chapter Six

 


“HALT!” SHOUTED COLONEL Hodaka.

His aides and staff members stopped abruptly
in the tiny clearing.

“Left face!”

They all turned toward him.

“Stand easy, men,” Colonel Hodaka said. “I
shouldn’t be long.”

Colonel Hodaka turned and walked toward the
headquarters tent, his hands folded behind his back. He was tall
for a Japanese, and his face and head were cleanly shaven. He wore
thick eyeglasses and a light-brown uniform that had recently been
washed and ironed by one of his aides. Walking across the jungle
clearing with long, firm strides, he approached the big sprawling
tent and entered through the flap.

“I believe General Hyakutake is waiting to
see me,” he told the clerk.

“Please go right in, sir,” said the clerk
with a bow. Hodaka boldly pushed aside the next tent flap and
marched into General Hyakutake’s office. The general sat behind his
desk, and Colonel Tsuji was bent over beside him, looking at the
map. Hodaka approached the desk and saluted.

“Colonel Hodaka reporting, sir!”

General Hyakutake saluted back casually.
“Good to see you, Hodaka. We have a very important mission for you.
I understand you’ve been briefed already by my staff?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. Come look at this map and I’ll go
over the highlights of the plan with you. It’s quite complex. I’m
sure it will interest you.”

Colonel Hodaka smiled inwardly at this
subtle compliment. Looking down at the map, he saw scrawled arrows
pointing toward the American position and large circles with troop
designations inside them.

“Briefly,” said Hyakutake, “this is what
will happen. Shortly after midnight, our navy will deliver the most
devastating artillery barrage of this campaign against the
Americans. Then, when it stops, you will attack the American right
flank here. It is being held by green American troops and you
should have no great difficulty overwhelming them. The Americans
will shift forces to protect this flank, and then, when they’re off
balance, the Ichiki Regiment will strike them here.” General
Hyakutake pointed to the center of the American line. “At this
point the Americans will realize that they’ve been feinted out of
position and will believe this second thrust is our main thrust.
But once again we will have fooled them, because our main thrust,
consisting of the Yaksuko Regiment and the Shunsake Regiment, will
attack right behind you on the American right flank. Your regiment
and those two will completely penetrate the American position. You
will lead your men to the American airfield, capture whatever
supplies are there, and defend the airfield from American
counterattacks. Do you understand your mission?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Excellent. Let us have a little bit of sake
now and ask our ancestors to help us win a great victory against
the Americans.”

General Hyakutake was jubilant, and Colonel
Tsuji poured sake into the tiny cups. Hodaka looked at Tsuji,
knowing the plans for the battle were Tsuji’s. He knew of Tsuji’s
great reputation, although it had been stained somewhat in the
Guadalcanal campaign. But still, there was no denying that Tsuji
was a genius, the “God of Operation.”

General Hyakutake raised his cup of sake
into the air. “To victory!” he cried.

 


Bannon lay in the foxhole beside his tent,
and beside him was Craig Delane, whom he’d appointed as his runner.
The walkie-talkie hung around Delane’s neck, and he didn’t appear
happy with the assignment.

“Bannon,” Delane was saying, “I didn’t
enlist in the Army to carry around a damned walkie-talkie. Why
don’t you give it to somebody else?”

“Who asked you?” Bannon said, some of
Butsko’s nastiness having rubbed off on him. “Shut the fuck
up.”

Bannon heard footsteps and his ears perked
up. Frankie La Barbara materialized out of the darkness and slid
into the foxhole. “I got the scoop on Butsko,” he said, puffing the
stub of a cigar.

“Delane, go take a walk,” Bannon said.
“Leave the walkie-talkie here.”

Grumbling, Craig Delane crawled out of the
foxhole and walked away. He’d joined the Army to prove that he was
a man, not just a Park Avenue socialite, but instead he’d been
reduced to being the servant of a farmworker from Texas. His father
was right when he’d told him to stay the hell out of the Army.

Meanwhile, back in the foxhole, Frankie La
Barbara was relighting the stub of a cigar. “I got the straight
dope from a friend of mine at Regiment. Don’t ask me who he is, but
he knows everything going on there and has the right to look at
personnel records if he wants to.” Frankie La Barbara looked
conspiratorially to the left and right, then returned his gaze to
Bannon. “Butsko killed a guy in a bar in Australia about a month
ago.”

“He did?” Bannon asked. “Then how come he’s
walking around loose?”

“Because witnesses said the other guy came
at him first with a broken bottle. Butsko took it away from him and
made him eat it. He was a first sergeant in a company in the
Eighty-fifth Division, and they busted him down to buck sergeant.
They transferred him to the Hellhounds just before we shipped out.
They were afraid if they left him around, the Aussies would string
him up.”

“It figures,” Bannon said. “I don’t think
the Army would want to lose an NCO like Butsko. He looks like he
knows his way around a war.”

“He’s started quite a few of them all by
himself, and he’s been busted up and down the ranks a lot. He hit
an officer once, and another time he nearly killed a private who
talked back to him. They say Butsko is only good in a war. In
garrison he just gets into trouble. I also found out he was
captured by the Japs in the Philippines and was on the Bataan Death
March. He escaped from a Jap prison camp, stole a boat, and made it
to an island where there was a coast watcher; he was lucky. The
watcher radioed for help and a sub came and picked Butsko up. They
gave him a medal for that one.”

“And then they busted him.”

“The fucker must feel like he’s on a roller
coaster.”

“You’d better watch your step when you’re
around him. He’s not the kind of feller who plays games.”

The silence of the night was shattered
suddenly by the angry stutter of machine-gun fire. Then there were
shouts, rifle fire, an explosion, and more machine-guns.

“What the fuck’s that!” Frankie yelled,
ducking lower into the trench.

Bannon couldn’t hear any bullets crackling
overhead. The fire sounded like it was coming from the main trench.
The guards must have spotted something. He looked up and saw muzzle
flashes. Grabbing his rifle, he bounded out of the foxhole and ran
toward the machine gun in the main trench.

The wind whistled past his ears as he ran
along. No Jap bullets were whizzing around him, and no Jap mortar
shells were falling on the company position. If there were Japs out
there, they would surely be firing their weapons. Maybe there
weren’t any Japs up there, and if there weren’t, there’d be hell to
pay.

Bannon jumped into the air and landed in the
machine-gun nest. Billie Jones was manning the gun, praying to God
and moving the machine gun from side to side on its transverse
mechanism, spitting hot lead into the jungle. Homer Gladley was
feeding the belt of ammunition into the gun. In the trenches to
each side of the machine gun, the men from the First Squad fired
their weapons into the night. But Bannon could see no muzzle
flashes in the woods. He grabbed Jones by the shoulder. “What in
hell are you firing at?”

“Something’s moving out there!”

“Where?”

“Out there!”

Jones looked like he was panicked out of his
mind, but Bannon couldn’t see anything happening in the jungle.

“Hold your fire!” Bannon shouted.

Jones couldn’t stop firing; his hand was
frozen on the trigger of the machine gun. Bannon punched Jones on
the wrist, knocking his hand away.

“Hold your fire!”

The men in the trenches heard him now and
stopped firing. They looked at him with bewilderment and fear on
their faces. Bannon heard a sound like a galloping elephant behind
him. He turned around and saw Sergeant Butsko jumping into the
machine-gun nest.

“What the hell’s going on here!” he
demanded.

Bannon explained to him that the men thought
they’d seen something moving in the woods, but evidently nothing
was there. Butsko’s nose twitched as he peered at the jungle. His
eyes glittered like diamonds.

“We’d better go have a look,” Butsko said.
“Let’s go. Tell your men to cover us.”

Bannon passed the order on to his men as
Butsko unslung his carbine and made sure it was loaded. He also
carried two hand grenades on each lapel and a machete strapped to
his waist. Bannon checked his M1 also.

“Squad leaders,” Butsko said, “are supposed
to carry carbines. Get yourself a carbine when you come back.”

“Hup, Sarge.”

“Let’s go.”

They climbed down from the machine-gun nest
and advanced into no-man’s-land. The Marines who’d previously
occupied the position had cleared the jungle for two hundred yards,
and Bannon felt like a wide-open target as he followed Butsko
forward. Butsko walked in a crouch, his carbine held at port arms,
reminding Bannon of a big gorilla. Bannon hoped there wasn’t a
sniper sitting in one of those coconut palms, drawing a bead on him
right now, but the night was blacker than Hirohito’s heart, and a
sniper wouldn’t be able to see very much.

For a big man Butsko’s feet touched down
softly on the ground. He moved with a fluid grace that looked odd
in a man his size. Halfway to the jungle he held up one hand and
stopped, listening to the sounds of the night. All that could be
heard were voices and the rattle of equipment behind the American
lines.

They continued again, drawing closer to the
jungle. The night was dark, but the jungle was darker. It looked
sinister and emitted foul odors. Butsko went in first; he appeared
to be at home in the jungle. He moved through the branches and
tangled vines quickly, glancing around, examining the ground.
Occasionally he’d stop and listen, then move out again. He was
looking for Jap footprints, broken branches that would indicate the
passage of Japanese troops, or blood from Japs wounded by the fire.
After tramping around for fifteen minutes they found nothing.

Butsko bent over and picked up a coconut
lying on the ground. “Let’s take a break,” he muttered.

Bannon sat on a log, and Butsko dropped the
coconut back on the ground. He took out his machete, cracked the
coconut in two, and gave one of the halves to Bannon.

“It’s a green coconut,” Butsko said. “You
can eat it with a spoon.”

Bannon took his spoon out of his shirt
pocket and dug it into the coconut meat. Butsko was right; the
white stuff came out like pudding. It had a delicious
sweet-and-sour taste. Bannon always thought green coconuts were
inedible, but this one was better than a ripe coconut.

“I lived on these goddamn things for a
month,” Butsko muttered, chewing the coconut meat. “You’ll never
starve in the jungle as long as there’s coconuts around.”

Bannon imagined Butsko on the run from the
Japanese, hiding in the jungle and eating coconuts. No wonder he
was strange. Japanese POW camps were hell on earth, and he’d
survived the Bataan Death March too. Bannon began to see Butsko in
a new light. If a man had been to hell and back, you couldn’t
expect him to act normally. He’d probably lost a lot of buddies on
the Bataan Death March and in the camp. Bannon was surprised to
notice that he was feeling a little sorry for Butsko.

“The men in your squad are too jumpy,”
Butsko said, “but it’s their first night on the line, so I’ll let
it pass. You better talk to them and tell them to make sure of
their targets before they open fire. All they did just now was give
away our positions. Get it?”

“Hup, Sarge.”

“Let’s get back.”

Both men arose and headed toward the
American lines.

 


In the Japanese encampment Colonel Tsuji
paced back and forth in front of his desk, smoking a cigarette. The
attack wouldn’t begin for hours yet, but he was as restless as a
panther in a cage and couldn’t even sit on his pillow and meditate
on the Emperor. He wore his baggy jodhpurs and no shirt because the
night was hot. He would have given anything for a drink of cold
water, and he knew the Americans had an ice-making machine near
their airfield. The machine had been brought there in the first
place by the Japanese laborers who had constructed the field, and
he assumed the Americans had captured it intact. The spoils of the
upcoming battle would include that ice machine, and he was already
contemplating the wonderful cold fruit beverages he’d concoct when
it was his possession.

“Colonel Tsuji, sir!” called a voice outside
the tent.

“Come in, Kaburagi.”

Sergeant Kaburagi entered the tent and
saluted. “Sir, a report has come into headquarters of weapons
firing on the American right flank. Our observers were able to
pinpoint their positions exactly.” Kaburagi handed Tsuji a sheet of
paper with the. coordinates.

Tsuji gazed at the numbers. “Did we have any
patrols in that area?”

“No, sir. None whatever.”

“You may leave.”

Kaburagi saluted and marched out of the
tent. Tsuji brought the information to his map and checked the
coordinates with the last known American positions. He saw
immediately that the previous positions were inaccurate. The
Americans must have moved recently. He would radio the information
to Colonel Hodaka, so he would have the latest information on the
American positions.

Tsuji put on his shirt and buttoned it up.
He put on his cap, strapped on his Nambu pistol, and left his tent,
heading for the radio center.

 


In a tent behind the positions held by the
Twenty-third Infantry Regiment, Colonel Stockton sat at his desk
and puffed, his old briar. In front of him was the map and overlay
of Guadalcanal, and he was going over possible attack strategies,
as a chess champion plots his next chess game.

Stockton was bareheaded, and his silvery
hair glowed in the light of the kerosene lamp. Smoke curled from
the pipe in his mouth toward the lamp. The jungle was quiet except
for the occasional snap of a rifle bolt or the sound of a vehicle
passing nearby. The men were bedding down for the night, and he
knew he should sack out, too, but he was too nervous. This was his
first night in a combat zone since the First World War. He knew
that if he performed well on Guadalcanal, they’d have to make him a
general before long, and that’s what he wanted more than anything
in the world: those stars on his collar. If he had them, he
wouldn’t have to plan the small-scale tactics of a regiment, but
would command a division and operate on a grand scale. And perhaps
after the division he could command a corps and an army and really
become a modem warlord in the truest sense of the word.

In his opinion he should have been a general
long ago. He had more experience and more decorations than many men
who’d passed him by, but he’d had the misfortune of a scandal being
attached to his name. His wife had run off with a young captain
when they were stationed at Fort Hood, Texas. The bitch had done it
on purpose; she knew what it would do to his career. Sometime later
she left the captain and returned to her home in Chicago for a
while, and when last seen she had been in Paris. The rumor was that
she was drinking heavily and sleeping with everything in pants. You
didn’t get to be a general if you couldn’t handle your wife, so
he’d been a colonel for much too long.

But now he had a chance to get those stars.
If he performed brilliantly on the battlefield, they wouldn’t be
able to deny him what he deserved. And he knew the Twenty-third had
a lot of potential. He’d trained them hard and made them tough.
He’d been congratulated many times for their performance in
maneuvers and their appearance at parades. They were a crack
garrison regiment and he would mold them into a crack fighting
regiment. He’d make them famous and they’d make him famous. Through
them he’d get his star, and through him they’d be covered with
glory.

He knew there’d be a difficult period during
which the Twenty-third would have to adjust to combat. During that
period they’d be green and unsure of themselves. The Japanese could
trounce them badly now, and only the will and skill of the
Twenty-third regimental commander, himself, could hold them
together. That’s why he couldn’t sleep. The men were like the
children he had never had. He was worried about them. He loved them
and wanted to take care of them. Already tonight there’d been
incidents of members of the Twenty-third firing at phantoms in the
jungle. He knew they’d given away their positions to the Japanese,
but they were dug in and had plenty of ammunition. They could hold
off the Devil himself if they were properly led, and he intended to
make certain that they were.

I’ve got to try to get some sleep, he
told himself. I won’t be any good if I’m fatigued
tomorrow. He laid his pipe in the ashtray and rose from his
chair, walking across the dirt floor to his cot, where he sat and
unlaced his combat boots.

He knew that the regiment’s patrols were
roving through the jungle then, trying to find out what the
Japanese had in front of them. If they didn’t have much, Colonel
Stockton thought he might try to cross Matanikau in the
morning.


Chapter Seven

 


IN THE DARK of night the big Japanese
warships moved inexorably toward Guadalcanal. Strict radio silence
was observed, and they ran with no lights. In the center of the
formation were the battleships Kongo and Haruma, with their mighty
cannon that could hurl shells as big as a man at the Americans on
Guadalcanal. On the perimeter of the circle were seven destroyers
and two heavy cruisers searching for American submarines and P T
boats. Their plan was to move up the slot in the middle of the
Solomon Islands and anchor in Ironbottom Sound, about ten miles
offshore from Guadalcanal. Then they’d shell the Americans to
smithereens.

On the bridge of the flagship Kongo,
Admiral Kurita examined the night through his binoculars. He wore
his high-collared blue tunic, and the visor of his cap was pushed
back on his head. His artillery bombardment was crucial for the
success of the ground attack that night, and if the Americans saw
his fleet before he saw them, he might never be able to complete
his mission. Kurita was wary of the Americans, because he’d fought
against them at Midway and never would forget the sight of American
airplanes diving at him endlessly out of the sky. Well, they
wouldn’t dive at him in the night. He was safe from them for the
time being.

He lowered his binoculars and turned to his
navigator, who sat at his map table, fiddling with compass and
protractor. “How much farther to Guadalcanal?” Kurita asked.

“About another thirty miles, sir.”

Kurita looked around the bridge at his
officers and crew-members, their grim faces illuminated by light
from the dials of instruments and meters. Everything was spotlessly
clean, and light gleamed from the polished brass on the
fixtures.

Kurita turned front again and raised his
binoculars. In about two hours he would reach his attack position
in the waters off Guadalcanal.

 


The patrol had been roving through the
jungle for over an hour, but it seemed like an eternity to Bannon.
He thought they’d gone too far into no-man’s-land, but Butsko kept
pushing on. They followed streambeds and old paths, for they didn’t
want to hack through the jungle and make a racket. Also on the
patrol were Frankie La Barbara and Sam Longtree.

Butsko raised his hand in the air and they
all stopped. He narrowed his eyes and twitched his broken pug
nose.

“I smell Japs,” he said. He swiveled his
head around, then pointed toward his left. “That way.”

“I don’t smell nothing,” Frankie La Barbara
said.

“Shut your mouth, fuck-up.” Butsko furrowed
his forehead in thought. “We’ll split up and reconnoiter up ahead,”
he said to Bannon. “Me and Longtree will go this way, and you and
La Barbara will go that way. We’ll meet here in an hour. Let’s
synchronize our watches. I got ten-fourteen.”

Bannon checked his old Hamilton, and it was
right on the nose. “Me too.”

“If you see Japs,” Butsko continued, “make a
note of where they are, how many they are, and where they’re going.
Got it?”

“Hup, Sarge.”

“Move out and be quiet.”

“What if we don’t see any Japs?”

“Move in the direction I told you for a half
hour, and if you don’t see any, just come back.”

Bannon and Frankie crossed the stream, the
water reaching up to their knees. They climbed the bank on the
other side, found a narrow footpath, and moved out in the direction
Butsko had indicated. Bannon shot an azimuth with his compass, to
make sure that they stayed on course, and proceeded with Frankie
along the path. In a few minutes the jungle closed around them and
they were all alone.

“Hey, Bannon,” Frankie whispered behind him
on the path.

“What is it now?”

“Why don’t we take a break?”

“We can’t take a break now, birdbrain.”

Bannon took another step forward, but
Frankie placed his hand on Bannon’s shoulder. “What’s your hurry,
cowboy?”

Bannon stopped and turned around. “Shut up,
Frankie. We got things to do.”

“Says who?” Frankie asked with his wise guy
smirk. “Butsko can’t see us now. There ain’t no Japs out there
anyways. Why don’t we just sit down and have a cigarette, and then
in an hour we’ll meet Butsko and tell him we didn’t see
nothing.”

Bannon stared at Frankie in disbelief. “Are
you crazy? What if there really are Japs out there and we don’t
report it?”

“Who gives a fuck? What does it matter? So
the colonel’ll stick a few more pins in his map. Big deal.”

“I don’t have time to argue with you,
Frankie. Come on, and that’s an order.”

“Fuck you and fuck your orders.”

“Okay. I’ll meet you here on my way
back.”

Frankie watched as Bannon walked off and
disappeared into the night. He couldn’t believe Bannon would leave
him alone like that. Why did Bannon keep taking chances that he
didn’t have to take? Why was the son of a bitch so gung ho? Insects
chirped around Frankie and he heard something that sounded like a
footstep on leaves nearby. It might be a Jap with a knife clutched
in his teeth or, worse, it might be Butsko sneaking up on him.

“Wait for me!” Frankie whispered, running
after Bannon.

The path was narrow and twisting, and
Frankie was moving too quickly to see well. He ran into a tree,
making a hell of a racket, and a big hand reached out and grabbed
him by the throat.

“I figgered you wouldn’t stay by yourself
very long,” Bannon said.

“Jesus, you scared me!”

“If there’s any Japs around here, we’re as
good as dead right now.”

“There ain’t no Japs around here.”

“I hope you’re right.”

They continued along the trail again, Bannon
going first and Frankie right behind him. They were traveling light
on this patrol, just bringing weapons, canteens, grenades, and
machetes with them. The moon and stars had hidden behind clouds,
and the jungle glowed phosphorescently around them. Frankie
imagined hundreds of eyes looking at him. There could be a
battalion of Japs on either side of the trail for all they knew.
Frankie had been afraid of woods all his life. He didn’t mind
walking down the toughest block in New York City, but the woods
scared him to death, and the jungle was even worse than woods. He’d
heard about jungle snakes that could strangle a man and then
swallow him whole.

They came to a steep hill and paused at the
bottom. Bannon checked his compass and the azimuth led straight
ahead.

“We’re not gonna have to climb that
motherfucker, are we?” Frankie asked.

“Yep.”

“Oh, shit, Bannon. Stop being such a
ballbreaker.”

“Come on.”

Bannon started up the hill, and Frankie had
no choice but to follow him. Frankie was starting to hate Bannon.
He was such a goody-two-shoes, always following orders and trying
to be a good soldier. It was disgusting. Guys from the country
are all corny, Frankie thought. They actually think they can
get someplace by playing it straight.

The hill became steeper and Frankie sweated
rivulets of perspiration into his shirt. His crotch itched from
filth and moisture, and he was sure he had a dose of the crabs.
I shoulda deserted in San Francisco when I had the
chance. They woulda never found me.

They neared the crest of the hill. Bannon
signaled for Frankie to slow down. Together they crept the final
yards to the top.

“I smell smoke,” Bannon said. “You smell
it?”

“I can’t smell anything except this stinking
fucking jungle.”

“The smoke must be what Butsko smelled
before.”

They reached the top of the hill, and a
campfire flickered in the darkness below them.

“Japs,” said Bannon.

“Let’s get out of here,” Frankie said.

“We gotta find out how many they are.”

Frankie clenched his teeth. “Will you stop
being such a stupid fuck? You’re gonna get both of us killed out
here.”

“They won’t be able to see us.”

“How the fuck do you know?”

Bannon sighed. “Maybe you’d better stay here
and I’ll pick you up on my way back.”

“You ain’t leaving me here!”

“Then let’s go, and be quiet, for
Chrissakes.”

They descended the hill, and then Bannon
understood why Butsko had insisted on such a long patrol. The Japs
thought they were far enough from American lines to light a fire:
The hills were between the fire and the American lines and they
thought the Americans never would see it. But they hadn’t counted
on Butsko. Dumb fucking Japs.

Suddenly the fire went out, and Bannon
stopped cold in his tracks. What the hell’s going on now? Had the
Japs become aware that an American patrol was closing with them, or
had an officer told the men to put the goddamned fire out?

“Let’s get out of here,” Frankie said.

“Shut up.”

Bannon wondered whether to move closer to
the spot where he’d seen the fire or return right away to the
rendezvous point on the stream. Butsko would say, “Why didn’t you
check out that fire? What the hell you run away for?” Bannon
realized with an unpleasant twinge that he wanted Butsko to like
him, because he admired Butsko. How can I admire that
gorilla?

Beeeaaaaannnnggggggggg. The bullet
ricocheted off a tree near Bannon’s head, and he dived into the
muck. Out of the corner of his eye he’d seen the muzzle blast, and
quickly he raised his carbine, flicked off the safety, and fired a
burst on automatic in that direction. A Jap screamed. Other Japs
started jabbering.

“Let’s go!” Bannon muttered to Frankie, and
jumped to his feet.

They ran a dozen steps and then heard the
explosions of rifle fire behind them. Bullets whizzed around their
heads like angry gnats, and they dived to the ground again.

Bannon pulled a grenade off his lapel and
yanked the pin. “As soon as this goes off, start running.”

“You son of a bitch, you got me into
this mess!”

Bannon held the lever tightly, so that it
wouldn’t blow, and listened for sounds of the Japs. They came
crashing through the woods, a few of them shouting orders, and
Bannon pulled back his arm and let the grenade fly. A Jap bellowed
in alarm as the grenade bounced off a tree and fell to the ground.
The Japs sounded as if they were scurrying madly about.

Barrrooooommmm!

The forest lit up for an instant, and then
it was pitch black again, with Bannon’s ears ringing from the sound
of the explosion. He leaped up and ran toward the trail, with
Frankie huffing and puffing beside him. Bannon was no skilled
tactician, but he had enough smarts to know that the Japs would try
to cut him off, because that’s what he’d do if he were a Jap. He
ran as fast as his feet could carry him, grateful now that the
trail was narrow and winding, because that would make it hard for
the Japs to get off any clear shots. Behind him he heard excited
Jap voices and occasional gunshots. The Jap bullets slammed into
trees ten or twenty yards away.

Running behind Bannon was Frankie, who
realized that if the Japs ever fired some shots on target, they’d
hit him right in the back. He was like a moving fortification for
Bannon, and to hell with that.

“Get outa my way!” Frankie muttered, putting
on a burst of speed and pushing Bannon to the side.

Bannon tripped and fell into a tree, and
Frankie passed him by, his knees kicking high in the air like a
running back on a professional football team. Bannon regained his
balance and ran after Frankie. Behind him he could hear more Jap
voices. Everything would be okay as long as they stayed behind
him.

Numerous trails intersected with the one he
was on, and he wondered if he should get off the main trail. He
decided it would be his best bet for survival, and he didn’t dare
call out to Frankie, because he didn’t want to give away his
position to the Japs.

Bannon turned off the trail and dived into
the jungle. He clawed and crashed his way through the thick
foliage, and Frankie heard him. Frankie stopped, turned around, and
saw Bannon disappearing into the jungle.

“Wait for me!” Frankie screamed.

Frankie turned back and followed Bannon into
the jungle. Gasping for air, in a state of desperate terror,
Frankie grunted as he fought his way through the vines and tangled
branches. He was so agitated that he didn’t see the fist coming at
him from behind the tree. It landed solidly on his jaw and he went
down for the count.

Bannon stepped over him and moved back on
the trail, rearranging branches so that the Japs wouldn’t notice
that two men had gone plunging into the jungle here. Quickly and
deftly he camouflaged their entrance, then returned to Frankie La
Barbara and lay beside him, covering Frankie’s mouth with his big
hand. Frankie was regaining consciousness and tried to speak.
Bannon grasped Frankie’s mouth with his hand.

“Shut up, you son of a bitch, or I’ll cut
your throat,” Bannon uttered.

Frankie raised his head. Bannon moved his
hand from Frankie’s mouth, and his hand was covered with blood and
drool. Frankie had two loose teeth, but this was no time to
complain about his dental work. They heard the Japanese coming
closer on the trail, chattering to each other in their weird,
high-pitched voices, their footsteps pounding on the trail. Frankie
squinched his eyes shut and prayed to God. He promised he wouldn’t
curse anymore or fuck any more girls if God got him out of this
one.

The Japs drew abreast of them on the trail,
and Bannon could make them out in the darkness. They were small
wiry men wearing peaked caps with cloth hanging over their necks
and ears. Their rifles and bayonets looked longer than they were.
Bannon imagined one of those bayonets piercing his gut and
shivered.

The Japs kept going. Bannon breathed a sigh
of relief. Their footsteps receded into the distance. He and
Frankie were safe. But what could they do next? There was only one
thing. They’d have to stay put until that patrol returned.

“When we get out of here,” Frankie said,
“I’m going to kill you.”

“You’d better, because if you don’t, I’m
going to kill you.”

Frankie reached into his shirt pocket and
took out a sweaty pack of gum. “Want a stick?”

Frankie took one, peeled off the wrapper,
and folded it into his mouth. He balled up the wrapper and dropped
it in a pocket. Frankie chewed noisily, like an old cow. Bannon
wondered how Butsko was doing. He must have heard the gunshots.
Bannon hoped Butsko would get back to the regiment with news about
the Jap encampment. They could send out a raiding party in the
morning and wipe it out.

Bannon and Frankie lay on the moist earth,
wondering if they’d get out of the jungle alive. Minutes ticked
away and insects buzzed around them. White ants attacked Bannon’s
hands and he crushed them all silently. The two soldiers sipped
water from their canteens and each ate a candy bar. They wished
they could smoke cigarettes.

After a while they heard voices on the
trail. The Japanese soldiers were returning, their voices laden
with fatigue and discouragement. They sound something like
us, Bannon thought, and then the full weight of that took away
his wind for a moment. They sound just like as. Bannon never
had observed Japanese soldiers this closely before and realized
that they were soldiers just like American soldiers, running around
and doing things they didn’t like either. Probably every one of
them wished he was back in Tokyo, or wherever he was from, with his
girlfriend, instead of fighting on Guadalcanal. But no soldier
could walk away from a war. Once the bastards had you, you couldn’t
get away. And besides, the Japs had started the war. They
sneak-attacked Pearl Harbor, so fuck them. Bannon’s hatred of them
returned. He remembered the Bataan Death March. They weren’t
ordinary soldiers like Frankie and him. They started this mess
and we’re going to finish it.

Bannon and Frankie lay still as the Japanese
soldiers passed. Their shoulders were stooped over and they were
dragging ass. Bannon felt like tossing a hand grenade at them, but
that would draw more Japs and he’d never get out of there.

The Japs walked toward their encampment, and
gradually the sound of their footsteps were engulfed by the breeze
in the trees and the cackling of birds.

“Let’s go,” Bannon said, “and if you make
any more trouble for me, I’m going to shoot you.”

“Not if I shoot you first,” Frankie
replied.

They crawled out of the jungle and returned
to the road, where they adjusted their rifles on their shoulders
and walked toward the stream. They moved along quickly, anxious to
get out of that valley. Bannon thought about smoking a cigarette in
a nice safe foxhole behind his lines. It seemed almost too much to
hope for. Bending forward, they climbed the hill. As they neared
the top, Bannon thought the rest of the trip would be easy. They’d
just coast down the other side, meet Butsko and Longtree near the
stream, and head for friendly lines. Bannon looked at his watch: It
was ten minutes until rendezvous time. If they hurried a little,
they should make it without any trouble.

“Chisai?” said a voice in the
darkness in front of them. “Domo?”

Bannon froze. The Japs had left a lookout
behind. He raised his carbine and was about to click off the
safety, when he realized the shot would draw more Japs. There was
only one thing to do. He crouched low and drew out his machete

“Chisai?” the voice asked again.

Bannon could see the head and shoulders of
the Jap outlined against the sky. Bannon stepped cautiously toward
the Jap and raised the machete in the air.

“Dekka nesso?” the Jap said, concern
in his voice.

Bannon charged forward and brought the
machete down with all his strength. The blade caught the Jap at the
juncture of his neck and shoulder and broke through his collarbone
and ribs as if they were twigs. When Bannon’s stroke ended, the
machete was buried in the Jap’s lungs and the Jap was sagging to
the ground.

Bannon worked the machete loose and looked
around, the blade dripping blood on the ground: Frankie joined him,
his machete out too. Bannon thought there must be another Jap
about, but couldn’t hear anything.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said to
Frankie.

Their machetes still unsheathed, they ran
ever the crest of the hill and down the other side. They slowed
down as they neared the bottom and put their machetes away.
Sweating, their chests heaving, they followed the trail into the
jungle and finally came to the stream. Bannon strained his eyes as
he approached the rendezvous point, looking for Butsko and
Longtree. He didn’t see them.

“They’re not here,” Frankie whispered.
“Something must’ve happened to them.”

A deep, harsh whisper came to them from the
bushes. “Nothing happened to us.” The bush rustled and Butsko and
Longtree came out from behind it. “You two made more noise than a
battalion of tanks. I could hear you coming for five minutes.”

Frankie was super excited. He worked his
shoulders and wagged his head. “We ran into trouble, Sarge. Had to
kill a whole shitload of Japs.”

“You didn’t come here to kill Japs, fuck-up.
You came here to observe them and report back. How many you
see?”

Frankie put his hands in his pockets and
shifted his feet around. He looked at Bannon to answer for him.

“We ran into a bunch of them before we got
close enough to count,” Bannon said. “We’re lucky we got out of
there.”

“You ran into them on the trail, right?”

“Right.”

Butsko spat into the stream. “You shoulda
got off the trail. Sometimes the hardest way is the best way.
You’re even a bigger asshole than I thought you were if you figured
you could walk into the Jap camp on the trail, count them, and move
out.”

“What about you?” Frankie asked, sarcasm in
his voice. “How close did you get?”

“Close enough to see what was there.” Butsko
looked around and grimaced. “Okay, let’s get back. We’ll go in a
single file, and for Chrissakes be quiet.”

Butsko took the lead and walked along the
stream toward American lines. The jungle grew over the stream and
made it seem as if they were walking through a hot, dank tunnel.
Sulfurous mists arose from the floor of the jungle. Bannon was
annoyed with himself, because he knew Butsko was right. He and
Frankie should not have stayed on the trail for so long. But he’d
know better next time. You can’t learn everything about war in a
day, he thought, and we haven’t even been here a day.
But he knew he’d better learn fast, otherwise he wouldn’t last too
long. The encounter with the Japs had been too close for comfort.
He couldn’t let anything like that happen again.

 


Colonel Hodaka jumped to his feet when the
first shot had fired. He had been leaning against a tree, resting
with his men and waiting for the big artillery barrage to begin.
The shots and subsequent grenade blasts surprised everybody. Then
the jungle became quiet. Hodaka told his adjutant, Major Noguchi,
to find out what was going on.

Noguchi returned ten minutes later. “An
American patrol is in the area,” he said. “They blundered into one
of our outposts and were discovered. In the action that followed,
four of our soldiers were killed and four were wounded. The
Americans fled, as far as we know.”

“How many of them were killed.”

“None, sir.”

“Then it appears that we blundered into
them, and not them into us.” Hodaka furrowed his brow and thought
for a few moments. There was no point in pursuing the Americans,
because the big artillery barrage would begin soon, and he didn’t
want to expose any of his men to it. “Double the guard,” he told
Noguchi, “and advance the outposts two hundred yards. Pass the word
along that American patrols are in the area. If anybody is found
sleeping on guard, they’ll get the firing squad. If any Americans
are captured, I want them brought to me immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

Noguchi left to carry out his orders. Hodaka
sat underneath the tree again. He took a drink from his canteen and
glanced at his watch. Everything was going wrong, and he didn’t
like it. First some fool had started a campfire, and he’d be
punished severely at the first opportunity. Then this American
patrol had made contact. The Americans might not make it back to
their lines, because the artillery barrage probably would get them,
but Hodaka hated mistakes and sloppiness. That patrol should have
been wiped out, but instead it had wiped out eight of his own
men.

The Americans confused Hodaka. He’d thought
they would be cowardly and inept like the British he had faced in
the battle for Singapore, but they’d fought hard on Guadalcanal and
were as vicious as his own men. Hodaka didn’t know what to make of
this. Had he been lied to? Was the Japanese high command
underestimating the Americans? A foremost canon of military law was
Never underestimate your enemy. Was that mistake being
made?

He’d find out soon enough. The artillery
barrage would begin in a half hour, and then his attack would
follow. Then he’d find out for himself what the Americans were made
of.

 


Butsko raised his hand in the air. “Let’s
take a break.”

They were in a field of kunai grass and sat
down. The grass was six feet tall, an inch or two wide, and its
edges were sharp as razors. It grew so thickly that you could stand
two feet from somebody and not see him.

“Can we smoke?” Frankie asked Butsko.

Butsko looked at him as if he were crazy.
“No.”

“But nobody can see.”

Butsko pointed at Frankie’s nose. “One of
these days you’re gonna be a casualty, because you’re a stupid
fuck.”

Their uniforms were soaking with
perspiration and their bodies ached from the fast pace that Butsko
had set. Their faces were red and they sucked wind.

“This is the last break before we get back,”
Butsko said, “so make the most of it. After this we’re gonna
double-time.”

Frankie groaned. “What’s the hurry,
Sarge?”

“Shut up.”

Bannon lay back on the grass and looked up
at the cloudy sky. He flashed on a night when he’d made love with
Ginger in a field like this. He’d brought a blanket along, and when
they had finished, they had slept in each other’s arms. The field
had been fragrant, unlike Guadalcanal, which smelled like a big
fart most of the time.

“Hey, Sarge,” Bannon said, “where are you
from?”

Butsko’s voice was low and guttural, like a
big nasty bullfrog. “A little town near Pittsburgh.”

“What’d you do before you came in the
Army?”

“None of your fucking business.”

Frankie guffawed. “Whatsa matter—were you in
the rackets, Sarge?”

“No, but I bet you were.”

“I was,” Frankie agreed. “I ain’t ashamed of
it. I made more fucking dough than most officers in this Army, and
when I get out I’m gonna go back and make even more dough.”

“You’re not gonna last that long,” Butsko
said.

“I wish you’d stop saying that, Sarge.”

“I’m just telling you the way things are,
kid. If you don’t wake the fuck up, you’re not gonna last long.
This isn’t some guinea neighborhood in New York where you’re king
shit. This is a place where the littlest mistake can be your last
mistake. I’m telling you for your own good. You’d better start
using your noodle.”

“I can take care of myself,” Frankie said
petulantly. “You don’t have to worry about me, Sarge.”

“I ain’t worried about you, kid. I’m just
worried that you’re gonna get me killed.”

Butsko’s words hit Bannon hard, because he
knew Butsko was right. Frankie nearly got me killed tonight,
he realized. If I want to get through this war, maybe I’d better
stay away from him.

The men were silent as they lay in the tall
grass. In the distance they could hear on occasional machine-gun
burst or a stray shot. The field and jungle buzzed with the sound
of insects. Somewhere a dog started barking, and soon afterward a
creature in the jungle screamed horribly.

“All right,” Butsko said. “Let’s saddle
up.”

The men arose and adjusted their equipment.
Butsko took an azimuth with his compass and then trudged toward the
American lines. The others followed behind him, keeping six feet of
distance between each one of them.


Chapter Eight

 


THE JAPANESE WARSHIPS rumbled into
Ironbottom Sound. They were still on radio silence and all their
lights were out. Admiral Kurita stood behind a glass window on the
bridge, looking at Guadalcanal through his binoculars.

“Signal the fleet to drop anchor!” Kurita
said.

The order was passed along. On a high turret
of the ship a Japanese signalman fluttered the shades on a
communications searchlight, and the signalman on the Haruma
signaled back. Lights blinked on the destroyers. The bay echoed
with the sound of anchors and chains clanging. The anchors bit into
the bottom, and the ships stretched out the chains, coming to a
stop in the strong current.

“Battle stations!” cried Kurita.

Japanese sailors in white suits scurried up
ladder wells and ran to their huge cannons, beside which were
stacked crates of shells. Kurita’s order was flashed to the other
warships, and gunnery officers estimated the range and position of
the American defense perimeter on Guadalcanal. Some of the cannons
were fifty feet long, bristling along each side of the battleships.
The cruisers and destroyers were armed with slightly smaller
guns.

“Prepare to open fire!”

The sailors heaved the huge artillery shells
into the breeches of the cannon and packed in the explosive
charges. The breeches were slammed shut and the gunnery petty
officers stood at attention with the lanyards in their hands,
waiting for the order to open fire. Gunnery officers made
last-minute aiming adjustments. They’d worked on this operation
throughout the day, studying maps of Guadalcanal, and there was
little left to do.

“Open fire!”

The petty officers pulled their lanyards,
and the night roared with the sound of explosions. The first volley
rocked the mighty Kongo on its side, and night became day
for a few seconds. Huge billows of smoke rose up from the snouts of
the cannons, and artillery shells soared high into the sky. Sailors
opened the smoking breeches of the guns and loaded more shells. A
second volley was fired and then a third. Ironbottom Sound echoed
with the thunder and lightning of destruction.

Admiral Kurita smiled as he watched the
shells make tiny dots of light on Guadalcanal.

 


The American patrol made its way laboriously
through the thick, dark jungle. The men’s faces and hands bled from
scratches by branches and sharp leaves, and they were covered with
insect bites. They moved at a fast pace, with Butsko far up front,
charging along the trail like an angry animal. Solid walls of
foliage lined the trail, and ahead there was endless darkness.

They passed a bend in the trail and saw a
vast open space in front of them. It was the free-fire zone cut by
the Seabees in front of the American positions.

“We made it!” Frankie said.

Bannon thought of the cigarette he was going
to smoke as soon as he got behind the barricades. He placed his
hand against the pack of Chesterfields in his shirt pocket,
imagining how pleasurable that first drag would be.

“Stay close to me,” Butsko said, “and let’s
hope none of those trigger-happy bastards are on duty.”

Butsko led them toward the American
fortifications. It had been prearranged for them to return to this
particular point in the line, and the sentries were supposed to be
expecting them, but Butsko never took anything for granted. He
crouched low and bent his knees as he moved closer to the
fortifications.

Halfway across the field, he heard a faint
whistle sound above him. He froze, then yelled, “Hit
it!”

Bannon heard the whistle, too, and was
already on his way down before Butsko spit the words out of his
mouth. Bannon landed in the mud and tucked his arms underneath him,
waiting for the shell to hit.

A dozen of the mammoth shells landed all at
once, and Bannon thought it was the end of the world. The ground
heaved and churned, and a huge section of the American line was
blown into the air. The sound was louder than any sound Bannon had
heard in his life, and he felt as if it were crushing his brain.
Shrapnel, rocks, and mud flew over his head and sliced into the
trees in the jungle. The screams of men were drowned out by the
landing of more shells and then more. After a few minutes of
incessant shelling, Bannon thought he was losing his mind. Never in
his life could he imagine such horror. The night was filled with
cataclysmic roaring explosions and the whistle of incoming shells.
Somewhere in the distance a gasoline dump was hit, and a huge
blossom of orange flame rose into the sky. The shelling was so
intense, Bannon thought for sure that he was going to die.

A shell landed nearby in the free-fire zone,
and it was so loud and convulsive that Bannon thought he had
been killed. The explosion deafened him temporarily, and the flash
blinded him. The ground heaved so wildly that he was thrown onto
his back, and huge clods of mud fell on his face and body. His face
was wet and he thought he was bleeding. Another shell landed even
closer, and his teeth chattered so badly that he couldn’t stop
them. Why did I join this fucking Army? he asked himself.
Why didn’t I run for the hills and hide? Even jail would be
better than this.

Men howled in pain and officers barked
orders. Hellfire and brimstone rained down from the heavens,
flattening buildings and blowing huge artillery emplacements into
the air. It was as if the world were being torn apart. The sheer
violence and destruction was almost beyond Bannon’s comprehension.
More shells exploded in the free-fire zone, and the shrapnel
whizzed by just a few inches above Bannon’s head. I’m completely
exposed out here, he thought, trying to batter down his
mounting panic. I’ve got to find some cover.

He tried to think but couldn’t. The savage
explosions truncated his thoughts and made his brain feel as if it
were bouncing around inside his skull. He was certain he’d be deaf
for the rest of his life if he survived this bombardment. The world
was on fire and night became day. He clawed at the ground, trying
to hide. He shrieked at the heavens; the noise and havoc had pushed
him to the point of madness.

Then suddenly he had a clear vision of a
hole in the ground. He realized that the shells were making deep
holes in the ground, and maybe he should jump into the nearest one.
He raised his head from the mud, and his eyeballs were seared by
white-hot explosions in the distance. He saw the tops of coconut
palms crashing to the ground and men with their arms and legs
outstretched being blown into the air.

He saw a hole about twenty yards away. It
still was smoking and was surrounded by piles of earth. Can I
make it? Bannon wondered. I’ll have to try. Cradling his
carbine in his hands, he crawled toward the big hole as vast
numbers of artillery shells smashed incessantly on the American
positions. Rats squeaked wildly and ran about in a panic, their
homes having been unearthed. One of them ran over Bannon, but he
had more important things to worry about. He oozed along the ground
like a giant snake, his nose dragging in the mud. At any moment he
expected one of those huge shells to land on his back and blow him
to Kingdom Come. There wouldn’t be enough of him left afterward to
put inside an ice-cream cone.

The ground shuddered underneath him, and
columns of fire shot into the sky. His ears arched fiercely, and he
was certain his eardrums had been broken. His head was numb, and
his hands trembled uncontrollably. Finally he came to the edge of
the hole. He pushed the mounds of earth out of his way and dug his
fingernails into the walls of the hole. He looked down and saw
Sergeant Butsko sitting in the bottom of the hole, leisurely
smoking a cigarette.

“Come on down!” said Butsko. “There’s plenty
of room.”

Bannon slid down the muddy wall of the hole
and landed at Butsko’s feet. He raised himself up and stared in
amazement at Butsko, who appeared calm and comfortable, as if he
were sitting in the mess hall, having a cigarette after dinner. The
hole was six feet deep and six feet wide at the top. If a shell
landed inside the hole, it would be all over for him and Butsko.
Bannon looked up at the mouth of the hole.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Butsko said.
“But the odds are against a shell landing in here with us. And if
one does, you won’t know about it anyway. They say you never hear
the one that lands on you.”

Bannon felt dizzy and sick. He sat on the
soggy mud and tried to rub some feeling into his hands. Butsko’s
voice had sounded as though it came through a brick wall.

Butsko held out his pack of Lucky Strikes.
“Cigarette?”

“I got my own,” Bannon replied in a voice
that sounded like it belonged to somebody else. He took out his
pack of Chesterfields and lit one with his trusty Zippo. He inhaled
the smoke into his lungs and it revived him a little. “Do my ears
look like they’re bleeding, Sarge?”

“Nan, but you look like you’re scared
shitless.” Butsko laughed.

Bannon realized he’d never seen Butsko in
such a good mood. All Butsko’s cruelty and brutality had vanished,
and he appeared to be having fun. A vague smile was on Butsko’s
face as he looked up at the sky rent with explosions and flame.

“I love war!” Butsko said. He raised his
arms as if in supplication. “War makes everything else look like
nothing! It makes you see things like you never seen them before!
It separates the men from the boys!”

Bannon looked at Butsko and realized that he
didn’t have all his marbles. Butsko’s eyes glittered with
excitement as he watched the flashes and heard the explosions.

Butsko laughed. “You should see yourself,
cowboy. You look white as a glass of milk. Don’t be scared.
Everybody dies sooner or later, but wouldn’t it be better to die in
a big wild explosion than to keel over in the toilet someday?”

“I’m too young to die,” Bannon replied.

“No, you’re not,” Butsko said. “I’ve seen
men younger than you die. Even babies die sometimes. Nobody’s too
young to die, Bannon. Nobody.”

“I don’t want to die.”

“Neither do I, but if it comes, it comes.
What the fuck, huh?”

Bannon shrugged and puffed his cigarette. He
looked at his watch and figured that the bombardment had been going
on for about a half hour. It couldn’t last much longer.

Butsko laughed again, leaned forward, and
slapped Bannon on the shoulder. “You know something, cowboy? I
don’t think you like this war.”

“I sure as fuck don’t.”

“That’s because you don’t appreciate it. You
don’t realize that war brings out the best in men. I know you don’t
believe me, but it’s true. Look at you. War has brought out the
best in you. Before the war you were just a fucking cowboy, and now
look at you: You’re a soldier. You’ve just made corporal because
you’re such hot shit. And you’re not afraid to kill, are you?”

“I don’t know,” Bannon said. He didn’t like
the way the conversation was going, and the ground was shaking as
if an earthquake were taking place. Choruses of explosions rolled
over the hole, and bits of dirt fell down the sides and rolled into
the puddle at the bottom. “You see Frankie and Longtree up there?”
he asked Butsko.

“No. Longtree’ll be all right, though. But I
don’t know about your friend. He’s a fucking wise guy, and I don’t
like wise guys.”

“He’s not so bad,” Bannon replied.

“He’s not so good either.”

“He’s a fighting son of a bitch when his
back is to the wall.”

“Well, if he’s in my platoon, his back is
gonna be steady to the wall, because I’m gonna be the wall. I’ll
make a soldier out of him yet.”

“If he’s still alive.”

“If he’s not, it won’t be no big thing.”

At the same moment they heard the whistle of
an incoming shell.

“Hit it!” Butsko screamed.

They both dived into the bottom of the hole,
crashing into each other’s helmets. The whistle grew louder and
Bannon’s spine resonated with it. Then the monster shell slammed
into the ground several yards from the hole and exploded violently.
The shock waves caved in the walls of the hole and buried Bannon
and Butsko alive. Screaming underneath the dirt, they clawed and
kicked their way toward the surface of the ground, elbowing and
kneeing each other unintentionally in their wild panic. They were
strong men and they didn’t have far to go. Bannon’s head pushed
through the dirt first, and the sky looked like an immense
fireworks display. The universe was on fire, and light rippled
across the horizon.

A moment later Butsko’s head appeared,
snorting and coughing, his face caked with dirt and muck. Five
yards away was the big hole that the shell had made. Bannon and
Butsko worked their way loose from the dirt, crawled toward the
hole, and tumbled into it.

At the bottom they brushed off their
uniforms and took out their cigarettes.

“That one was a little too close for
comfort,” Butsko said, and he wasn’t smiling anymore.

Bannon was amazed that his trusty old Zippo
was still working even after what he’d just been through. “I
thought you said you liked this shit, Sarge.”

Butsko frowned. “Sometimes it can be a pain
in the ass, just like anything else.”

 


Less than twenty miles away, General
Hyakutake stood with Colonel Tsuji on a hill near his field
headquarters. They held binoculars to their eyes and watched the
spectacular conflagration on the horizon. Behind them were aides
and staff officers, also gazing with awe at the bombardment. The
sky over the American lines was bright as day, pulsating with
explosions. General Hyakutake estimated it was the most intense
bombardment he’d ever seen in such a small concentrated area.

He smiled, his face alight with the light of
the bombardment. “Excellent,” he said. “Superior.”

Colonel Hodaka led his regiment through the
jungle toward the American positions aflame in the distance. He
carried his samurai sword in his hand and waved it through the air
every several paces, urging his men on. Soon the bombardment would
stop and his attack would begin. Soon he’d have the honor of
leading his regiment in the first assault against the Americans.
American blood would drench his sword and his regimental flag would
be raised victoriously over Guadalcanal.

The regimental flag was being carried a few
feet to his right by Sergeant Kazu, the most decorated enlisted man
in his regiment. The flag had red, green, and purple stripes
running horizontally across the cloth. In the center was a circle
showing crossed swords. That very flag had preceded the Hodaka
Regiment into battle in the Philippines and had flown over fields
strewn with American corpses. Tonight it would do the same. The
Americans were afraid of the dark. Everybody knew that. They’d
break and run as soon as the Hodaka Regiment appeared at their
barricades.

Hodaka looked at his watch. He would reach
his jump-off point in fifteen minutes, and the bombardment was
scheduled to stop in forty-five minutes. Everything was proceeding
magnificently. He raised his sword in the air and screamed,
“Banzai!”

“Banzai!” echoed the men of his
regiment behind him.


Chapter Nine

 


SUDDENLY THE SHELLING stopped, and for a few
seconds Bannon and Butsko didn’t realize it because they were half
deaf. The shelling had gone on for seventy minutes and the two
battleships had fired over nine hundred rounds. In addition the
seven destroyers and two cruisers poured their own ammunition into
the American positions. Bannon and Butsko raised their heads and
peered toward their lines. Everything was smoke and flames.

They climbed out of the hole, their ears
numb from the bombardment. They were vertiginous and stumbled
around the mud and holes.

“Frankie!” Bannon shouted. “Longtree!”

A helmet appeared in one of the holes, and
underneath the helmet were the slanted bloodshot eyes of Private
Longtree. Cautiously another helmet rose from the hole, and the
pale twitching face of Frankie La Barbara came into view.

Butsko squared his shoulders and started
playing platoon sergeant again. “You guys all right?”

Frankie and Longtree nodded solemnly.

“Let’s go!” Butsko said. “Whataya think this
is, a vacation?”

Frankie and Longtree climbed out of the
hole. Bannon walked up to Frankie, whose eyes were blank and
staring.

“You okay, Frankie?”

“Uh-huh.”

“How about you, Longtree?”

“I’m okay.” Longtree’s face was
expressionless, as always.

They followed Butsko across the free-fire
zone toward the American line. The ground was pitted with huge
craters and reminded Bannon of drawings he’d seen of the surface of
the moon. They drew close to the lines, and Butsko waved his arms
to signal that they were coming, but nobody paid any attention.
Fires burned everywhere, and huge billows of black smoke floated
into the sky. They reached the first trench and jumped in. A
soldier lay trembling and sobbing at its bottom.

Butsko kicked the soldier in the ass. “On
your goddamn feet, young warrior! What the hell you think this
is!”

The soldier didn’t respond; he just lay
there in a state of shock. Nearby was a huge crater with disjointed
arms and legs lying around its perimeter. It once had been part of
the trench and soldiers had taken cover in it, but it hadn’t been
as safe as they’d thought.

They climbed up the rear section of the
trench and saw men running in all directions, trying to put out
fires with buckets of water. Some worked frantically in an effort
to save ammunition and gasoline from the spreading flames.
Buildings and tents blazed and crackled. Dead men lay everywhere,
along with portions of dead men. Their faces flickered in the light
of the fires, and sirens whined as ambulances careened around
corners, carrying bloody cargo to field hospitals.

Bannon walked behind Butsko as if he were in
a dream. Never in his life had he dreamed that so much destruction
could happen in so short a period of time. When he’d left the
American positions a few hours ago, it had appeared that they would
stand forever, and now everything was blown away, burnt down, or
mangled. Butsko led the others through the chaos and holocaust to
Captain Gwynne’s command-post bunker, but when they arrived, they
found only a huge hole in the ground, surrounded by debris.

“Direct hit,” Butsko said, firelight
flickering on his face. “I wonder if they got him.”

Butsko looked around for someone to ask
about Captain Gwynne’s whereabouts when a jeep drove through a wall
of flames on the road in front of them. The jeep screeched to a
halt, and a tall lean ramrod figure jumped out of the passenger
seat. Bannon could recognize that upright posture anywhere. It was
Colonel Stockton.

“Hey there, you men!” he shouted at Bannon
and the others. “Help put out these fires! What the hell are you
waiting for!”

Butsko took long strides toward him and
saluted. “Sir,” he said, “we’ve just returned from patrol. We ran
into about two battalions of Japs, maybe more, over there.” Butsko
pointed to the jungle.

“When was that?”

“About an hour before the bombardment
started, sir.”

Colonel Stockton felt a contraction in the
pit of his stomach. Japs probably were moving toward the American
lines at that very moment.

“What’s your name, Sergeant?”

“Butsko, sir.”

Colonel Stockton recalled hearing about him:
This was the sergeant who’d killed a civilian in Australia.
“Sergeant, gather together all the men you can find in this area
and put them up on the line! If there are any machine guns still
standing, have them manned! If anybody gives you any back talk,
just tell them the order came from me!”

“Yes, sir!”

Colonel Stockton marched back to the jeep,
his back stiff as a board, and told his aide, Lieutenant Harper, to
raise the battalion commanders on the radio. He told Harper to
hurry, because he wanted to organize the semblance of a defense by
the time the Japs attacked.

Butsko walked back to Bannon, Frankie La
Barbara, and PFC. Longtree. “All right you guys, go back up there
on the line and find yourselves a machine gun. Set it up and start
firing at the first Japs you see. If you run into any other GIs,
tell them to take positions on the line. Get going!”

The three soldiers ran toward the main
defensive line, and Butsko watched them disappear into the smoke
and darkness of the night. Then Butsko lit a cigarette, took a deep
drag, looked around, and spotted two soldiers frantically shoveling
dirt onto a burning shed. He ran toward the soldiers and grabbed
them by their collars with such force that he almost knocked them
unconscious.

“Get up on the fucking line!” Butsko
screamed, throwing them in that direction.

The men went flying through the air,
stumbled, and fell. They turned around and saw Butsko like a giant
prehistoric monster behind them, flames shooting from his eyes.
They weren’t sure of who he was, but they knew he meant business.
Gathering up their rifles, they ran toward the front lines.

Butsko shouted orders to everyone in the
vicinity. Those who hesitated were charged by the burly sergeant,
who grabbed them by their shirts and threw them toward the
trenches. Butsko’s booming voice became the dominant sound in the
area, overpowering the wail of sirens and the roar of the fires. He
ran about like a madman, kicking and punching and pushing soldiers
toward the front lines. No one dared resist him. A steady stream of
half-dead and dazed soldiers began to fill up the trenches and
foxholes. The defense in that sector was taking shape.

Bannon,
Frankie La Barbara, and PFC. Longtree found themselves a machine-gun nest.
The sandbags on the side of it had been blown away by the shelling,
and the machine gun lay on its side, but it appeared undamaged.
Frankie La Barbara threw a dead body out of the fortification, and
Sam Longtree went to work with an entrenching tool, repairing the
gap in the sandbags, while Bannon lifted the machine gun and set it
down on its three legs. He worked the bolt and heard the grinding
of sand in the grooves, so he took out his handkerchief and wiped
out the chamber as best he could.

Frankie La Barbara clawed in the dirt and
found the steel khaki boxes of ammunition. He lined them up beside
the machine gun and blew sand off the cartridges on top. Sam
Longtree heaved a log into the gap in the machine-gun nest’s
wall.

Frankie fed the ammunition belt into the
slot on the side of the machine gun, and Bannon worked the bolt so
that the gun’s mechanism would grab the belt. Bannon sat behind the
gun, flicked up the rear sight, took aim at the jungle, and lifted
the trigger. The machine gun roared as he fired a burst of six
rounds. In basic training they taught you always to fire in bursts
of six, to give the barrel a rest. If you fired more than that, the
barrel could melt down and misfire, causing the gun to blow up in
your face.

“Sounds good,” Frankie La Barbara said, as
he made himself comfortable beside the machine gun.

“Yeah, it’s working,” Bannon said, relief in
his voice.

He ran the gun from side to side on its
transverse mechanism, then elevated the rear of the gun so he could
enfilade the free-fire zone in front of him. Sam Longtree looked
around and saw trenches and foxholes nearby filling up with
soldiers whose faces and clothing were blackened by soot.

“Not much room in here for three,” Sam
Longtree said. “I’ll go someplace else.”

Before Bannon or Frankie La Barbara could
say anything, Sam Longtree had jumped out of the nest. Walking
hunched over, he searched for a suitable place in which to
fight.

Frankie La Barbara licked his lips nervously
and looked at the jungle. “I wonder when they’re coming,” he
said.

“Shouldn’t be long now,” Bannon replied,
squinting through the sights of the machine gun.

Butsko burst through some bushes and saw in
a clearing ahead a group of men sitting around talking.

“Hey, what the fuck you think this is!”
Butsko screamed. “Get up on that fucking line!”

The men turned toward him, and Butsko
recognized the round florid face of Captain Gwynne.

“What the hell are you doing, Butsko!”
Captain Gwynne demanded. “Who put you in charge around here!”

Butsko nearly tripped over his two feet,
then righted himself and approached his company commander, who had
been sitting with his executive officer, Lieutenant Ames, and his
runner, PFC. Caldwell, the latter trying to fix the company’s field
radio, which had been hit with a piece of shrapnel.

Gwynne stood and Butsko saluted him. “Sir,”
he said, “I just saw Colonel Stockton and he told me to put
everybody on the line that I could, because the Japs are gonna
attack any moment.”

“They are?”

“Yes, sir. When I was on patrol I saw a few
battalions of them out there.”

Captain Gwynne looked at the broken radio
and realized that Colonel Stockton probably had been trying to
reach him. “Okay, Butsko, keep doing what you’re doing.” He turned
to Ames and Caldwell. “Forget the radio; let’s go put the company
together.”

Butsko went in one direction, Lieutenant
Ames in another, and Captain Gwynne, accompanied by PFC. Caldwell,
in another. They fanned out through the company area, shouting at
men and sending them toward the front lines.

Lying underneath a bush, his helmet covered
with branches and leaves, a Japanese scout peered through his
binoculars at the American lines in front of him. He was on the
edge of the jungle, only a few feet from the free-fire zone, and he
could see smoke and flames all across the American positions. The
devastation had been widespread, and there appeared to be great
confusion among the Americans. The scout grinned as he backed away
from the bush. He crawled several feet, then stood and ran through
the jungle, eager to be the first scout to report the disposition
of the Americans in that sector.

 


Craig Delane ran across a clearing, carrying
a bucket of water in each hand, when Sergeant Butsko came out from
behind a tree and booted him in the ass. Delane went flying through
the air and fell to the ground, the water splashing all over
him.

“Get up on the line, fuck-up!” Butsko
bellowed. “Let’s go!”

Delane picked himself up from the ground,
but he wasn’t moving fast enough for Butsko, so Butsko kicked him
again. “I said move!”

Delane jumped up like a jackrabbit and ran
with a limp toward the front line, certain that Butsko had
dislocated his hip. Stupid son of a bitch, Delane thought
bitterly. What good will I be if he crippled me for
life?

Delane felt angry and frustrated. The
bombardment had driven him to the point of insanity, then he’d
nearly collapsed from fatigue while trying to put out fires, and
now Butsko had damaged his leg. I hate this damned
Army, Delane thought. What am I doing here?

Delane came to the trench and jumped in. He
saw Private Billie Jones at its bottom, reading from his Bible, and
Homer Gladley looking at the Bible over Jones’s shoulder.

“‘By the blast of God they perish,’”
Jones said, “‘and by the breath of his nostrils are they
consumed. The Lord is my staff and my salvation. The Lord will
deliver me from my affliction.’”

“Amen, brother,” said Homer Gladley, an
expression of reverence on his face.

Craig Delane groaned as he loaded up his M1.
How did I wind up with all these ignoramuses and savages? he
wondered. He’d never dreamed that the Army could be so horrible. It
would be tolerable if all he had to worry about were the Japanese,
but he hated the men in his outfit even more. They were cretins and
barbarians without the smallest trace of sensitivity and human
decency. His father could have kept him out of the Army, and he was
a fool not to have let him.

Delane set his sights at 150 yards and
hugged the butt plate tight against his shoulder. The mud in the
ditch reached his ankles and made his feet burn and itch at the
same time. His uniform was torn and singed and his ears still ached
from the bombardment. When he’d enlisted in the Army he’d somehow
imagined that he’d always be on dry land, doing heroic things. He’d
imagined himself returning to New York one day, covered with
medals, and then all the debutantes would fall at his feet. The
young men would slap him on the back and shower him with
admiration. Their elders would invite him to quiet corners where
they would smoke cigars and he would tell them about the war.

Delane bit his lip angrily. He sighted down
his rifle at the trees in the jungle, wondering when the Japs would
come and whether he’d be alive after the fight was over.

If he hadn’t been such an idiot, he could be
at the Metropolitan Club right now, dry and comfortable, drinking
Scotch and looking out the window at the girls walking by on the
sidewalk. I can’t believe I was so stupid, he
thought. If I ever get out of this war alive, I’ll never
volunteer for anything again.

 


In the darkness of the jungle Colonel Hodaka
sat on waterproof canvas, sipping cold tea. In the distance he
could hear the roar of explosions caused by flames reaching
ammunition dumps and gasoline tanks. The sky glowed orange and the
shouts of Americans could be heard far away.

An aide bent toward him. “The scout has
returned,” he said.

Colonel Hodaka arose as the scout walked
toward him, the leaves and branches on his helmet flopping from
side to side. His eyes glittered and he smiled thinly as he
saluted. “The Americans are in disarray,” he said. “There has been
widespread destruction within their defense perimeter. The
bombardment has been most effective.”

“Good work,” said Colonel Hodaka.

Colonel Hodaka puffed out his chest and
turned down the corners of his mouth. His helmet looked comical on
his large round head, but there was nothing funny about the look in
his eyes.

“Deploy the regiment for attack!” he
said.

 


“Maybe they’re not coming,” Frankie said,
chewing gum and tossing his shoulders around. “Maybe they were
headed someplace else.”

“I don’t think so.”

Frankie slapped a mosquito on his cheek and
shifted his position in the mud. He was sitting to the side of the
machine gun, a belt of ammunition trailing from the chamber of the
gun to a metal box near Frankie’s feet. “I think you’re mad at me,
Tex. That right?”

Bannon said nothing, but it was true: He was
mad at Frankie for nearly getting himself killed a few times.

“You’re not even talking to me?” Frankie
asked. “Well, if that’s the way you feel about it, go fuck
yourself.”

“I shoulda shot you while I had the chance,”
Bannon said.

“You don’t have the guts.”

“Wouldn’t take any guts at all. It’d be like
shooting a snake in the grass.”

“Who’re you calling a snake in the
grass!”

“Shaddup in here!”

Bannon and Frankie looked around and saw
Sergeant Butsko behind them.

“Whataya think this is?” Butsko asked. “A
debating society? Shut the fuck up and keep your eyes front!”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Butsko crawled into the machine-gun nest,
pushed Bannon out of the way, and examined the machine gun. The
bolt was clear and it was sighted properly. The field of fire was
perfect. He couldn’t have done better himself.

“The Japs are coming soon,” he said. “No
matter how close they get, don’t abandon this machine gun here,
because if you do, they’ll just turn it around and shoot you in the
back, got it?”

Bannon and Frankie nodded. Butsko grabbed
his carbine and climbed out of the machine-gun nest. He moved down
the line, checking the other soldiers and their weapons.

 


The Hodaka Regiment was poised at the edge
of the jungle, ready to attack. They were keyed up and felt wild,
because they’d have to charge across the free-fire zone and be out
in the open for two hundred yards before they would actually engage
the Americans. They knew many of them would die for the Emperor,
but there could be no higher glory than that.

Colonel Hodaka peered at the American
positions through binoculars. He saw palm trees on fire and huge
clouds of smoke that stank and made the soldiers cough. Americans
ran about, but it was difficult to perceive what they were
doing.

The time had come to attack. Colonel Hodaka
drew his sword and raised it high over his head.

“Tenno hei-ka banzai!” he
screamed.

“Tenno hei-ka banzai!” replied the
men around him.

Howling and shrieking, the Japanese soldiers
smashed through the jungle and ran into the free-fire zone. Holding
their rifles and bayonets high, they jumped over shell craters and
dodged debris as they raced toward the American lines.

“Banzai!” they shouted.
“Banzai!”

 


“Here they come!” said Frankie La Barbara,
his face draining of color.

In the darkness the Japanese soldiers looked
like little bugs swarming out of the jungle. Bannon aimed at the
group nearest to him and opened fire. The machine gun trembled on
its tripod and barked viciously. Every fifth bullet was an orange
tracer, and Bannon watched them arc down into the Japanese
soldiers.

“Banzai!” they screamed, charging
through the hail of bullets.

Rifles crackled all along the line held by
the Hellhounds, and machine guns raked the Japanese with hot lead.
Mortars had been set up, and their crews lobbed rounds into
no-man’s-land, but still the Japanese kept coming. Exhilarated by
the prospect of joining their ancestors in heaven, they charged
into the bullets and flying shrapnel, hoping for victory or a clean
noble death. Their comrades were cut down around them, and others
were blown up into the air, but their officers and sergeants urged
them on, and they responded magnificently.

“Banzai!” they echoed across
no-man’s-land. “Banzai!”

They surged halfway across no-man’s-land,
and Bannon could see them more clearly. Frankie fed in the belt of
ammo, and Bannon moved the machine from side to side on its
transverse rod, mowing the Japanese soldiers down like wheat in a
field. Bannon’s mind was like ice, and it was focused sharply on
the business in front of him. The machine gun spit death, and
Bannon sat stolidly behind it, firing in bursts of six, picking
targets carefully and aware that the firepower of the Hellhounds
wasn’t stopping the Japs.

“Jesus Christ!” Frankie said. “Jesus
Christ!” He chewed his gum and made funny faces as he gazed in
horror at the advancing Japanese. It looked as though there were a
million of them, and they weren’t stopping or even slowing down.
Frankie wished he still had his BAR instead of the flimsy carbine
he’d taken on patrol. Gazing over the battlements, he could see
Japanese faces in front of him, their mustaches and eyeglasses.

Finally he could sit still no longer.
Letting go of the belt of machine-gun ammunition, he grabbed his
M1, placed it on a sandbag, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. He
saw a Jap fall, but there was no time to cheer. He moved his
carbine an inch to the left, sighted in on another Jap, and pulled
the trigger. His carbine fired the shot, and he saw another Jap
fall. At that range he couldn’t miss.

Without Frankie’s assistance the machine-gun
belt twisted and snaked in the air as it was swallowed up by the
breech of the machine gun. The gun shook erratically on its tripod,
but Bannon could handle it. The Japs were less than a hundred yards
away now, and Bannon continued to rake them with fire. Something
told him the Japs weren’t going to stop. They would soon be inside
the American fortifications, and then it would be cold steel
against cold steel in hand-to-hand combat.

Heaps of Japanese dead lay in no-man’s-land,
and the charging Japs leaped over their dead comrades. They
screamed “Banzai!” and bared their teeth as they sped over
the mud and shook their rifles and bayonets. The machine gun kicked
and bounced on its tripod, but still Bannon swung it from side to
side, slicing down the front rank of Japanese soldiers.

Behind the front rank there were many more
ranks, and the Japanese steadily advanced. Bannon pulled the
trigger of his machine gun and saw a Japanese head blown apart by
his bullets. Blood spurted from the chest of another Jap, and a
third went down clutching his gut and shrieking horribly. The
sandbag in front of Bannon exploded from the bullet of a Japanese
rifle. Bannon flinched for a second, then resumed his fire.

Suddenly the machine gun stopped firing.
Bannon frantically pulled the trigger but nothing happened. Looking
to the left side of the gun, he saw that the first crate of
ammunition was empty, and Frankie La Barbara was too busy firing
his M1 to notice.

“Load me up!” Bannon shouted.

Frankie couldn’t hear him in the tumult of
the battle. Bannon grabbed his shoulder and Frankie spun around,
his face pale, pointing his loaded M1 at Bannon’s face.

“Load me up!” Bannon yelled.

“Yeah, sure!” Frankie said, bending over to
open the next box of ammunition.

Bannon looked up and saw the Japs closing in
quickly. They were just a few yards away. A Japanese bullet
ricocheted off the top of the machine gun, and another slammed into
a sandbag.

“Frankie—stand up!”

Frankie looked and saw Japs swarming toward
him. He grabbed his M1 and quickly affixed his bayonet to the end,
and Bannon did the same. Three Japs jumped toward the machine-gun
nest; Bannon and Frankie shot both of them in midair. The third
landed inside the nest, but he lost his footing and Bannon lunged
forward with his bayonet, plunging it to the hilt into the Jap’s
chest. Pulling backward, his carbine wouldn’t budge because its
bayonet was caught in the Jap’s ribs. Bannon bent to pick up the
Jap’s long rifle and bayonet, when something slammed him in the
head. He saw stars and fell through space, landing on his back
outside the machine-gun nest. Looking up, he saw a Jap standing
above him, about to shove a bayonet through his heart.

Bannon rolled over quickly, yanking his
Nambu pistol out of his belt. He stopped suddenly, aimed at the
hulk above him, and pulled the trigger. The Nambu kicked in his
hand and the Jap leaned backward, blood pouring from his throat.
Bannon jumped to his feet. Another Jap rushed him with rifle and
bayonet. Bannon aimed the Nambu and fired. The Jap’s face became a
bloody mask and he went sprawling to the ground.

Bannon snatched the rifle and bayonet out of
the dying Jap’s hands. Bannon was bareheaded, his helmet having
fallen off when he’d been clobbered in the machine-gun nest. His
fingers tingled and he’d never felt so blazingly intense. He saw a
Jap in front of him, screaming bloody blue murder, and charged him.
The Jap saw him coming, planted his left foot behind him, and
prepared to parry Bannon’s lunge, but Bannon feinted, pulling the
Jap off balance, and then Bannon thrust forward, stabbing the
bayonet in the Jap’s gut.

The Jap’s eyes nearly popped out, and he
dropped his rifle. Bannon ripped to the side, and the Jap’s guts
oozed out of his stomach. Bannon stepped back and the Jap fell
squirming to the ground, trying to stuff his guts back in. Bannon
kicked his head, jumped over him, and found himself in front of a
Japanese officer who was aiming his Nambu pistol at him. Bannon
dived low at the officer’s ankles as the Nambu exploded over his
head. Crashing into the officer’s legs, the officer tripped and
fell over Bannon’s back.

Bannon spun around and jumped on the
officer, who was raising his pistol for another shot. Bannon
grabbed his wrist with both hands and kneed the Jap in the balls.
The Jap hollered in pain and the Nambu exploded an inch from
Bannon’s ear. Bannon snatched the Nambu from the officer’s hand and
smashed him in the face with it, busting his nose and cheekbone.
The Jap officer, though dazed, was still very much alive, and he
tried to grab the Nambu out of Bannon’s hand, but Bannon hit him in
the face again, splitting the Jap’s lip and knocking in four
teeth.

The Jap knew he was in trouble now and
fought back like a wild animal. Bannon kept slamming him in the
face with the Nambu, and the Jap’s struggle diminished. His face
became a bloody pulp, and you couldn’t even tell where his mouth
was anymore. Bannon leaned back and fired the blood-splattered
Nambu at close range. The Jap’s head blew apart, blood and brains
flying in all directions.

Bannon jumped up and saw Japs and GIs locked
in combat all around him. He drew the other Nambu and waded into
the thickest part of the fighting, firing Nambus from each hand at
close range. One Jap had a GI on the ground and was about to run
him through when Bannon shot the Jap in the back. The Jap screeched
in pain, blood spurting from his kidney, and fell to the ground.
Three Japs charged Bannon through the smoke and confusion, but
Bannon stood his ground, firing the Nambus in both his hands. The
Japs fell one after the other, and Bannon jumped over them,
shooting a Jap in the face at point-blank range. Bannon kicked the
Jap out of the way and saw a samurai sword streaking toward his
head. Dodging to the side, Bannon fired both Nambus from a crouch
and brought down the Japanese officer wielding the sword. The
officer’s aide-de-camp, standing nearby, saw his commander fall and
fired his own Nambu at Bannon, hitting him in the leg.

Bannon felt a firestorm in his left thigh,
and it spun him around. The Jap aide-de-camp fired again, missing
Bannon, but when Bannon fired, he didn’t miss. His first
bullet hit the Jap in the left lung, and the Jap slumped to the
ground. Enraged by the pain in his leg, Bannon limped toward the
Jap and emptied both of his Nambus into his jerking, twitching
body.

“Banzai!”

A Japanese soldier charged Bannon, his rifle
and bayonet aiming toward Bannon’s heart, and now Bannon realized
the error of his ways. He should not have wasted all of his bullets
on a Jap who was out of the ballgame anyway, and all he could do
was hurl both Nambus at the charging Jap. The Jap lowered his head
to catch one of the pistols on his helmet, and that was all Bannon
needed. He leaped forward and grabbed the Jap’s rifle and
bayonet.

But the Jap wouldn’t let go. Both men heaved
and pushed each other, trying to gain possession of the rifle, and
Bannon could see the Jap’s slanted eyes and smell his fishy breath.
The Jap grunted and spat in Bannon’s face, and Bannon tried to kick
him in the balls, but the Jap pivoted neatly and caught the blow on
his thigh. Then the Jap succeeded in kicking Bannon in the shins,
and it hurt so much that Bannon got a new burst of maniacal energy.
He pushed hard and then pulled, upsetting the Jap’s balance, then
elbowed the Jap in the eye.

The Jap screeched as he let go his rifle,
and Bannon thrust it forward like a harpoon, burying it to the hilt
in the Jap’s chest. He pulled it out, spun around, and saw another
Jap coming at him. The Jap was tall and husky, a giant among the
other Japs; he towered over Bannon.

“Banzai!” the Jap shrieked.

He lunged at Bannon with his rifle and
bayonet, and Bannon parried his thrust out of the way. He slammed
the big Jap upside his head with his rifle butt, and the dazed Jap
back-pedaled. Bannon positioned his rifle and bayonet in the air
and slashed down, the blade of his bayonet catching the Jap on the
side of his neck and busting through his collarbone. Arteries
feeding the Jap’s brain were severed, and the Jap lost
consciousness, sagging to the ground.

A rifle butt came out of nowhere and slammed
Bannon on his arm. Bannon lost his balance and saw a bayonet
streaking toward his gut. He twisted out of the way and fell to the
ground, which exploded next to him as the Jap fired his rifle from
the hip. Bannon saw a Japanese helmet lying on the ground and threw
it at the Jap, who ducked, giving Bannon the split second he
needed.

Bannon sprang up and grabbed the Jap’s
rifle, but the Jap let it go and took a step backward, pulling out
a Colt .45 that he’d taken from a dead American officer. The Jap
aimed at Bannon and squeezed the trigger, and Bannon stood frozen
to the ground, thinking that his number had come up at last.

An ax came down from the sky and hit the Jap
on the top of his head. The blade of the ax smashed through the
Jap’s helmet and split open his head like a block of wood,
continuing its downward thrust into the Jap’s chest.

“Yeah!” screamed Sergeant Butsko,
yanking the ax out of the Jap’s butchered torso. “Yeah!”

Butsko charged forward with his bloody ax,
elbowed Bannon out of the way, and swung the ax like a baseball
bat, burying the ax in the stomach of a Japanese soldier who’d been
preparing to thrust his rifle and bayonet into Bannon’s back.

“Yeah!” bellowed Butsko, as he lopped
off another Jap’s arm. “Yeah” He whacked a Jap above his hip
bone, nearly chopping him in half. “Yeah!”

He sliced through another Jap’s chest as a
butcher hacks apart a chicken. Feinting with the ax, he aimed low
and lopped off a Jap’s leg.

A Jap hopped in front of Butsko and tried to
run him through; Butsko brought the big ax down, smashing the rifle
out of the Jap’s hand. Defenseless, the Jap would not run away. He
stood with his hands at his sides, gritting his teeth and waiting
for the blow to fall. He didn’t have to wait long. The ax came down
and bashed through his left shoulder, laying open his heart.

Butsko snorted through his nose as he tugged
the ax loose. All the restraints of ordinary existence were removed
from him now, and he was free to do the one thing in the world that
he loved to do best; kill Japs. The Bataan Death March and his
months in a Japanese POW camp had filled him with a deep black
hatred of Japs, a hatred that overruled everything in his life and
exploded out of him like a bomb at opportunities like this.

He swung the ax from the side and cracked
through a Jap’s ribs. He swung again and lopped off the top of a
Jap’s head. His forearms and biceps bled from bayonet cuts, but he
didn’t feel them as he charged into the thickest groupings of Japs
he could find, cutting them down. He swung the ax around like a
madman and soon found himself standing in the midst of incredible
carnage. A Jap officer fired a Nambu at him, and the bullet
whistled past his ear. The officer was getting ready to fire again,
and Butsko threw the ax at him, then leaped at the officer like an
angry roaring lion.

The handle of the ax had hit the officer in
the arms, upsetting his aim, and the next thing he knew, his pistol
arm was in the grip of two viselike hands. Butsko twisted the
officer’s arm up and around, hearing the satisfying snap as the arm
broke at the elbow joint, and then pushed his two thumbs forward
gouging out the Jap’s eyes. The Jap shrieked and writhed, trying to
hold off Butsko with one hand, and then Butsko punched him in the
mouth, knocking him cold. Butsko grasped the Jap around the neck
and squeezed with all his strength, grinning savagely as the Jap’s
windpipe and neckbones crumpled in his powerful hands.

With a satisfied smile Butsko let the Jap
go. He picked up the Nambu and his ax, just as a flare went off in
the sky. The battleground became illuminated with a ghostly glow,
and Butsko saw sweating grimy faces and heaving shoulders as men
tried to kill each other hand-to-hand.

“Yaaaaahhhhhh!” screamed Butsko,
charging a Jap and pulling the trigger of the Nambu. The pistol
kicked violently in his hand, and the power of the big bullet
knocked the Jap backward, his insides demolished beyond repair.
Butsko saw a Japanese soldier jabbing his bayonet into an American
GI’s stomach and ran toward the Jap, firing the Nambu at pointblank
range. The bullet shattered the Jap’s right arm and knocked him
over, his rifle and bayonet sticking from the stomach of the GI.
Butsko aimed down at the Jap on the ground, pulling the trigger of
the Nambu. Click. It was empty. Butsko raised his ax and
chopped off the Jap’s head.

Nearby, Craig Delane and a Japanese sergeant
circled each other, feinting with their rifles and bayonets. Delane
was scared to death and had reached the point when fear becomes
blind courage, and he was in superb physical condition; he used to
run the mile for the New York Athletic Club in track meets all over
the East Coast.

The Japanese sergeant was shorter than
Delane, with bandy legs and bucked teeth. He feinted again with his
rifle and bayonet, and Delane thought, What the hell, I’d better
make my move before he makes his. Delane put all of his 165
pounds into a fast thrust, and the Jap saw it coming too late. The
Jap moved to parry, but the bayonet went into his stomach to the
hilt. Delane watched the Jap wriggle on the end of his bayonet,
kicking his bandy legs and gripping Delane’s bayonet with his two
hands, trying to pull it out. Blood dripped through the Jap’s
fingers and poured out of his stomach. He said something in
Japanese, and Delane pulled down hard with his rifle and bayonet,
disengaging from the Jap, who went crashing to the ground. Delane
stood over him, feeling powerful and victorious, like a brave
warrior who had conquered his enemy. He wanted to savor the moment
longer, but feet rushed toward him, and he looked up to see two
Japanese soldiers charging.

Delane’s sense of victory transformed
suddenly to the certainty that he was going to die. He thought,
Fuck it, and charged the both of them, emitting a
high-pitched scream. The Japs got in each other’s way, and in the
confusion Delane managed to run one of them through. Then, as he
was pulling out his rifle and bayonet, he saw the other Jap lunging
toward him.

Delane let go his rifle and bayonet and
jumped backward like a jackrabbit, the Jap’s bayonet passing inches
from his stomach. The Jap was off balance and Delane dived toward
his rifle and bayonet, yanking it out of the Jap’s hands and
bringing the butt plate around, crashing it against the Jap’s head.
The Jap collapsed onto the ground and Delane stabbed him in the
side, then heard footsteps behind him and turned around.

A huge soldier was charging him, and Delane
anchored himself to the ground for the parry. Than another flare
went off in the sky, and Delane found himself looking at Frankie La
Barbara, but it was a Frankie La Barbara like he’d never seen
before. Frankie was bleeding from both arms and his left cheek. He
had a Nambu pistol in his left hand and an entrenching tool in his
right. He chewed gum violently, and when he recognized Delane he
froze for a moment, pivoted, and moved in another direction.

Frankie La Barbara was more scared than he’d
ever been in his life, and his fear had not transformed to
courage. Instead it had pushed him to the limits of his physical
and mental abilities, because more than anything else he wanted to
stay alive, and in order to stay alive he had to kill Japs before
they killed him.

In a mad frenzy he shot and hacked down
Japs, knowing that the more he killed, the better chance he’d have
to stay alive. Every muscle of his body was in motion all the time,
because he was afraid that if he stood in one spot for more than a
second, a Jap might nail him. He ran toward the back of a Jap
fighting an American soldier and shot the Jap in the back. Spinning
around, he saw a Jap charging toward him and drilled him through
the stomach. Behind that Jap was another Jap, and Frankie crowned
him on the helmet with his entrenching tool, making a loud clang
and then firing at the Jap twice before he hit the ground. The
first bullet hit the Jap on the cheek, tearing away his jaw, and
the second bullet missed, hitting the ground and ricocheting into
the air.

Frankie looked up and in the flickering
light of the flare saw Butsko ten feet in front of him,
decapitating a Jap with his ax. Frankie didn’t like Butsko and
thought this was his big chance. He could shoot Butsko and get away
with it. Feeling light-headed and weird, Frankie raised his Nambu
and drew a bead on Butsko.

Butsko suddenly turned around and saw
Frankie pointing a pistol at him. Rage and fury streamed out of
Butsko’s eyes, and Frankie couldn’t go through with it. A Japanese
soldier charged Butsko from behind, and Frankie moved his Nambu a
few inches to the right and fired. He hit the Jap in the chest and
the Jap crashed into Butsko, who spun around and buried his ax into
the Jap’s back.

“Banzai!” screamed a Jap who ran
toward Frankie.

Frankie fired the Nambu at him, but the
Nambu went click. It was empty. Frankie jammed the Nambu
into his belt and spun his entrenching tool through the air. When
the Jap drew close, Frankie whipped the entrenching tool up and
knocked the rifle and bayonet out of the Jap’s hands, then whacked
the Jap on the head. The Jap was dazed and staggered a few steps.
Frankie reared back and swung his entrenching tool from the side,
burying its blade in the Jap’s kidney. The Jap fell to the ground,
shrieking in terrible pain, and Frankie jumped with both feet on
the Jap’s face, stomping and kicking it into sausage meat.

Frankie bent over and picked up the Jap’s
rifle and bayonet, then charged forward, driving it into the
stomach of the first Jap he saw. He bashed the next Jap in the face
with his butt-stock, kicked a third Jap in the balls, and fired
from the hip at the fourth Jap, shattering his chest.

All around Frankie there were grunts and the
clash of steel against steel as the American GIs and the soldiers
of the Emperor tried to overwhelm each other. The mud was covered
with bloodied, hacked bodies, and the screams of the wounded filled
the air. No one could move without stepping on the body of a dead
or wounded soldier, but the grisly battle continued anyway, with
neither side giving way.

 


In a damaged but still serviceable bunker a
few hundred yards behind the fighting, Colonel Stockton paced
nervously beside his radio operator, who was trying to raise
General Vandegrift back at Henderson Field. The bunker was ringed
with Headquarters Company troops, and parked behind it was the
colonel’s jeep, so he could make a quick getaway if the Japanese
overran his regiment.

Colonel Stockton puffed his pipe nervously,
and there was an uncharacteristic stoop in his shoulders. This was
his first battle engagement of the war, and if he lost it, he could
be relieved of command. His career would be over, and his
Twenty-third Regiment whom he’d honed into a sharp-edged fighting
unit, would be wiped out.

“I’ve got General Vandegrift, sir,” said the
radio operator, handing Stockton a headset.

“Can you read me, General?” Stockton
said.

“Loud and clear,” replied General
Vandegrift. “Heard you’ve got a little trouble over there.”

“I don’t know if we can hold. I’ve already
committed my reserves. Can you send me anything?”

“It’s that bad?”

“As I said, I don’t know if we can hold
them.”

The headset was silent as General Vandegrift
thought for a few moments. “I can send you a company of Marines,”
he said.

“I think I’ll need more than that.”

“I can’t give you more, because my lines are
thin enough as it is. If I weaken one sector to help you, that
sector might be hit next. This may be a feint. The Japs might throw
a big wallop someplace and I’ve got to stay ready for them. I told
you, this is a shoestring war. You’ll have to hold them with what
you’ve got.”

“But …”

Colonel Stockton was interrupted by the
arrival of a young bedraggled lieutenant. His shirt was streaked
with blood and his left pantleg was torn completely away. He
saluted and said, “Sir, they’re falling back.”

Stockton stared at him. “Who’s
falling back?”

“The Japs, sir.”

“They are?”

“Yes, sir.”

Stockton breathed a sigh of relief. “General
Vandegrift, I’ve just received word that the Japs have fallen
back.”

“Well, it appears that your problem wasn’t
as bad as you thought.”

“It could have gone either way, sir.”

“New commanders often exaggerate setbacks.
You’ll learn soon enough what’s going on. Notify artillery where
the Japs have fallen back to, and we’ll give them a
plastering.”

“Am I still getting that company of Marines,
sir?”

“Yes. And when the artillery stops, attack
those Japs in the jungle and wipe them out. Any questions?”

“No, sir.”

“Carry on.”

There was a click, and then the airwaves
filled with static.

 


Bannon stood bleeding and dazed, watching
the Japanese soldiers retreat back to the jungle. One moment he’d
been fighting for his life, and the next moment the Japs were
pulling back. It had happened so suddenly. Someone must have
ordered the Japs back, but in all the screaming and shouting, he
hadn’t been aware of it. He was too tired to raise the M1 in his
hands and fire off rounds. Let them go, he thought.

He looked around, and the battlefield was
covered with Japanese and American bodies. The surviving GIs walked
around as if punch-drunk. The main trench was half-filled with
bodies in front of him, and the machine gun he’d manned with
Frankie La Barbara was fifty yards away, a dead Jap slumped over
the sandbags.

Bannon wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand and took out a cigarette. He lit it, then bent over and put an
American helmet on his head. He leg ached and he saw his pant leg
drenched with blood. He could barely stand on the leg, but the
blood was coagulating. It didn’t look too dangerous.

Sergeant Butsko emerged from the night, an
awesome bloody sight, his ax in his right hand. “They’ll probably
come back!” he yelled. “Take your positions and get ready! This
ain’t no time to lay back, you dumb cocksuckers!”

Bannon limped back to the machine-gun nest.
He didn’t think he could handle another Japanese attack. He didn’t
even think he could raise his arms anymore. But the Twenty-third
had thrown the Japs back. Bannon was dimly aware that the
Twenty-third had won a victory of some kind.

He climbed into the machine-gun nest,
expecting to find Frankie La Barbara lying dead beside the gun.
There were some Japanese and American soldiers huddled together in
death, and Frankie wasn’t among them. Apparently soldiers from both
armies had tried to fire the gun, but it was empty and they’d been
killed before it could be loaded up. Puffing his cigarette, Bannon
lifted the bodies and threw them out of the nest. The blood and
gore didn’t bother him: His mind was too numb.

“Bannon?”

Bannon looked over the sandbags and saw
Frankie La Barbara, his uniform torn to shreds and a big cut on his
left cheek.

“Gimme a hand, willya?”

Bannon reached down and pulled Frankie into
the machine-gun nest. They collapsed side by side at the bottom and
struggled to get up. Bannon lowered the barrel and readjusted the
sights while Frankie opened a box of ammo and fed in the belt.
Bannon worked the bolt and pulled the trigger. The machine gun
roared; it was ready to go again.

Bannon lay back against the sandbags and
sucked the end of his cigarette. Frankie slouched next to the boxes
of ammunition, lighting one of his own. There was nothing to say;
they groaned and sighed in fatigue.

The head of Sergeant Butsko appeared over
the sandbag. “What the fuck is this, a circle jerk?” He jumped into
the machine-gun nest and looked at the both of them. “I guess it
don’t take much to lay you two fuck-ups out.”

Butsko pushed Bannon out of the way and
checked the machine gun, noting that it was set up for action.
Their equipment was ready to fight even if they weren’t.

“You know where your squad is?” Butsko asked
Bannon.

“No.”

“Don’tcha think it’d be a good idea to find
out?”

“I will when I get a chance.”

“Get somebody else to fire this machine gun.
You’re supposed to be leading your squad, fuck-up.”

Bannon looked around but couldn’t see
anybody from his squad. The carnage surrounding the machine-gun
nest was almost beyond comprehension. He wondered if he was
dreaming.

“I don’t see anybody from my squad,
Sarge.”

“Ain’t that one of your guys over
there?”

“Where?”

Butsko pointed, and Bannon saw Craig Delane
crouching in a trench and reaming out the chamber of his M1 with
his cleaning tool.

“Delane, get up here!”

Delane looked up, saw Bannon, and crawled
weakly out of the trench. Butsko turned to Bannon.

“Find out how many men you’ve got left in
your squad and let me know.”

“Right.”

“Whatsa matter with your leg?”

“I can walk on it.”

Butsko nodded and jumped out of the
machine-gun nest. Bannon watched him go, rolling his shoulders
seemingly as energetic as always.

“Jesus,” Frankie said, “did you get a look
at that ax he was carrying?”

Bannon nodded. The ax had been covered with
blood and gristle. Butsko was splattered with blood. It even
flecked his eyebrows.

Craig Delane approached the machine-gun
nest. “What do you want?”

“Get in here and help Frankie with this
gun.”

Delane groaned, because Frankie La Barbara
wasn’t exactly the favorite member of his squad. He climbed over
the sandbags while Frankie sat behind the gun and sighted in.

Bannon moved out of the way. “When the Japs
come, mow ’em down,” he said. “If you need me for anything, I’ll be
around.”

Bannon flopped over the side of the sandbag
and slid into the trench beside it, looking around for the rest of
his squad.

 


Colonel Hodaka stood stiffly beside a
coconut palm, watching the remnants of his regiment return to the
jungle. They were cut up, battered, and panicked, dropping to the
ground and trying to catch their breaths. Colonel Hodaka had
ordered them to retreat and regroup when he realized they would not
break through the American lines. Somehow the Americans had stopped
them cold. It had been like running up against a brick wall.

Colonel Hodaka considered his failure a
disgrace that would stain his soul forever, and the only way to
wipe it out was by committing hara-kiri. But he couldn’t commit
hara-kiri, because his men were in trouble and they needed him.

Major Noguchi, his uniform torn, marched
toward Colonel Hodaka. “The men behaved disgracefully!” he
screamed. “They are not fit to be called Japanese soldiers! We must
attack again!”

“We will attack again. Can you contact
Colonel Tsuji on the radio?”

“Yes, sir.”

Major Noguchi searched for the radio
operator while Colonel Hodaka sat near the trunk of a tree. He
tried to figure out what had happened. After the bombardment, his
regiment should have gone through the Americans like a knife
through butter. He didn’t think he’d been outnumbered. What had
gone wrong?

Major Noguchi dragged the radio operator
toward Colonel Hodaka and pushed him to the ground. Then Major
Noguchi kneeled beside him and spoke the call letters of Colonel
Tsuji into the small black microphone. He heard whistling and
thought it was coming from the radio.

“Get down!”

The Japanese soldiers dived to the mud as
the first American artillery shell crashed into the ground and
exploded, knocking over trees and blowing men into the air. Colonel
Hodaka and Major Noguchi huddled side by side on the ground as
Colonel Tsuji spoke his call letters over the radio.

Major Noguchi handed the microphone to
Colonel Hodaka. “Colonel Tsuji, my attack has failed,” Hodaka
confessed.

“Failed? What do you mean, failed?”

“We were outnumbered. I called a retreat
when it appeared certain that my men would be wiped out.”

“What’s that sound?”

“Now we are being subjected to an artillery
barrage.”

“I see. Well, this is not the news we
expected.” Tsuji’s voice was clipped and businesslike, but Hodaka
could detect the anger between the lines. The ground shook with the
force of the artillery bombardment, and nearby a Japanese soldier
whined in pain.

“Has the Ichiki Regiment attacked yet?”
Hodaka asked, referring to the second feint at the center of the
American line.

“That’s under way right now. I’ll have to
hold the Yaksuko and Shunsake regiments back until the bombardment
ends in your sector.”

“What makes you think it will end, Colonel
Tsuji?”

“All artillery barrages end sooner or later,
Colonel Hodaka, and if it doesn’t end in time to suit our purposes,
we shall attack right through it.”

“What are my orders, Colonel Tsuji?”

“Reorganize your men. Tell them you will
attack again as soon as the bombardment stops. Tell them there will
be no retreat this time and that they will either emerge victorious
or fall upon the field of battle. That goes for all of you. Do I
make myself clear?”

“Yes, Colonel Tsuji.”

“Then be sharp and run those American dogs
into the ground.”

“Yes, Colonel Tsuji.”

“The best of luck to you. Over and out.”

Colonel Hodaka handed the microphone and
headset back to Major Noguchi.

“What did he say?” asked Noguchi.

“When the bombardment ends, we attack and
fight to the death. Pass the word along.”

“Yes, sir.”

Major Noguchi called the battalion
commanders on the radio as shells exploded all around them and
shrapnel whistled through the air. Colonel Hodaka saw Sergeant Kazu
lying on his stomach but managing to hold the regimental flag high
in the air. Miraculously the flag hadn’t been touched by shrapnel
yet, and Colonel Hodaka considered that a good omen. Perhaps defeat
could be turned to victory. The Americans had been defeated before,
and they could be defeated again. And this time he personally would
lead the charge. The sight of him in front would give the men
heart. Perhaps he would personally be the factor that would turn
the tide of battle.

“Noguchi,” he said.

Major Noguchi had been talking to a
battalion commander and paused to hear what Colonel Hodaka had to
say. “Yes, sir?”

“Tell them all that I personally will lead
the next attack.”

“Yes, sir.”

 


In the machine-gun nest Frankie La Barbara
gingerly touched the scab forming on his cheek. “Jesus Christ, I’m
gonna be disfigured for life,” he said. “You got a mirror on you,
Delane?”

“What would I be doing with a mirror?”
Delane asked, sitting next to the boxes of ammunition and trying to
catch his breath.

“Look at me,” Frankie said.

Delane looked at him.

“How bad is it?”

“Well, it’s not bleeding anymore.”

“Do you think I’m gonna be disfigured?”

“How should I know?”

“Aw, fuck you,” Frankie said angrily. “Kiss
my ass. Suck my dick.”

Frankie always knew he could be killed on
the battlefield, but he never thought that he might be disfigured
for life. He considered himself a handsome man and always had
plenty of girlfriends. He even had a wife, who was a good Italian
girl and would stand by him always, even if he was disfigured, but
he’d rather be dead than have an ugly, misshapen face.

“Shit,” Frankie said, touching the scab with
his fingertips, “why’d this hafta happen to me? Why couldn’t it’ve
happened to a guy like you, who’s ugly anyway?”

“What are you talking about?” asked Craig
Delane, who’d always considered himself a fine specimen of a white
Anglo-Saxon Protestant male. “I’m much better-looking than
you!”

“Horseshit! You look like a fucking queer!
You ever been laid, Delane?”

“None of your business.”

“You couldn’t get laid in a whorehouse if
you had a fistful of twenties, you fucking creep.”

Actually Delane had enjoyed sexual relations
in whore-houses and had even managed to bed down a few society
girls. “You don’t know what you’re talking about Frankie. Decent
women prefer men like me to loudmouths like you.”

Frankie laughed viciously.

“Go ahead and laugh, but you know I’m
right.”

“Fuck you, you’re right. You ain’t never
been right in your life, you punk-creep-scumbag.”

“The women that I go out with would spit on
men like you,” Delane said, getting angry. “Men like you wait on
their tables and sweep their floors.”

“I ain’t never waited on a table in my life,
and I ain’t never swept a floor till I wound up in this
motherfucking Army. But let me tell you something about those fancy
girls you go out with: They may act very la-de-da with guys like
you, but when they’re with guys like me, they’re like fucking
animals, they’re so starved for some good cock.”

Craig Delane pshawed. “How would you
know?”

“Because I used to fuck uptown girls all the
time. Everybody knows they’re the most twisted sick fucking bunch
of broads in the world. I picked one up one day on Fifth Avenue.
She was doing her shopping or some shit, and I took her to a
restaurant a friend of mine manages nearby and fucked her standing
up in the broom closet. She didn’t even know my name, for
Chrissakes, and there she was with her dress up to here,” Frankie
pointed to his belt; “with one foot on the mop bucket, fucking me
like a rabbit. Afterward she sucked my cock and I came in her hair.
So don’t tell me about fancy uptown broads. They fuck just like any
other kinda broads, only they like it more.”

“I doubt,” Craig Delane said, “that a girl
like that could be from a good family. She probably was some little
shop girl, but you wouldn’t know the difference.”

“Bullshit. She talked real fancy like you,
Delane. She probably was your kid sister.”

Delane had a kid sister and thought of her
in a broom closet with Frankie La Barbara. Outraged, he dived at
Frankie, who delivered a fast uppercut, knocking Delane cold.
Delane fell on his back beside the machine gun, and Frankie knelt
over him, slapping his face lightly.

“Hey, wake up, you fuck! The Japs might
attack any moment now and I might need you!”

 


Bannon roamed through the trenches looking
for the men in his squad. He found Shilansky with a broken nose and
a cut across his chest, but a medic had applied a big bandage, and
Shilansky appeared to be all right. Shilansky was sitting in a
foxhole, smoking a cigarette and watching the jungle blowing apart
in front of him.

“You see the Chief?” Bannon shouted above
the sound of explosions.

“Ain’t seen the Chief.”

“Butsko is trying to organize the platoon.
Go down there near that machine-gun nest and find some cover.”

“What’s down there?”

“Frankie La Barbara and Craig Delane are
manning that gun.”

Shilansky wiped his tender nose with the
back of his hand and stood up in the hole. He held his M1 in his
right hand and trudged toward the machine-gun nest. Shilansky had
joined the Army because a judge said it was either that or go to
jail again. Now, after fighting with Japs in the middle of the
night, he wished he’d gone to jail.

He reached the machine-gun nest and saw
Frankie sitting behind the gun, with Craig Delane pushing himself
up from the ground.

“I hate you!” Delane said through teeth
rinsed with blood. “Someday I’m going to kill you!”

“Your mother’s pussy,” Frankie snarled,
lighting up another cigarette.

Bannon found Sam Longtree sitting at the
bottom of a trench, sharpening his bayonet on a piece of Washita
stone he’d brought with him from civilian life. A bandage was tied
to his head, forcing his helmet back, and his arms were cut up, but
other than that he seemed okay.

“How you doing, Chief?” Bannon asked.

“Could be better,” Sam Longtree said.

“I’m forming up the squad over there.”
Bannon pointed toward the machine gun nest. “Why don’t you finish
sharpening your bayonet over there?”

“Okay.”

Sam Longtree dropped his Washita stone into
his shirt pocket, fixed his bayonet to his M1 rifle, and walked
away. Bannon lit another cigarette and wondered if he should get
permission to go back to a field hospital, because his leg hurt
like hell. Maybe he’d do that in the morning, after everything
quieted down.

He walked toward the machine-gun nest,
surprised that most of his squad was still alive. Looking down, he
saw dead bodies everywhere. Stretcher bearers carried away the
wounded, and a few men wandered around, firing pistols in the heads
of wounded Japanese soldiers. Something glittered in the flash of
an artillery explosion, and Bannon bent low to see what it was.

It was a Thompson submachine gun and it was
lying across the chest of a lieutenant from George Company whose
name Bannon didn’t know. Bannon figured it would be a neat weapon
to have in close fighting and picked it up, slinging it muzzle-down
from his shoulder. He also gathered up the dead lieutenant’s
ammunition pouch and hung it from his neck.

Limping toward the machine-gun nest, an
ugly, bloody apparition rose up in front of him.

“How’s your leg?” asked Butsko.

“I don’t know,” Bannon said. “I guess it’s
okay.”

“If you can walk on it, it can’t be too
bad.”

Bannon remembered Butsko axing the Jap who’d
been about to kill him. “Thanks for helping me back there,
Sarge.”

Butsko looked surprised. “What I do?”

“You killed a Jap who was fixing to stick me
with his bayonet.”

“Where’s your squad?”

“I’m looking for them right now.”

“Maybe you’d better get that leg looked
after.”

“I will as soon as I find the rest of the
guys in my squad.”

“Where you gonna be?”

“Around that machine-gun nest over
there.”

“I’ll see you there in a little while.”

Butsko walked away, and Bannon reflected for
a moment on his platoon sergeant’s good mood. Butsko had seemed
friendly and almost gentle. Bannon remembered what Butsko had said
when they were being shelled in no-man’s-land, something about war
bringing out the best in people. Well, it certainly had brought out
the best in Butsko.

“Corporal Bannon?”

Bannon spun around and saw soldiers moving
back and forth, ghostlike, in the night. Flashes from explosions
made their movements appear jerky and bizarre. Medics treated the
wounded and stretcher bearers carried bodies away. Two figures
materialized out of the night, and Bannon recognized Billie Jones
and Homer Gladley, their uniforms torn and splattered with blood.
Gladley had a big dent in his helmet and Jones was limping, but
otherwise they seemed okay.

Bannon was glad to see them. “How’re you
doing, boys?” Smith raised his palms to the sky. “‘The Lord giveth
and the Lord taketh away.’”

“I know, but how’re you doing?”

Gladley took off his helmet, showing a big
bruise on his forehead. “I got a headache,” he said.

“That all?”

“I think so.”

“How about you, Reverend?”

“Some Jap stepped on my foot. I think it’s
broke.”

“You look like you can walk all right.”

“More or less.”

“Then it probably ain’t broke. Come on with
me.”

Bannon led them toward the machine-gun nest.
Flocks of artillery shells whistled over their heads, and the
jungle to their right flashed red and orange as high explosives
rained onto it.


Chapter Ten

 


COLONEL TSUJI PACED back and forth in front
of General Hyakutake’s desk, as Sergeant Kaburagi stood at
attention nearby. Muffled explosions could be heard faintly in the
distance, and the jungle was alive with the chirps and buzzes of
insects.

“I can’t imagine what could have gone
wrong,” Tsuji said. “The Yamubashi Regiment should have decimated
those green Americans.”

“Perhaps,” replied General Hyakutake, “the
Americans weren’t so green. Perhaps our intelligence was wrong and
they were battle-tested veterans.”

Tsuji snorted. “All American soldiers are of
low quality, regardless of their experience. There must have been
many more of them than we thought.”

“Perhaps they had a secret weapon.”

“Perhaps.” Tsuji stopped pacing and wrinkled
his tiny nose. “Regardless, I think we should send the Ichiki
Regiment forward now and continue with our original plan.”

General Hyakutake didn’t like the way the
first wave of the attack had gone, but it would be ignominious to
retreat from the battleground now. The noble spirit of Japan would
prevail in the end, he hoped.

“I quite agree,” he said. “And send the
Yaksuko and Shun-sake Regiments in.”

“Yes, sir.”

Colonel Tsuji marched toward the radio
operators in the next room of the tent and had the orders
transmitted to the front.

 


The GIs huddled in their trenches and holes,
waiting for the bombardment to stop. The word had been passed along
that they would attack when the last shell fell, and they prepared
their weapons and ammunition, smoking their final cigarettes and
thinking of the next bloody battle they’d have to fight.

They had difficulty believing that they’d
pushed the Japs back, because until now they’d been in awe of
Japanese soldiers, who were supposed to be fantastic fighters, able
to exist on a handful of rice a day. The Japs had defeated the
British, Dutch, and Americans so many times that they had appeared
unbeatable, but the Hellhounds knew that they’d beaten them. They
didn’t talk about it much to each other, but they felt proud. The
gory battle had drawn them together and given them a sense of
identity. Many of the soldiers realized that they’d actually
enjoyed the battle, despite its danger and horror. They’d
experienced an excitement that they’d never known before, and the
battle had provided an outlet for the pent-up rage and frustrations
of their lives. Some of them couldn’t wait to go after the Japs
again.

In one of the foxholes Homer Gladley and
Billie Jones crouched at the bottom, watching the sky pulsate with
the reflections of explosions. Gladley chewed a matchstick and
waited for somebody to tell him what to do. His mind was a black
nothingness tinged with anger and dread. He wished Jones would read
the Bible to him, but Smith appeared to be undergoing some kind of
personal crisis.

Jones buried his face in his hands and
sobbed. “Forgive me God, because I couldn’t help myself.”

“Hey, whatsa matter?” Gladley asked.
“What’ve you done wrong, Jonesy?”

Jones ignored him. All he could see were the
Japanese soldiers he’d cut down with the bayonet. He was big and
strong and the Japs had been no match for him. But the Lord said
Thou shall not kill! and Jones’s hands and clothes were
covered with blood. He’d ripped the Japs apart and stabbed them
with his bayonet. And all they’d managed to do to him was crack the
left lens in his glasses, which gave him a weird perspective on
everything around him.

“Hey, Jonesy, why don’tcha calm down?”
Gladley said. “You’re making me nervous.”

Jones thought he was going mad. Somehow he
had to find justification for all the blood he’d spilled. The Japs
weren’t Christians, but they were people anyway. When the Lord said
Thou shalt not kill! he didn’t make a special exception for
Japs.

“If you don’t say something,” Gladley told
him, “I’m gonna call Corporal Bannon.”

“I’m all right,” Jones said, because he
definitely didn’t want to deal with that crazy Texan right now.

“No, you ain’t. Something’s eating you.”

Jones looked Gladley in the eye. “‘Thou
shalt not kill!’”

“Why not?”

“Because the Lord said that we
shouldn’t!”

“But he wasn’t talking about Japs.”

“He was talking about everybody, Homer.”

“But Japs are different, Jonesy. They
torture their prisoners. You’ve seen the pictures of them chopping
off the legs and arms of their prisoners. And how they raped all
them Chinese girls. The Japs are bad people, Jonesy. We gotta stop
them, because if we don’t, they’re gonna torture and rape everybody
in the world.”

Jones chewed his thumbnail, recalling that
Christ told his followers to turn the other cheek. Should he, the
Reverend Billie Jones, refuse to attack when the order came and let
them throw him in the stockade? He could tell them that he was a
minister of God, although that hadn’t done him any good when he’d
tried to become a chaplain. You had to be a graduate of an
accredited theological school to become a chaplain. The Army didn’t
understand that some people were appointed ministers by God
himself, as he had been on that hot summer afternoon in Georgia
when he’d been working in the fields.

“Yep,” Gladley said, nodding his head
sagely, “somebody’s gotta punish the Japs for all the bad things
they done, and the way I see it, it’s us that’s gotta do the
punishing.”

Jones stared at Gladley. “What was
that?”

“I said I guess it’s us that’s got to punish
the Japs for what they did.”

Jones covered his eyes with his fists. “Of
course!”

“You all right, Jonesy?”

Suddenly everything became clear to Jones.
How could he not have seen it before? God had rendered judgment on
the Japanese, and he, the Reverend Billie Jones, was administering
the punishment. He was doing the Lord’s work. Removing his fists
from his eyes, he stared at Gladley. “You’re a good Godfearing man,
Homer.”

“You look kind of strange, Jonesy.”

Jones’s eyes were bulging and his teeth were
set on edge. “Behold the scourge of God!” he said, his lips
trembling. “Behold the scourge of God!”

 


General Vandegrift stood in his conference
room, surrounded by his staff and aides. The windows were covered
with tarpaulin, so that no light could escape, and they looked down
at the map of Guadalcanal.

The report just had come in about the
Japanese attack in the center of the line, and Vandegrift held the
communiqué in his hand. The Japanese attacking force was about a
regiment in strength, and Vandegrift was trying to figure out what
General Hyakutake was up to. Was this his main effort or was it
another feint?

He gazed at the map. The Japs had attacked
his right flank first and now the center of his line. His right
flank was manned by green GIs, and that attack made sense, but why
were the Japs attacking the center of his line, its strongest
point? What kind of sneaky trick was this? He’d decided that if you
didn’t know what was going on, it was best to stand pat and not do
anything.

“Sir,” said Colonel McWhorter, his
operations officer, “should I reinforce the center of the
line?”

“Not yet,” Vandegrift replied. “Notify all
the units to hold fast where they are and report any changes in
their circumstances immediately.”

“What about the attack the Twenty-third is
supposed to make?”

“Tell them to stand fast too.”

“You mean you’re calling off their
attack.”

“That’s what I mean. Notify Colonel Stockton
immediately.”

“Yes, sir.”

Colonel McWhorter moved quickly toward the
radio operator, and General Vandegrift looked down at the map
again. The attack by the Twenty-third would have unbalanced his
defense perimeter at a time when battle conditions were uncertain.
It was best to keep them where they were. In fact, it might not be
a bad idea to move a few more companies of Marines behind them, to
back them up in case of trouble.

General Vandegrift took off his helmet and
wiped his bald head with his hand. It was hot and stuffy in the
conference room with all the windows covered. The kerosene lamps
stank. But he knew his men out on the defense perimeter were facing
greater hardships than he. At least he wasn’t on the front
lines.

Colonel McWhorter walked quickly toward
General Vandegrift, his face pale. “Sir,” he said, “maybe we’re too
late. The officer I spoke with didn’t know where Colonel Stockton
is.”

General Vandegrift took a deep breath. “I
see.” He frowned, realizing that he should have kept a tighter rein
on Stockton, who had a reputation as a hothead. “Reinforce Colonel
Stockton’s positions with the Second Marine Battalion, and for
God’s sake see if you can get Stockton to stay put.”

“Yes, sir.”

 


Colonel Stockton was in a front line trench
with Major Cobb and PFC. Dooley, who had a large field radio
strapped to his back. A dirty crumpled map of the sector was on his
knee, and he was thinking that if he could gain a foothold in the
jungle in front of him, he’d be in position to make a flank attack
on the Japs behind the Mananikau River. Then, if he could get some
air support, he’d be able to take that mountain range in the
distance.

He heard running footsteps and looked up. It
was Lieutenant Harper, whom he’d left in his headquarters. Harper
jumped into the trench, his face flushed with excitement.

“Sir,” Harper said, “we’ve just been ordered
to call off the attack!”

“What are you talking about?”

“The order just came in from Headquarters,
sir. General Vandegrift said to call off the attack. I told him I
didn’t know where you were.”

Colonel Stockton looked at his watch. The
artillery barrage would end in slightly less than three minutes.
The Twenty-third was ready to attack, and he didn’t want to put the
leash on them.

He looked at Lieutenant Harper. “Tell them
you still can’t find me and that as far as you know the attack is
proceeding as planned.”

“Yes, sir.”

Lieutenant Harper bounded out of the trench
and ran back to regimental headquarters. Colonel Stockton folded
his map and tucked it into his shirt. “What’re you looking at?” he
said to Major Cobb.

“Nothing, sir.”

He stared at Major Cobb and PFC. Dooley.
“You two haven’t seen Lieutenant Harper around, have you?”

They glanced at each other nervously. “No,
sir.”

“That’s what I thought,” Colonel Stockton
said.

He checked his watch again. The barrage
would stop soon, and when it did, he wanted the Twenty-third to
move out right away before the Japs could get set. He pulled out
his service .45, ejected the clip from the butt, examined the clip,
and then reinserted it. Snapping a round in the chamber, he flicked
off the safety and crawled out of the trench.

“Where are you going, sir?” said Major
Cobb.

“When I say charge, I want you to
follow me. Is that clear, Major Cobb?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Stay put until I give the order.”

Colonel Stockton crawled out of the trench
and into the mud of no-man’s-land. The Japs would be too busy with
the bombardment to see him, and he was certain he’d be safe from
flying shrapnel and short rounds. A good commander had to take
chances sometimes anyway. The main thing was that the Twenty-third
see him sharing the same danger they faced. He was going to lead
them in this charge from in front instead of in a hut behind the
lines.

Colonel Stockton crawled around the dead
bodies of Japanese soldiers cut down when they’d first charged the
American lines forty-five minutes ago. To Colonel Stockton, that
had happened in another eon. His men were green then, but now they
were experienced killers and they’d pushed the Japs back. Now he
was going to give the Twenty-third a victory to crown their
efforts, and he would lead it personally. It would be like in the
Argonne Forest when he had led B Company in the good old Second
Division. God, what great days those had been. Days of victory and
glory. And then had come all those dead years of barracks duty, so
boring and suffocating. But now he was on the attack again. Since
he had been a young cadet at West Point, he had molded his life for
moments like this.

Suddenly the shelling stopped, right on
time. Colonel Stockton jumped to his feet and held his Colt .45
high in the air. “Charge!” he screamed. “Follow
me!”

Without looking back to see whether in fact
the regiment was following him, he pointed his service pistol
straight ahead and ran as fast as he could toward the smoking
mangled jungle before him.

Butsko looked over the top of the trench he
was in. “Is that Colonel Stockton out there?” he asked
incredulously.

The sudden silence was deafening. Everybody
looked at Colonel Stockton speeding all alone toward the jungle.
Then, as if driven by the same will, the men of the Twenty-third
Regiment came up out of their holes.

“Let’s go!” Butsko hollered.
“Charge!”

The men raised their rifles high and ran
across the free-fire zone. They leaped over shell holes and stepped
on the dead bodies of Japanese soldiers.

“Forward!” cried Captain Gwynne.

“Charge!” screamed Lieutenant
Scofield.

The Twenty-third made rebel yells and Bronx
cheers. The ground trembled as their feet stomped into the mud and
they ran toward the jungle in a long wave of khaki. Colonel
Stockton heard them behind him, and his heart soared with pride.
Inside the jungle the Japanese soldiers raised themselves and
readied their rifles and bayonets. They were shaken and dazed by
the bombardment, but they were ready to fight to the death.

Colonel Hodaka drew his samurai sword and
brandished it over his head.

“Attack!” he screamed.

The Japanese soldiers jumped up and ran
toward the American soldiers charging into the jungle. Colonel
Stockton was the first enemy soldier they saw, and they swarmed
around him. He dropped to one knee, held his Colt .45 with both
hands, and fired at the nearest Jap.

Balooommm! His pistol kicked in his
hand, and a Japanese soldier dropped to the ground.
Baloooommm! Another Japanese soldier tripped and fell. A
Japanese officer fired his Nambu at the kneeling figure of Colonel
Stockton, and Colonel Stockton’s left epaulette exploded into the
air. Unshaken, Colonel Stockton leveled his pistol calmly at the
Japanese officer, fired, and brought him down.

The regiment swarmed into the woods and
surrounded their commander. The Japanese soldiers stood their
ground and the Americans charged them, swinging their rifles and
bayonets. The jungle filled with the sounds of bayonets clashing
and rifle butts banging against helmets. The soldiers grunted and
shouted, pushing and stabbing. Colonel Stockton stood and blew
smoke from the end of his pistol. He’d led the charge, and now the
rest was up to his men.

“Cut them down!” shouted Colonel
Stockton. “Kill the bastards!”

Butsko and his Second Platoon swept into the
jungle to the left of Colonel Stockton. Butsko carried an M1 rifle
and bayonet and ran toward a Japanese NCO, a burly old soldier like
himself, who also was charging, holding his rifle and bayonet
parallel to the ground.

The two NCOs lunged at each other at the
same time, and their rifles smashed against each other. Butsko
received the stock of the Japanese rifle against his knuckles, and
he thought for sure that his hand was broken, but he held on and
brought his rifle butt around, trying to slam the Japanese NCO in
the head. The Jap ducked and punched his own rifle butt at Butsko’s
gut, and Butsko was stopped cold, the wind knocked out of him. The
Jap wound up and tried to run Butsko through with his bayonet, but
Butsko pulled himself together and managed to parry the Jap’s rifle
out of the way. Again Butsko brought his rifle butt around, and
this time the Jap couldn’t get out of the way. Butsko’s rifle butt
crashed against the Japanese sergeant’s cheek, knocking him cold.
The Jap dropped to the ground, but before he hit, Butsko pushed his
rifle and bayonet forward. The bayonet sliced through the Jap’s
shirt and into his chest, found an opening between his ribs, and
tore into his left lung.

“Yaaaahhhhh!” the Jap screamed, blood
burbling from his mouth.

Butsko drew his rifle and bayonet back, and
blood gushed out after it. Butsko kicked the Jap in the teeth and
attacked the next Japanese soldier he saw. This Jap was a little
man with a pinched face and skinny legs. Butsko shot his rifle and
bayonet forward, and the Jap tried to block it, but he didn’t have
the strength. He watched with horror as Butsko’s bayonet was
swallowed up by his stomach. Butsko yanked his bayonet loose,
smacked the Jap in the face with his butt plate, and jumped over
him, looking for someone else to kill.

“I am the scourge of God!”
cried a voice nearby.

Butsko looked and saw Private Billie Jones
swinging his rifle like a baseball bat and crowning a Japanese
soldier in the head. The Jap’s helmet flew off and blood squirted
from his nose and ears. He teetered on his feet and Jones clobbered
him again, then stepped to the side and found himself in front of a
Japanese officer aiming a Nambu pistol at him.

The Japanese officer pulled the trigger, and
the Nambu went click. His Nambu was empty. The officer
didn’t know whether to shit or go blind, but he didn’t have much
chance to think about it. Jones drew his rifle back and swung at
his head like Joe DiMaggio in Yankee Stadium. The edge of his butt
plate hit the Japanese officer on the side of his skull, caving it
in. Blood and bones spattered everywhere, and Jones shrieked with
delight, his glasses crooked on his nose, and looked around for
another Jap to kill.

“Heathens!” he yelled.
“Infidels!”

Four Japanese soldiers came at him from the
front and sides, but Jones felt that God was with him and his life
was charmed. He raised his rifle high in the air and brought it
down on one of the Japs in front of him, mashing the Jap’s head
level with his shoulder, but another Jap stabbed Jones in the side,
and another cut open his arm.

Homer Gladley was fighting nearby, and he
saw his buddy go down. Gladley disengaged himself from the Jap he
was fighting by kicking him in the balls, then turned and sped
toward Jones, who was lying on the ground, one of the Japs
preparing to stick him for good. Jones fired wildly from the waist;
although multitudes of men from the Twenty-third were fighting in
the area, his shot was a lucky one. It hit the Jap in . the
shoulder and knocked him over.

“You son of a bitch!” Gladley shouted, as he
threw his rifle and bayonet like a harpoon at the next Jap. The
rifle and bayonet rammed into the Jap’s left kidney, and the Jap
spun around, the rifle and bayonet sticking out of him. Agile as a
chimpanzee, Gladley snatched the Jap’s rifle and bayonet out of his
hands and hit the next Jap in the face with the rifle butt. The
astonished Jap saw the rifle butt loom as big as the moon, and then
his jaw was knocked loose from its hinges. Gladley brought the
bayonet down in a slashing motion as the Jap was reeling from the
blow, cracking open the Jap’s spine. The Jap doubled over and
dropped to the ground.

Gladley knelt beside Billie Jones, who was
out cold on the ground, blood streaming from his side. “You okay,
buddy?” Gladley asked.

A hand came down and grabbed Gladley by the
collar, pulling him to his feet.

“Fight!” screamed Bannon.
“Let’s fucking go!”

Five Japs swarmed around them, and Bannon
took the nearest one out with an expertly aimed bayonet lunge.
Bannon yanked his bayonet loose, and smashed the second Jap in the
face with his rifle butt. Gladley came to his senses and was so
enraged by the wounding of Billie Jones that he dropped the rifle
and bayonet he was carrying and grabbed a third Jap by the neck. He
squeezed with all his strength, pushing the Jap’s Adam’s apple into
his head, and the Jap went limp in his hands. He let the Jap fall
to the ground and whang, the fourth Jap hit him in the head
with his rifle butt. Gladley had seen the blow coming at the last
moment and had turtled his head into his neck, receiving the blow
on his helmet. It knocked him cold and he slumped to the
ground.

Bannon was standing alone with the last
Japanese soldier. He feinted and the Jap moved to parry the thrust
that never came. Instead Bannon lashed out with his foot and tried
to hit the Jap in the balls, but the Jap danced backward and Bannon
lost his balance, falling onto his two outstretched hands. The Jap
tried to stab him in the back, but he rolled over quickly and the
Jap bayonet buried itself in the root of a tree. The Jap tugged to
loosen it, and Bannon sprang to his feet, punching the Jap in the
mouth. Stunned, the Jap took two steps backward, and Bannon slugged
him again. The Jap fell down, and Bannon looked around for
something to fight with.

He saw a shovel lying in a half-dug foxhole
and picked it up.

“Banzai!” screamed a fresh Jap,
running toward him.

Bannon took aim with the shovel and let it
fly. The blade of the shovel caught the Jap in the neck and nearly
severed his head from his body. Bannon picked up the Jap’s rifle
and bayonet, and meanwhile the Jap he’d punched out regained
consciousness and scrambled to his feet. Bannon saw him out of the
corner of his eye and spun around to face him. The Jap had no
weapon, but that didn’t stop him.

“Banzai!” he screamed, diving at
Bannon.

Bannon held out his rifle and bayonet and
caught the Jap in midair, sticking him through the chest. The Jap
kicked his feet and tried to push the bayonet out of him, but his
blood gushed out and he went limp. Bannon flung him over his
shoulder like a pitchfork full of hay and looked for another Jap to
kill.

The jungle echoed with the sounds of men
killing each other at close range. They slipped and slid in the
muck and tripped over branches in their eagerness to destroy each
other. The ground was covered with bodies that had been torn apart
by bayonets, intestines and lungs glistening in the light of
flares.

“Forward!” yelled Captain
Gwynne. “Push the bastards back!”

Fox Company’s commanding officer was in the
thick of the fighting, gunning down Japanese soldiers at close
range with his Colt .45. A squat figure on short dumpy legs, he
stood with his feet spread apart and his knees bent, firing round
after round, as Japanese bodies piled up all around him. Like
Colonel Stockton, he, too, was reminded of his youth in the Argonne
Forest, killing heinies and making the world safe for democracy. He
took aim at a Japanese soldier coming at him ten yards away, pulled
the trigger, and found to his dismay that the Colt .45 was empty.
Reaching into the ammunition pouch on his belt, he yanked out his
last clip and slapped it into the butt of his pistol.

The Japanese soldier was almost on top of
him now, his bayonet only inches away, and Captain Gwynne fired
quickly from the waist. His aim was low and he hit the Jap in the
lower abdomen, but the Jap kept coming. Gwynne dodged to the side,
and the Jap charged past him like a bull being faked out by a
matador. The Jap fell to the ground and Gwynne shot him in the
back. The Jap’s kidneys and liver exploded into the air, and Gwynne
heard a deadly whistling sound behind him. He spun around and saw
the blade of a samurai sword streaking down at him. Gwynne was
overweight and his reflexes weren’t what they’d been in the Argonne
Forest. The sword ricocheted off his helmet and buried itself deep
in his shoulder.

“Ooooohhhh!” said Captain Gwynne,
staggering like a prizefighter who’d taken a knockout punch but
wouldn’t go down.

Colonel Hodaka raised his samurai sword
again to finish the heavyset American officer for once and for all,
when suddenly out of nowhere PFC. Sam Longtree appeared, raising
his rifle and bayonet high in the air.

The samurai sword whacked into the stock of
Longtree’s rifle, and for a moment Colonel Hodaka and Sam Longtree
were only inches apart, looking into each other’s eyes. Longtree
realized with a shock that Hodaka looked like his Uncle Danny
Longtree, and Hodaka meanwhile was immobilized for a moment by the
realization that Longtree appeared to be a Japanese soldier in an
American uniform.

But each knew that the other was trying to
kill him, and all extraneous thoughts vanished from their minds. At
the same moment each tried to knee the other in the balls, and
their knees collided in midair, causing intense pain to both of
them. They separated and Colonel Hodaka raised his sword again, but
while he was on the upswing, Longtree thrust his rifle and bayonet
forward. Colonel Hodaka felt it pierce his tunic and in the next
instant saw his ancestors seated on their thrones in Buddha
land.

The Japanese officer fell at Sam Longtree’s
feet, and Long-tree let out a bloodcurdling Apache war whoop. He
threw his rifle away, picked up the samurai sword, and saw another
officer with a samurai sword jump in front of him.

It was Major Noguchi, who’d seen Colonel
Hodaka fall in battle and now was presenting himself to avenge his
commanding officer’s death.

“Banzai!” screamed Major Noguchi.

“Wheeeoooo!” replied Sam Longtree,
swinging his samurai sword from the side like an ax.

Major Noguchi jumped backward, raising his
samurai sword in the air with both fists. Sam Longtree was off
balance, and he’d never fought with a sword in his life, while
Noguchi had studied swordsmanship since he was a little boy.
Noguchi flexed his muscles to bring the sword down, and just then
the angry chatter of a submachine gun rent the air. Five bullets
hit Noguchi in the chest, one after the other, tearing up his
lungs, heart, and aorta. The samurai sword dropped to the ground
and he landed on top of it.

Sam Longtree righted himself and saw Private
Shilansky, a Thompson submachine gun in his hands. Three Japs
charged them out of the jungle mists and Shilansky aimed low,
pulling the trigger. The first burst hit the Jap farthest on the
right across the legs, and as the submachine gun bucked and raised
in Shilansky’s hands, he caught the second Jap in the guts and the
final Jap in the face. The last Jap’s head was blasted to
smithereens, and Shilansky charged forward, breathing hard through
his dry mouth because he couldn’t breathe through his broken nose
anymore.

Shilansky was so keyed up, he was beyond
fear. He ran helter-skelter through the jungle, firing the
submachine gun whenever he could get a clear shot at Japs. He was
surprised that Japs charged him with rifles and bayonets, seeing
the submachine gun in his hands, and felt contempt for their
fool-hardiness as he shot them to pieces.

Like many other soldiers in the jungle that
night, Shilansky was venting a lifetime of suppressed rage. Since
childhood he’d been called a dirty Jew and a Christ-killer, and all
his life he’d been answering insults with his fists. He hated to be
thought of as a sissified Jew and had tried to become the new John
Dillinger, but never had he felt the pure clean release that he
felt now in the mud of Guadalcanal.

“Banzai!” screamed a Japanese
soldier, running toward him.

Shilansky tucked the butt of the submachine
gun against his waist and pulled the trigger. The gun tried to kick
away from him but he held it tightly and leveled a stream of hot
lead at the Japanese soldier, tearing him apart. He pivoted to the
side and looked for more enemy soldiers to kill, but didn’t see
any. Running forward, he searched the jungle for more Japs, but all
he saw were American soldiers rushing about, looking everywhere,
wondering what had happened to all the Japs.

A bright-colored cloth lay on the ground,
and it caught Shilansky’s eye. It was attached to a pole and looked
like a flag of some kind. Lying beside it was the Japanese soldier
who’d evidently carried it.

Shilansky knitted his eyebrows together and
let the barrel of the submachine gun point to the ground. “Holy
shit,” he muttered. “It looks like we won.”

 


 



Chapter Eleven

 


Lieutenant Harper and PFC. Dooley watched
Colonel Stockton return to the first line of trenches. They’d seen
him enter the jungle all alone and doubted that he’d ever return
alive.

“Sir,” said Lieutenant Harper, “General
Vandegrift wants you to call him right away.”

“Get him for me.”

Dooley worked the dials of the radio, and
Stockton sat down in the hole. He felt young and invincible again,
as he’d been in the Argonne Forest so many years ago. He took out
his briar and filled it with tobacco, content with the knowledge
that he could still lead men to victory in battle.

“Here you go, sir,” Dooley said, handing him
the headset.

Colonel Stockton put it on. “Yes, sir?”

A staff officer answered him and told him to
hold on for a few moments. Colonel Stockton lit his pipe, and the
fragrant blue smoke rose in the air. Then General Vandegrift’s
hoarse voice came over the airwaves.

“Stockton, what the hell are you up to out
there?”

“What do you mean, sir?”

“I understand you just attacked in defiance
of my orders!”

“What orders, sir?”

“I left orders that you were to stay
goddamned put where you were!”

“I never got them, sir. If I had, I would
have followed them to the letter.” Stockton winked at Lieutenant
Harper and Private Dooley. “I’m pleased to report, sir, that we’ve
advanced our lines approximately five hundred yards into the
jungle. I think that tomorrow morning I can wheel to my right and
clean out the Japs on the west side of the Matanikau.”

In his headquarters at Henderson Field,
General Vandegrift wondered what to do about Stockton. On one hand
Stockton should not have attacked the Japanese when he did, but on
the other hand he’d placed himself in a more favorable position for
further operations.

“How are your flanks?” General Vandegrift
asked.

“I don’t know yet. I’ll check on that as
soon as I can. I just returned to my headquarters.”

“From where?”

“I led the attack, sir.”

“Personally?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You mean in front of your men?”

“Yes, sir.”

General Vandegrift sighed. “Colonel
Stockton, I think you and I’ll have to have a long talk real soon.
A regimental commander cannot keep tabs on three thousand men when
he’s in front of them.”

“That’s true, sir, but in an attack you
don’t have to keep tabs on them. You just have to move them
forward.”

“I don’t agree,” General Vandegrift said
testily, “but I don’t have time to argue with you. Report back to
me as soon as you can on exactly where in the hell you are, and pay
special attention to your flanks, because you don’t want to get
surrounded and cut off out there.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any questions?”

“No, sir.”

“Over and out.”

Colonel Stockton handed the headset back to
PFC. Dooley. “Call the battalion commanders and tell them I want to
know their exact positions right away.”

“Yes, sir.”

Colonel Stockton puffed his pipe and thought
about General Vandegrift’s reaction to his attack. The problem with
the Army was that you spent half your time doing your job and the
rest of your time trying to convince your superiors to let you do
your job. But at least he’d led the Twenty-third to victory in
their first attack, and that made him feel great. It washed away
the frustration of twenty years of garrison duty, and at the moment
he didn’t care about how many men his wife had slept with; to hell
with her.

Butsko looked down at Captain Gwynne lying
on the ground, being bandaged by Private Richard Stone, the medic.
Gwynne’s coloring was ashen and he was unconscious. His breath came
in little gasps.

“Will he make it?” Butsko asked.

“I think so,” said Stone. “He’s lost a lot
of blood, but nothing vital’s been hit, I don’t think.”

“Well,” said Lieutenant Scofield, standing
nearby. “What’re we going to do for a company commander?”

“Looks like you’re it,” Butsko said.
“Everybody above you is dead.”

Lieutenant Scofield’s knees felt weak, and
he sat down in the mud. He was as green as the leaves on the trees,
and he didn’t think he could handle Fox Company. Things were moving
too fast for him. He was still trying to adjust to the fact that
he’d gunned down about ten Japs with his carbine.

PFC. Caldwell, who carried the company
radio, turned toward them. “Battalion is calling the company
commander.”

“That’s you,” Butsko said to Scofield.

Scofield took the headset and put it on.
“This is Ruby Silver,” he said, speaking Fox Company’s code
name.

There was a pause at the other end. “Is this
Captain Gwynne?” the voice said at last.

“Captain Gwynne has been wounded,”
Lieutenant Scofield replied. “Lieutenant Ames is dead. I’ve taken
command of the company. This is Lieutenant Scofield speaking.”

“This is Major Cobb. The CO wants a position
report as soon as possible, plus the number of men, NCOs, and
officers available for duty.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Make it fast.”

“Yes, sir.”

Scofield handed the headset back. “Tell the
platoon leaders to report their strength to me immediately.”

“Right.”

Lieutenant Scofield picked up Captain
Gwynne’s map case and opened the flap. “I wonder where the hell we
are,” he said.

Butsko shrugged. “That shouldn’t be too hard
to figure out. Get the map of this area and I’ll show you.”

Scofield pulled out a sheaf of maps, and the
one on top, covered with Captain Gwynne’s scribbling, was the one
he wanted.

“Give it here,” Butsko said.

Scofield passed it over. Butsko examined it
quickly and found the position in the line they’d held prior to the
attack, and then estimated how far they’d come in the jungle. He
planted his big forefinger on the map.

“We’re right about here,” he said.

Lieutenant Scofield was mystified, because
he had no idea where he was. “How do you know that, Butsko?”

Butsko explained the landmarks he’d used to
orient himself.

“But Sergeant,” Lieutenant Scofield said,
“that explains the direction we traveled, but how do you know we
got this far.”

Butsko shrugged. “Because I know. I pay
attention to what’s going on. This is where we are.”

Lieutenant Scofield smiled superciliously.
“It’s not that I don’t trust your judgment, Sergeant, but I think
I’d better have somebody go back to check this distance.”

“Suit yourself, sir.” Butsko stood and slung
his M1 over his shoulder. “I think I’d better head back to my
platoon.”

“Let me know what your strength is,
Sergeant?”

“Yes, sir.”

 


A light rain had begun to fall, and Bannon
sat against the trunk of a tree, trying to think straight. He was
exhausted, hungry, and could have been knocked over by a feather.
Surrounding him were dead Japs and a few dead GIs. He’d received
word that Private Billie Jones had been taken back to the field
hospital, which meant his squad was down to six men, himself
included. And he hadn’t even been on Guadalcanal for twenty-four
hours yet. His eyes hurt and he closed his lids to rest them. He
heard a roaring like a tornado in his ears, and a second later
everything went black as he fell asleep and toppled onto his
side.

 


Colonel Stockton had returned to his command
bunker and was ensconced behind his desk, puffing his briar and
figuring out where his regiment was on the map. There appeared to
be a huge bulge on the left side of his line. It was the Second
Battalion. What the hell were they doing way out there?

“Dooley, get me the second battalion.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dooley turned the crank on the field
telephone, spoke into it, and waited as Colonel Stockton drew
arrows to indicate the direction he wanted his battalion to go in
the morning. He hoped he could sell the attack to General
Vandegrift. The military advantages to the move should be obvious
to anyone with a brain in his head, but sometimes people surprised
you.

“Here’s the Second Battalion, sir,” Dooley
said.

Colonel Stockton took the telephone
receiver. “Daley?”

“Yes, sir?”

“What the hell is your battalion doing way
ahead of everybody else? Who gave you permission to go way out
there?”

“Well, sir, actually it’s not the whole
battalion,” Daley said. “That’s just Fox Company, and Captain
Gwynne was wounded early in the attack, so I guess they had no one
to tell them what to do.”

“Seems somebody should have taken over.”

“The ranking officer is a second lieutenant,
and he didn’t know he was the ranking officer until the fight was
over, evidently. From what I understand, it’s not the whole company
out there anyway. It’s just one platoon.”

“One platoon!”

“Yes, sir.”

“One platoon made that huge advance
themselves?”

“That’s what I understand, sir.”

“Do you know who’s in charge of that
platoon?”

“Sergeant Butsko, sir.”

The name registered in Colonel Stockton’s
mind again. Butsko seemed to be everywhere tonight.

“Should I move that platoon back, sir?”

“No, keep them out there as a listening
post, but for Chris-sakes don’t let ’em get pinched off.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I know your men are tired, but I want them
to stay alert. Send out a few more listening posts too. I don’t
want anybody getting taken by surprise.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any questions?”

“No, sir.”

“Over and out.”

Colonel Stockton handed the telephone back
to Dooley and looked down at the bulge on the map. So that was just
one platoon out there. They must have been going like a son of a
bitch to get that far. And Butsko was the one who’d advised him
that the attack was coming in the first place. He was supposed to
be a hell of a soldier, although he tended to get in trouble a lot.
Well, so do I.

Colonel Stockton’s pipe went out, and he
laid it in the ashtray. He thought maybe he should make Butsko’s
platoon his recon platoon and send his present recon platoon out to
Fox Company. Colonel Stockton was certain he could handle Butsko,
and evidently Butsko had welded together a pretty good outfit out
there.

Colonel Stockton looked at the map again. He
knew now that the heaviest concentration of Japs had been in the
sector through which Butsko’s platoon had gone, and in fact a dead
Japanese colonel and a Japanese regimental flag had been found in
that area.

Yes, Stockton said to himself, as
soon as things quiet down, that’s going to be my recon
platoon.

 


Bannon lay on the ground, snoring loudly. He
was dreaming about an early morning when he’d driven his old jalopy
into Pecos, because he’d thought Ginger was spending the night with
another cowboy. She’d lived in a broken-down hotel on a back
street, and he carried a six-gun in his belt underneath his shirt,
because he fully intended to shoot her and her boyfriend dead if
that’s what was going on.

He pounded on the door and she opened it,
sleepy-eyed, in her pajamas. No one was there except her, and she
was glad to see him, because she was the kind of girl who was
always horny in the mornings.

He dreamed in Technicolor of how he lifted
her up and carried her to her creaky brass bed, laying her down
upon it, and taking her in his arms, feeling her warm lithe body
squirming underneath him and tasting her morning kisses, like warm
lemonade.

She reached down and unbuttoned his jeans,
snaking her hand inside and grabbing his joint, while he raised her
pajama tops, burying his face in her large fragrant breasts. He
licked her nipples and throat, kissed her mouth, and ran his lips
over her fluttering eyelashes while she made little moans and
sighs, and he thought he would come in her hand.

He shook uncontrollably as he tore off her
pajamas and then flung his own clothes all over the room.
Sex-crazed, like a young steer in a pen with a bunch of cows, he
reached down and touched her smooth slippery strawberry tart, hot
as if it had just come out of the oven, and she pulled his dick
toward her.

“Do it to me, honey,” she whispered. “Do it
to me.”

Bannon stuck it in, and somebody kicked him
in the ass. He rolled over in the mud of Guadalcanal and saw
Sergeant Butsko looking down at him.

“What the fuck you think this is!” Butsko
roared. “On your feet, young soldier!”

Bannon jumped up, staggered, and managed to
pull himself erect. “What’s the problem, Sarge.”

“How many men you got left?”

“Six, including me.”

“Get your men dug in around here right
now. Don’t you know that the best time to expect an attack is
right after you won something?”

“Right.”

“Then get your ass in gear. Post a couple of
men a hundred yards ahead of your position to see if anything’s
coming. After that you can catch up on your sack time.”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Butsko spat and walked away, to look for
this third squad. Bannon took a deep breath and tried to decide who
to send forward to be the eyes and ears of the platoon.

 


Lieutenant Scofield sat in a shell hole, a
map spread out on his knees, eating a Hershey bar. He wished
battalion would send Fox Company a new company commander, because
he had no idea of how to lead a company in combat. He’d barely
known what to do with his platoon.

Sergeant Hodge approached and collapsed
wearily beside Scofield. He was just returning from a reconnoiter
to determine exactly how far Fox Company had advanced. “We’re about
a quarter mile from the free-fire zone,” he said.

Scofield eagerly scrutinized his map, hoping
to find Butsko wrong. He measured the distance with his thumb and
was chagrined to discover that Butsko had been right on the
nose.

“Shit!” said Scofield.

“What was that, sir?” asked Hodge.

 


Colonel Tsuji sat on a chair in front of
General Hyakutuke’s desk, trying to keep himself calm. The word had
just been received that the Hodaka Regiment had fallen out of radio
contact.

“Hmmm,” said General Hyakutake. “I wonder
where they are.”

“This is most uncharacteristic of Colonel
Hodaka,” replied Tsuji. “He must be in trouble.”

Hyakutake turned down the corners of his
mouth. “Impossible. Perhaps his radio has been damaged.”

“Then he should have sent a messenger to
report his situation.”

“I suspect we’ll hear from him soon.”

General Hyakutake looked down at the map on
his desk. One of the first principles of warfare, as far as he was
concerned, was never to think negatively. Colonel Hodaka would be
heard from soon. Meanwhile the Yaksuko and Shunsake regiments were
moving into their attack positions and would be ready to strike
soon. They’d advance one regiment after the other, concentrating
all their power at one narrow point of the American line. Elements
of the Ichiki Regiment had broken through the American line at its
center, and it could be assumed that the American commander was
shifting his line to meet the new threat. The Yaksuko and Shunsake
regiments should have no difficulty taking the American airfield.
The American commander would soon find himself looking into the
barrels of Japanese guns. Perhaps he could be taken alive. What a
trophy that would be.

“You worry too much,” he told Tsuji. “I
think our operations are going rather well.”

“Yes, sir,” Tsuji replied, although deep in
his heart he was unable to believe it. Could the Hodaka Regiment
have been wiped out? It was unthinkable, but yet Colonel Tsuji
couldn’t imagine why else they’d been silent for so long. A chill
ran up his spine, despite the humidity and temperature in the
nineties. What if they’ve been wiped out? he thought.

 


Bannon looked at the five men remaining in
his squad, and they looked like shit. They stood in front of him in
the wet jungle as rain pelted them. In the distance they heard
artillery explosions and small-arms fire. Bannon didn’t have the
heart to send any of them forward to be lookouts, but he had to.
He’d go himself, but he was the squad leader and Butsko would be
furious.

“Okay,” Bannon said wearily, “I need two men
to go forward and set up a listening post. Anybody want to
volunteer?”

Nobody said anything. They all looked like
they were going to fall asleep on their feet, and that’s the way he
felt too.

“That’s what I thought,” Bannon said.
“You’ll draw for it, then.”

“Why don’t you go?” Frankie La
Barbara asked in his most surly, hostile tone.

“Shaddup, Frankie.”

“Why don’t they send somebody else for a
change?”

“I said shaddup, Frankie.”

Bannon reached into his shirt pocket and
took out his pack of Chesterfields. He ripped open the cover and
tore it into five strips, with two of the strips shorter than the
others. Then he held the strips in his hands so that all the ends
were equal and the rest of the strips were hidden.

The men drew the strips. “Shit!” said
Frankie. Homer Gladley groaned.

“Take the walkie-talkie. Call Sergeant
Butsko if you see anything. Whatever you do, don’t fire your
weapons and give your positions away. And don’t forget that Butsko
is still full of piss and vinegar. He may go out there and check on
you.”

Frankie La Barbara forced a savage grin.
“He’d better not.”

“Don’t get any ideas, birdbrain, because
Butsko will see you before you see him.”

Frankie’s grin vanished. If he took a
potshot at Butsko and missed, Butsko would skin him alive.

“Get going,” Bannon said. “Set yourselves up
near one of the big trails, because the Japs probably will use
trails on a dark night like this.”

Frankie and Gladley shuffled off into the
night. Bannon turned to the others. “Get yourselves some rest, but
keep your rifles loaded and your bayonets fixed beside you.”

 


The Yaksuko Regiment streamed down the side
of the mountain, cursing and lugging their weapons. Leading one of
the columns was Count Uhiro Sangawa, the regiment’s young
commander, the scion of one of Japan’s most noble families, a third
cousin to the Emperor.

Yaksuko was only thirty-five years old and a
veteran of the campaign on Borneo. He was an expert in jiujitsu and
prided himself on his haiku poetry. As he moved along the trail, he
thought of his young wife in Osaka and composed a poem on the
spot.

My wife’s black hair

full of diamonds

floats in the summer air.

He took his notebook out of his shirt pocket
to write the poem down, then smiled and put the notebook away. The
fresh rain made the jungle smell sweet for a change, and he
thought

about the attack he was leading. He hadn’t
been told that the Hodaka Regiment had been wiped out, and as far
as he knew, the night’s operations were going according to plan. He
fully expected to capture the American airfield by dawn, and all
American resistance on Guadalcanal should be finished by then.

His regiment reached the bottom of the hill,
which was the jump-off point for his attack. Ahead of him was
another mountain, and on the other side of it were the Americans.
He looked at his watch, and it was three o’clock in the morning. In
the distance he could hear battle, and he longed to become part of
it.

“Call headquarters,” he told his adjutant,
Captain Reiko. “Tell them we’re at our point of departure.”

“Yes, sir.”

Captain Reiko beckoned to the soldier
carrying the field radio, and Count Yaksuko sat on a wet log, to
rest his long thin legs. He wore a close-clipped mustache, because
without it people said he looked effeminate. The rain had soaked
his uniform to his skin, but he didn’t feel uncomfortable. In fact,
the rigors of the march had enlivened him. He thought of how
pleased the Emperor would be when he learned that a relation had
led the crucial attack that had broken the back of the US Army on
Guadalcanal.

He looked up at the sky, an infinity of
darkness. He hoped the sun would shine tomorrow, so that he could
stretch out and relax out of doors. He believed he wrote better
poetry in nice weather. Prolonged rain often made him
melancholy.

After several minutes Captain Reiko
approached him and saluted. “Colonel Tsuji has told us to move
forward immediately. He said that you should notify him immediately
when you make contact with the Hodaka Regiment.”

Count Yaksuko stood and placed his hand on
the handle of his sword. “Pass along the order to advance,” he
said.

Captain Reiko raised his arm in the air and
moved it forward toward the mountain in front of them. Equipment
rattled and boots scudded across the mud as the Yaksuko Regiment
moved forward.

 


Near the bottom of the other side of the
mountain, Frankie La Barbara and Homer Gladley looked at a
ditch.

“This looks like a good spot,” Frankie said,
a drop of rain-water falling from his nose.

“Don’t you think we’d better go up there?”
Gladley asked, pointing to the top of the mountain.

“Nah, this is good enough.”

“But we could see better up there.”

“You won’t be able to see shit up there
until it gets light. Maybe we can go up there then. Besides, I
don’t think I could make it now.”

“I don’t think I could either,” Gladley
admitted.

They walked into the ditch and lay down in
the wet leaves. Frankie placed the walkie-talkie on its back and
reached for his pack of cigarettes, then stopped his hand in
midair. A burning cigarette could be seen a long way off at night,
and he had to consider that himself now, since he didn’t have
Bannon to tell him what to do. He rolled over onto his back and
closed his eyes.

“You take the first shift,” he told
Gladley.

“Whataya mean, Frankie? We’re supposed to be
pulling this duty together.”

“We are together. Wake me up if you hear
anything.”

“Aw, come on, Frankie. Corporal Bannon sent
both of us up here so’s both of us would be watching.”

“Fuck Bannon. Who’s he?”

“He’s the squad leader, that’s who he
is.”

“He’s just another swinging dick out here,
just like us. Fuck him where he breathes.”

“You use too much foul language,
Frankie.”

“Yeah, sure.”

Frankie closed his eyes. Gladley looked
around and could see only the tangled branches of the jungle. The
only sound was the hiss of rain as it landed on leaves and
grass.

“Hey, Frankie, I can’t watch all this jungle
myself,” Gladley said.

“Sure you can,” Frankie said lazily.

Homer smacked Frankie in the arm. “Come on,
get up.”

“Hey, who’re you punching around? I’m not
your mother.”

“What’d you say?”

Frankie was going to repeat himself, but
stopped his mouth at the last moment. Gladley was bigger than him,
and Frankie was leery of pushing him too far. In Australia, Gladley
had knocked out a guy with one punch when the guy suggested that
Gladley’s girlfriend back in Nebraska might not be a virgin.
Gladley was a wild man when it came to his family and those he
loved.

“Ah, shit, you’re such a fucking hillbilly,”
Frankie snarled.

“All you guys from New York think you’re
better than everybody else,” Gladley complained. “You’re all a
bunch of damned goldbricks. You never do anything unless you have
to.”

“I didn’t see you volunteering for this shit
detail, Gladley.”

“But I’m doing my duty.”

“Fuck your duty.”

“You use too many bad words, Frankie. The
Lord’s gonna pay you back one of these days.”

“Fuck the Lord.”

“Frankie!”

“Keep your voice down.”

“How can you say something like that?”

“You want me to say it again?”

“You ain’t much of a Christian, that’s for
sure.”

“I can’t see where being a Christian did
your pal Jones any good. That phony son of a bitch read the Bible
day in and day out, but that didn’t stop him from getting sliced up
by a Jap bayonet.”

“The Lord knows best,” Gladley said
stolidly.

“The Lord’s got His head up His ass. If
there really was a God, there wouldn’t be no wars.”

“God doesn’t start the wars, Frankie. The
Japs started this war. And we’re gonna finish it.”

“Oh, you fucking cornball.”

“I know what’s wrong with you, Frankie. You
just ain’t been around nice people much.”

“Fuck you.”

Frankie searched his shirt pocket for his
pack of gum, with-drew it, and had only one stick left. He spit out
the stale gum in his mouth and folded the. fresh stick in. He had
more gum in his field pack, but considered it as good as gone. The
men who’d gone out on the previous patrol had left their packs
behind, and their packs had been lost in the big bombardment.

Gladley hadn’t been on that patrol, but he’d
left his pack behind before going on this one with Frankie.

Frankie spat into the mud. “I should’ve gone
AWOL in Australia when I had the chance,” he said.

“They would’ve caught you and strung you
up.”

“Oh, no, they wouldn’t. I had this little
Australian girlfriend, and I coulda lived with her. She was the
best blowjob I ever had in my life.”

Homer Gladley frowned, because Frankie
always was talking about strange sexual practices that were
entirely foreign to him. Part of him thought the sexual practices
were improper, and the other part yearned to experience them.

“She had a tongue like a merry-go-round,”
Frankie said wistfully.

Homer Gladley perked up his ears, and his
eyes darted around. “Ssshhh.”

“Whatsa matter?”

“I just heard something.”

Both men listened. In the distance,
underneath the steady rainfall, a new and more ominous sound could
be heard. It was a low, steady rumble, the sound of thousands of
feet slogging down the mountain.

“Maybe it’s just the wind,” Frankie said
hopefully.

“The wind don’t sound like that. Maybe we
should go up ahead to take a look.”

“Go ahead, I’ll wait for you here.”

“I mean the both of us.”

“Fuck you—I ain’t going up there.”

They listened for a few moments longer, and
the sounds became louder.

“No,” Frankie agreed, “that ain’t the
fucking wind. It sounds like a whole goddamned army.”

“We should find out how many they are.”

“Go ahead if you want to.”

“I mean the both of us.”

“I know already how many they are.”

“How many?”

“Lots. Let’s call Butsko.”

“I still think we should find out how many
they are.”

“You can do what you wanna do, cornball. I’m
going to report this to Butsko.”

Frankie reached for the walkie-talkie and
froze suddenly when he heard a splashing sound to his left on the
trail. He turned to Gladley, who was looking at him in alarm. They
listened and heard footsteps coming down the trail.

“Must be their forward scouts,” Frankie
whispered.

“Sounds like two of them,” Gladley
replied.

They narrowed their eyes and focused on the
narrow winding trail that passed a few feet from the glen in which
they were kneeling. About ten feet away two figures appeared,
hunched over and carrying rifles. Frankie realized he and Gladley
would have to kill mem if they wanted to get back to the American
lines safely. He looked into Gladley’s eyes and drew his
fore-finger across his throat. Gladley nodded. Both men silently
drew their bayonets out of their scabbards and held them blades-up
in their fists. Gladley drew close to Frankie so both of them faced
the trail.

“I’ll take the one in front,” Frankie
whispered.

The Japanese scouts moved closer, holding
their rifles and bayonets in both hands, and it appeared as though
they weren’t paying too much attention to what was going on around
them. They probably figured there couldn’t be any Americans in the
area and would slow down when they came closer to where they
thought the Americans were.

Frankie crouched like a beast of the jungle,
ready to spring. He could see the outline of the lead Jap clearly
and was sure he could bring the Jap down. Surprise would be on his
side, and the Jap wouldn’t know what hit him. Frankie had no qualms
about killing. He used to break legs for the Mob before being
drafted, and that hadn’t bothered him at all.

Gladley, however, was a little uneasy. He
didn’t like killing men close up, seeing the blood flow out of them
like water. It was easier when he told himself it was like
butchering hogs back on the farm. And besides, that second Jap
might have some food in his pack.

The Japanese scouts drew abreast of the two
American GIs. Frankie could see the puttees on their legs and the
thongs that crisscrossed their chests. Both of them wore soft caps
with flaps covering their ears and the backs of their heads. They
were like two silent specters of the night, and Frankie’s heart
raced as they came within striking distance.

“Now!” Frankie said.

He and Homer leaped out of the ditch. The
Japanese scouts heard them coming and swung around, but they didn’t
have a chance. With all his might Frankie punched his bayonet into
the lead Jap’s stomach, then pulled it out and stabbed him again.
The Jap said “Oof!” and dropped his rifle, and Frankie
slashed his bayonet across the Jap’s throat, cutting off all
further sound. Blood from the Jap’s severed jugular gushed out like
a fountain, and the Jap collapsed onto the ground.

Homer, treating his man like a razorback
hog, went for his throat first. The Jap saw the bayonet coming and
raised his rifle to block it, but Gladley held the rifle with his
left hand and jabbed with his right. He drove the point of the
bayonet through the Jap’s esophagus and up into his brain. Holding
the Jap in the air by the point of his bayonet, he watched in
fascination as blood foamed out of the Jap’s mouth and then his
nose.

“Hey, look Frankie,” Homer whispered.

“Stop fucking around, cornball.”

Gladley placed the palm of his left hand on
the Jap’s forehead and pushed him off the bayonet. The Jap dropped
onto the ground and lay still.

“Let’s call Butsko,” Frankie said.

“Maybe they got some food on them.”

“We ain’t got time for that shit.”

“It won’t take much time.”

Gladley knelt over the dead Japanese
soldier, rolled him onto his back, and tore open his pack. He found
dirty underwear, a tiny two-inch statue of the Buddha, some smelly
socks, and two tin containers. Unscrewing the top of one container,
he found some cooked rice that had an unhealthy odor. The other
container was half full of a paste that smelled like fermenting
wine.

“What kind of food is this?” Gladley asked,
wrinkling his nose.

“If you wanna stay here, you can stay,”
Frankie said, “but I’m going.”

Frankie returned to the ditch, picked up the
walkie-talkie, and hung it around his neck. He brought the radio to
his face and pressed the button.

“Red Dog One to Hot Dog … Red Dog One to Hot
Dog … Over.”

His earpiece crackled with static, then
Butsko’s deep harsh voice came over the airwaves. “Hot Dog to Red
Dog One … Hot Dog to Red Dog One … Over.”

“Lotsa Japs coming,” Frankie said.

“How many?”

“I don’t know, I can’t see them in the dark,
but it could be a battalion, and maybe even more.”

“Where are they?”

“About a mile from where you are.”

“You’re not hearing things, are you,
fuck-up?”

“Nope. We just killed two of their
scouts.”

“Get back here as fast as you can.”

Frankie let the walkie-talkie hang loose and
looked down at Homer Gladley, who was opening tins in the second
Jap’s pack.

“How can they eat this stuff?” Gladley
wondered, frowning in distaste.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m heading
back,” Frankie said, stepping toward the American lines.

Gladley jumped up and ran after him. “Wait
for me!”

Bannon slept in a ditch, continuing his
dream of a warm Texas morning, the sun rising in the sky over
Pecos. He and Ginger were still going at it in her bedroom, their
bodies streaked with sweat, huffing and puffing and screwing like
sex degenerates, going out of their minds.

She scratched her fingernails across his
back, and he dug his teeth into her neck. Her legs were wrapped
around his waist; he long-stroked her up and down and from side to
side, waves of ecstasy rolling over him and the bed creaking as if
it were going to collapse.

He held her ass in his hands and fucked the
jelly out of her beans. Her head thrashed from side to side on the
pillow and Bannon was afraid his mind or maybe his spine was going
to snap. The pleasure was so great, it was almost unendurable. This
was turning out to be the best fuck of his life, and now, for the
fourth time that morning, he felt an orgasm about to explode. His
movements became spasmodic and he gasped for air as the sweet
pressure increased in his groin.

She hugged him tighter, and suddenly Bannon
was kicked powerfully in the ass. He rolled onto his back, opening
his eyes. Butsko stood above him.

“Wake your men up. The Japs are coming
again.”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Butsko stomped off to wake up the next squad
leader, and Bannon scrambled to his feet, his head still reeling
with sleep. He had a hard-on and still could feel Ginger against
him. A terrible sense of anguish dropped over him as he thought
that he was in a wet jungle, far away from her, and might never see
her or any other woman again. His pain turned to anger, and he spun
around, kicking Private Shilansky in the ass.

“On your fucking feet!” he shouted. “Let’s
go!”

“Sir,” said Colonel Stockton into his
telephone, “I’m receiving reports from all my outposts that a large
Japanese force is bearing down on my position right now. It might
even be a regiment.”

“I see,” said General Vandegrift, standing
next to the telephone hookup in his conference room. “I wonder what
the hell they’re up to now.”

“My regiment has been cut to shreds. I don’t
know if I can hold off a large striking force.”

“What about those Marines I sent you?”

“They’ve been cut up too.”

“We’ll see what we can do. I’ll get right
back to you.”

General Vandegrift walked to the map table
and looked down at the arrows and pins. The Japs had attacked the
Hellhounds once, then hit the center of his line, and now appeared
to be striking the Twenty-third Regiment again. Was this finally
their main effort? Vandegrift tried to put himself in General
Hyakutake’s shoes and decided it would be a good idea to deliver a
serious attack against fresh green troops. The assault on the
center of his line most probably had been a feint. But should he
reinforce the Twenty-third now or wait and see what developed?
Perhaps the reports were exaggerated. The Twenty-third was green,
after all, and new troops tended to exaggerate everything. But yet,
there must be something out there. They wouldn’t be making it all
up.

Vandegrift looked up and turned to Colonel
McWhorter. “Shift one battalion from the Four Hundred and
Nineteenth and two from the Three Hundred and Twenty-third to the
sector by the Hellhounds, and move them up on the line as soon as
they arrive. Report to Colonel Stockton the action that you’ve
taken.”

“Halt—who goes there!”

Frankie La Barbara and Homer Gladley stopped
cold in their tracks. They’d been speeding back to their lines on
the trail and finally had made contact.

“Private La Barbara and Private
Gladley!” Frankie called back.

“Advance to be recognized!”

Frankie and Gladley crept forward, hoping no
trigger-happy GIs were in front of them.

“Halt!”

Frankie and Gladley stopped.

“Betty,” the guard said in a quieter
voice.

“Grable,” Frankie said.

“Pass on.”

Frankie and Gladley advanced down the trail.
Private Rutledge of the Weapons Platoon came out from behind a
bush. “I thought it was you, Frankie,” Rutledge said.

“So what you put us through all that shit
for?”

“You might have been some sneaky Japs.”

“Aw, you fucking jerk.”

Frankie and Gladley made their way across
the Fox Company lines to the Second Platoon, where they found
Butsko hollering at people and telling them where to set up
positions.

“We’re back, Sarge,” Frankie said.

“Big fucking deal. Why didn’t you go see how
many Japs were coming?”

“Who can see anything in the night?”

Butsko grunted angrily. “You could’ve seen
if you wanted to see. I know you, La Barbara, you just do what you
have to do, and no more.”

“I ain’t no fucking hero, Sarge.”

Butsko narrowed his eyes. “What was
that?”

“Nothing Sarge,” Frankie stuttered, taking a
step backward.

“I thought I heard you cracking wise just
now.”

“Who me? Not me, Sarge.”

“Report to Bannon, you fuck-up,” Butsko
growled.

“Hup, Sarge.”

Frankie and Gladley made their way through
the jungle toward the second squad. Rain poured onto thick green
leaves and rolled off to the ground, and the night visibility was
further impeded by clouds of mist. It looked like a nightmare land,
with soldiers hacking at the mud with their entrenching tools or
trying to chop through the roots of trees.

Finally they found Shilansky digging a hole
with Sam Long tree. “Where’s Bannon?” Frankie asked.

“Over there.”

They looked and saw Bannon and Craig Delane
also digging in. Walking toward them, Frankie knew what was coming
next. He’d have to dig a hole with Gladley, and by now he was sick
of being with Gladley. He’d much rather shoot the shit with Bannon,
who could tell you the goddamnedest stories once he got going.

“Hiya, Bannon,” Frankie said. “We’re
back.”

“Yeah,” added Gladley, looking around. “You
see my pack around?” he asked, anxious to swallow down a can of C
rations.

Bannon looked up. “Look who’s here. I guess
we don’t have anything to worry about anymore. Dig in over there.”
He glanced at Gladley. “Your pack’s probably where you left
it.”

“I’ll be right back,” Gladley said, running
off to search for his pack and the C rations it contained.

Bannon returned to hacking the ground at his
feet. “Heard you saw some Japs out there.”

“A whole shitpot of them.”

“Then you’d better get dug in pretty
quick.”

“I don’t have an entrenching tool anymore.
Remember we left our packs up at …”

Bannon interrupted him. “Yeah, I remember.
Here, take mine. We’ve almost got this hole dug.”

Frankie took the entrenching tool and walked
toward the spot Bannon had pointed out to him. He wished he could
have stayed with Bannon, especially since Bannon’s hole was nearly
dug, but there was no way he could have asked with Craig Delane
there. It would’ve sounded weird. But Frankie always thought he’d
have a better chance in a fight if he was with Bannon, because
Bannon was smart. Homer Gladley was strong as hell, but he didn’t
have a brain in his head.

Frankie stopped, rested his M1 against a
tree, raised the entrenching tool above his head, and smashed it
into the ground. It penetrated only about a quarter of an inch and
then was stopped cold by the root of a tree, making his hands
sting.

“Son of a bitch!” he shouted, shaking his
hands in the air.

 


Count Yaksuko held up his hand, and the long
column behind him snaked to a stop. The American lines sounded
quite close now. He listened and could perceive men’s voices and
digging tools whacking the earth. Colonel Sungawa’s heart raced
with excitement. A new poem popped into his mind, and he took out
his notebook to write it down:

Silver raindrops

Fall on my gleaming sword

As I ride into battle

Count Yaksuko turned to his adjutant. “Have
the men form skirmish lines.”

“Yes, sir.”

The adjutant whispered the orders and they
were passed along. The Japanese soldiers moved off the trail and
into the jungle, making as little noise as possible, knowing that
surprise is a key factor in battles. They slipped among the trees,
anticipating the battle that lay before them. They thought they
outnumbered the American force in front of them and would break
through their lines easily, pushing forward to the American
airfield, which they’d finally capture after months of fighting.
Expertly they formed their long skirmish line and waited for the
order to attack.

Count Yaksuko stood on the trail, waiting to
receive the reports that all his men were in place. The time was
approaching for his glorious attack, which he intended to dedicate
to the Emperor. A new inspiration struck him, and he whipped out
his notebook again:

The Emperor’s soldiers

like vicious tigers

are poised to attack his enemies.

 


Craig Delane nervously chewed up the insides
of his mouth as he waited for the Japanese attack to begin. Over
and over he checked his rifle and bayonet, his shoelaces, his
cartridge belt. He wished the battle would start, because the
waiting was making him crazy, and he also wished the battle
wouldn’t take place at all.

“Calm down,” Bannon said.

“Huh?”

“I said calm down. You’re shaking worse than
a dog shitting razor blades.”

Delane closed his eyes and tried to calm
himself. He hated to look foolish among people whom he considered
socially inferior to himself. Finally he succeeded in projecting an
outer calm and opened his eyes again.

“Must have been a chill,” he said.

“Yeah.”

Delane laid down behind the BAR Bannon had
assigned to him. It was longer than a rifle and twice as heavy,
with its front barrel resting on two metal legs and a replaceable
clip sticking out of the bottom of its chamber.

“Maybe they’re not coming,” Delane said.

“They’re coming. Don’t worry about it.”

“I should think we would have heard them by
now.”

“Maybe not. A Jap can be awful quiet.”

Delane looked at Bannon, and the tall, lanky
Texan lay sprawled behind his rifle, chewing an unlit
cigarette.

“Bannon,” he said, “nothing ever seems to
bother you. How do you stay so calm all the time?”

“I’m not as calm as I look.”

“You’re a lot calmer than I am.”

“You worry too much, Delane. You’re like a
fucking woman.”

Bannon’s remark was like a slap in the face.
“What do you mean by that?”

“You worry about silly things. The way I
look at it, we’re stuck out here and there ain’t a fucking thing we
can do about it. All we can do is our best, and if we get killed,
well, so what? Nobody lives forever, no matter where they are.”

“Well,” Delane said huffily, “it’s certainly
true that no one lives forever, but we’re young men and we have
forty or fifty more years ahead of us if we survive this war. Maybe
you don’t have anything to live for Bannon, and the next forty or
fifty years don’t mean anything to you, but they mean a lot to me,
because I have something to live for.”

Bannon eyed him coldly. “What?”

Delane shrugged, feeling uncomfortable about
the ground he was embarking on. “Well, you know, my family is well
off. I lead a comfortable life and can do pretty much whatever I
like.”

“You were in college, weren’t you?”

“They drafted me just after I
graduated.”

“You should’ve been an officer, Delane.
You’re definitely officer material. You and that asshole Scofield
are two of a kind.”

Once again Craig Delane was crushed by an
insult hurled by a social inferior. It was true that he felt a
close compatibility with Lieutenant Scofield, but Lieutenant
Scofield treated him like all the other men, perhaps because he
didn’t want to be accused of showing favoritism. Delane knew now
that he should have gone to OCS and become an officer, but it was
too late. When he had the chance, he thought it would be more
heroic and adventuresome to become an ordinary soldier, sort of
like the characters in one of the favorite novels of his youth,
Beau Geste.

“No, Bannon, I think you’re the one who
should have been an officer,” Delane said. “Evidently the brass
thinks you’re a natural leader of men.”

“Shaddup, Delane. You’re getting on my
nerves.”

“You were a nice person before you made
corporal.”

“I said shaddup!”

 


Captain Reiko marched up to Count Yaksuko
and saluted in the darkness. “Sir, the regiment is ready to
attack.”

Count Yaksuko was almost rapturous. As he
drew his sword, he imagined his illustrious royal ancestors gazing
down at him from heaven. He raised his sword over his head and
waved it around three times.

“Tenno hei-ka banzai!” he
screamed.

“Banzai!” hollered the men all around
him.

“Banzai!” echoed the Japanese
soldiers in the jungle.

Count Yaksuko pointed his sword toward the
Americans and marched stiffly toward them on the trail, while in
the jungle his men scrambled forward to engage the GIs.

 


“Here they come!” yelled Bannon.

The jungle in front of him churned with the
movement of Japanese soldiers, and he fired blindly into the night,
because there wasn’t enough light to permit him to aim through the
peep sight. He fired his M1 as fast as he could pull the trigger,
while beside him Craig Delane fired bursts from his BAR.

The Hellhounds laid down a murderous base of
fire, and Japanese bodies fell in the jungle, but the majority of
them continued to move forward.

“Banzai!” they screamed.
“Banzai!”

Craig Delane could barely see them in the
dark, but he could hear them and felt as if somebody had plugged
him into an electric circuit. He held his BAR tightly to his
shoulder and pulled the trigger again and again, firing bursts of
three, because a BAR barrel couldn’t take more than that. The air
filled with deadly whistling sounds, as weapons platoons throughout
the Hellhound Regiment fired mortars into the jungle ahead of them.
The jungle flashed and trembled with the sound of the explosions,
and then flares went up all along the line.

The jungle became lit by an eerie glow, and
Craig Delane swallowed at the sight of the Japanese soldiers in the
jungle ahead of him. The light glinted on their eyeglasses and the
steel of their bayonets as they charged forward into the hail of
hot lead. Delane’s BAR danced on its two skinny legs, and he pulled
the trigger again and again until the bolt went clunk,
indicating that the clip was empty.

He hit the button, pulled out the clip, and
slapped the new one in. Then he pulled the trigger again and saw to
his horror that the Japs were drawing closer. The Japs fired wildly
as they charged, while the Twenty-third held fast and methodically
cut them down.

Bannon fired his M1 as fast as he could and
knew the Japs would be on him at any moment. They were less than
twenty yards away, twisting through the jungle and dodging bullets.
Closer and closer they came, screaming and shaking their
rifles.

“Kill Malines!” they screamed.
“Banzai!”

The bolt of Delane’s BAR went clunk
again, and he ejected the cartridge, only to find that it still was
half full.

“The BAR’s jammed!” he shouted.

“Lemme have it!” Bannon replied.

Bannon took it from Delane’s hands and
slammed the barrel against a boulder lying beside the foxhole. Then
he pushed in a fresh clip, leveled the barrel against the advancing
Japs, and pulled the trigger. The BAR danced on its legs again; the
blow had cleared out the obstruction in its gas-operated ejector
system.

Bannon saw a Japanese soldier rear back and
throw something in his direction. A burst from the BAR brought the
Jap down, but a second later a black metal hand grenade fell into
the foxhole. Delane stared at it in horror, and Bannon picked it up
quickly, throwing it at the Japs. It exploded in midair, its
shrapnel mutilating a few Japanese soldiers, but others still
charged. They were almost even with the front line of the First
Platoon.

Bannon noticed, out of the corner of his
eye, a figure running toward the Japs. It was Butsko, kicking his
knees high, holding a Thompson submachine gun in his hands.

“Up and at ’em!” Butsko
yelled. “Follow me!”

Butsko charged the Japs in front of him. He
fired his Thompson submachine gun in a wide sweeping arc, and the
Japs in the path of his bullets jumped and pirouetted in the air,
saying hello to their ancestors. He fired again and the second row
of Japs hit the dust. A Jap to his right leveled his rifle at him,
but Butsko gave him a full burst in the midsection, tearing his
torso to shreds.

“Charge!” Butsko screamed.

The men in his platoon came out of their
holes and followed him blindly, in the absence of any other
alternative. Craig Delane lugged his BAR forward, firing short
bursts from the hip. His mouth was dry and his knees shook as if
he’d gone spastic, but he advanced toward what he thought would be
certain death.

Bannon galloped forward to the left of
Delane, firing his M1 wildly. Some Japs fired back, and the air
filled with sizzling pellets of destruction. Then the soldiers from
both armies came together, and it was bayonet time again.

To Bannon it seemed like déjà vu. He’d been
fighting Japs hand-to-hand so frequently during the past several
hours that he felt like an old veteran, with all the movements
coming naturally. He ran toward a Jap, watching his eyes and hands.
The Jap was tentative, not sure of what to do first, so Bannon let
out a wild Texas cattle call and propelled his bayonet forward. The
Jap reacted too late, and the bayonet entered the Jap’s stomach.
Bannon ripped his bayonet out and tried to bash the Jap in the face
with his rifle butt, but the Jap fell too quickly and Bannon’s
rifle butt whizzed horizontally over the Jap’s head, clanging the
bayonet of another Jap charging hard.

The second Jap’s thrust was deflected, but
he pulled his bayonet back into line and aimed for Bannon’s chest.
Bannon meanwhile was off balance, trying to find his footing in the
slimy mud of the jungle. The Jap shoved his rifle and bayonet at
Bannon, and all Bannon could do to save himself was fall quickly to
the ground, roll over quickly, and jump to his feet again.

The Jap followed him like a cat about to
pounce on a mouse, thrusting his rifle and bayonet again. Bannon
raised his rifle quickly, knocking the Jap’s weapon upward, and
kicked with all his might. His boot buried itself up to the ankle
in the Jap’s groin, and the Jap let out a cry that could be heard
for miles around. His eyes bulged and he took two wobbly steps
before Bannon lashed out with his bayonet, tearing apart his
throat. The Jap slobbered blood and pitched forward onto his
face.

Bannon jumped over him and landed in front
of two Japs, who were surprised to see him before them so suddenly.
They both tried to stab him at the same time, but they got in each
other’s way, while Bannon drew backward and fired a shot from his
waist. He hit the Jap on the left beneath his shoulder, then leaned
forward and plunged his bayonet into the chest of the Jap on his
right. Something told him his bayonet was stuck in there, and he
was right. He let his rifle go and snatched the rifle from the
Jap’s hands. He aimed the rifle at the wounded Jap, who was trying
to hold his shoulder together, and pulled the trigger. The rifle
fired; there was a cloud of gun smoke, and the Jap sank behind it,
blood squirting like a geyser out of his heart.

Bannon felt himself becoming crazy again.
Adrenaline gushed through his veins, making him feel powerful. He
sidestepped in front of another Jap, feinted, and then delivered a
vertical butt stroke, just like they’d taught him in basic training
at Fort Benning. His rifle butt hit the Jap on the underside of his
chin, shattering it beyond all hope and knocking the Jap cold. The
Jap dropped onto his back and Bannon was positioning his rifle to
finish him off for once and for all when he saw a new figure appear
in front of him. Glancing up, he saw a young Japanese officer
holding a samurai sword with both hands and raising it over his
head.

“Banzai!” the officer shouted,
bringing the sword down.

Bannon jumped backward, the airstream
generated by the sword ruffling his eyelashes. The Jap managed to
stop his swing when the blade was between his legs, and then
watched in horror as Bannon thrust his rifle and bayonet forward.
The Jap was wide open, and he had time for only the briefest prayer
before Bannon’s bayonet hit the Jap’s breastbone, glanced to the
side, and buried itself between the Jap’s ribs.

Bannon pulled back on his rifle and bayonet,
but it was stuck. He pulled the trigger and the rifle fired,
sending a terrible shock wave through the Jap’s body, but now the
bayonet was stuck worse than ever. A new Jap appeared in a comer of
Bannon’s eyes, and all he could do was pick up the officer’s sword
and try to defend himself with it.

Bannon held the sword in both his hands and
raised it in the air. The Jap fired his rifle from his waist at the
same moment, and Bannon felt the sword jerk in his hands, but he
managed to hold on to it. He blinked, and when he opened his eyes
he saw that he had only half a sword left and the Jap was getting
ready to fire again.

Bannon dived on the Jap’s rifle and pulled
it out of his hands. He moved so quickly that the Jap didn’t know
what hit him. The Jap looked at his empty hands, and a split second
later the rifle butt hit him in the nose, sending cartilage and
slivers of bone into his brain. Bannon butted the Jap out of his
way and found himself standing in front of four mean-looking
Japs.

One pushed his rifle and bayonet at Bannon’s
chest, but Bannon parried it neatly and then jumped back to escape
the thrust of a second Jap. The third Jap aimed his Nambu pistol at
Bannon, and a shot rang out. Bannon was sure he was dead, but the
Jap fell instead. Bannon didn’t know who had shot him and didn’t
have time to say thank you. The fourth Jap was carrying a small
pickax, slightly larger than the type mountain climbers use, and he
brought it down swiftly toward Bannon’s head. Bannon dodged out of
the way, came back, and smashed the Jap in the mouth with his rifle
butt. Another shot was fired, and another Jap fell, leaving Bannon
with only one to deal with.

This Jap suddenly felt naked and alone, with
his comrades gone from this earth, and Bannon stalked him
sadistically, feinting with his rifle and bayonet. The Jap turned
around and ran away, and Bannon hurled his rifle and bayonet like a
spear, hitting him in the left kidney. The heavy rifle sagged to
the ground, tearing open a huge gash in the Jap’s side. The Jap
sagged to his knees, shaking his head like a maniac and
shrieking.

Bannon bent over and picked up the small
pickax. Moving forward, he saw Private Shilansky to his right, a
grin on his face, and Bannon realized that Shilansky had shot the
other two Japs.

Shilansky was bent over like a hunchback,
his broken nose twitching. His left sleeve was torn off and blood
dripped down his arm. A Jap charged him and he charged back,
slamming his rifle butt into the Jap’s solar plexus. The Jap was
paralyzed with pain, his tongue sticking out of his mouth, and
Bannon came at him from the side, swinging down with his pickax.
The point of the tool pierced the Jap’s soft cap and buried itself
two inches into the center of his brain. The Jap dropped to his
knees and Bannon yanked the pickax loose. He spun around and
smacked a Jap in the face with the pickax, its point finding its
mark an inch back from the Jap’s eye. The force of the blow popped
the Jap’s eye out, and Bannon pulled the gory pickax out.

The Japanese and Americans were locked in a
fierce gruesome battle, while a light rain fell on them. The
Japanese could not move forward and neither could the GIs, while
the ground became covered with bodies and gouts of blood. The
soldiers were soaked to their skins by water and flying sprays of
blood. A lightning bolt zagged across the sky, followed by a peal
of thunder. Another flare went up, casting grotesque shadows on the
ground. A Japanese soldier reared his rifle and bayonet back, then
sent it flying forward at Bannon’s chest, but Bannon swung down
with the pickax, slamming the rifle and causing its bayonet to eat
the mud. Bannon came back quickly with a backhand shot, burying the
pickax in the Jap’s shoulder, then yanking it out quickly and
backhanding the Jap in the head. The point of the pickax entered
the Jap’s cheek and ripped away much of his face. The Jap roared in
pain and tried to hold his face together with his hands, but Bannon
gave him an upward swing and punctured his abdomen, pulling loose
with all his strength and dragging out a few feet of bloody
gut.

The Jap went into shock and dropped to the
ground. Bannon heard a Jap in the distance holler something
authoritative; Bannon knew an order when he heard one, although he
had no idea of what the order was. Japs in front of him pulled back
and began running parallel to the American lines.

Bannon thought the Japs had been beaten and
were retreating. He raised his pickax in the air and shouted
“Hooray!” The other GIs, coming to the same conclusion,
cheered also. But the Japs weren’t running back to their own lines,
and Bannon figured out quickly what was really going on.

They’re bypassing us, he thought.
They’re on their way to our rear. Mystified, he looked
around for someone to tell him what to do. This had never happened
to him before, and he was at a total loss.

“Back to your foxholes!” Butsko
shouted from somewhere in the jungle. “Load up and get ready for
more!”

Flares fizzled in the sky overhead, and
Bannon looked at all the dead bodies of Japanese sprawled over the
ground. A few GIs lay among them, but Bannon couldn’t see any men
from his platoon. He looked around and got his bearings, then
trudged back to the hole he’d shared with Craig Delane. Delane was
nowhere to be seen, and Bannon dropped into the hole. The
adrenaline was still coursing through his system, and he felt like
a dynamo. His chest heaved and his legs wanted to run a hundred
miles. He laid the pickax across his legs and stared at the blood
and flesh that adhered to it. More than anything he wanted to smoke
a cigarette.

Craig Delane shuffled toward him, carrying
an M1 rifle. He flopped into the foxhole, his eyes wide open,
bloodshot, and staring into space.

Colonel Stockton was on the field telephone
to General Vandegrift, and he tried to keep his voice calm although
his Hellhounds were getting the shit knocked out of them.

“Sir,” he said, “I need those marine
battalions right away. My men are hard-pressed and my forward
elements have been cut off completely.”

“Hold on,” Vandegrift said in a steely tone.
“Don’t worry if Japs get through; we’ll catch them farther
back. The main thing is to maintain your line. How many of your
people are cut off?”

“Part of one company.”

“That’s not so bad. The Japs will pay
heavily for it when we’re finished with them. Anything else?”

“No, sir.”

“Over and out.”

Colonel Stockton hung up his telephone. He
looked at his map and could see Fox Company sticking out like a
sore thumb in his line. Lieutenant Scofield had called already to
report he was cut off, and Stockton wondered if any of them would
survive the battle. He knew that the platoon commanded by Sergeant
Butsko was the lead element of Fox Company and figured that they’d
probably taken the brunt of the attack. They must have been wiped
out. I guess I’ll have to stick with the recon platoon
I’ve got, he thought.

 


Count Yaksuko followed his men across the
free-fire zone, sensing victory within his grasp. His men surged
across the first line of trenches, which were empty, and into the
American defense perimeter. The American airfield was only a
half-mile away. He’d lost a lot of men in the fight so far, but he
still had enough to make a credible attack on the field itself, and
the Shunsake Regiment, right behind him, would deliver the knockout
blow.

“Banzai!” he shouted, waving his
sword in the air.

“Banzai!” replied his men, flushed
with the prospect of victory. “Banzai!”

They passed burned-out jeeps and the smoking
skeletons of buildings. Huge craters were in the earth, evidence of
the fierce bombardment earlier in the night. The American forces on
Guadalcanal had been a thorn in the side of the Japanese since
August, but now that was coming to an end. Yaksuko was convinced
that a great victory would be won by the Emperor’s soldiers that
night, a victory comparable perhaps to Pearl Harbor, and he had led
it himself. How pleased the Emperor would be when he heard about
it.

Then, all at once, a withering fusillade of
fire cut into the advancing Japanese soldiers. It was nothing like
the sporadic pockets of resistance the Yaksuko Regiment had faced
in the jungle; this was a full-scale counterattack. Mortar rounds
dropped down on the Japanese, and their leading attack waves were
ripped apart. The suddenness of the counterattack surprised the
Japanese soldiers and stopped them in their tracks. They couldn’t
go forward, but they also knew they couldn’t retreat.

Count Yaksuko sized up the situation in an
instant and knew his only hope was to advance quickly and overwhelm
the defenders in front of him. He raised his sword in the air and
ran toward the Americans, pushing and dragging his men with
him.

“Forward for the Emperor!” he
screamed. “Banzai!”

The Japanese soldiers heard their commander
and obeyed instinctively. They gritted their teeth and ran into the
bullets and mortar fire, and huge numbers of them were annihilated.
Count Yaksuko saw men falling all around him, but he was of the
Japanese nobility and believed that the Japanese spirit could
overcome anything.

“Charge!” he hollered.

Beeaaannngg—a bullet cut through the
fleshy part of his thigh, spinning him around. He lost his balance
and fell to the ground.

Captain Reiko bent over him. “Are you all
right, sir?”

Count Yaksuko raised his head and saw that
he had less than half the men standing than he’d had only a few
minutes ago. His thigh felt like it was on fire, and he saw his
royal blood staining his trouser leg. He realized that he and his
men would be destroyed if they stayed where they were and the only
sensible military decision he could make would be to get the hell
out of there.

“Fall back!” he yelled.
“Retreat!”

His men backed off immediately. A soldier
helped Count Yaksuko up, and the count limped away. The American
fire was still intense, and he could hear the Americans shouting
victoriously. Bullets whistled through the air all around Yaksuko,
and he was sure he would be cut down at any moment.

The Japanese retreated back to the first
American trench and then across it into the free-fire zone. The
Marines came after them, firing rifles and submachine guns from the
waist. By now the Yaksuko Regiment had become mixed in with the
Shunsake Regiment, and there was total chaos among the
Japanese.

“Retreat!” shouted Count Yaksuko.
“Go back!”

The Americans fired recoilless rifles and
bazookas at the Japanese, blowing bunches of them into the air. The
attack had become a nightmare for Count Yaksuko, who was growing
weak from lack of blood. He felt that he had failed his Emperor,
and when you failed your Emperor, there was only one thing to do.
You had to commit hara-kiri, but he couldn’t do it there; he’d have
to do it in a secluded part of the jungle, where he could perform
the ritual properly.

Captain Reiko came up beside Count Yaksuko
and wrapped the count’s arm around his shoulder. “I’ll help you,
sir,” he said.

A second later Captain Reiko was shot in the
back, and he fell to the ground, dragging Count Yaksuko down with
him. Count Yaksuko cursed, threw Captain Reiko’s arm off him, and
got to his feet. A sergeant saw him and ran over, hugging him by
the waist.

“This way, sir,” the sergeant said. “Just
hang on to me.”

The Japanese soldiers retreated to the
jungle, where they turned around and tried to conduct a fighting
retreat, but the Marines were fresh and numerous. They advanced
steadily, maintaining a furious base of fire, blowing up Japs with
shells from bazookas and rifles.

Slowly the Japs moved backward in the jungle
as the Marines moved in on their flanks and tried to envelop
them.

 


“Sir,” said Colonel Galt, the Marine chief
of operations, “we’ve pushed the Japs back to the jungle on our
right flank.”

General Vandegrift smiled for the first time
in hours. “Are they attacking us anywhere else?”

“No, sir.”

“Then this was their main effort, and we’ve
got the bastards now. Send two more battalions of Marines to that
sector and really finish them off.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Oh, yes, one more thing. There are doggies
cut off in that jungle, so tell the commanders to keep their eyes
peeled for them.”

“Yes, sir.”

 


Bannon crawled out onto the battlefield,
found an M1 rifle, and carried it back to the foxhole where Delane
was lying with his eyes closed.

“Wake up,” Bannon said.

“I’m awake.”

Bannon checked out the M1 to make sure it
still was working properly. He snapped off the trigger assembly,
cocked it, pulled the trigger, and inserted it back into the rifle.
There was half a clip in the chamber, and he ejected it, putting a
new clip in.

“You got any ammo for the Jap rifle you got
there?” he asked Delane.

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so!”

“Okay, okay,” Delane said.

He crawled out onto the open ground,
exchanged the Japanese rifle for an M1, and crawled back to the
foxhole. He was depressed and felt certain that he was going to
die. The Japs would come back and polish them off before long. The
Japs wouldn’t have to fight; they’d just lob in mortar rounds until
Delane and the other GIs were mashed to a pulp. He swallowed hard
at the vision of himself being blown apart, and slid back into the
foxhole.

“Bannon, we don’t have a chance,” he
said.

“I believe you’re right,” Bannon
replied.

“It doesn’t seem to be bothering you very
much.”

“What can I do about it?”

Butsko came toward them in a crouch, a new
cut on his chin leaking blood onto his raggedy shirt. “You all
right in here?”

“Yep,” Bannon said. “We lose any men in the
platoon?”

“About half, I guess.”

“What about my squad?”

“You’re asking me about your squad?”

“Okay,” Bannon said wearily. “I’ll check on
them myself.”

Bannon climbed out of the hole and began
looking around for the members of his squad, while Butsko made his
way to the company command post. In the distance fierce fighting
could be heard, and Butsko assumed the Japs were on their way to
Henderson Field. He had every reason to believe he would not live
to see the dawn.

He found Lieutenant Scofield sitting with
PFC. Caldwell in a shell crater. Scofield was on the radio to
Colonel Stockton.

“Sir,” he said, “we need medics and
reinforcements up here. We’re in real bad shape. I’ve only got
about forty men left in the company.”

“We can’t get through to you yet,” Stockton
replied. “You’re cut off.”

Scofield blinked as he struggled to digest
that fact. “Cut off?”

“That’s right, but we hope to link up with
you soon. Just sit tight and hang on.”

Scofield wanted to say he didn’t think he
could hold on, but all he could say was “Yes, sir.”

“Over and out.”

Butsko jumped into the hole and sat on his
heels. “Well,” he said, “it looks like it’s gonna be down and dirty
from here on in.”

Lieutenant Scofield nodded. “I’m afraid
you’re right, Sergeant.”

Bannon found PFC. Longtree lying on his back
on open ground, his stomach torn apart. Private Shilansky was
bending over him.

“How is he?” Bannon asked.

“He’s in a bad way, but he’s alive.”

“We’d better move him to a hole
someplace.”

“You’re not supposed to move people who’ve
been fucked up like this.”

“Well, we can’t leave him here. You take his
legs and I’ll take his arms.”

They lifted Longtree, who came to
semiconsciousness and groaned at the stretching of his torn
innards.

“Take it easy, Chief,” Bannon said. “You’ll
be all right.”

They laid him in the shelter of some broken
trees and rubble. The blood from the stomach wound seeped through
the dressing Shilansky had laid on.

“He’s gonna die if he doesn’t get help
soon,” Shilansky said.

“He’s a tough Indian. He’ll come
through.”

Longtree groaned. “I wouldn’t bet on it if I
was you.”

Bannon perked up his ears. The sound of
fighting had become closer. “Jesus, they’re coming back,” he
said.

“Oh, fuck.”

“You got ammo for that rifle?”

“Yeah.”

“Well get ready to use it.”

Shilansky closed his eyes. “We don’t have a
chance.” “There’s always a chance,” Bannon said. “You’re an old
crapshooter. You know that.”

Shilansky nervously wiped his nose,
forgetting it was broken. “Ouch!”

“Settle down,” Bannon told him. “We’ve got
through some bad times today, and we’ll get through this one
too.”

 


The Japanese were retreating pell-mell
through the jungle, and the Marines were hot on their heels. The
mortar fire had stopped because the Marines were too close, and the
Marines were mopping up the Japs with rifle and bayonet, shooting
the fleeing Japanese in their backs.

Count Yaksuko limped along, hanging on to a
sergeant who was helping him. Yaksuko saw his great regiment
evaporating before his eyes, so many brave soldiers. Sick at heart
and in intense pain, he was looking for someplace to commit
hara-kiri.

“Are you all right, sir?” asked the
sergeant.

“Yes. Let me go and save yourself.”

“I’ll stay with you, sir. I’ll bring you
back.”

Yaksuko wanted to tell him that he didn’t
want to go back, but thought he’d better keep quiet about it. If
his men knew he was going to commit hara-kiri, it would take the
last ounce of hope out of them, and he didn’t want to do that yet.
We should come to the first American line pretty soon, he
thought. After that I’ll be able to do what I must.

 


Delane was all alone in the foxhole and he
was scared to death. He wished Bannon would return, because he felt
vulnerable all by himself. He wanted to call out Bannon’s name, but
there might be Japs around and it would give away his position. The
sound of fighting was very close; he knew the Japs were coming
back. The sky was aglow with flares, and it appeared to him that
every shadow contained Japs. I’m going to die, he told
himself. God, I don’t want to die. He thought of the dances
he’d attended at the Plaza Hotel, and the quiet dinners at the
Metropolitan Club. He remembered the debutantes he’d loved, and the
face of his mother, who was one of the grandes dames of New York
high society. He’d never see her again. He was twenty-two years old
and he was going to die.

The shadows moved in front of him, and he
saw two figures emerge.

“Halt—who goes there!” he
shouted.

The two soldiers reached for their weapons,
and Delane knew they were Japs. He drew a bead on one and fired,
and the Jap dropped to the earth. Before Delane could fire again,
the second Jap fled into the bushes.

“Here they come!” Sergeant Butsko
yelled.

The First Platoon survivors raised their
rifles and opened fire at the backs of retreating Japs, who now
were getting it from both ends. Their officers and noncoms tried to
hold them together, but the soldiers ran in all directions, seeking
shelter wherever they could find it. There were no more cries of
“banzai, “ only shouts of terror and pain. The two Japanese
regiments had been decimated, and now the attackers were running
for their lives.

Bannon and Shilansky lay side by side in the
hole, firing their rifles as fast as they could pull the triggers.
When their empty clips clanged into the air, they stuffed in new
ones and continued firing. The Japs appeared unwilling to trade
shots with them. They were just trying to get away.

Bannon saw Japs come pouring through the
bushes and didn’t have to aim carefully. He fired into their midst,
saw a Jap fall, and fired again. The Japanese soldiers, in a mad
panic, wanted only to get away. There were so many Japs running
around that the first platoon couldn’t kill them all, and one tried
to jump over Bannon’s foxhole, but Bannon raised his rifle in the
air and shot him in the crotch. The Jap scissored his legs in
midair and fell in a heap on the other side of the foxhole. Bannon
swung around and shot him on the ground, then turned again and
directed his fire to the Japanese soldiers retreating through the
woods.

Butsko had found a BAR and was firing at its
high-speed setting, five hundred rounds a minute, and he kept the
trigger depressed because he didn’t give a damn if the barrel
melted. Dead Japs piled up all around him, and still he kept
firing, moving his shoulders from side to side, cutting them down
like hay before a scythe. His teeth were clenched and he felt a
fabulous joy, because Japs like these had kicked and butted him on
the Bataan Death March and had beat him daily at the POW camp on
Luzon.

“Come on, you fuckers!” he yelled
“Come on!”

The barrel finally melted out of alignment
and the chamber blew up in his face. Tiny bits of metal tore into
his cheeks, leaving pinpoints of blood, and at first he thought
he’d been shot in the head, but then the smoke cleared and he
realized he was still alive. He pushed the BAR to the side, picked
up an M1 rifle, took aim, and shot a Jap who was only five yards
away. The Jap dropped his rifle and stumbled as if drunk, then fell
to his knees and looked at Butsko, imploringly.

“I surrender,” said the Jap in his Oriental
accent. “Surrender.”

“Surrender your ass,” Butsko growled, firing
again and blowing the Jap away.

Craig Delane was alone in his foxhole and
thought for sure that he was going to die. Japs thronged past him
and he crouched low, pretending he was dead and hoping they didn’t
see him.

They appeared not to, as they hotfooted it
back to their lines. Out of the comer of his eye he could see them
in an absolute rout. He was amazed, for weren’t these Jap soldiers
supposed to be invincible? They looked even more scared than he
was.

More scared than I am? He thought of
himself cowering in the hole and became disgusted with himself.
Even his mother wouldn’t cower in a hole like that. She was all
nerve, and when she was angry, she scared him more than Butsko or
Bannon. And he knew she’d be angry at him if she saw him just then.
He was letting her down and all the other Delanes, who had been in
America since colonial times and had fought in all of America’s
wars.

Delane became so ashamed that he rose up in
the hole. He thought it would be better to be dead than disgrace
his family. Bringing his rifle to his shoulder, he rested the stock
on the dirt in front of him, aimed at a Jap, and brought him down.
Then he moved the barrel an inch to the right, fired again, and
another Jap went crashing to the ground.

He felt as if steel chains that had been
binding him were breaking apart. With a smile he aimed at another
Jap, fired, and hit him in the face. The Jap’s head exploded but
his legs kept going for a few more steps; then he collapsed. Delane
fired at another Jap and hit him in the chest, sending him to the
land of his ancestors. Another bullet brought down a fourth Jap,
and now Delane had hit his stride, aiming and firing, aiming and
firing, and the dead Japs began to pile up around his foxhole.

He felt proud of himself, as if he was a
real soldier at last. So what if I get killed, he thought to
himself. It’s like Corporal Bannon said: Nobody lives
forever.

 


Count Yaksuko hobbled alone through the
woods. The sergeant who’d been helping him had been shot down, and
now Yaksuko was free to look for a place to kill himself. He’d
hoped that one of the Americans would shoot him, too, and although
men next to him had dropped in multitudes, he had survived.

He’d made his way past the American
positions and now was looking for a secluded spot for the final
ceremony of his life. Stumbling and bleeding, he made his way
through the jungle, finally coming upon a network of foliage that
he thought would provide the necessary concealment.

Rifles were fired in fusillades behind him,
and he dropped to his knees on the ground. He withdrew his short
ceremonial dagger from its scabbard at his waist, held it in both
his fists, and aimed the point at his stomach. Then he realized he
should unbutton his shirt. The blade would cut easier that way.
Disgusted with himself for his clumsiness in this most important
single act of his life, he laid down the knife, unbuttoned his
shirt, and took it off. His torso was lean and boney and he gripped
the knife again, pointing it toward the left side of his
abdomen.

He uttered a brief prayer to his ancestors,
because he knew he didn’t have time to waste. He asked for
forgiveness and mercy, because he’d failed to win a victory for his
Emperor, and then took a deep breath. His hands trembled, and he
thought that in the next few seconds he would be faced with the
terrible pain that he must inflict upon himself. Despite the pain,
he would have to cut open his belly so that his soul could escape
and fly to heaven. He gritted his teeth and squinched his eyes,
thinking of his young wife back in Tokyo, his parents, and the
Emperor. The time has come, he thought. I must do
it now.

Summoning up all his will and strength, he
sucked in air through his teeth and plunged the point of the dagger
into the left side of his abdomen. The sudden horrible pain nearly
made him faint. He almost cried out but bit his lips as a
frightening chaos overwhelmed his mind. His hands shaking
violently, he grasped the handle of the knife and pulled it across
his stomach. The blade moved slowly and every fraction of an inch
produced an increase in blinding, unbearable suffering. He blacked
out for a moment, then came back and tugged at the knife again. He
wished he would die immediately, but he was all too alive,
experiencing a profound paralyzing horror. Glancing down to see how
close he was to the end of his ceremony, he saw that he’d only
moved the knife a few inches. A piece of intestine as large as his
thumb protruded from the wound. He head ached and his hands felt
numb. When he closed his eyes he thought he was speeding over the
surface of the earth at a hundred miles an hour.

Opening his eyes, the speeding stopped
abruptly. Taking a deep breath, he pulled the knife with all his
strength, tearing open his stomach three more inches. His guts
burst loose and hung down like sausages. He had cut halfway to his
navel now, and blood poured into his lap. The gruesome pain sent
him into a coma that he struggled to come out of. He thought of
shooting himself in the brain, but that would be a violation of the
ceremony. He was a samurai and he had to perform the ancient ritual
to perfection. Then he would fall like a chrysanthemum at the peak
of his life.

The image of a falling chrysanthemum
distracted him from the pain. He fumbled for the knife again,
wrapped his twitching fingers around it, and cut with all his
strength. The blade moved another few inches, and his intestines
tumbled into his lap.

The pain was so intense it made him dizzy.
He heard bells and koto music in his ears. His body felt as if it
had been plunged in boiling oil, and a rain of chrysanthemum
blossoms fell upon him. He ripped the knife across the final inches
of his abdomen, looked down, and saw that the deed was done. He was
weak and almost unconscious, but not yet dead. “Take me away,” he
whispered. “Take me away.”

His body went into convulsions, and he fell
to the side. He vomited blood and rolled over on the ground,
becoming entangled in his bloody guts. He looked up and saw walking
toward him through the fall of chrysanthemum blossoms the figure of
a man. He didn’t know if he was dreaming or not. Was it one of his
ancestors coming to carry him into heaven?

Count Yaksuko held his hand out to the man.
“Help me,” he said in Japanese. “Please help me.”

The man was Frankie La Barbara, who’d seen
the Japanese officer staggering through the woods and had decided
to follow him. He’d noticed the samurai sword in the Jap’s scabbard
and wanted it for a souvenir, since he had no idea what had
happened to the first samurai sword he’d acquired.

When the Japanese officer sat down in the
clearing, Frankie watched from behind the bushes to see what he was
up to. Fascinated, he’d seen the Jap cut open his belly. Frankie
had heard about hara-kiri, and now he was watching it. It was quite
a show.

But the Jap hadn’t died, and Frankie thought
the time had come to finish him off and take whatever he had. He
walked toward the Jap, glancing around to make sure another Jap
wasn’t creeping up on him. He drew close to the Jap officer and
could smell guts and bowels. Frankie wrinkled his nose and pointed
his rifle at the Japanese officer, who held out his hand.

“Please,” the officer said, blood drooling
out of his mouth.

“Bye-bye,” Frankie muttered, and pulled the
trigger.

His bullet shattered the Jap’s head like a
rotten watermelon. The Jap bounced a few inches in the air, then
fell back and lay still. Count Yakusko had finally gone to meet his
ancestors.

Frankie kneeled beside the body. He
unbuckled the officer’s belt and scabbard, fastening them to his
own waist. He took the Jap’s Nambu pistol and thrust it into his
belt. The ceremonial dagger lay a few inches from the Jap’s
outstretched hand, and Frankie picked up the gory weapon in his
fingertips. He wiped it clean on the Jap’s shirt and held it before
his eyes. The handle was made of silver and had Japanese characters
on it. Frankie figured he could sell it to a sailor for at least
fifty dollars, or maybe he might even keep it himself, as a trophy
of the war.

Frankie felt the Jap’s pockets and pulled
out a wallet. Opening it, his eyes fell on the photograph of a
beautiful young Japanese woman. Her face had a freshness and
innocence that captivated him. Oh, baby, he thought, if
only you were here now.

He placed the photograph in his shirt pocket
and chucked the wallet over his shoulder. The Jap wore a watch that
still was ticking; it had been made in Switzerland. Frankie took it
off and affixed it to his own wrist, above the Bulova he already
wore.

Then he stood, looked down at the Jap
officer, shrugged, and walked away. The sounds of battle were
winding down, and GIs shouted victoriously. He returned to his
squad and saw the survivors kneeling around PFC. Sam Longtree.
Bannon turned around when he heard Frankie approach.

“Where the hell have you been?” Bannon
asked.

“Down to the corner bar for a beer,” Frankie
replied sarcastically.

 


Back at regimental headquarters Colonel
Stockton was jubilant. He could barely sit still behind his desk as
he read reports coming in from his battalions and companies. He was
bareheaded, the light of the kerosene lamp gleaming on his silvery
hair, and he puffed his old briar, filling the room with smoke.

His Twenty-third Regiment had held fast and
fought like sons of bitches. They’d taken heavy casualties but had
wiped out a vastly superior Japanese attacking force. The Marines
had helped, of course, but the Twenty-third had borne the brunt of
the fighting. One of the Fox Company platoons, the one commanded by
Sergeant Butsko, had piled up a remarkable toll of Japanese dead
and had advanced farther than any other unit in the regiment.
What a bunch of tough bastards they must be, he thought.
They’re going to be my new recon platoon and I’d better send for
them right now.

The phone on his desk rang, and he picked up
the receiver. “Colonel Stockton speaking.”

“This is General Vandegrift,” said the voice
on the other end. “I wanted to congratulate you personally for a
job well done. You’ve fought off a very determined large-scale
Japanese attack, and your men did a magnificent job.”

Colonel Stockton’s chest swelled with pride,
and he could imagine the stars of a general on his collar already.
“Thank you, sir,” he said modestly. “I’ve got a great bunch of men
out there, and they couldn’t have done more.”

“You did all right yourself, and I intend to
give you full credit in my reports to Admiral Nimitz and General
MacArthur. Tomorrow morning I want to visit your sector and say
hello to your men. I haven’t met them yet, and I’m looking forward
to it.”

“I’m sure they’ll be very glad to see you,
sir.”

Colonel Stockton hung up the phone and paced
back and forth behind his desk. He’d known he could do a good job
if they ever gave him a chance, and now he’d proven it. It had been
touch and go for a while there, but victory always goes to the side
that digs in its heels and fights the hardest. The Twenty-third had
become a winning team at last. All his fondest dreams had been
realized.

He flashed on that platoon in Fox Company
and remembered that he’d wanted to call them to his headquarters.
One of the lessons he’d learned in war was that one small unit
could set an example that could turn the tide of a great battle.
That small platoon, commanded by a sergeant who’d been charged with
murder, could very well have been the factor that had made the
difference. He was anxious to see them right away and picked up his
telephone to order them back.

As he waited for the connection to be made,
he thought of upcoming operations. With his new prestige he was
confident he could sell General Vandegrift his plan to assault the
east side of the Matanikau River. He could probably get rolling on
the day after tomorrow at dawn, and maybe he could get some air
support and even a few tanks.

Old Jap Hyakutake had better watch his ass,
because the Twenty-third was coming.


Chapter Twelve

 


AS DAWN BROKE on Guadalcanal the First
Platoon moved back to their regimental headquarters. The rain had
stopped, and scattered clouds in the sky were a molten red. Birds
sang in the trees and monkeys chattered, while beneath them the
ground was ravaged and Japanese corpses were bloating and turning
purple.

Butsko walked in front, his rifle slung over
his shoulder and a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth.
His uniform was caked with dried blood and he had bandages on his
arms and left cheek. He wanted to find a hole in which to sleep,
but the platoon had been ordered to report to Colonel Stockton.
Butsko wondered what the colonel wanted, and he knew it couldn’t be
good.

Behind Butsko came Bannon and Frankie La
Barbara, walking side by side. Bannon carried a carbine with the
barrel pointed down to the ground, and he, too, was covered with
bandages. In retrospect the battle seemed like a nightmare to him.
His ears rang and he saw white dots in front of his eyes, but he
was happy, because he knew he’d been part of a battle that the
Americans had won. He thought of Ginger Gregg and hoped a letter
from her would be waiting for him. He missed her and couldn’t be
sure he’d ever see her again.

Frankie La Barbara was pissed off. Whenever
he sat to take a rest, somebody told him to do something. He was
exhausted and his feet were made of lead. He was certain he would
feel better if he could punch somebody in the mouth.

Shilansky, with his broken nose, and Homer
Gladley thanking God for delivering him from the hands of the
Japanese, carried the stretcher on which Sam Longtree lay
unconscious, shot full of morphine, a huge bandage over his
stomach.

Bringing up the rear of the first squad was
Craig Delane, strutting like a bantam rooster, proud that he had
conquered his fear in the hell that was Guadalcanal. He had not let
his family down. Someday he hoped to sit with his friends in the
Metropolitan Club in New York and tell them of his first night in
action in the Pacific War.

The platoon passed through lines of American
fortifications, and the GIs and Marines looked at them in awe. The
word had spread like wildfire across the island that one platoon
had met the spearhead of the Japanese attack and had beat them
back, got surrounded, and fought free. The soldiers and Marines
looked at Butsko and the others and could see that they’d been
through hell. They were ragged and bloody, and they looked ready to
do it all again.

“Boy,” said one young Marine, gazing in
admiration, “they look like one bunch of tough rat bastards, don’t
they?”

“I wonder how they did it?” said another
Marine, standing nearby.

“I’d sure hate to mess with them.”

The First Platoon made their way through the
rubble of the battle. The Graves Registration squads carried away
dead American soldiers, and medical units swarmed over the
battlefield, treating wounds and performing on-the-spot operations.
Everyone turned to gaze upon the platoon trudging in their midst,
looking like men who’d returned from the grave.

“Hey, how was it out there?” somebody
asked.

No one in the First Platoon said a word.
They just kept moving, not unmindful of the attention they were
receiving, but not giving a shit either. They all knew full well
what they’d been through, and they all knew that they’d survived
without the help of anybody except Lady Luck. They’d tasted blood
and stared into the face of death, and there was a special aura
about them, a kind of glow that could be perceived through their
torn uniforms and bloody faces.

They approached regimental headquarters, and
Colonel Stockton came down the steps, a big smile on his face. Army
photographers were there and clicked off pictures. The bloody and
battered First Platoon lined up in four squad ranks and stood at
attention, holding their heads high. Butsko took three steps
forward and saluted.

“First Platoon, Fox Company, reporting for
duty, sir!”

Colonel Stockton returned the salute as
snappily as when he’d been a cadet at West Point. He shook Butsko’s
hand, slapped him on the shoulder, and looked into his glazed
eyes.

“Good work, Sergeant,” he said.

“Thank you, sir.”

Colonel Stockton walked around Butsko and
headed for Bannon, standing tall at the end of his squad. Stockton
could see that the lanky corporal had taken a beating, and then, as
his eyes roved over the rest of the men, he could sense deep down
for the first time the ordeal that they’d undergone. They looked
like his old Company B after they’d taken Blanc Mont Ridge in the
Argonne Forest, battered and bloody, heroes all.

Colonel Stockton stopped and was overcome by
love for these soldiers. They’d done so much, and he, by
comparison, had done so little. The emotion of the moment almost
brought him to tears, but he straightened his backbone and marched
in front of the young corporal at the end of the first squad.

“What’s your name, soldier?”

“Corporal Charles Bannon, sir.”

“Where are you from, Corporal?”

‘Texas, sir.”

Colonel Stockton held out his hand. “You did
a great job out there.”

“Thank you, sir.”

They shook hands, and Colonel Stockton moved
down the line, chatting with the men of the First Platoon, as the
photographers snapped more pictures and the regimental staff
officers stood to the side, wondering how such a motley bunch of
ordinary GIs could have held off the best the Japanese had.
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