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  “Banzai!”


  The Japanese soldiers charged through the jungle and the GIs froze. The Japanese were only twenty yards away—hundreds stampeding through the jungle, brandishing rifles, bayonets, samurai swords, and pistols. General Yokozowa’s flank attack was underway!


  A bullet passed so close to McGurk’s cheek he could feel its heat. McGurk looked for his Thompson submachine gun, but didn’t have time to go for it. The Japs already were on top of him. He reared back his hatchet and snarled . . .
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  ONE . . .


  The jungle was carpeted with dead bodies reeking in the morning sun. Flies buzzed around the blood and gore, and rats chomped on rotting flesh. It was July 11, 1944, on the island of New Guinea. The Japanese Eighteenth Army had attacked across the Driniumor River during the previous night, and lost ten thousand men.


  They lay in shell craters and on open ground, their bodies frozen into grotesque contorted sculptures. Around them were trees and other vegetation blasted and shredded by artillery bombardments. Mixed with the odor of putrefaction was gunsmoke and cordite. Mist arose like steam from the jungle floor and curled in the humid air. Birds chirped in the trees still standing, and vultures swooped down from the sky for opulent breakfasts.


  American GIs lay among the Japanese, their rifles and bayonets in their hands. They’d been outnumbered and overwhelmed, but fought hard and had been cut down by Japanese bullets and samurai swords during the initial Japanese breakthrough.


  Soldiers from Graves Registration Units worked their way through the jungle, loading bodies of dead American GIs into trucks. Dog tags were confiscated by sergeants who’d compile rosters of casualties, and in a few weeks letters from the Department of the Army would be received in households all across America, notifying them that a husband, brother, or son had died valiantly for his country “somewhere in the South Pacific Theater of Operations.”


  It was the aftermath of a titanic struggle. The Driniumor River had run red with blood, but now it was muddy and filthy again as it rushed toward the sea. American survivors of the battle lay in holes or against trees, filthy, bloody, and battered, sleeping soundly. They were the victors—but there were no spoils in the New Guinea jungle.


  A soldier with pale blond hair, six feet, two inches tall with wide rounded shoulders and a husky build, stood in the middle of a jungle clearing, wiping sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. A Japanese samurai sword was jammed into his belt on the left side, a Colt .45 service pistol on the right side. His M 1 rifle was slung crossways across his back and he had a bullet hole in the left-front pocket of his shirt.


  A two-inch cut was on his left cheek and his right ear had been half-chewed off by a Japanese soldier. He pulled his canteen out of its case, raised it to his lips, and took a swig. The water was tepid, tasting of chlorine, but it slaked his thirst and he said “Aaaahhhh” as he stuffed the canteen back into its case.


  He was Private Victor Yabalonka, a former longshoreman from San Francisco, now a member of the Twenty-third Regiment’s notorious Reconnaissance Platoon, and he was looking for something that he’d lost during the night at a machine-gun nest somewhere in the vicinity of where he was now.


  He put his helmet back on his head and moved toward his right, the direction where he thought the machine-gun nest had been. The jungle looked different in the daylight and he wasn’t completely sure of where he was. He’d torn the sleeves off his shirt for air-conditioning, and the shirt was unbuttoned down to his belt buckle. His chest, stomach, and arms were striated with bayonet cuts and fingernail scratches, and his more serious wounds were covered with bandages.


  Yabalonka knew he should be resting with the other men in his platoon, but he couldn’t rest. A strange thing had happened to him during the night, stranger even than the bloody gruesome battle. He’d been shot in the chest by a Japanese bullet, and should be dead right now; but a small Bible had been in his shirt pocket, and the Bible had stopped the bullet.


  It had been an extremely weird circumstance, and Yabalonka still couldn’t believe that it had happened. Now Yabalonka wanted that Bible. He’d lost the Bible because he’d had to drop it and fight for his life against a Japanese officer wielding a samurai sword. Yabalonka killed the officer, but had no time to go back for the Bible. Japs had been all around him and didn’t give him any free time.


  Yabalonka stepped over a dead Japanese soldier whose arms stretched out stiffly in rigor mortis. He saw two American soldiers carrying a dead GI toward a deuce-and-a-half truck. Stepping over a log, he saw a shell crater filled with dead Japanese and American soldiers, cheek by jowl, in the grim embrace of death.


  Yabalonka made his way like a ghost across the battlefield. A few other GIs wandered about the area also, their eyes dazed, shell-shocked and suffering from battle fatigue, but Yabalonka wasn’t suffering from those symptoms. Yabalonka was trying to understand what had happened to him during the night.


  Before the war he’d been an active member of the Long-shoreman’s Union, and also had gone to Communist Party meetings. He’d been a radical and a troublemaker, and his bosses often referred to him as a union goon, but Yabalonka had been poor all his life, and believed working people should earn more money than they did. He’d been an atheist for as long as he could remember, but last night a Bible saved his life. It still was difficult for him to accept that it had happened.


  Ever since he’d been in the Army he’d heard rumors about Bibles stopping bullets, and had thought those rumors were nothing more than sentimental religious bullshit stories put forward by people who didn’t know what they were talking about. But last night a Bible given to him by a well-intentioned buddy had stopped a bullet and saved his life. That was a fact, not a rumor, and Yabalonka didn’t know what to do about it. The experience unhinged his mind. He had to find that Bible.


  He emerged from a thicket and the next clearing looked familiar. He saw a line of trenches and foxholes running north and south. Turning around, he saw the hill where General Hawkins’s command post had been. It was here that the Eighty-first Division made its last stand.


  Yabalonka figured out where the machine-gun nest had been relative to the command post, and trudged in that direction. This was where the worst of the battle had taken place. The Eighty-first Division had borne the brunt of the Japanese attack. They were ordered to stand and fight on this line until help arrived. They stood and fought and nearly were wiped out before the reinforcements arrived.


  The trenches and ditches were full of dead American and Japanese soldiers. Yabalonka was amazed at how many men had died, and for what? Some jungle acreage that no one ever cared about before, and never would care about again? They’re all fucking crazy, Yabalonka thought, and I must be crazy, too.


  Yabalonka paused and drank more water from his canteen. He took out a Camel cigarette and lit it with his trusty old Zippo. Then he continued across the line that had been the scene of so much bitter fighting, dragging his feet, thinking he should be sacked out with the other guys from the recon platoon. Fucking war must be getting to me, Yabalonka thought.


  He saw dead American soldiers on the ground before him. He didn’t know any of the dead men because he hadn’t been in the division long. New Guinea had been his baptism of fire. Whatever friends he had were in the recon platoon, but he saw a few vaguely familiar faces on the ground, men he knew by sight but not by name, men who’d died in the stinking sweltering jungle of New Guinea.


  Yabalonka looked ahead and spotted the machine-gun nest he was searching for. He gulped hard and there was a sour taste in his throat, the beginning of heartburn. He hadn’t even had breakfast yet, only a cup of coffee that tasted shitty. Puffing the cigarette, he approached the machine-gun bunker where he’d fought for his life during the night.


  The machine gun was knocked onto its side. GIs and Japanese soldiers lay inside the hole. Yabalonka stood on the edge of the hole and tried to figure out where the Bible had been. After being shot, he’d regained consciousness next to some dead GIs and that machine gun down there.


  He’d been carried to this spot by the Reverend Gillie Jones, the former itinerant preacher from Georgia, after Yabalonka had been knocked out by the bullet. It was the Reverend Billie Jones who’d given him the Bible in the first place.


  Yabalonka jumped into the hole, careful not to land on a dead body. He picked up a dead Japanese soldier and threw him out of the hole, but the Bible wasn’t lying in the dried blood where the Japanese soldier had lain. Next to the Japanese soldier was an American buck sergeant. Yabalonka lifted him up and laid him gently on the edge of the hole. You poor son of a bitch, Yabalonka thought. You zigged when you shoulda zagged.


  Yabalonka looked at the ground where the American sergeant had been, and there it was, covered with dried blood: the pocket Bible. Yabalonka bent over and picked it up, feeling eerie and weird. The front of the Bible was smashed in, and Yabalonka recalled that when the bullet struck him it’d felt like a Mack truck going eighty miles an hour.


  The bullet pierced the Bible and finally came to a stop in the middle of it. Yabalonka opened the bible to the page where the bullet ended its flight, and read:


  
    Behold, I am the Lord, the God of all flesh: is there any thing too hard for me?

  


  Yabalonka knelt in the foxhole and stared at the words dancing on the page in front of him. He tried to convince himself that the whole episode had been a mere coincidence, that the Reverend Billie Jones just happened to give him the Bible because the Reverend Billie Jones was a religious fanatic, and the Bible just happened to be in the right place at the right time.


  Now he realized that those stories about bullet-stopping Bibles might have been true. Religious groups back home sent small Bibles to God-fearing servicemen, and the best place to carry them was in the pocket of GI fatigue shirts. It was inevitable that some of the Bibles would stop bullets and shrapnel because tons of lead flew around battlefields in small pieces when both sides really were going at it.


  But still, to have it actually happen, was astonishing. The words rose up from the page and hit him between the eyes:


  
    Behold, I am the Lord, the God of all flesh: is there any thing too hard for me?

  


  Yabalonka took a deep breath. It was all so strange. I’d better not let myself get carried away by this, he thought. It was all just a coincidence, wasn’t it?


  It had to be a coincidence. He didn’t believe there was a God and a supernatural world. He thought people bowed down to gods because they lacked the courage to face the plain honest ugly truth of human existence, which was that life was a vicious struggle to survive, the rich pitted against the poor. The bullet-stopping Bible was a mere fluke of nature, not the intervention of any God.


  Yabalonka smiled thinly. Goddamn war is screwing up my mind, he thought. I’m starting to go nuts like everybody else around here.


  Yabalonka’s cigarette was down to the last inch. He took out another Camel and lit it with the butt of the one he’d been smoking. He looked at the Bible in his hand and tossed it up and down a few times.


  “Thanks for saving my life,” he said, his eyes following the Bible’s flight. “I really do appreciate it.”


  He let the Bible fall into the palm of his hand, and stared at its smashed-in cover stained with the blood of the dead soldiers in the machine-gun nest. He realized he’d be dead somewhere on the battlefield with all the other stiffs, if it hadn’t been for that little book in his hand.


  “You’re gonna be my lucky charm from now on,” he said to the Bible. “I’m gonna keep you with me all the time.”


  He tossed the Bible into the air again, and it opened on his palm. I’d better not read what’s there, he thought, because it’ll probably spook me again.


  But he couldn’t help himself. He bent over the Bible, expecting to see the same page it had opened to previously, but this time different words appeared to his eyes.


  
    How long wilt thou sleep, O sluggard? When wilt thou arise out of thy sleep?

  


  The words were like a slap in the face. It was as if the Bible spoke to him, and Private Yabalonka’s mind started to go again, but he caught himself and grinned. It’s my imagination playing tricks on me. No matter where I turn in the fucking book, it’ll say something that means something. That’s the way it was set up, so it could influence the weak minds of ignorant people. A person can really get all fucked up if he takes this shit seriously. He laughed and flipped the Bible a few inches into the air. It landed on his palm and opened to a new page. He bent over it and read:


  


  . . . the heart of fools is in the house of mirth.


  Yabalonka’s hair stood on end, and the laughter died in his throat. His hand trembled and the wind turned another page of the Bible. Yabalonka didn’t want to look at the new page, but curiosity got the best of him. He blinked his eyes and saw:


  
    As he came forth of his mother’s womb, naked shall he return to go as he came, and shall take nothing of his labour, which he may carry away in his hand.

  


  Yabalonka closed the Bible and looked around him. Dead bodies were everywhere, putrefying and entwined, mouths open and eyes glazed with horror. The stench arose to Yabalonka’s nostrils, and he stood. The higher vantage point gave him a more comprehensive view of the battlefield, and everywhere he looked he saw dead soldiers.


  It’s true, Yabalonka thought. These guys left behind everything they ever had in the world. Even if they were millionaires in civilian life, they couldn’t take a penny of it with them. Yabalonka held up the Bible in his hand and looked at it. I guess some of the stuff in here makes sense.


  He moved his hand to put the Bible back into his shirt pocket, but once again became curious. He closed his eyes, opened the Bible, and then opened his eyes, looking down at the first sentence he saw:


  
    Render therefore unto Caesar the things that are Caesar’s; and unto God the things that are God’s.

  


  Yabalonka swallowed hard. He closed the Bible, dropping it into his shirt pocket, and buttoned the flap. Adjusting the M 1 rifle on his back, he climbed out of the foxhole and headed back toward the bivouac of the recon platoon.


  Ten miles away, deep in the jungle, General Hatazo Adachi sat cross-legged on the tatami mat in his tent. He wore only a flimsy white undergarment similar to a jockstrap, and before him was a low table on which was a portrait of the Emperor next to a hara-kiri knife in its sheath.


  General Adachi was going to commit ritual suicide. His attack of the previous night had failed. He’d lost half of his entire army, and had not defeated the American army in front of him. The Americans had held him off. Now there was nothing for him to do except kill himself. That was the code of Bushido, the Japanese warrior’s way of life and death.


  General Adachi was fifty-four years old and was built on the slender side. He wore a thin mustache that gave him the appearance of a Puerto Rican. He was a graduate of the Japanese Military Academy (1910) and the Japanese War College (1922). He’d been appointed commander of the Eighteenth Army in November of 1942, when it was formed, and the Americans had been kicking the shit out of him ever since.


  General Hatazo Adachi was disgraced. His gigantic offensive had been a dismal bloody failure. He withdrew the hara-kiri knife from its sheath and gently lay the sheath down on the little table in front of him. Bowing to the photograph of the Emperor, he brought himself erect again and held the knife in his fist, the blade pointed inward toward his stomach.


  General Adachi wasn’t afraid to die. In fact he was looking forward to it. He was sick of life, sick of the world, sick of the war. His life had become an endless round of frustration. He’d been defeated because the Americans outnumbered him in every way. He could receive no more supplies or reinforcements, because the Americans controlled the seas and air around New Guinea. He suffered from the pain of stomach ulcers, which grew worse every day. He thought the pain of the knife entering his stomach couldn’t be worse than his stomach ulcers, and Dr. Nojima had told him there was no cure for stomach ulcers.


  It also pained him to think of his soldiers lying dead in the jungle not far away. There were thousands of them, enough to populate a small city, and he’d sent them to their deaths, for the Emperor. He’d been low on ammunition, and there’d been little food. Forward units had been subsisting solely on a diet of sago palm starch. All he could offer them was a glorious death for the Emperor, one last banzai charge, and winner take all.


  The Americans had won. They’d stopped his attack. General Adachi no longer could conduct large-scale operations. The effectiveness of his army as an army had been destroyed last night in the jungle of New Guinea.


  General Adachi held the knife in his right fist and aimed the point at the left side of his stomach. He wrapped his left fist around his right fist. Soon it would all be over. He’d push the knife into his guts and rip the blade from left to right, so his soul could escape. That should kill him, but if it didn’t he’d order his aide, Lieutenant Ono, to finish the job. Lieutenant Ono was waiting in the next office for that call.


  General Adachi’s hands trembled as he brought the tip of the knife closer to the flaccid flesh that covered his concave abdomen. His guts wrenched in pain even though the knife hadn’t been plunged in yet; his ulcers were acting up again. Soon I’ll be gone, General Adachi thought. Soon the nightmare will be over.


  The point of the knife touched his flesh, pricking his consciousness into finer focus. He looked at the photograph of the Emperor on the low table.


  “All I’ve done, I’ve done for you,” General Adachi whispered. “I apologize for having failed you, Your Excellency.”


  General Adachi reserved his final thoughts for his men, whom he loved and admired. They’d fought so well with so little. Their gallantry had ennobled his life. Now half of them were dead and the other half waited for the American counter-attack that would come at any moment. His soldiers would have to fight on without him. The command of the Eighteenth Army would fall to Brigadier General Tatsunari Kimura, General Adachi’s executive officer, and at that point the knife in General Adachi’s hand faltered.


  General Adachi knew that General Kimura was not a great strategist or leader of men. He was a fine executive officer, but it was difficult for General Adachi to imagine General Kimura commanding the Eighteenth Army on its last campaign. General Adachi’s beloved army would fall apart, to be chewed up piecemeal by the Americans. His men would starve like dogs, instead of dying like soldiers, with their weapons in their hands.


  Am I taking the easy way out? he asked himself. He knew he was demoralized and in pain, but did he have the right to abandon his army now in their hour of greatest need? Those poor soldiers out there never had failed him. Was he failing them?


  General Adachi didn’t know what to do. It was his duty to commit hara-kiri, but from another point of view, his duty was to his men as long as they were capable of waging war. Am I justified in abandoning them? he asked himself. What can I do for them?


  He increased the distance between his skin and the point of the knife, then lay the knife on the table next to its sheath. What can be done? he asked himself. Is it possible that my men still can die with glory?


  General Adachi sighed. He felt weak, tired, and his stomach hurt. He thought of the battlefield as it had been before his offensive of the previous night. His Eighteenth Army had been on the east side of the Driniumor River. The American forces had been on the west side. The strategic objectives in the area were the Tadji airstrips behind the American lines, and the port of Aitape. The main purpose of General Adachi’s attack had been to capture these two objectives. A secondary purpose had been to capture as many American supplies as possible, especially food supplies.


  General Adachi didn’t have to look at his map to see what had happened. The map was engraved on his mind, he’d studied it so much. His soldiers had attacked across the Driniumor River and made good progress, until being stopped a mile or two on the American side of the Driniumor. Many of the soldiers still were on the American side of the Driniumor. He’d believed that if he failed to capture the Tadji airfields in his first push, his attack would be a failure, but was that in fact the case?


  His brow wrinkled in thought. He thought maybe he’d better take another look at the map. He pushed his hara-kiri knife into its sheath and stood up, walking in his jockstrap-like underwear to his desk, sitting behind it.


  The map was spread out in front of him, just as he’d left it. His ashtray was full of butts. He took a cigarette from a pack and lit it up. A mosquito landed on his shoulder and bit him, and he raised his palm, squashing the mosquito to death against his skin.


  He looked down at the map and puffed the cigarette. It was true that he hadn’t captured the Tadji airstrips. It was also true that he’d lost ten thousand men. But he had ten thousand left, and that was nothing to sneeze at. Many of those men were on the American side of the river, and presumably they’d captured enough food to keep them going for a few days. Those men could fight. They should be given a chance to die with glory under the supervision of a great fighting general, which General Adachi believed he was.


  General Adachi knew he could do the obvious. He could order another headlong straight-on banzai attack, and his men would die with glory. They’d be slaughtered like the lucky ones who’d died last night, but at least they’d die like soldiers, fighting to the death.


  But was that necessary? Was there a better way?


  General Adachi was a student of military history. He knew history was replete with examples of small armies who’d defeated larger ones due to superior positioning, leadership, and tactics. Last night he’d ordered a banzai attack at the center of the American line, hoping to cave it in, and in fact it had caved in briefly. Could he be more subtle this time and perhaps achieve his strategic objectives anyway?


  General Adachi puffed his cigarette nervously. He thought that perhaps he still might snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. It would be a longshot, but what did he have to lose? There was plenty of time to commit hara-kiri. He didn’t have to die just yet. Perhaps he should try once more, for the sake of his brave soldiers, and also for the sake of his badly tarnished military reputation.


  He knew that the Americans had been rocked back on their heels by last night’s offensive. They’d taken heavy casualties too. They were dazed and bleeding this morning just like the Japanese Eighteenth Army. A huge hole had been punched in the American lines and still was there!


  General Adachi’s heart beat faster as he realized his situation wasn’t nearly as bad as it could be. He’d merely lost the first phase of the battle, and that was all. Military commanders in the past had rebounded from such defeats, and so could he.


  He looked down at the map. It was very possible that the Americans were ready to crack. Perhaps the right move at the right place could force a withdrawal. But what would the right move be? General Adachi saw no point in doing anything at the center of the American line. The Americans reinforced that sector and probably expected to get hit again in the same place. What would the Americans do if they were hit on one of their flanks? They might very well get rattled. They might pull back, leaving valuable supplies behind them, supplies that could rejuvenate the Eighteenth Army.


  Japanese commanders believed Americans weren’t very good soldiers. They thought American soldiers fought fairly well when they had superior numbers and the battle lines were clearly drawn, but General Adachi wondered if the Americans facing him could be routed by an unexpected flank attack, or an attack to their rear. There was nothing more frightening to soldiers than the knowledge that enemy troops were behind them.


  General Adachi wondered which flank to attack. The American flank to the north abutted the ocean, and the one to the south was near the foothills of the Torricelli Mountains, where the village of Afua was located.


  General Adachi realized instantly that he couldn’t attack the north flank, because the ocean wouldn’t give him much maneuvering room. That left the south flank, where he’d have the entire jungle at his disposal. He could pull back troops from the center of his line and send them to the south, where they’d hit the Americans in flank and roll it back.


  General Adachi puffed his cigarette and stared at the map. It appeared to be a reasonable plan, worth a try anyway. He could always commit hara-kiri afterward if it failed, but perhaps it wouldn’t fail. And if it did fail, at least his men would have the chance to die honorably.


  I’ll do it, General Adachi thought. Why not?


  “Lieutenant Ono!” he shouted.


  Lieutenant Ono, his beaver-cheeked young aide, bounded through the tent flap. He’d thought General Adachi was committing ritual hara-kiri, and it was time to finish him off, but instead he saw General Adachi sitting behind his desk, half-naked. Lieutenant Ono stared at him in disbelief.


  “Please notify my staff that a meeting will be held here in this office at exactly twelve noon!” General Adachi said. “There will be no exemptions to this meeting! Is that clear!”


  “Yes sir,” stuttered Lieutenant Ono.


  “You’re dismissed!” General Adachi said.


  As General Adachi sat at his desk studying his maps, his American counterpart, General Charles P. Hall, sat at his desk studying his maps.


  General Hall was commander of all American ground forces in the Aitape area, code-named the Persecution Task Force, and from his perspective he’d had a very close call last night.


  For a time it had appeared as though the Japs would break through his line and forge onward to the Tadji airfields. The Japs had been delayed by the Eighty-first Division, which took the full brunt of the attack, and the 114th Regimental Combat Team finally stopped the attack. If the Eighty-first Division hadn’t slowed down the Japs, or if the 114th RCT hadn’t come up on the line when it did, the Tadji airstrips might very well have been lost. It had been touch and go for a while last night, and now General Hall had no idea of what the Japs would do next. Would they attack again, or had they shot their wad last night? It appeared that they shot their wad, but there was no way of knowing that for sure. Military intelligence was nothing more than an educated guess. General Hall’s intelligence experts knew before the battle that the Japs didn’t have much left, but they’d had enough left to wreak havoc against the center of the American line. The Japs should be on their last legs after what they’d done last night, but General Hall wouldn’t bet men’s lives on that.


  General Hall knew that his lines were shaky, particularly his center. He wanted to pull the Eighty-first out and give them a rest someplace where it was quiet, because the Eighty-first had been chewed up badly last night. He’d fill the center of his line with fresh units that very afternoon, because he didn’t think the Japs would be able to mount anything major for at least another day. He’d also order a few counterattacks here and there to keep the Japs off-balance while he was reorganizing his line.


  He wondered what to do after he reorganized his lines. American intelligence had broken the Japanese codes long ago, and the American high command had known all about the Japanese attack in advance. General Hall had been ordered to stop the Japs at the Driniumor and then launch an immediate vigorous counterattack of his own.


  But General Hall hadn’t stopped the Japs at the Driniumor, and the Japs had made a huge bulge into his lines. Many Jap units were on the loose behind his lines. He didn’t see how he could launch an immediate vigorous counterattack until he cleared those Japs out and straightened out his lines.


  General Hall scratched his head. He wasn’t pleased with his performance last night. He thought now, in hindsight, that he could’ve been better prepared for the attack. The Army often had been criticized by the Marines in the Pacific for not carrying their share of the load. The Marine commander in chief of the Saipan campaign had relieved his top-ranking Army officer of command, precipitating a major interservice scandal that finally had to be resolved at the highest levels of the Pentagon.


  General Hall didn’t want to make the Army look bad. He couldn’t let the battle in his area linger on, tying up troops that could be better utilized elsewhere. He knew that General MacArthur was watching him from his headquarters in Brisbane, Australia. General MacArthur wanted to get the New Guinea campaign out of the way so he could concentrate all his forces for the invasion of the Philippine Islands. General Hall didn’t want to be the one to hold up that invasion.


  A lot of pressure was on General Hall, and he hadn’t slept at all last night. Although the battle in the Aitape area was practically unknown to the American people, General Hall knew how crucial it was to the overall Pacific campaign. He had to tie up the loose ends and produce a victory for the Army, and he couldn’t take forever to do it.


  But he couldn’t do it all in a day. He needed to rest for a while. It would be enough to put into motion the decisions he’d just made. His eyes half-closed, he wrote out the orders on a sheet of paper. The Eighty-first Division would be transferred south to the quiet area around Afua. The 114th RCT and the 845th RCT would take its place. Patrols would be mounted throughout the center of the line to seek out and destroy Japanese units trapped behind American lines. A meeting would be held in his office at 1800 hours that evening to discuss what to do next.


  “Sergeant Bunberry!” General Hall shouted.


  “Yes sir!” replied a deep voice on the other side of the tent flap. A few seconds later the tent flap was brushed aside, and stout, florid-faced Master Sergeant Seymour Bunberry, the sergeant major of the Persecution Task Force, entered the office.


  General Hall handed him the orders. “Have these typed up and distributed.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “I’m going to get some shut-eye. I don’t want to be disturbed unless it’s an emergency.”


  “Yes sir. Anything else, sir?”


  “No.”


  Sergeant Bunberry did an about-face and marched out of the office. General Hall stood behind his desk, tucked in his wrinkled shirt, and lifted his helmet off the peg. He put it on and headed toward the rear door of his office, opening it and stepping outside. The two MPs on guard snapped to attention and brought their carbines to present arms. General Hall saluted and passed them by as he shuffled toward the shack that was his official residence in the area.


  


  


  TWO . . .


  It was nearly high noon when Private Yabalonka returned to the recon platoon bivouac, and it was a mess. The ground was pockmarked with gigantic shell craters, and trees were blasted to shit. The men were in their holes sleeping, and nobody bothered them because they’d been up fighting all night. Yabalonka passed the foxhole occupied by Lieutenant Dale Breckenridge, the platoon leader, and he was snoring beside his runner, Private Randolph Worthington. The next foxhole was occupied by Private First Class Morris Shilansky; he had the entire hole to himself because the soldier who was supposed to be sharing it with him, Private Joshua McGurk from Skunk Hollow, Maine, was at the division medical headquarters, having a bullet removed from his back.


  The next foxhole contained Charlie Bannon from Pecos, Texas, the leader of the first squad; he’d been promoted to buck sergeant that morning. Beside him, his mouth wide open, was Pfc. Frankie La Barbara, the former gangster from New York City. Every foxhole Yabalonka passed was occupied by sleeping soldiers, and Yabalonka wondered who was minding the store. He found out when he approached his own foxhole and saw the Reverend Billie Jones inside, gazing into no-man’s land. The Reverend Billie Jones evidently was the eyes and ears of the platoon while everybody else was asleep.


  Jones turned to the side as Yabalonka approached. “Where you been?” he asked.


  “I had something to do,” Yabalonka replied, jumping into the foxhole.


  The foxhole was six feet deep and four feet in diameter. A grenade sump had been dug into its bottom.


  “Lieutenant Breckenridge was wondering what happened to you,” the Reverend Billie Jones said. “He thought you might be dead.”


  “I ain’t dead.”


  “What was it that you had to do?”


  “Look at this,” Yabalonka said.


  He pulled the Bible out of his pocket and handed it to the Reverend Billie Jones with the cover side up, showing the hole the bullet had made.


  “What happened to this?” Jones asked.


  “Take a good look at it.”


  Jones saw the smashed-in cover. He opened the Bible and saw the chunk of flattened lead inside. His forehead wrinkled as he narrowed his eyes and looked at the pocket on the front of the shirt that had the bullet hole.


  “Well I’ll be damned,” the Reverend Billie Jones said.


  “The Bible you gave me saved my life, Billie.”


  “No shit!”


  “No shit. You gave me the Bible, so I guess I owe my life to you. Then you carried me back here when I was unconscious, so I owe my life to you twice.”


  The Reverend Billie Jones shook his head. He was a big man, about the same height as Yabalonka but with more meat on his bones, although Yabalonka was pretty hefty himself. Jones had red hair and a big round head like a basketball.


  “It wasn’t me who saved you,” the Reverend Billie Jones said, pointing to the sky. “It was the Lord!”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because I know.”


  “But how do you really know?”


  “Because I really know!”


  Private Yabalonka wheezed. It was impossible to have a reasonable talk with religious people, but he couldn’t get mad at Billie because Billie had saved his life.


  


  “Okay Billie,” he said. “Okay.”


  The Reverend Billie Jones held the Bible up in the air. “You can’t even believe when the proof is right in front of your eyes!” he shouted. “If Jesus Christ himself walked up to this foxhole right now, you wouldn’t even recognize him. You’d think he was a Jap or something because your soul is blind, Yabalonka!”


  “Calm down. You’re talking too loud.”


  The Reverend Billie Jones grinned. “I guess that’s because I’m an old jackleg preacher. Sometimes I get carried away.”


  “That’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”


  The Reverend Billie Jones held out the Bible. “Here.”


  Yabalonka took it.


  “Put it in your pocket there where it was before,” the Reverend Billie Jones said. “It might save your life again someday.”


  Yabalonka dropped it into the same pocket and buttoned the flap. “I don’t think a bullet could hit the same spot twice.”


  “You never know,” Jones said. “Why don’t you lie down and get some sleep? Both of us don’t have to be awake.”


  “I think I’ll take you up on that.”


  Victor Yabalonka sat down in the foxhole and leaned his back against the dirt wall. A monkey chattered somewhere nearby, and Yabalonka took off his heavy steel helmet, laying it on the ground beside him. He leaned his head back against the wall of the foxhole and closed his eyes, drifting into a reverie.


  Mosquitoes and flies buzzed around his face. The sun shone with brilliant intensity, and the humidity of the jungle was so thick it was like trying to breathe with your head submerged in a bowl of soup. Yabalonka’s uniform was soaked with sweat, plastered to his body. The jungle stank like rotting vegetation and Yabalonka stank even worse; he hadn’t bathed for days. He thought of a nice cool shower and a pretty girl with big tits scrubbing his back. He wished he could drink a cold glass of beer. Gradually his heartbeat slowed down. His breath became more shallow. His jaw hung open and he snored.


  White fluffy clouds resembling cotton balls appeared in the sky during the morning, and by late afternoon the clouds thickened and spread out. Colonel Bob Hutchins, commanding officer of the Twenty-third Regiment, sat in his jeep at 1600 hours (four o’clock in the afternoon) and looked up, a frown on his gnarled weatherbeaten face.


  “It’s gonna rain,” he said to his driver, Pfc. Nick Bombasino from South Philly.


  Pfc. Nick Bombasino didn’t reply. He was too busy trying to keep the jeep from rolling off the shoulder of the road. A deuce-and-a-half truck rumbled toward him from the other direction and Bombasino wanted to stay out of its way.


  The deuce and a half came closer. Colonel Hutchins held on to the dashboard of the jeep. Two wheels of the jeep were over the shoulder, and two wheels were on the road. The deuce-and-a-half truck also had two wheels on and two wheels off the road.


  “They should make these roads wider,” Colonel Hutchins grumbled, bracing himself in case the jeep tipped over.


  The deuce and a half rolled by. Its driver kept his eyes on the road and wrestled with his steering wheel. Colonel Hutchins wrinkled his bulbous red nose as he smelled the stink of the truck’s exhaust fumes. The truck passed and Pfc. Bombasino steered the jeep back onto the road. Colonel Hutchins looked at his watch. He was supposed to see General Hawkins, commanding officer of the Eighty-first Division, at 1615 hours, but it looked like he’d be late.


  “Get a move on,” he said to Pfc. Bombasino.


  “I can’t go any faster,” Bombasino replied. “The road’s a mess.”


  Colonel Hutchins looked at the road through the filthy windshield. It was a dirt road full of potholes, with big rocks sticking up. Soldiers dragged their asses on the other side. Another truck was coming from the opposite direction.


  “I guess I’m gonna be late,” Colonel Hutchins said.


  “If you started earlier, you woulda been okay.”


  Colonel Hutchins turned and looked at Pfc. Nick Bombasino. “Who asked for your opinion?”


  “Just thought I’d tell you, sir.”


  “Next time you think of telling me something, think about something else.”


  Bombasino steered to the side of the road to get out of the way of the truck. Colonel Hutchins held on to the dash with his left hand, while his right hand grasped the door. The jeep bounced up and down. Colonel Hutchins wondered what General Hawkins wanted to talk to him about. He hoped the general wasn’t mad at him again. The two right wheels of the jeep went over the shoulder of the road. The truck came fast, bringing a cloud of dust with it. The driver didn’t know a colonel was in the jeep, and didn’t bother slowing down. He swooshed past the jeep, and the jeep became enveloped in a cloud of dust and smoke. Pfc. Bombasino couldn’t see. He coughed and his eyes smarted. Since he couldn’t see, he lifted his foot off the gas pedal. The jeep came to a stop, half on the road and half off.


  “What in the hell are we stopping for?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


  “I can’t see.”


  “Change places with me. I’ll show you how to drive this fucking thing.”


  “But sir—”


  “Get over here.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Colonel Hutchins jumped out of the jeep and walked around its front. He was five feet, eight inches tall and built on the porky side. His big beer belly hung over his belt and the holster containing his Colt .45 slapped his leg as he approached the driver’s side of the jeep and jumped in. The engine was running and the emergency brake was pulled up. Colonel Hutchins let it down and shifted into gear.


  “Hang on,” he said.


  “Yes sir,” replied Pfc. Bombasino, grabbing the seat with both hands.


  Colonel Hutchins let out the clutch and stomped on the gas pedal at the same time. The jeep leapt forward like a jack rabbit with a firecracker up his ass. Colonel Hutchins steered the jeep back onto the road and snap-shifted into second gear. He kicked the gas pedal down to the floor and the jeep roared down the road. Pfc. Nick Bombasino’s eyes goggled in his head because he saw a bend in the road straight ahead and Colonel Hutchins wasn’t slowing down. What if a deuce and a half was coming from the opposite direction?


  “Slow down!” Pfc. Bombasino shouted.


  “What’s the matter with you?” Colonel Hutchins asked. “You got piss in your blood?”


  “What if—”


  Colonel Hutchins leaned into the turn, not letting up the gas pedal one iota. The jeep skidded around the turn, and straight ahead Pfc. Bombasino saw his worst nightmare coming true. A deuce-and-a-half truck was headed straight for them, and Colonel Hutchins had the jeep directly in the middle of the road.


  “Watch out!” Pfc. Bombasino screamed, covering his eyes with his hands.


  Colonel Hutchins set his grizzled jaw and hit the horn. He shifted into third gear and gunned the engine. The truck came closer. Pfc. Bombasino couldn’t see it, but he could hear it.


  “Oh my God!” he said.


  Colonel Hutchins glowered at the driver of the truck, whom he could see rather clearly. The driver bounced up and down on his seat and cut the wheel of the deuce and a half hard to his right. The deuce and a half veered off the road and rolled down the shoulder, rocking from side to side. The driver hit the brakes a few feet before the truck would’ve hit a tree.


  Colonel Hutchins sped through the cloud of dust and smoke left behind by the truck, and then the road was clear again.


  “That’s the way I want you to drive from now on!” Colonel Hutchins said. “You don’t get out of their way! Make them get out of your way—understand!”


  “Yes sir!”


  Another bend in the road appeared, this one to the left. Colonel Hutchins bared his nicotine-stained teeth as he turned the steering wheel. Pfc. Bombasino closed his eyes again and held on for dear life. I’m gonna transfer into the infantry, he said to himself. I can’t stand this fucking lunatic anymore.


  Lieutenant Hiroshi Akiyama crouched in a thicket beside the road Colonel Hutchins was driving on. Next to him was Sergeant Mastomo Okamoto, and behind them were the twenty-one survivors of his company. They were cut off and trapped behind enemy lines.


  Lieutenant Akiyama was twenty-three years old, and he’d graduated from the military academy only six months ago. His father was as count, a distant cousin of the Emperor, which meant Lieutenant Akiyama was an even more distant cousin of the Emperor. Lieutenant Akiyama had attended numerous receptions at the royal palace throughout his life, and had been in the presence of the Emperor many times. He was no ordinary Japanese officer.


  He was slender and tough like a stalk of bamboo. His face was long and oval. He had stern eyes, high cheekbones, and “a small mouth. He’d shaved his head before the big attack and it still was smooth underneath his helmet. His cheeks also were smooth; he had little facial hair. Sometimes he looked younger than he was, and sometimes he looked older. It all depended on the light.


  “Something’s coming,” he said. “Get ready.”


  His men raised themselves and prepared to attack whatever vehicle was coming on the road. They hadn’t eaten since before the attack, and the meal had consisted only of a small amount of white rice. Lieutenant Akiyama thought they could keep going and eventually work their way back to their own lines if they could get something to eat. He supposed the American Army trucks carried food and other useful supplies, and that’s why he and his men were preparing to ambush one of them.


  The sound of the vehicle came closer. The men tensed themselves and prepared to strike. They were weak from hunger but the thought of food gave them strength. They licked their chops and then swallowed the bitter spit in their mouths.


  “It’s coming awfully fast,” said Sergeant Okamoto.


  “Get ready,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “When I give the signal, move out quickly.”


  His men got up on the balls of their feet. The muscles in their legs were like compressed springs. The road was only six feet away. The plan was to charge the truck with guns blazing. Lieutenant Akiyama and three men would kill everybody in the cab. The others with Sergeant Okamoto would handle anyone in back. They’d plunder the supplies and disappear into the jungle.


  The vehicle came closer. Lieutenant Akiyama’s face was expressionless but his eyes glittered like diamonds. The vehicle came into view. It was a jeep with two Americans in the front seat, and it was coming fast.


  Zooooooom!


  It sped past the Japanese soldiers before Lieutenant Akiyama could open his mouth, and a rooster tail of dust was kicked up by the wheels of the jeep. The breeze blew the dust at the Japanese soldiers, and they coughed in the bushes beside the road.


  “They were going terribly fast,” Sergeant Okamoto said.


  “Indeed they were,” Lieutenant Akiyama replied. “Usually they don’t go that fast. It wasn’t a truck anyway. We want a truck.”


  


  The men relaxed. Lieutenant Akiyama took off his helmet and wiped his sweaty head with his hand. Then he put the helmet back on. The heat and lack of food made him dizzy for a moment. He took out his canteen and sipped some of the warm water. His canteen was almost empty. He and his men would have to find water too. They were in bad shape, but at least they were alive.


  “Here comes another one,” Sergeant Okamoto said.


  Lieutenant Akiyama perked up his ears. He heard the vehicle, and it was coming from the direction in which the jeep had just disappeared. It didn’t sound as though it was moving too quickly, and the engine had the big sound of a truck, rather than a jeep.


  “I think this is the one we’ve been waiting for,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “Get ready.”


  The men prepared to attack once more. They held their Arisaka rifles tightly in their hands and took deep drafts of air. The sound of the vehicle grew louder and then it came into view around the bend. It was a deuce-and-a-half truck, and everybody smiled.


  “This is it,” Lieutenant Akiyama said.


  The men dug their toes into the muck and prepared to charge. Lieutenant Akiyama held his Nambu pistol lightly in his right hand. His uniform was torn and bedraggled, and he had a cut on his left cheek. The big truck came closer and he saw two men in the cab.


  “Now!” he hollared.


  He and his men exploded out of the jungle and ran up the shoulder of the road. The GIs in the front seat of the truck saw them coming, but before they could do anything bullets were whistling around their heads. The driver kicked the accelerator onto the floor, and Lieutenant Akiyama jumped onto the running board of the truck. He aimed his pistol at the driver and shot him in the face. The driver’s head blew apart and he let go of the wheel. The passenger tried to grab Lieutenant Akiyama’s pistol, and Lieutenant Akiyama fired again. The bullet blew through the right hand of the American soldier and struck him in the throat. Blood spouted out and the truck veered off the left side of the road. Lieutenant Akiyama jumped off the running board as the truck fell down the shoulder and tipped over.


  Eight GIs had been in back of the truck, and they couldn’t get out in time. The Japanese soldiers fired their Arisaka rifles at the tarpaulin that covered the rear of the truck, and when the truck came to a stop they got behind it and fired several volleys through the wide opening in back.


  “Hold your fire!” Lieutenant Akiyama shouted, running toward them.


  The Japanese soldiers stepped back. Lieutenant Akiyama looked into the rear of the truck and saw something move. He fired his pistol, and an American soldier went slack. Nothing else moved. The GIs had been tossed around like a shipment of rag dolls, and they bled from numerous holes in their bodies.


  Lieutenant Akiyama was chagrined to see no crates of supplies in the rear of the truck, but the American soldiers had light field packs on their backs.


  “Everybody take one of those packs!” he said to his men. “Hurry!”


  His men climbed into the tipped-over truck and tore the packs off the backs of the dead GIs. They jumped out of the truck, holding the packs in their hands, and Lieutenant Akiyama aimed his pistol at the gas tank of the truck.


  “Everybody stand back!”


  The men ran away from the truck. Lieutenant Akiyama pulled the trigger of his Nambu pistol.


  Blam!


  His bullet pierced the gas tank and the gasoline spurted out, bursting into flame. Lieutenant Akiyama ran toward the side of the road and jumped down the shoulder, following his men into the jungle. The gas tank on the truck exploded and burning gasoline flew into the air. Lieutenant Akiyama could feel the heat on the back of his neck.


  “Get out of here!” he said. “Hurry!”


  Lieutenant Akiyama ran in a zigzag line into the jungle, dodging around trees, jumping over fallen logs, and in seconds he and his men were swallowed up by the thick tangled vegetation.


  Colonel Hutchins entered the headquarters tent of General Hawkins and approached the desk of Master Sergeant Abner Somerall, the division sergeant major.


  “I believe the general is waiting to see me,” Colonel Hutchins said.


  “Go right in,” Sergeant Somerall replied.


  


  Colonel Hutchins walked into the next section of the massive tent network. Sergeant Somerall was amazed at how well General Hawkins and Colonel Hutchins had been getting along lately. They’d been at each other’s throats for months, but ever since the attack last night they’d been buddies. They’d even got drunk together after the big battle. Sergeant Somerall had no idea of what had happened. All he knew was that he had to be more respectful to Colonel Hutchins in the future, even though he thought Colonel Hutchins was a loudmouth and a drunk.


  General Hawkins looked up from the documents and communiqués on his desk as Colonel Hutchins entered his office. “You’re late.”


  Colonel Hutchins saluted in front of the desk. “There was a mess on the road. A deuce and a half was ambushed by Japs, and everybody inside got massacred. It happened right behind me and I turned around to find out what was going on. The Japs were gone by the time I got there.”


  “How many were killed?”


  “Twelve men, approximately. It’s hard to say because the Japs blew up the truck.”


  “Have a seat.”


  Colonel Hutchins sat on one of the folding wooden chairs in front of General Hawkins’s desk. General Hawkins inserted a Phillip Morris cigarette into his ivory holder and put it into his mouth. He was fifty years old, tall and lean, with blond hair and a blond mustache. He was the son of a general and the grandson of another general, and had graduated from West Point in 1922.


  “Want a drink?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


  “I think I had enough last night.”


  “Mind if I have one?”


  “Help yourself.”


  Colonel Hutchins pulled out his canteen and unscrewed the top. He raised it to his lips and threw his head back, drinking down the homemade booze known as white lightning, brewed for him by Pfc. Dunphy, one of his cooks. The recipe had originated with his former mess sergeant, the legendary Sergeant Snider, who’d been a moonshiner in Tennessee before the war. Sergeant Snider had been transferred back to the States as the result of wounds he’d sustained shortly after the division arrived in New Guinea.


  


  General Hawkins watched Colonel Hutchins guzzle the white lightning down. At another time General Hawkins would’ve been disgusted, but now he was just plain amazed. General Hawkins was hung over and thought he might puke if he drank any more of that ferocious white lightning, but Colonel Hutchins still was swallowing it down.


  Colonel Hutchins screwed the top back on the canteen and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What’s going on?” he asked.


  “We’re moving to a quiet part of the line.”


  “When?”


  “First thing in the morning.”


  “Where’s this quiet part of the line?”


  “At the southern extension, near Afua.”


  “We need the rest.”


  “We sure do.” General Hawkins handed a sheet of paper to Colonel Hutchins. “This came in this afternoon.”


  Colonel Hutchins took the sheet of paper and held it up to the light. It was a list of orders, and one of the paragraphs was marked with a red pencil. Next to the mark was the name:


  
    BUTSKO, John R. M/Sgt RA 11282203

  


  Butsko had been the platoon sergeant of the recon platoon but now was laid up in the division medical headquarters with a bullet hole in his leg. Colonel Hutchins had put him in for the Distinguished Service Cross (DSC) shortly after they’d arrived in New Guinea and now, according to the orders, Butsko had been awarded the medal and was being transferred to Fort Mason in San Francisco for the official presentation.


  “Well I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Colonel Hutchins said. “They gave him the fucking medal after all. He know about it yet?”


  “I thought I’d let you tell him.”


  “I bet he’ll be glad to get out of here.” Colonel Hutchins looked at the orders again. “It says he’s supposed to leave on the fourteenth. What’s today?”


  “The eleventh.”


  “He’s a real short-timer. I’m gonna miss him. Me and him’ve known each other for a long time, you know.”


  “I didn’t know.”


  “We go back,” Colonel Hutchins said. “We were on Bataan together.”


  


  “That was a helluva place to meet somebody.”


  “I met him long before we ever got to Bataan. When I said we go back, we really go back. We used to be buddies even though I was an officer and he was an enlisted man. Butsko’s okay. Course, he can’t keep his mouth shut, like me, but he’s a good man anyway. If he was here, he’d take the recon platoon and track down the Japs who blew up that truck this morning. He’d nail their asses to a tree someplace by sun-up.”


  “You don’t have anybody else who can track them down?”


  “I can send out a patrol from the recon platoon. They’re a good bunch even without Butsko.”


  “How soon can you get ‘em rolling?”


  “I can get ‘em rolling right now if you’ll let me use your phone.”


  General Hawkins pointed to the phone on his desk. “Go ahead.”


  Colonel Hutchins reached forward and picked up the phone. He asked the operator to connect him with the headquarters of the Twenty-third Regiment, and a few seconds later his sergeant major came on the phone.


  “Sergeant Koch speaking, sir.”


  “This is Colonel Hutchins. Find Lieutenant Breckenridge and tell him to call me at General Hawkins’ office right away.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Colonel Hutchins hung up the phone. “Lieutenant Breckenridge’ll call me back here as soon as they find him, and I’ll tell him what to do.”


  “I don’t believe I know who he is,” General Hawkins said.


  “I’m sure you’d remember him if you saw him, because he’s probably the biggest officer in the division. Used to be a college football star.”


  “Oh yes, I remember who he is now.”


  “Well he’s in charge of the recon platoon.”


  “He’s not as good as Butsko, is he?”


  “In some ways he’s better.”


  “In what ways?”


  “He doesn’t fly off the handle as fast as Butsko, but he doesn’t have the experience Butsko has.”


  “Few people have the experience Butsko has. Come on behind the desk here with me. Let’s figure out how we’ll deploy the division when we get to Afua.”


  “Yes sir,” Colonel Hutchins said, getting up from his chair.


  


  •••


  Lieutenant Akiyama stopped and raised his hand. His men came to a halt behind him and looked around. They were in a deep dark part of the jungle that had not been subjected to artillery fire, and the foliage was so thick they could see only a few feet through it.


  “This looks like a safe spot,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “Let’s stop and eat.”


  That was the command his men were waiting for. They dropped to their knees on the ground and tore open the light field packs they’d taken from the American truck. Upending the packs, a variety of materials spilled out, but what they wanted were the o.d. green cans of C rations. The cans tumbled out with ponchos, mess gear, extra socks, shoelaces, and other odds and ends. The Japanese soldiers pounced on the cans, opening them up, leaning their heads back and gobbling the food down.


  “Don’t eat so quickly,” Lieutenant Akiyama told them. “You’ll get sick if you keep on like that.”


  They tried to slow down, but it was difficult. They were nearly starved to death and every pore in their bodies cried out for food. Lieutenant Akiyama was as hungry as they were, but he had to set an example. Calmly he held a can in his left hand and pried off the lid with the opener in his right hand. He removed his chopsticks from his pack and raised a length of hot dog to his mouth. He placed the hot dog into his mouth and chewed it slowly, thinking that the taste was bizarre in the extreme. He’d never eaten a hot dog before.


  He was eating a bean-and-hot-dog ration manufactured for the Army by the Campbell’s Soup Company. Sergeant Okamoto had the sausage-patty ration. Other men had drawn the beef-stew ration, the spaghetti-and-meat ball ration, or the chicken-and-rice ration. The Japanese soldiers never had eaten such stuff before, but they swallowed it down with only a minimum of chewing.


  They ate silently as bugs flew around their heads, sometimes diving into the cans of food, and a few of the soldiers swallowed flies by mistake, but they were too hungry to care. Birds squawked in the trees overhead and monkeys leapt from branch to branch. In the distance the sounds of the American Army could be heard: trucks rolling over roads, soldiers opening and closing the bolts of their rifles, and orders being shouted back and forth. The sounds were far away. The Japanese soldiers were safe for the time being.


  Lieutenant Akiyama finished his hot dogs and beans, and reached for another can. He opened it up, and got pork and applesauce. Tasting it, he wrinkled his nose. He thought it was dreadful, but he lifted a chunk of pork with his chopsticks and placed it in his mouth.


  As he chewed, he wondered what to do next. His goal was to reach his own lines, and his compass told him what the general direction was, but his company had been in the vanguard of the advance, and were quite far behind American lines. The jungles were full of Americans. He looked up at the sky and saw clouds gathering. Perhaps it’d be safer to stay put and wait until night. It’d be easier to work through the American lines at night, he thought.


  He decided that was the course of action he’d take. He’d let his men sleep for a few hours after they ate, and then when the sun had sunk behind the horizon, he and they would try once again to reach the safety of their own lines.


  Wounded soldiers lay on the ground all around the system of tents that comprised the Eighty-first Division Medical Headquarters. They were a fraction of the casualties that the division had sustained during the night. The rest of the casualties would be loaded into coffins and shipped back to the States.


  Master Sergeant John Butsko sat with his back against a tree and smoked a cigarette. He was six feet tall and built like a tank. Cuts and bruises were all over his face and upper body. His shirt was torn to shreds. The hospital had been attacked by Japs during the night and Butsko led the defense. It had been touch and go for quite a while. Reinforcements from the 114th RCT showed up in the nick of time.


  Butsko’s right bicep was bandaged. So was his left forearm. He wore another bandage on his stomach and a big white gauze was taped to the left side of his head. A Japanese soldier had hit him in the head with a rifle butt so hard that Butsko’s teeth had rattled. But he was still alive.


  Butsko watched medical personnel bustling about. He had new respect for doctors and nurses because they’d continued operating in the surgical tent even during the height of the battle. Not one nurse suggested that she should leave her post, even though all the women could expect rape as well as death if the Japs overran the medical headquarters.


  A nurse emerged from the tent in front of Butsko, looked around, spotted him, and smiled. She was Lieutenant Frannie Divers and Butsko had seduced her, with the assistance of some good old white lightning, just before the Japs began their artillery bombardment last night. Frannie was a big farm girl from the state of Washington. She had red hair and tits to match Washington’s great mountains.


  She walked toward him, her hips swaying from side to side. She wore GI fatigues that were baggy, hiding her voluptuous, almost overripe, figure. Butsko got a hard-on just looking at her. He wondered if he could take her into the jungle with him real quick-like and put it to her again.


  “Hello Sergeant,” she said as she approached. “How’re you feeling?”


  “Not bad. How’re you feeling?”


  “I’m a little tired.”


  “Let’s go into the woods over there and lie down for a little while.”


  “I’m still on duty.”


  “When do you go off duty?”


  She looked at her watch. “About another hour and a half.”


  “I don’t mind waiting.”


  “You really oughta get some sleep.”


  “I took a nap this afternoon.”


  “You still look tired.”


  “So do you.”


  “I am.”


  “It’s been a rough night.” Butsko winked. “But it sure started off pretty good.”


  “Now Butsko,” she said.


  “I’m in love with you, kid.”


  “Don’t say that unless you mean it.”


  “I mean it.”


  “Sure you do.”


  “I do.”


  “Liar.”


  “Why am I a liar?”


  “Because nobody could fall in love that fast.”


  “Why not?”


  “It doesn’t happen that way.”


  


  “Maybe not with you, kid, but it does with me.”


  “Cut it out,” she said, smiling bravely. “You don’t have to lie to me, Butsko. I don’t expect any miracles from soldiers who’re a long way from home. You’re even married, aren’t you?”


  “What does that have to do with it?”


  “Don’t you love your wife?”


  “Yeah.”


  “And you love me too?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Who else do you love?”


  “Lots of people.”


  “You fall in love easily, I guess.”


  “Not really.”


  “How many people are you in love with?”


  “All the women I’ve ever been mixed up with.”


  “You love ‘em all.”


  “I love ‘em all.”


  “There’s nothing special about me, then?”


  “There’s something special about all the women I fall in love with.”


  “You’re so full of shit it’s coming out of your ears.”


  Butsko leaned back his head and laughed. He reached for the canteen half-full of white lightning attached to his cartridge belt. “Wanna drink?”


  “Not while I’m on duty, but save some for later.”


  “Sure thing, kid.”


  Butsko yanked the canteen out of its case and unscrewed the top. Lieutenant Frannie Divers looked at him sitting against the tree and recalled how he’d single-handedly fought off the Japs when they’d tried to break into the operating room last night. He’d stabbed, shot, and beat them over their heads with his rifle butt, keeping them away until the 114th RCT arrived.


  A deep booming voice came to them from close by. “I shoulda known that Butsko’d be wherever the women are!”


  Butsko and Frannie Divers turned in the direction of the voice and saw Colonel Hutchins approaching, his helmet low over his eyes and a Thompson submachine gun slung barrel down across his back.


  “Hello there sir,” Butsko said. “How’re you doing?”


  “Not bad. How’re you doing?”


  “Okay.”


  


  “Aren’t you going to introduce me to the lady?” Colonel Hutchins asked gallantly, looking Lieutenant Frannie Divers up and down, admiring her big tits as any red-blooded American man would.


  “This is Lieutenant Frannie Divers, and this is Colonel Hutchins, the CO of the Twenty-third Regiment.”


  “Good afternoon sir,” said Frannie.


  “How’re you doing?” the colonel replied. “Don’t you have any better sense than to hang around with this crazy sergeant here?”


  “I guess I don’t, sir.”


  “Well good for you, and you don’t have to keep calling me sir. We’re all friends here.”


  Frannie took a step backward. “I think I’d better get going.”


  “Hey,” Colonel Hutchins said, “you don’t have to leave.”


  “I’m on duty and I’ve got things to do.”


  “We’re all on duty and we’ve all got things to do. So what? Stick around. I’ve got some good news.”


  Butsko’s ears perked up. “What good news?”


  “Get ready,” Colonel Hutchins said.


  “I’m ready,” Butsko said.


  Colonel Hutchins looked at Frannie. “Are you ready?”


  “I think so.”


  Colonel Hutchins took a copy of Butsko’s orders out of his shirt pocket and unfolded it. “Here,” he said to Butsko.


  “What is it?” Butsko asked.


  “Read it and find out.”


  Butsko stood up and took the sheet of paper. He saw his name next to the red mark, and Frannie read over his shoulder.


  “Well, I’ll be damned,” Butsko wheezed.


  “Yep,” Colonel Hutchins said with a grin. “They’re giving you the DSC and sending you back to the States, you lucky son of a bitch.”


  “I’ll be damned,” Butsko said again.


  “That’s a coincidence,” Frannie said, “because Captain Epstein said he was putting Butsko in for a decoration too.”


  Butsko looked at her in surprise. “He is?”


  “That’s what he said.”


  Colonel Hutchins slapped Butsko on the arm. “You’re a hero, Butsko. You’re a credit to your country.”


  “Gimme a break,” Butsko said.


  


  “They’ll probably send you on a war-bond tour with all them movie actresses.”


  Butsko’s eyes lit up. “You think so?”


  “Why not?”


  Frannie took another step backward. “I think I’d better get back to work. I’ll speak to you later, Sergeant, and it was very nice meeting you, Colonel Hutchins.”


  “My pleasure, ma’am,” Colonel Hutchins said, tipping his helmet. Colonel Hutchins was from Arkansas and could turn on the Southern charm when the occasion required it.


  “Don’t be late,” Butsko said to Frannie.


  “I’ll do the best I can,” she replied.


  She walked toward the tent. Colonel Hutchins admired her ass. “Fine-looking woman,” he said.


  “I think something’s bothering her.”


  “You don’t know what?” Colonel Hutchins asked, still looking at her ass.


  “No.”


  Frannie entered the tent, and Colonel Hutchins turned to Butsko. “You hurt her feelings.”


  “How did I hurt her feelings?”


  “By talking about the war-bond tour with the movie actresses.”


  “You’re the one who brought that up!”


  “But your eyes nearly bugged out of your head when I did. The girl must be in love with you.”


  “Who the hell knows?” Butsko replied, reading the orders. “What’s today?”


  “The eleventh.”


  “I’m supposed to leave in three days.”


  “That’s what the orders say.”


  “And I’ll have a week’s furlough in Hawaii before going on to California.”


  “You’ll be able to see Dolly.”


  Dolly was Butsko’s wife. Last time he had a furlough he’d gone home and found her with another guy, a gunnery sergeant in the Marines. He’d beat the piss out of the gunnery sergeant, putting him in the hospital, and Butsko had wound up in jail.


  “I bet you can’t wait to see Dolly again,” Colonel Hutchins said.


  “I don’t care if I never see her for the rest of my life,” Butsko replied. “She’s the biggest pain in the ass I ever met.”


  “Why’d you marry her?”


  “Who the fuck knows? I was young, I guess.” Butsko inclined his head downward and read his orders again. “Jesus, they’re gonna give me the DSC. Who ever thought a guy like me would get the DSC?”


  Colonel Hutchins scratched his stubbled jaw. “It’s interesting that Captain Epstein is putting you in for another medal. What’d you do this time?”


  Butsko shrugged. “Who the fuck knows?”


  “They’re liable to give you something more than the DSC. Two commendations inside of two weeks, plus the new oak-leaf cluster you’ll be getting for your purple heart, are gonna mean something higher up.”


  “You think so?” Butsko asked.


  “I sure do. I’ll talk to General Hawkins about it next time I see him. Maybe he can push something through.”


  Butsko turned down the corners of his mouth. “Don’t bother. I don’t need all that shit.”


  “It’s no bother,” Colonel Hutchins said, “and it’d make the regiment look good, so what you need or don’t need really doesn’t matter that much.”


  “I’m sure there are other guys who’d deserve the decorations more than me.”


  “Who?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


  Butsko thought for a few moments. “I don’t know, but there must be somebody.”


  “I don’t think so,” Colonel Hutchins said. “Believe it or not, you’re probably the craziest son of a bitch that we’ve got on this whole fucking island.”


  


  


  THREE . . .


  It was 1800 hours. The patrol from the recon platoon stood around on the shoulder of the road where the deuce-and-a-half truck had been ambushed. Lieutenant Breckenridge held his Thompson submachine gun in his right hand and his shirt was unbuttoned nearly to his navel. The sleeves were torn off his shirt and he wore his steel pot low over his eyes and high up on the back of his head.


  He watched Private Joshua McGurk, the former lumberjack from Skunk Hollow, Maine, crawling around on his hands and knees, studying the ground and bushes nearby. McGurk was the giant of the recon platoon, seven feet tall and weighing three-hundred pounds. He’d hunted and trapped game in Maine before the war and was wise in the ways of the wilderness, but was considered a moron otherwise.


  “See anything?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “I see lots,” McGurk replied.


  “What do you see?”


  “Tracks. They ran in here.”


  “Which way were they headed.”


  McGurk pointed east. “That way.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked toward the east and figured the Japs who’d ambushed the truck probably were trying to work their way back to their lines. He glanced up at the sky and saw thick cloud formations. It probably would rain soon. The Japs had a three-and-a-half-hour start on him, but if he and his men moved fast they could make it up.


  McGurk stood and wiped his hands off on his fatigue pants. His Thompson submachine gun was slung crossways over his back. They’d taken a Jap bullet out of his back last night, but the bullet had been pretty much spent by the time it hit him, and it hadn’t touched any vital organs. The doctors dug it out and sewed up the little hole. Such a wound would have hospitalized another man for a month, but McGurk was strong as an ox. It’d take more than a stray bullet to stop him.


  “There’s probably around twenty of them,” McGurk said.


  “That many?”


  “Looks that way, sir.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge glanced at his men. He’d only brought eight with him. He wondered if he should send for more, but decided not to because that’d waste valuable time. The main thing was to get going after the Japs.


  “Okay,” he said. “Let’s move out. McGurk, take the point.”


  McGurk unslung his Thompson submachine gun, holding the weapon in both hands in case he had to use it suddenly. He bent low and pushed into the bushes, following the trail the Japs had made. Lieutenant Breckenridge waited until McGurk was nearly out of sight, and then followed him on the trail. Behind Lieutenant Breckenridge came Sergeant Bannon, Pfc. Frankie La Barbara, Pfc. Morris Shilansky, Private Victor Yabalonka, and Pfc. Billie Jones. Bringing up the rear was Private Clement R. Bisbee, the former carnie, an expert knife thrower but unfortunately a pathological thief also.


  The patrol from the recon platoon entered the jungle in a long meandering file. Back on the road, the MPs watched them go. The devastated truck had been towed away long ago. The dead soldiers were already in Aitape, in caskets that looked like long wicker baskets, awaiting shipment to cemeteries back in the good old U.S. of A.


  Lieutenant Akiyama opened his eyes. He blinked because at first he didn’t know where he was. He’d been dreaming that he was attending a luncheon at the royal palace in Tokyo. It had been summer and ladies in thin cotton kimonos walked along paths of the royal gardens, admiring royal flowers. It had been a beautiful gathering, and he wore his white cadet uniform with gold braid on his epaulets, but now he was back in the jungle of New Guinea, trapped behind enemy lines, in a desperate and perhaps hopeless situation.


  He looked at his watch. It was 1800 hours. The sun was sinking toward the horizon. Soon it would be dark and he could move out with his men. The first thing they had to do was find water. His throat was parched and he was sure his men were thirsty too. The American food they’d stolen had been very salty. In fact it had been too salty. He’d thought it dreadful food, but he also thought that Americans were dreadful people. They had no dignity, honor, or finesse, he believed. Their food was like garbage and they were the garbage of the earth, a mongrel race of mixed lineages, unlike the pure Japanese race that was descended from gods.


  He wondered whether he should wake up his men early and get a head start. He looked at the sun, a molten red ball near the horizon, and decided to let them sleep for a bit longer. They’d need all their strength for the long trek back to Japanese lines.


  Lieutenant Akiyama stood, walked into the bushes nearby, and took a leak. Returning to where he’d slept, he sat cross-legged on the ground and took his map out of his haversack. He unfolded the map and tried to figure out where he was. It was hard to know for sure. He could climb a tree and take azimuths of prominent landmarks that could be located on the map, but didn’t think that was necessary. He knew generally where he was, and that would be good enough.


  All around him he heard sounds of activity. American bivouacs were everywhere, with their trucks and jeeps driving around, their officers and sergeants shouting orders, the men dropping mess kits or cleaning their weapons. He estimated that he was approximately a half mile from the nearest American bivouac, but that was too close for comfort. He thought many such bivouacs were between him and his own lines, and he wondered how he could get through them with his twenty-two men.


  Maybe I shouldn’t go through them, he thought. Maybe I should go around them. He traced his dirty fingernail along the map. I could go south and get away from these Americans altogether. Then I could head east. It might be safer that way and easier to search for water if there are no Americans around.


  It seemed to be a reasonable plan. He decided to do it. Glancing at the sun again, he saw a sliver of it beneath the treeline. The shadows were growing longer. Lieutenant Akiyama took out a package of Lucky Strikes that he’d found in one of the American field packs. He couldn’t read English and thought the red orb in the center of the back was similar to the red orb in the center of the Japanese flag, indicating the rising sun. He thought it strange that Americans carried the symbol of Japan on their cigarette packs. He wondered why they put the Japanese flag on their cigarettes instead of the American flag. How very peculiar, he thought, taking a cigarette out of the pack and lighting it up. What an odd people they are.


  The jungle was thick and tangled, and the recon platoon moved slowly along the path made by the Japanese soldiers. McGurk led the way, peering at the ground and leaves, holding his submachine gun ready to fire in case the Japs had laid an ambush for them.


  The trail was difficult to follow. Untrained eyes probably couldn’t see it at all, but McGurk was an experienced woodsman. Back home in the forests of Maine he’d even been able to sneak up on foxes, the most sensitive and aware creatures in existence, and sometimes got close enough to actually touch them. When he did they nearly jumped out of their skins and ran away so quickly it appeared as if they’d suddenly vanished off the face of the earth.


  McGurk’s knees were bent and his torso folded over at the waist. He sniffed the air as he examined the branches and the ground. He saw the prints of Japanese combat boots on the leaves that covered the soft muck of the jungle. He noticed branches bent ever so slightly out of shape. The tracks weren’t very old. The Japs weren’t far away. McGurk heard something in the bushes straight ahead. He stopped, held up his hand, and the men behind him stopped also.


  McGurk dropped onto his belly, and so did the men behind him. Had the Japs set an ambush? Were they waiting for the recon platoon to blunder into it? McGurk crawled forward silently. His big nose twitched and his long lantern jaw nearly scraped on the ground. He held his submachine gun in both hands and his finger was on the trigger.


  A bird suddenly leapt into the air straight ahead. McGurk raised his submachine gun and nearly shot the bird, before he realized what it was. The sound had been made by that bird. McGurk stood up, and so did the men behind him. He walked forward in a crouch and saw the wrapper of a Hershey bar lying on the grass where the bird had been. McGurk bent over and picked up the wrapper.


  “What’ve you got there?” asked Lieutenant Breckenridge, catching up with him.


  McGurk held out the wrapper. Lieutenant Breckenridge took it.


  “A Jap must’ve dropped it,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “I bet the son of a bitch stole it from one of the GIs on that truck.”


  “Japs must be hungry,” McGurk said.


  “I wonder how long ago they were here.”


  McGurk got down on his hands and knees and looked at the ground. “About two hours, I’d say.”


  “Let’s go,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “We don’t want them to get too far away.”


  McGurk bent low and moved forward on the trail. Lieutenant Breckenridge followed with the rest of the recon platoon.


  Night came to the jungle and the stars came out. All the clouds had been driven away by the tropical winds and the full moon shone high in the sky. It didn’t appear that it would rain after all.


  “Everybody up,” said Lieutenant Akiyama. “Time to go.”


  His men roused themselves and got up off the ground. They drank some water, trying not to be too greedy because they didn’t have much left. Then they went into the bushes and relieved themselves as Lieutenant Akiyama took a final look at his compass and map.


  “Sergeant Okamoto.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Come here.”


  Sergeant Okamoto walked toward Lieutenant Akiyama and squatted down.


  “I’ve decided to change the direction of our march,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “There are too many Americans to our east. We will go south and skirt around them. How does that sound to you?”


  “It will be safer to the south, but it will take so much longer.”


  


  “Time is of no importance to me. The safety of the men is my principal consideration right now.”


  “As you wish, sir.”


  “Take out your compass.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Sergeant Okamoto removed his compass from the little pouch attached to his belt.


  “Head in the direction of approximately one hundred and seventy degrees. I’ll tell you when to stop, and then we’ll move in an easterly direction again.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Be very careful. Americans are everywhere around here.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “That is all.”


  Sergeant Okamoto stood and gathered his men around him. He told them of Lieutenant Akiyama’s decision and designated Private Kitagima as the point man. Private Kitagima held his compass in his hand and adjusted himself in the direction of 170 degrees. Then he moved into the thick dark jungle. Sergeant Okamoto followed him with the rest of the men. Lieutenant Akiyama brought up the rear.


  Forty-five minutes later, Private McGurk found the clearing where the Japanese soldiers had eaten C rations and taken their nap. He motioned for Lieutenant Breckenridge to come forward.


  “What’s wrong?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “Nothing’s wrong, sir. The Japs slept here for a while.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked around. “Here?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because of the way the ground is.”


  “Show me.”


  McGurk got down on his knees, and Lieutenant Breckenridge joined him. McGurk pointed to the grass and shoots growing on the jungle floor. “If they’d never been here,” McGurk said, “the grass would be growing straight up and down, but it’s not growing straight up and down, right?”


  “Right.”


  “If they only were here for a little time, the grass woulda been bent over, but not that much. But this grass is laying almost flat, so that means they were here for a long time.”


  


  “Where did they go?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “Lemme look around.”


  Private McGurk proceeded to crawl around the clearing. Lieutenant Breckenridge sat on the ground and wished he could smoke a cigarette, but the lit end could be seen too far at night.


  “I’m tired,” Frankie La Barbara said on the other side of the clearing. “When’re we gonna take a fucking break.”


  “Shut up,” said Bannon.


  “Fuck you,” Frankie replied. “You shut up.”


  “Keep your voice down.”


  “It is down.”


  “No it’s not. You sound like a fucking foghorn.”


  “Your mother’s a fucking foghorn.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge groaned. Frankie La Barbara always was such a problem, but he was useful whenever there was fighting to be done. Lieutenant Breckenridge stood up and walked toward Frankie, who saw him coming and turned to face him.


  “The Japs might be close by,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said to Frankie, “and you’re talking too loud. You’re liable to get yourself shot, but that doesn’t bother me. What bothers me is that you’re liable to get somebody else shot. So shut up.”


  “I wasn’t talking that loud,” Frankie said sullenly.


  “I said shut up.”


  Frankie pinched his lips together. He was mad because he didn’t like to take orders, but he didn’t feel like defying Lieutenant Breckenridge, because Lieutenant Breckenridge had kicked his ass a few times in the past. Frankie was a six-footer, but Lieutenant Breckenridge was six-four and outweighed Frankie. Frankie had found out the hard way that Lieutenant Breckenridge punched harder than he did. Frankie decided to shut up.


  “I don’t want to hear another peep out of you until we get back,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said with overtones of menace and undertones of threat.


  Frankie said nothing. He felt that he was being singled out for public humiliation, and that didn’t go down well with him. He’d remember this incident. Frankie La Barbara never forgot a humiliation, and revenge was sweet to him.


  McGurk approached Lieutenant Breckenridge. “I found out which way they went,” he said.


  “Which way is it?”


  


  McGurk pointed in a southerly direction. “That way.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge was surprised at first, because the Japanese lines weren’t in that direction, but after he thought about it for a half minute, he realized what the Japs were up to. They were trying to work their way around the American lines instead of going straight through them. It’s what Lieutenant Breckenridge would’ve done if he was trapped behind Jap lines.


  “Let’s go,” he said.


  “When’re we gonna get a break?” Frankie asked. “We been on the go all night, and all last night, and we didn’t hardly get no sleep today.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at him. “I’m going to break your fucking neck if you don’t shut up.” He turned to McGurk. “Take the point.”


  McGurk entered the jungle on the trail made by the Japanese soldiers. Lieutenant Breckenridge motioned with his hand, and the rest of the patrol followed McGurk. Lieutenant Breckenridge positioned himself about halfway in the column, and Sergeant Bannon brought up the rear.


  The patrol filed into the jungle. The moon shone brightly overhead. Nightbirds sang and in the distance a wild dog howled insanely. McGurk pushed his way through the thick foliage, studying the trail in front of him. He estimated that the Japanese soldiers were only about an hour in front of him.


  Lieutenant Akiyama sat on a log and frowned as he heard Private Yotsuda vomiting into the bushes. The young seventeen-year-old soldier had become ill only minutes ago, and the whole patrol had to wait for him. Evidently Yotsuda had eaten too much of that greasy American food. Lieutenant Akiyama knew he should have monitored the men’s consumption of American rations. He hadn’t realized they didn’t know how to think clearly and take care of themselves accordingly. They’re so stupid, Lieutenant Akiyama thought. You can’t trust them to do anything.


  Lieutenant Akiyama looked at his watch. It was one o’clock in the morning. He’d thought the night would be the best time to travel, but now he couldn’t travel because of the stupidity of one soldier.


  Lieutenant Akiyama was certain that American soldiers were following him. He didn’t know how far away they were, but he figured the Americans wouldn’t just forget about Japanese soldiers who’d ambushed a truck. They’d try to track the Japanese soldiers down, just as Japanese soldiers would try to track down American soldiers who’d conducted an ambush behind their lines.


  Lieutenant Akiyama was anxious to get moving. He contemplated leaving Private Yotsuda behind, but decided against it. He’d give him one more chance.


  Private Yotsuda finished vomiting. He returned to the main group sitting along the trail, an expression of embarrassment on his face.


  “Sit down,” Lieutenant Akiyama commanded.


  “Yes sir.”


  Private Yotsuda sat on the damp leaves that covered the trail. He felt sick to his stomach and weak in his limbs. The moisture of the ground made his rear end itchy. He also had a headache.


  “Listen to me all of you,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “We are in an extremely dangerous and precarious situation. American soldiers probably are trying to track us down even as I speak. From now on, I will not stop if anybody gets sick. If you get sick, that is your problem. If one of you can’t keep up with the rest of us, he will be left behind. I cannot jeopardize the lives of twenty-two men for the sake of one man. Is that clear?”


  The men nodded, their expressions reflecting the gravity of the situation.


  “Very good,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “Let’s get moving again.”


  At the Eighty-first Division Medical Headquarters, Butsko sat in the jungle and smoked a cigarette.


  Flies and mosquitoes buzzed around his face and arms but didn’t land because he was covered with foul-smelling citronella. Everyone else in the area was asleep except for those on duty during the night, but Butsko couldn’t sleep. He couldn’t stop thinking about going back to the States, and that’s what was keeping him awake.


  Butsko wasn’t looking forward to seeing Dolly again. He and she fought constantly and it was the kind of fighting he hated the most. Fighting against men with bullets and bayonets was brutal, but it didn’t drive him crazy the way fighting with Dolly did. Dolly, like most women, was an expert in psychological warfare. She was able to hurt him more deeply than any Japanese bullet or bayonet ever could. He thought maybe he should get a hotel room in Honolulu and not go home to her. Everything would be okay if he didn’t love her, but the problem was that he did love her, despite her dishonesty and infidelities. He couldn’t understand how he could love such a faithless dizzy bitch, but he loved her anyway. She turned him on and always had, ever since he first met her at that bar near Fort Benning. She was a big busty broad, a real sexy number, and she really knew how to get to him.


  But he was never able to handle her, and he’d tried everything. He’d even beat the shit out of her a few times, but it had done no good whatsoever, and in fact he’d paid for it afterward. Dolly went out and fucked somebody else, and made sure he found out about it. That’s how she got back at him, and it never seemed to bother her at all when he screwed somebody else.


  In his darkest moments he believed Dolly hoped he’d get killed, so she’d get his GI insurance. Sometimes he thought that was one of the main reasons she’d married him in the first place. The other reason was his allotment. Every month Dolly got part of his pay. She was a lazy bitch and the allotment permitted her to lead a life of ease. She stayed out all night and slept all day. She drank like a fish, and there never was any shortage of men wanting to buy drinks for women with big tits. Dolly really could put that booze away. She could drink most men under the table, but she couldn’t drink Butsko under the table.


  Butsko pulled out his canteen and took a swig of white lightning. He worried less about going in battle than seeing Dolly again. The last time he saw her was at the hospital when the Eighty-first Division was on the island of Oahu, only a few months ago. She came to visit him from time to time, and he’d pulled strings so he could get sent back to his regiment. He’d never gone home to see her in the little house she’d bought with his money.


  They’d never argued much in the hospital, but their relationship certainly had cooled down. Butsko didn’t want it to heat up again. Sometimes he thought he ought to divorce Dolly, but it would be hard to get rid of her, because she’d hang on like glue. She didn’t love him anymore, but she sure loved that allotment every month, plus the prospect of getting ten thousand dollars’ worth of insurance when he was killed in action.


  The cigarette was down to the butt. Butsko pushed the lit end into the ground, then field-stripped the cigarette, scattering the tobacco grains to the wind and flipping the balled-up paper over his shoulder. He looked at his watch and it was 0100 hours.


  He decided to go back to bed. Standing, he slung his submachine gun over his shoulder and limped back to the tent complex, as stars glittered in the heavens above his head.


  Private McGurk walked back to Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  “Somebody puked over there,” McGurk said, “and the other Japs waited on the trail until he was finished.”


  “How long about?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “It stinks like hell, sir. Couldn’t be that long ago.”


  “Like an hour?”


  “Less than that.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked around at his men. “You hear what he just said? The Japs aren’t far ahead. We’ll probably make contact with them anytime now. Stay awake and keep your eyes open.” He turned to McGurk again. “Don’t let us walk into any ambushes.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Get going.”


  McGurk ran forward to take the point again. Lieutenant Breckenridge waited until McGurk was in position, then raised his hand and pointed it south.


  The platoon moved out again through the dark sweltering jungle.


  


  


  FOUR . . .


  Private Toshiro Kitajima was the point man for the tiny Japanese unit commanded by Lieutenant Akiyama. Like Private McGurk, he was from a rural area and knew the ways of the woods. He could look at the ground and tell what had transpired upon it during the past few hours, just as Private McGurk could. Such men always wind up as point men for their units.


  It was night, but the moonlight cast a spectral glow over the jungle. Private Kitajima moved through the thick vegetation as if breast-stroking across a swimming pool. Leaves and branches rippled across his body like water. Ahead were more leaves and more branches, and he plunged through, sniffing the air, listening for unusual sounds, looking for odd movements that shouldn’t be there.


  Passing a huge boulder ten feet high, he saw light in the jungle ahead. It wasn’t the light of a lamp, but the light of an open place in the moonlight. Private Kitajima figured it was a large clearing. He held up his hand and everyone behind him stopped. He got down on his belly and so did they. Cradling his Arisaka rifle in his arms, he crawled forward while the rest stayed behind.


  He crept through the underbrush silently, pausing every few moments, his eyes fixed on the clearing ahead. The clearing had to be checked out, because it might be an enemy encampment. If the clearing were wide open, the Japanese soldiers could move across it much faster than struggling through the jungle.


  He saw large dark shapes in the clearing as he drew closer to its edge, and at first he thought the shapes were American Army tents, which surprised him because he didn’t think the American Army had large encampments this far south, but then, as he reached the edge of the clearing, he saw that the shapes were native huts.


  He lay still and looked at the native huts. There was no movement, and he thought perhaps the village was deserted. But deserted villages became rundown quickly. The jungle grew over them and rodents chewed everything up. The village ahead appeared to be intact. Evidently everyone was sleeping. The natives thought they were safe from the ravages of war.


  Private Kitajima turned around and crawled back to where the others were. He approached Lieutenant Akiyama and said in a low voice: “It’s a native village, sir.”


  “Did you see anybody on guard or anything like that?”


  “They all appeared to be sleeping, sir.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama’s brow became furrowed. He would prefer to go around the village and leave it alone, but he needed water and presumably there would be water in the village. He’d have to go in and get some.


  He worked out a plan to get the water. At first he thought he’d send a few men in to find it, and then decided he’d better not split up the small force he had with him. A few men could get in trouble, but twenty-two men should be able to handle themselves in a native village.


  “This is how we shall proceed,” he told his men. “We will creep close to the village, making no sound. Then we will assault the nearest hut. I will go inside with Private Kitajima, and the rest of you, under Sergeant Okamoto, will cover us. No one will fire his weapon unless I give the order, or unless it is absolutely necessary. By absolutely necessary I mean if a native is displaying a weapon and is about to use it on you. Are there any questions?”


  No one said anything.


  “Move out,” Lieutenant Akiyama said.


  The Japanese soldiers got down on their bellies and crawled over the trail. Private Kitajima went first, with Lieutenant Akiyama second and Sergeant Okamoto third. The rest of the unit followed Sergeant Okamoto in a long winding line through the jungle.


  Soon they came to the edge of the clearing. Lieutenant Akiyama gazed at the huts and selected the closest one. He pointed to it, and Sergeant Okamoto nodded. The huts were spread out all over the clearing, with a fire pit surrounded by stones in front of each hut.


  “Follow me,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “Move quickly.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama drew his Nambu pistol and worked the mechanism with both hands, placing a round in the chamber.


  “Everyone ready?” he asked.


  His men nodded. Even Private Yotsuda nodded, his eyes droopy and his face blanched by illness.


  “Let’s go!” Lieutenant Akiyama said. He jumped up and charged out of the jungle, heading toward the nearest hut. A dog ran out of a hut and barked hysterically. The dog was as big as a beagle, and dived at Lieutenant Akiyama’s feet. Lieutenant Akiyama timed him coming in and kicked him in the chops. The dog went flying through the air like a football, yelping loudly.


  Natives charged out of their tents, carrying spears, bows and arrows, and a few rifles. They were surprised, and when they saw the Japanese soldiers they became even more surprised. Lieutenant Akiyama wished he spoke their language, but all he could do was deal with them through signs and actions.


  “Cover me,” he said to his men. “If any of them becomes belligerent, shoot them down.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama walked boldly toward the nearest native, who held a rifle in his hands. Lieutenant Akiyama, his face stern, tore the rifle out of the native’s hands, and the native didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. Lieutenant Akiyama threw the rifle onto the ground, then aimed his Nambu pistol to the next native, pointed meaningfully at him, and then pointed at the ground.


  The native got the picture and dropped his rifle. Lieutenant Akiyama looked at the next native, who let his bow fall to the ground. Lieutenant Akiyama motioned with his hand to all the natives, and one by one they placed their weapons on the ground.


  


  Lieutenant Akiyama smiled at the natives, because he wanted them to think he meant them no harm. He glanced around at the tents and saw faces in the shadows, which he presumed were women and children. He’d correctly surmised that the native men wouldn’t want to fight an organized and alert Japanese unit while native women and children were nearby.


  Lieutenant Akiyama pulled his canteen out of its case and waved it in the air. He said, “Mizu,” the Japanese word for water.


  The natives looked at each other. The Japanese soldiers glanced around nervously, wary of an attack. They knew that the natives on New Guinea were generally loyal to the Australians, Americans, and Dutch. But these natives were even more wary of the Japanese soldiers than the Japanese soldiers were of them.


  The native in front of Lieutenant Akiyama motioned with his hand that Lieutenant Akiyama should follow him. He turned and walked toward the center of the village, and the other natives joined him. The Japanese soldiers followed them. They walked among the huts, noticing the eyes of the native women and children staring at them from inside the huts. A few of the Japanese soldiers wanted to jump through the openings of the huts and get a little poontang, but didn’t dare as long as Lieutenant Akiyama was around. He was a very proper young man, a prude in fact, and he’d never let them get away with it.


  Finally they came to a hut in the center of the village. One of the natives went inside, and a few minutes later came out with a man around sixty years old who wore a short maroon skirt that reached down to his knobby knees, and a necklace made of teeth on a string. Evidently he was the chief. The first native pointed to Lieutenant Akiyama, and the chief looked Lieutenant Akiyama over, a hint of distaste on his face. Then he advanced toward Lieutenant Akiyama and bowed slightly.


  Lieutenant Akiyama smiled because he didn’t want any trouble with the natives. He simply didn’t have the time. He held up his canteen and shook it.


  “Water,” he said.


  The chief looked at the canteen blankly.


  “Do you speak Japanese?” Lieutenant Akiyama asked.


  The chief scrutinized his face, then glanced at the canteen again. He turned to the native who’d entered his hut and said something.


  


  The native approached Lieutenant Akiyama, pointed to his canteen, then motioned for Lieutenant Akiyama to follow him. Lieutenant Akiyama figured the native was going to take him to the place where they got their water. The chief turned around and walked back to his hut. Lieutenant Akiyama jumped forward, grabbed him by the shoulder, and spun him around.


  The chief scowled and looked at Lieutenant Akiyama’s hand on his shoulder. Lieutenant Akiyama removed his hand from the chief’s shoulder and shook his head no. He motioned for the chief to come with the rest of them, because he felt confident that the natives wouldn’t try any shit if they knew their chief would be the first to get his head blown off. He pointed his Nambu at the chief in order to drive the point home.


  The chief said something to his men, then turned to Lieutenant Akiyama and nodded. The chief motioned with his arm, and the natives walked in a northerly direction.


  “I think they’re taking us to their well,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “Keep your eyes on them. Watch out for trouble.”


  The long procession made its way through the village. The Japanese soldiers kept their guns trained on the natives, and the natives behaved without a trace of fear. The chief walked proudly in front of Lieutenant Akiyama, and Lieutenant Akiyama thought: This is a man in full possession of himself. He is the emperor of this village and everybody knows it.


  They came to a trail at the edge of the jungle. The natives led the way, and after ten yards everybody came to a spring, moonlight dancing on its rippled surface. The native who’d gone into the chief’s tent pointed to the spring.


  “Private Kitajima,” Lieutenant Akiyama said.


  “Yes sir?”


  “Fill up the canteens. The rest of us will keep watch on the natives.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The Japanese soldiers took out their canteens and tossed them to the ground beside the brook. Private Kitajima knelt beside the brook and filled up Lieutenant Akiyama’s canteen first. Then he filled up Sergeant Okamoto’s. The water gurgled as it entered the canteen, and bubbles trailed to the surface of the brook. The water was cool and Private Kitajima wished he could jump in. He filled up all the canteens and passed them around, beginning with Lieutenant Akiyama and Sergeant Okamoto.


  


  Lieutenant Akiyama thought He should send the natives back to the village, and he and his men could resume their journey to the southeast from the spot where they were. Then he realized that the natives might have a wireless radio somewhere in their village, and could notify the Americans that Japanese soldiers had passed through. That would have very terrible consequences for Lieutenant Akiyama and his men.


  “Everybody back to the village!” Lieutenant Akiyama said.


  He signaled with his hands, and the natives walked toward their huts. The chief waited until Lieutenant Akiyama beckoned for him to move, and then he stepped out. The Japanese soldiers followed, anxious to take out their canteens and drink, but Lieutenant Akiyama hadn’t given them permission to do that yet.


  They returned to the chief’s hut in the center of the village. The natives looked at Lieutenant Akiyama, wondering what he wanted them to do next. Lieutenant Akiyama didn’t like the idea of having his men search the huts, but it had to be done. He couldn’t risk his men’s lives because he didn’t want to inconvenience the natives.


  “Sergeant Okamoto,” he said.


  “Yes sir.”


  “Take half the men with you and search every hut in this village quickly. Bring any radios that you find here to me. Leave everything else alone, and I positively do not want any looting whatever, is that clear?”


  “Yes sir,” said Sergeant Okamoto.


  “Do all you men understand that?” Lieutenant Akiyama asked.


  “Yes sir,” they replied.


  “Carry out your orders, Sergeant Okamoto.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Sergeant Okamoto divided the men into two groups. He told one group to stay with Lieutenant Akiyama, and split the other group into three squads, each with its own leader. The natives watched this activity with great interest, but then the Japanese soldiers entered the nearest huts, and the natives grumbled among themselves.


  The soldiers with Lieutenant Akiyama leveled their rifles at the natives, but the natives continued to grumble. One squad of soldiers entered the hut of the chief, who turned to Lieutenant Akiyama, an expression of anger on his face, but Lieutenant Akiyama was a cousin of the Emperor of Japan, and he didn’t back down easily. He stared back at the chief self-righteously. The chief said something to Lieutenant Akiyama, and Lieutenant Akiyama said in a firm voice: “It has to be done.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama doubted whether the chief understood Japanese, but hoped he could decipher the determination and reasonableness in his voice. The chief wrinkled his brow and appeared to disapprove of what Lieutenant Akiyama had said, but made no more comments. He appeared to be resigned to what was going on.


  Lieutenant Akiyama glanced at his watch. It was nearly two o’clock in the morning. He heard the complaints and cries of native women as the Japanese soldiers ransacked their huts. The native men muttered among themselves as they prowled around in front of the chief’s tent. The chief was furious, but made no motion to do anything, and he said nothing more. Lieutenant Akiyama wished his men would hurry up. He wanted to get out of that village and into the safety of the thick trackless jungle once more.


  “Hurry up!” he shouted to his men. “We don’t have much time!”


  Private McGurk and Lieutenant Breckenridge lay on their bellies at the edge of the clearing, watching the Japanese soldiers rove from hut to hut, searching for radios. They could see the crowd of natives and Japanese soldiers in the center of the village.


  “You stay here and keep an eye on them,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  “Yes sir.”


  “If you see them leaving, come back and tell me.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge turned round and crawled back to the rest of his men, ten yards away on the jungle path. They looked at him expectantly as he approached.


  “Are the Japs there?” Bannon asked.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge nodded. He knelt on the ground, picked up a stick, and drew a rough diagram of the village. “The Japs are searching the huts,” he said. “We’ll wait until they leave the village, and then we’ll attack them.”


  “What makes you think they’re gonna leave the village?” asked Frankie La Barbara.


  “Because they want to get back to their own lines. Isn’t that what you’d want to do if you were behind their lines?”


  Frankie ignored the question. “Why don’t we attack them now when they’re not expecting anything?”


  “Because I don’t want to kill any natives by mistake. The natives are supposed to be our friends.”


  Frankie widened his eyes. “Our friends? What makes them our friends? Let’s go in and get the Japs while they’re not expecting anything.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked Frankie straight in the eyes. “I just told you what we’re going to do. I didn’t ask for your opinion because I didn’t want it. Now shut your mouth and keep it shut, understand?”


  Frankie nodded sullenly.


  “We’re going to move up to the edge of the village now,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “I want total silence and no fiddle-fucking around—is that clear?”


  Nobody said anything. Lieutenant Breckenridge turned around and waved his hand. He got down on his belly and crawled toward the village. The rest of the patrol slithered through the jungle after him.


  The Japanese soldiers who’d been searching the huts returned to the center of the village where Lieutenant Akiyama was. Sergeant Okamoto marched up to him and saluted.


  “We’ve searched all the huts and found no radios, sir.”


  “Very good. Form up the men and move out.”


  “May I make a suggestion, sir?”


  “What is it?”


  “While we were searching through the huts, I thought it might be a good idea for us to hide in this village for the rest of the night. It will be morning in a few hours, and I think it might be better for the men to sleep here than in the wide open jungle.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama thought Sergeant Okamoto had made a good point. The men would have to sleep soon anyway, but the natives couldn’t be trusted and someone would have to keep an eye on them. The natives outnumbered the Japanese soldiers three or four to one. They also might have weapons or even a radio hidden in the jungle.


  


  “I don’t want to hide behind the natives,” Lieutenant Akiyama said, “and I don’t trust them anyway. Form up the men and move them out.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Sergeant Okamoto turned around and barked orders at the men. They formed a column of twos and Sergeant Okamoto told them to move out. The soldiers marched toward the southern end of the village, and Lieutenant Akiyama turned to the chief, bowing slightly.


  “I’m very sorry for any inconvenience I might have caused you. Thank you very much for the water.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama knew the chief couldn’t understand him, but courtesy was extremely important to the Japanese nobility. The young count bowed again and turned around, following his men out of the village.


  Buck Sergeant Charles Bannon watched the Japanese soldiers march out of the village. He knew they were the ones who’d ambushed the deuce-and-a-half truck and slaughtered all the GIs in it. Bannon’s eyes narrowed to slits and he set his teeth on edge. Bannon was from Texas and had been a cowboy before the war. He had sandy hair, green eyes, and was tall and rangy. Like most Texans, he had a strong sense of justice. He wanted to get those Japs and pay them back for what they’d done to the GIs on the truck.


  The sentiments among the other men in the recon platoon weren’t much different from Bannon’s. To them, the Japanese soldiers were murderers.


  The Japanese soldiers moved out of sight on a jungle trail. A few natives ran toward the trail and peered ahead, to make sure the Japanese soldiers really were gone. The natives waited awhile, then returned to their chief. The natives were angry about what the Japanese soldiers had done. The women and children came out of the huts and joined them. The women wore skirts but no tops, and the GIs stared at their breasts. The GIs forgot about their anger as they thought about caressing those breasts.


  “Let’s go,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “Keep quiet and for chrissakes don’t grab any of the women.”


  “What if one of them grabs us?” Frankie La Barbara asked, because he still considered himself irresistible to women even though his once handsome nose was broken and twisted all over his face.


  “Shut up,” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied, “and if you give me any trouble in there, La Barbara, I swear I’ll shoot you dead.”


  Frankie grinned. “You wouldn’t do that—wouldya Lieutenant?”


  “Wouldn’t I?” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge stood up and pushed through the bushes, holding his submachine gun high. He stepped into the perimeter of the village, and his men followed him.


  The natives noticed them immediately. The women chattered and giggled and the men quieted them down. The natives, led by their chief, walked toward the Americans, and the Americans advanced toward them. Frankie should have been watching out for the return of the Japs, but he couldn’t take his eyes off the pert round breasts of a young native girl. They bobbled in the moonlight and Frankie got a hard-on. He thought about placing a boob in his mouth and sucking it all night long.


  The GIs and natives drew closer and stopped a few feet in front of each other.


  “Do you speak English?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked the chief.


  The chief nodded and said, “Yes.”


  “We’re following those Japs,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “We were waiting for them to leave the village so we could attack them.”


  “We knew you were there,” the chief said. “You made very much noise.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his men, then turned back to the chief. “At least the Japs didn’t hear us. Are there any more villages in the direction where the Japs have gone?”


  “There are some,” said the chief, “but not close by.”


  “Have you seen any other Japs in this area?”


  “No,” said the chief.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge tipped his helmet to the chief. “Thanks for the information. We’d better get moving before the Japs get away.”


  “There is a way to get ahead of them,” the chief said. “My men can show you.”


  “You mean there’s a shortcut?”


  


  The chief was confused. He’d never heard the slang word shortcut before. “There is a way to get ahead of them on another trail,” he repeated.


  “Sounds good,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “Let’s go.”


  The chief said something to his men, who turned around and ran into the woods on one of the trails. The GIs heard logs being thrown around, and then the metallic sounds of rifle bolts being opened and closed.


  “We got weapons buried in the woods,” the chief said to Lieutenant Breckenridge. “If we not hide them, the Japanese soldiers would take them away from us. There were many Japanese soldiers in this jungle before you Americans came in your big boats and your machines that fly through the air like birds.”


  The natives returned to the center of the village, carrying British .303-caliber Lee Enfield rifles with fixed bayonets. They jumped up and down, brandishing their rifles, happy to have an opportunity to kill some Japs.


  “Joseph will show you the way,” the chief said, indicating a husky native with a beard.


  “Do you speak English?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked Joseph.


  “Yes sir.”


  “Lead the way.”


  Joseph said something to the chief in their own language, and the chief said something back. Joseph turned and spoke to his men. Together they walked through the village, heading toward a jungle path. The GIs followed them, while native women, children, and old men gazed curiously at the GIs. The GIs checked out the young women and got excited. The GIs became energized and inspired, looking back over their shoulders at the young women at the edge of the village, as they followed the native men into the woods.


  On another trail in the same jungle area, Lieutenant Akiyama raised his hand and stopped. His soldiers stopped behind him, and Private Kitajima, on the point, ran back to find out what was going on.


  “You may drink your water now,” Lieutenant Akiyama said, “but don’t drink too fast or too much because I don’t want any more delays due to sickness.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama glanced meaningfully at Private Yotsuda, the soldier who’d vomited before, and then Lieutenant Akiyama reached for his canteen. He unscrewed the lid and raised the canteen to his parched lips, drinking down some of the cool sweet spring water. His men swallowed their water carefully, because they didn’t want to get sick and be left behind by Lieutenant Akiyama.


  Private Kitajima jerked his head around suddenly, and water spilled down his cheek. “I hear something,” he said.


  Ahead on the trail the recon platoon and the natives crawled underneath bushes and over fallen trees, getting into position. Lieutenant Breckenridge deployed them on one side of the trail, and when the Japs came by they’d be blown to shit by bullets and hand grenades.


  The GIs and natives lay down beside the trail and readied their weapons. Moonlight shone on the narrow winding trail, and the jungle became silent.


  Private McGurk lay next to Lieutenant Breckenridge. “They stopped,” McGurk said. “I don’t hear them anymore.”


  “I wonder why they stopped?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “Maybe they heard us.”


  “Your soldiers made too much noise,” Joseph said.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge’s forehead wrinkled as he tried to figure out what to do. “If the Japs hear us, they might head back to the village. Joseph, you take your people with you and defend your village. The rest of us will stay here. If we hear fighting at your end, we’ll come to help you. If you hear fighting over here, don’t worry about us. We’ll get along all right on our own.”


  Joseph whispered to his men. They pulled out of the line beside the road and melted silently into the jungle. In seconds they were gone. The recon platoon was alone again.


  “Open fire on my command,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  “What are they doing now?” Lieutenant Akiyama said to Private Kitajima.


  “They’re still, sir. They must be waiting for us.”


  The Japanese soldiers huddled around Lieutenant Akiyama at the side of the road. Lieutenant Akiyama wondered what to do. Somebody was on the trail ahead and he assumed they were American soldiers. He didn’t think they were natives because he doubted that natives would want to take on his armed Japanese soldiers.


  “Sir,” said Sergeant Okamoto, “may I make a suggestion?”


  “What is it?”


  “I think we should go back to the village and make our defense there.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama raised his eyebrows in derision. “You want to hide behind women and children, Sergeant Okamoto?”


  “I think it would be the best place to fight, sir.”


  “Best from what point of view?”


  Sergeant Okamoto was surprised by the question. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean, sir.”


  “Why do you prefer to fight in the village?”


  “We would have more protection there, sir.”


  “What protection would your honor have?”


  “Honor?” Sergeant Okamoto asked. “I’m afraid I don’t understand what kind of protection that would be, sir.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama looked around at his men. “Japanese soldiers do not hide behind women and children. It is better to die with honor than live in shame. I do not want to live in shame, and I don’t think any of you do either, am I right?”


  Some of his men would have preferred to fight in the village, but didn’t dare say so. Most were so brainwashed by Japanese propaganda that they were perfectly willing to die for their Emperor then and there.


  Lieutenant Akiyama looked at Sergeant Okamoto. “What do you think?”


  “It is better to die with honor than live in shame,” Sergeant Okamoto said, although he wasn’t sure he believed it.


  “Excellent,” Lieutenant Akiyama said. “I’m so glad you agree. We have come a long way together and now we shall die together in the full flower of our manhood, for the Emperor. American soldiers are ahead of us. I doubt that natives are there because natives wouldn’t dare attack us on their own. All we can do is advance and draw their fire. Once we know where they are, we can attack them. It is possible that we can defeat them, but if not, we will die for the Emperor who has sacrificed so much for us, and whose eyes are on us now.”


  Sergeant Okamoto didn’t believe the Emperor had suffered so much for him, and doubted that the Emperor could see him then. He raised the index finger of his right hand.


  “You have another suggestion, Sergeant Okamoto?”


  


  “Yes sir.”


  “What is it?”


  “I was wondering, with all due respect to you, sir, if there might not be a better way out of this?”


  “Such as?”


  Sergeant Okamoto looked around at the thick dark jungle. “Perhaps it isn’t necessary for us to return to the village or fight the Americans. Perhaps we can split up into small groups and disappear into the jungle. The Americans won’t be able to follow all of us. Each group can try to make it back on its own.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama narrowed his eyes and turned down the corners of his mouth. “You have a curious reluctance to fight, Sergeant.”


  “It is not necessary to fight, sir.”


  “From what point of view isn’t it necessary to fight, Sergeant?”


  “From the point of view of survival, sir.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama raised his fist and clenched it until his knuckles were white. “There are some things more important than survival! I’m surprised and even shocked that you don’t understand that!”


  “I do understand it, sir.”


  “You do not appear to.”


  “I was only thinking in military terms, sir.”


  “So am I.”


  Sergeant Okamoto was aware that all the men were looking at him. He realized some of them probably thought he was a coward. Sergeant Okamoto bowed his head to Lieutenant Akiyama. “I was only offering an alternative point of view, sir. I of course can see the validity of what you have said, and I am prepared to follow your orders in whatever decision you make.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama turned to Private Kitajima. “Do you hear anything?”


  “No sir.”


  “There have been no changes on the trail up ahead?”


  “Not that I know of, sir.”


  “Then let us proceed. This time I will take the point.”


  Sergeant Okamoto looked into Lieutenant Akiyama’s eyes. “You will be the first one killed, sir.”


  “So what!” Lieutenant Akiyama snapped.


  Sergeant Okamoto finally lost his temper. He was an obedient noncommissioned officer under normal circumstances, but the events of the past few days pushed him over the edge. He took a step toward Lieutenant Akiyama and raised his arms in the air. “The duty of a Japanese soldier is to fight!” Sergeant Okamoto said angrily. “It is not his duty to die for the sake of dying! We should be trying to kill those Americans, not trying to let them kill us! Death is honorable when it is unavoidable, but death for the sake of death has no honor!”


  Sergeant Okamoto swallowed hard. He’d never spoken to an officer like that in his life, and Lieutenant Akiyama was no ordinary officer. He was a distant cousin of the Emperor.


  Lieutenant Akiyama was stunned by what Sergeant Okamoto had said. It was unthinkable that an enlisted man and a commoner would talk to him that way. He didn’t know whether to draw his samurai sword and chop off Sergeant Okamoto’s head, which he had every right to do, or stop and consider what he’d said. Lieutenant Akiyama was confused. This was a completely new situation for him. “We cannot go back to the village,” he sputtered. “I will not hide behind women and children.”


  “We can move into the jungle, sir.” Sergeant Okamoto pointed to the dense vegetation beside him. “We will be able to kill many more Americans in there than if we just charge into them on this trail.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama felt foolish. He’d been so engrossed with notions of dying for the Emperor that he’d eliminated a viable alternative. He gazed at Sergeant Okamoto, a squat man with a thick mustache set in a round face. Sergeant Okamoto had been with the Eighteenth Army since its earliest battles in the Huon peninsula. He was an old experienced combat veteran who thought in terms of war, while Lieutenant Akiyama had been dwelling on an honorable death. I must be getting tired, Lieutenant Akiyama thought. Evidently I’m not thinking clearly.


  “But the Americans will hear us moving through the woods,” Lieutenant Akiyama said.


  “They’ll hear us no matter what we do, but at least in the woods we’ll have more protection.”


  Lieutenant Akiyama took out his compass. He opened the lid and tried to read the dial in the moonlight.


  “I hear something,” said Private Kitajima.


  “What do you hear?” asked Lieutenant Akiyama.


  Suddenly Lieutenant Akiyama’s ears filled with a terrible roar. A .45-caliber bullet from a Thompson submachine gun blew apart his hand and the compass in it. Another bullet shot through his throat, killing him instantly. He dropped to his knees, blood spurting out of the hole in his neck, and then pitched forward onto his face.


  The GIs charged down the trail, firing their submachine guns. The Japanese soldiers were taken by surprise. They raised their rifles instinctively as .45-caliber bullets ripped them apart. The Japanese soldiers closest to the village tried to run back in that direction, but the GIs shot them down.


  The GIs advanced on the narrow trail, their submachine guns smoking, and the Japanese soldiers withered in front of them. The hail of submachine-gun fire blew the Japanese soldiers backward. The Japanese soldiers tripped and wobbled, great wads of flesh exploding off their bodies. They pirouetted and dropped to their knees, blood spiraling in the air, and then they fell onto their faces or landed on their backs. Some twitched and others lay still. The GIs rushed forward and surrounded them, holding their submachine guns ready, examining the Japanese soldiers cautiously because they thought some of them might be playing possum.


  A Japanese soldier lying on the ground twitched, and Bannon shot a burst of bullets into his head to make sure he was dead. The Reverend Billie Jones kicked Sergeant Okamoto over onto his back.


  “Ugly son of a bitch, ain’t he?” Jones asked.


  Private Bisbee, the pathological thief, knelt down and unhooked the samurai sword from the belt of Lieutenant Akiyama. He drew the sword from its scabbard and held it up to the moonlight. It looked as though there was gold worked into the design on the handle. Bisbee attached the scabbard to his own belt and then searched through Lieutenant Akiyama’s pockets.


  “I wonder what they were arguing about?” Bannon said.


  “This should be a lesson to all of us,” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied. “We shouldn’t argue among ourselves while we’re on patrol, because the Japs might sneak up on us and do to us what we did to this bunch.” He looked at Frankie La Barbara. “You hear that, Frankie?”


  “What the hell you telling me for?” Frankie asked.


  “Because you’re the one who argues about everything.”


  “I do not.”


  “You’re doing it right now.”


  “You started it.”


  


  Lieutenant Breckenridge pointed to Frankie’s nose. “I’m sick and tired of you talking back to me,” he said. “When we get back, I’m transferring you out of this platoon.”


  “I don’t give a fuck,” Frankie said.


  “Neither do I,” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  On the ground, Private Bisbee opened the young Japanese officer’s shirt pocket and pulled out a photograph of the Emperor encased in oilskin to protect it from the elements. The photograph carried a personal inscription from his cousin, the Emperor, but Bisbee didn’t notice it in the moonlight. He thought it was just another photograph of Hirohito that Japanese soldiers liked to carry around.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked down at Bisbee. “That’s enough of that.”


  Bisbee ignored him in his mad quest for loot. He rolled Lieutenant Akiyama’s corpse over and reached into his back pocket for his wallet. Lieutenant Breckenridge bent over and grabbed Bisbee’s collar, yanking him into the air.


  “I thought I said that’s enough,” Lieutenant Breckenridge told him.


  “I didn’t even get his wallet yet!”


  “You’re not going to get it, you fucking ghoul. Move out!”


  He pushed Bisbee in the direction of the village.


  “Let’s go!” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “McGurk—take the point!”


  McGurk ran forward, passing Bisbee on the trail. The rest of the men formed a long file. Lieutenant Breckenridge waved his hand forward, and they all trudged back to the village, leaving the dead Japanese soldiers behind them, bleeding in the moonlight.


  


  


  FIVE . . .


  The natives in the village heard the burst of gunfire and the random shots that followed it. Then silence descended upon the jungle once more. The natives looked at each other, wondering what had happened. The firefight began and ended so suddenly. The Japanese soldiers had been between the Americans and the village. Could it be that the Japanese soldiers were retreating toward the village?


  The natives became alarmed. The chief shouted orders and the armed native men spread out among the huts that faced the trail. The natives lay down and worked the bolts of their Lee Enfield rifles. They heard footsteps coming toward them on the trail, and hoped it was the Americans.


  The footsteps came closer. The natives became tense. They aimed their rifles toward the trail and pressed their fingers against the triggers. If they saw Japanese soldiers they’d open fire.


  A figure appeared in the moonlight on the trail, and he was too tall to be Japanese. He was even too tall to be an American, but he was wearing an American uniform. It was Private Joshua McGurk from Skunk Hollow, Maine, and he was followed by Lieutenant Breckenridge and the rest of the patrol from the recon platoon.


  


  The natives stood and made way so their chief could pass among them. The chief walked toward the trail and held his aims out.


  “You have killed the Japanese?” he asked.


  “We sure have,” replied McGurk.


  The chief smiled. He shook McGurk’s hand, and was amazed at how big it was. Then Lieutenant Breckenridge approached the chief.


  “All the Japanese soldiers are dead,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  “We can have the weapons?” the chief asked.


  “Go ahead and get them.”


  The chief shouted orders to his men, and a group of them ran down the trail to get the Japanese soldiers’ weapons and ammunition. The chief shook Lieutenant Breckenridge’s hand, and realized that his hand was gigantic too, but not as gigantic as McGurk’s.


  “Thank you for killing the Japs,” the chief said to Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  “Those Japs killed some of our friends. We killed them for our friends, as well as for you.”


  “Where are you going now?”


  “Back to our regiment.”


  “At this time of night. Why don’t you stay here and leave in the morning?”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. It was 0200 hours. He was exhausted and so were his men. They had nothing else to do. Why not spend the night in the village?


  “All right,” he said to the chief. “We’ll take you up on that.”


  “You and your men are hungry?”


  “We have our own food, thank you.”


  “I will give you a hut to sleep in. It is better to sleep in a hut, safe from the animals and bugs.”


  “Okay,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, “but we don’t wanna put anybody out.”


  “Do not worry. Everything just fine.”


  They heard a commotion on the trail behind them. It was the natives returning with the rifles and ammunition they’d taken from the dead Japanese soldiers on the trail. The natives danced around gleefully. Lieutenant Breckenridge figured the chief wanted him and his men to stay in the village because he wanted the protection. Lieutenant Breckenridge decided it’d be all right to stay, since their mission was completed.


  “Your people had better bury those Japs,” he told the chief, “in case more Japs come around here after we’re gone.”


  “We do it in the morning,” the chief replied. “Come.”


  The chief led Lieutenant Breckenridge and his men into the center of the village. The native men followed the GIs, while women and children peered at them from inside the huts. The GIs looked into the huts and saw the glittering eyes of the women. Some of the women were old and some were young, but all their eyes were filled with curiosity.


  Frankie La Barbara was sure the women were admiring him. He thought they were just dying to get alone with him someplace and fuck his brains out. He wondered how he could disappear with one of them.


  The chief stopped in front of his hut. “You sleep here,” he said to Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  “No,” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied, “we don’t want to take your home away from you. We can sleep someplace else.”


  “I say so!” said the chief.


  “Oh,” Lieutenant Breckenridge told him. “Well, if you say so, I guess we’ll do it.”


  “There is water and food in there. The toilets are that way.” The chief pointed to the woods. “Have a good sleep.”


  The chief clapped his hands twice, and everybody dispersed. The native men walked to their huts and went inside. The chief entered the large hut next to the one he’d offered Lieutenant Breckenridge. In minutes the village became deserted. Lieutenant Breckenridge and his men were the only ones in the open.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge turned to his runner, Private Worthington. “See if you can raise Headquarters Company on the walkie-talkie.”


  Worthington, a former college football player like Lieutenant Breckenridge, raised the walkie-talkie’s aerial and pressed the button on its side, speaking the code name of Headquarters Company into the mouthpiece.


  Meanwhile, Lieutenant Breckenridge turned to the rest of his men. “I don’t want any trouble in this village while we’re here,” he said. “Stay away from the native women. Don’t steal anything. Don’t get into any arguments with these people. You all understand that?”


  The men nodded their heads.


  


  “You sure?”


  They nodded again.


  “How about you, La Barbara? You understand what I said?”


  “What’re you always picking on me for?”


  “Because you’re the worst fuck-up here.”


  “Hey, that ain’t no way to talk, Lieutenant.”


  “I’ve had enough of you to last me for the rest of my life, La Barbara. If you give me any more shit out here, I’ll kill you I swear to God.”


  “Hey—calm down!” Frankie said.


  “You heard me. Remember what I’m telling you.”


  Private Worthington took a step toward Lieutenant Breckenridge. “I can’t get anybody on this walkie-talkie.”


  “I didn’t think you would,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “We’re a long way from our lines, and radio transmission isn’t worth a shit on this island anyway.” He looked around at the men. “Okay, let’s get some sleep. And remember, I don’t want any trouble from you guys.”


  It was three o’clock in the morning and everybody was fast asleep. The full moon hung in the middle of the sky, casting an ethereal glow over the tiny native village. Not a creature stirred.


  Frankie La Barbara opened his eyes. Somebody was coming into the hut. He reached for his Thompson submachine gun, but then recognized the person as the Reverend Billie Jones. Evidently Billie had gone outside to take a piss.


  Frankie realized he had to take a piss too. He’d fallen into a dead slumber as soon as he’d laid down on the floor of the hut, without taking time to go to the latrine. Now he really had to go. He thought he might piss his pants if he didn’t get a move on.


  He sat up inside the hut and looked at his buddies sleeping all around him. There was Bannon and McGurk, Bisbee and Yabalonka, and Lieutenant Breckenridge was sleeping in back. Frankie looked at Lieutenant Breckenridge and thought of how easy it’d be to kill him. Frankie didn’t like Lieutenant Breckenridge very much, but didn’t want to shoot him there in the tent because everybody would know he did it. Someday in a firefight he’d shoot Lieutenant Breckenridge and everybody would think the Japs did it.


  Frankie got to his feet. He didn’t bother putting on his steel helmet, but thought he’d better take his Thompson submachine gun with him. He was in a war zone and never could be sure of when a Jap might show up. He slung his submachine gun over his shoulder, made his way through the darkness to the front of the hut, and crawled outside.


  The air was cool and a faint breeze blew. The village appeared enchanted in the glow of the full moon. No one was about. The jungle was quiet. Frankie glanced to his left and right and then walked in the direction of the latrine.


  He passed among the native huts and thought of the pretty young native girls sleeping inside them. He wished he could crawl into one of those huts and snuggle up next to a pretty native girl, pinching her round firm ass, but he didn’t dare. He didn’t want to get into any fights with native men, and he knew Lieutenant Breckenridge would kill him if he tried anything like that.


  The breeze whispered something unintelligible in Frankie’s ear. He looked at a fire pit in front of a hut and wondered what the natives cooked there. His mind flashed on his kitchen in Little Italy where his wife Francesca made the most delicious lasagna. Frankie hadn’t eaten any good lasagna since he’d left the States prior to the invasion of Guadalcanal. He missed good Italian cooking. Sometimes he thought he’d never eat any good Italian cooking again, because that bullet with his name on it would come out of nowhere and finish him off for good.


  He came to the edge of the woods, but couldn’t see the latrine. He needed to piss so badly he thought his back teeth were floating. Walking into the jungle, he peered about and saw a clearing to his left. He veered in that direction and caught a whiff of shit. That’s it, he thought, quickening his pace. He charged into the clearing, unbuttoning his fly, and saw the big hole in the ground where the natives did their business. He took out his schlong and relieved himself.


  It was like Niagara Falls and lasted a long time. Frankie reached into his shirt pocket, took out his package of Chesterfields, placed one in his mouth, and lit it with his Zippo. Inhaling, he felt a momentary dizziness. That first hit of strong tobacco always socked him hard every morning, but he recovered quickly and took another puff, and then another.


  The tobacco enlivened his mind. He stuffed his schlong back into his pants and buttoned his fly. Shrugging his shoulders, he stepped back from the latrine and turned around.


  


  He glimpsed something moving in the jungle, and dropped onto his belly. He readied his submachine gun, but couldn’t see anything out there. What the hell had it been? Were his eyes playing tricks on him?


  He lay in front of the latrine for a few moments, but nothing happened. He decided he hadn’t seen anything worth worrying about. It was probably just the breeze making a leaf tremble. He got to his feet and slung his submachine gun over his shoulder again. He walked toward the village, feeling ten pounds lighter.


  Looking at his watch, he checked the time. He figured they’d move out in a few hours and head back to their bivouac. There shouldn’t be much to do for the rest of the day except dig holes. He didn’t think the Japs would start anything so soon after sustaining the losses of the previous night, and hopefully the front would be calm for a few days. Maybe they’d even get some mail. He hoped a package would arrive from Francesca. She couldn’t ship lasagna halfway across the world, but maybe she could send a few pounds of pepperoni.


  Frankie became especially disgusted with the war whenever he thought about good food. He was sick of Army rations. He thought they were only a small cut above garbage.


  Even when he wasn’t thinking about food, he hated the war. It didn’t make sense to him. He had nothing to gain from it, and everything to lose. Whenever he thought about dying on an island nobody ever cared about before, and no one would ever care about again, he became angry. He hated all the officers and politicians who had made him go to war. He thought they were stupid, and their ideals idiotic. They didn’t even know what they were fighting for. They were just fighting because somebody told them to. Frankie wished he could get the hell out of the war. He’d go AWOL in a minute if he thought he could get away with it. He’d gone AWOL in the past and had been caught and thrown in the stockade, but he knew he’d try again someday. He didn’t think there was any need to put up with Army bullshit if he didn’t have to.


  Frankie became irritated whenever he thought of the war. He’d had such a good life back in New York City. His wife Francesca had been completely devoted to him and he’d had numerous girlfriends on the side. One had been a Rockette at Radio City Music Hall and she’d been the greatest fuck of his life. He’d actually spent more time with her than with Francesca during the year before he’d been drafted.


  Frankie touched the tips of his fingers to the broken bridge of his nose, and growled. Women had considered him handsome before he’d got his nose broken in a hand-to-hand fight with a Jap. Some women said he resembled the popular actor Victor Mature. But now his nose was twisted and bent out of shape, and Frankie thought he looked like a freak, although he only looked like Victor Mature with a broken nose.


  Frankie neared the village, when he saw something flicker in the corner of his eye. He spun to his left and dropped to one knee, pulling his submachine gun off his shoulder. He narrowed his eyes and searched the jungle from left to right, but couldn’t see anything.


  Frankie felt spooked. His thick black hair stood on end. This was the second time he’d seen something out there, and then it had disappeared. Was it a bird or were Japs sneaking around? The native village was in no-man’s-land and it was possible that Jap patrols came wandering through all the time, just like American patrols. Neither the Japs nor the Americans controlled this part of the jungle.


  Frankie froze, his eyes roving about the leaves and branches in front of him. He wondered whether to go back and tell Lieutenant Breckenridge that he’d seen something in the woods. Lieutenant Breckenridge was angry at him already and might get angrier if nothing was found. On the other hand, if Japs were out here and he didn’t report anything, it could cost his life.


  Frankie didn’t know what to do. He tried to convince himself that his eyes were playing tricks with him, but doubted that they were. If it had only happened once, maybe his eyes were playing tricks with him, but it had happened twice. It could be a bird. It might be a monkey. Or maybe it was a fucking Jap.


  The jungle was still. Frankie decided to return to the hut and tell Lieutenant Breckenridge he’d seen something. That’d be the safest thing to do. Let Lieutenant Breckenridge worry about it. That’s what he was getting paid for.


  He heard a giggle, and his jaw dropped again. The giggle came to his ears again, and he realized it was the giggle of a young woman, coming from the direction in which he’d seen that movement.


  “You are going to shoot me?” a female voice asked playfully from the bushes in front of him.


  


  “Who’s there?” Frankie asked.


  “If I stand up you will shoot me?”


  “Naw, I won’t shoot you.”


  The bushes rustled in front of him, and the head of a native girl appeared. She was twenty yards away and her hair was curly and short. She had wide innocent eyes and a big smile. As she raised herself higher, Frankie could see her large breasts, and they didn’t hang low like the breasts of a mature woman. They stood right up there.


  Frankie was no dope, and he knew something about women. This one wasn’t hanging around because she wanted to play hopscotch with an American soldier. She was hanging around because she wanted to get fucked.


  Frankie got to his feet and smiled. “Hi,” he said.


  “Hello.”


  He took out his package of cigarettes. “Want one?”


  “I not smoke.”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Sarah.”


  “I’m Frankie.”


  “Frankie?”


  “That’s right.”


  “What a funny name.”


  “What’s so funny about it?”


  She giggled and rolled her eyes. “It very funny.”


  How should I play this? Frankie wondered. If I just go over there and grab her she might scream and the fucking natives in the village will come out and skin me alive.


  “You want go for walk?” she asked.


  “Huh?”


  “You want go for a walk?”


  “Yeah,” Frankie replied. “Sure.”


  “Come here.”


  “Are you alone?”


  “What for I need somebody else?”


  Frankie walked toward her and the moonlight made her black hair sparkle. She had a shy but tantalizing smile and she fluttered her eyelashes. He couldn’t take his eyes off her large breasts; she was a tall girl with a healthy curvaceous figure. Her eyes were captivating. Frankie felt himself melting inside.


  He drew close to her and stopped inches away. “Where should we go for a walk?” he asked.


  


  She pointed to her right. “There.”


  She wore her skirt low on her waist, and it hung beneath her knees. She turned and walked away, and Frankie lagged back so he could take a look at her ass.


  Her skirt was made of thin cotton, and he could see the crack of her ass right down the middle. Her ass was round and meaty, but not pudgy or fat. He figured she was around eighteen years old but the old soldiers said it was difficult to say how old native women were because they matured faster than American women.


  She stopped and turned around. “Why you walk behind me?” she asked.


  “There’s not enough room on the trail for the both of us,” he lied.


  “Yes there is. Come here.”


  Frankie stepped forward and stood beside her.


  “See?” she said, looking up into his eyes.


  Her nipples were only three inches from his shirt, and he felt an overwhelming urge to grab her.


  “What happen to your nose?” she said.


  “My nose?” he replied, coming back to reality. He touched it with his index finger. “It got broke when I was fighting with Japs.”


  “Ah, you poor man,” she said. “But you very handsome anyway.”


  “I am?”


  “Oh yes.”


  She took his hand and led him down the trail. It twisted left and right and cut back on itself a few times, but finally they came to a small clearing next to a narrow stream.


  She turned to face him, still holding his hand. “Here,” she said.


  Frankie looked around. It was a nice quiet spot. Should I just grab her now? he wondered.


  “What you wait for?” she asked.


  Frankie wrapped his arms around her slim waist and leaned forward. She raised her face and their lips touched gently. A thrill shot through Frankie at the instant of contact. His knees went weak and he dropped to the ground. She fell on top of him, their lips still touching. He lowered his hands and squeezed her firm muscular ass. She ran her fingers through his hair and pecked his lips. He opened his mouth and their tongues touched, then entwined. She tasted like a fresh coconut, and he became dizzy. He pulled up her skirt so he could feel her ass without the intervention of her clothing; she wore no underwear. Her skin was smooth as satin. She ground her pelvis into his erection and he thought his balls would explode.


  He rolled her over onto her back and crawled on top of her, diving toward her breasts that lay before him like two melons. He opened his mouth wide and touched his tongue to her left nipple.


  “Ooohhh,” she said, and Frankie thought she sounded just like an American girl although she was from the jungles of New Guinea.


  Frankie kissed her breasts and rubbed his face in them like a wildman. He lifted her skirt and passed his finger through the slippery junction between her legs. She raised her knees and lowered them, trembling on the ground. He fastened his mouth on hers and stuck his tongue down her throat. She moaned and scratched her fingernails across the back of his shirt.


  I’d better put it to her before she changes her mind, Frankie thought. He reached down and unbuttoned his fly, pulling out his schlong. He took it in his hand and aimed it toward her rabbit patch.


  She stiffened. “No!” she said.


  “Whataya mean no?” he asked, and he was prepared to take her by force at that point.


  “No,” she repeated. “Take your clothes away first.”


  “Oh,” he said. “Sure.”


  He jumped to his feet and tore off his shirt. Then he sat down and untied his boots with trembling fingers. He pulled off his stinky socks and she wrinkled her nose.


  “You smell bad,” she said, unfastening her skirt.


  “I ain’t had a bath since I can’t remember when,” he replied.


  “Go to the stream there and wash yourself.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes.”


  Frankie was afraid she’d change her mind while he was washing himself, so he thought he’d better move fast. He stepped out of his pants and funky drawers and jumped into the stream, splashing around, lifting water in his cupped hands and spilling it over his body.


  


  “Do good job,” she said, arranging her skirt like a blanket on the ground.


  “Right,” he replied.


  The water was cool and refreshing. Frankie sat down in the stream and poked his thumbs and fingers between his toes, clearing out the gunk. He lifted water over his head and dropped it onto his hair. The water ran down his chest and over his legs. He lay down in the stream and rolled around in the water, letting it rush over him.


  “You have so many muscles,” she said.


  He came out of the water and knelt beside her, turning her onto her back. She raised her arms and looked up at him with her large glowing eyes. A smile played on her lips as he lowered himself and kissed her. Her skin felt warm and firm. His erection returned with a vengeance. She dug her fingernails into his back as he slipped it into her. She was juicy and tight inside, and she twisted like a serpent underneath him.


  He hugged her tightly and kissed her lips as he sank into her all the way. It was like getting laid for the first time because he hadn’t done it for so long, and only a little while ago he’d been machine-gunning Japs. This was so different, so magical, so wonderful. Frankie drew himself out and pushed himself in again. All his pent-up anger and frustration evaporated into the thin air. He felt the way he used to feel when he was back in New York City, a free man. It didn’t occur to him that a few short hours ago he’d been willing to risk the life of every native in the village, including the one underneath him, so he and his comrades could take the Japs by surprise.


  But that had been Frankie the soldier and Frankie the killer. Now he was Frankie the Casanova again, and that was all he ever really wanted to be.


  “I love you,” she whispered into his ear, hugging him tightly against her.


  “I love you too,” he replied, and he meant it as he held her ass in his hands and pumped her firmly, rocking and rolling on the floor of the jungle.


  


  


  SIX . . .


  A child laughed, and Lieutenant Breckenridge opened his eyes. He saw sunlight streaming through a window of the hut around the head of a boy five years old.


  “Morn-ing!” screamed the boy.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge grunted. He looked at his watch and it was 0835 hours. He and his men had gone to bed sometime after 0200 hours. It was time to wake the men up and get moving.


  “Everybody up!” he shouted. “Let’s go!”


  The men already were stirring. The boy’s voice had awakened them. The men burped and farted. Lieutenant Breckenridge counted bodies and realized one of his men was missing.


  “Somebody’s not here,” he said.


  Everybody looked around. Bannon saw a blank space beside him. “It’s Frankie.”


  “Is his gear gone?”


  “It’s still here, but his weapon’s gone.”


  “Maybe we’re lucky,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “Maybe he went AWOL. That’d be the best thing that could happen to the recon platoon. Eat your C rations and let’s go.”


  “Maybe somebody should go out and look for him,” Bannon said.


  


  “We don’t have time,” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied.


  “Can I cook up some of this coffee?” asked the Reverend Billie Jones.


  “Make it fast.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The Reverend Billie Jones collected instant coffee packets from the others and went outside to light a fire.


  “I gotta take a leak,” Shilansky said.


  “You don’t have to make any announcements,” Bannon told him.


  Shilansky stuck his head out of the hut, then pulled it back in. “Here comes Frankie,” he said.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge groaned. He opened his pack and took out a can of sausage patties. Shilansky went outside and Frankie said “Good morning” to him and the Reverend Billie Jones. Frankie lowered his head and entered the tent.


  “Morning,” he said with a friendly smile.


  “Where’ve you been?” asked Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  “I hadda take a piss, sir.”


  “Everything come out all right?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Eat your breakfast. We’re gonna leave as soon as we can.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge blinked in astonishment. He’d expected an argument from Frankie, because Frankie argued whenever he was told to do something, but instead Frankie had said “Yes sir.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge stared at Frankie as Frankie calmly removed a can of hot dogs and beans from his pack. Frankie didn’t slam his equipment around or snarl the way he usually did. There was something collected and peaceful about Frankie. Lieutenant Breckenridge wondered what it was. He thought he’d test Frankie.


  “La Barbara,” he said, “go outside and help Shilansky make the coffee.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Frankie picked up his back and made his way to the door, ducking so he could pass through the low opening. Lieutenant Breckenridge couldn’t believe it. He’d been certain that Frankie would give him an argument.


  I wonder what’s wrong with him? Lieutenant Breckenridge said to himself. Maybe he’s cracking up.


  


  The men went outside one at a time and opened their C-rations cans. Frankie and the Reverend Billie Jones made a fire and boiled water in Billie’s helmet. Frankie felt calm and good. He wasn’t mad at anybody anymore. He kept thinking about the beautiful native girl and wondered where she was. A group of natives surrounded the GIs and watched as if they were animals in a zoo, but he couldn’t see Sarah. Frankie figured she was sleeping. They’d made love strenuously for more than three hours in a variety of interesting positions, sometimes he on top and sometimes she on top, and now she probably was tired. He was tired too, but he couldn’t sack out. He was a soldier and he had things to do.


  Finally the water boiled in Billie’s helmet. He poured in the packets of instant coffee and stirred the mixture with his spoon.


  “Bring your cups over here,” he said.


  The men crowded around with their canteen cups, and Billie poured coffee into them. Some coffee was left over so he placed his helmet on the ground between two stones so it wouldn’t tip over. The GIs emptied packets of sugar and powdered milk into their coffee and then sipped the mixture. It tasted wonderful and they hoped it would wake them up fast.


  Children and young girls giggled as they watched the GIs eat C rations and drink coffee. They thought the GIs looked like pale freaks with funny-colored hair. Frankie continued to search for Sarah among the girls, but couldn’t see her. Frankie thought he was in love with her, although he hardly knew her. They were from different cultures but somehow he believed they were perfectly compatible.


  The men finished their breakfasts. They walked down to the stream and cleaned their utensils and cups, still under the scrutiny of the natives. They washed their hands and faces and brushed their teeth, much to the amusement of the natives. One by one they made trips to the latrine. Finally they were finished with all their morning activity. They returned to the hut and strapped on their cartridge belts, put their packs on their backs, and strung their bandoliers of ammunition around their necks.


  “Let’s say good-bye to the chief before we go,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  He hiked up his pants and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. Hooking his thumb in the strap attached to his Thompson submachine gun, he led the men toward the hut occupied by the chief, and before he got there the chief came out, followed by two native men.


  “We’ve come to say good-bye,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said in his Southern drawl, “and we’d like to thank you for your hospitality.”


  The chief was confused. “My what?”


  “All you’ve done for us.”


  “Oh. Ah. Well thank you for all you done for us.”


  It was an awkward moment. Lieutenant Breckenridge didn’t know what to say, and neither did the chief.


  “Well, good-bye,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  “Good luck,” the chief said.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge thought he should bow or salute or something, but instead he just smiled, took a step backward, and raised his hands.


  “Follow me,” he said to his men.


  He headed toward the side of the village he and his men had entered during the previous night. His men turned around and followed him, and Frankie spotted her emerging from the door of a hut. He was amazed at how young she looked in the sunlight. She smiled and waved shyly with her index finger. Frankie smiled and waved back.


  “Who’s that?” asked Private First Class Morris Shilansky, the former bank robber from the greater Boston area.


  “Nobody,” Frankie La Barbara said, although his heart was aching. He wanted to break ranks and run into her arms, but he couldn’t. He’d never get away with it. It was no use. Maybe he could come back some day.


  Their eyes fixed on each other as he passed by. Frankie felt a terrible longing inside him. She was beautiful and young and represented a refuge from the horrors of the war. “Oh baby,” he whispered, “I don’t wanna go.”


  “You say something?” Shilansky asked.


  “No.”


  “You sure you don’t know that native girl.”


  “No.”


  “She sure looks as if she knows you.”


  Frankie turned his head around to look at her through the dust kicked up by him and the others in the patrol. She shimmered in the morning sunlight, her index finger still in the air, and then Lieutenant Breckenridge turned left, to pass around a hut. Frankie tripped over his own feet, but Shilansky steadied him.


  “You all right?” Shilansky asked.


  “Yeah.”


  Frankie La Barbara couldn’t see the girl anymore because huts were in the way. He looked straight ahead although his heart was far behind him. Lieutenant Breckenridge unslung his submachine gun and stopped at the edge of the jungle.


  “McGurk,” he said, “take the point!”


  “Yes sir!” replied McGurk.


  McGurk ran past him and down the jungle trail, holding his submachine gun in both his hands.


  “The rest of you guys pay attention,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “There might be Japs right around the corner. Move it out.”


  The GIs entered the jungle in a long file behind Lieutenant Breckenridge, whose eyes were on the back of Private McGurk. Frankie turned around to take one last look at the village. He saw women and children lined up in front of huts, but couldn’t see Sarah among them although he could feel her presence back there calling out to him. He wanted to respond, but what could he do? He was stuck in the Army, returning to the war.


  “This fucking war,” he muttered.


  “I know what you mean,” Shilansky said.


  “Oh no you don’t,” Frankie said.


  “Oh yes I do,” Shilansky replied.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge turned his head around. “Shaddup back there!”


  Frankie closed his mouth. The sweat already was dripping off his body, soaking his shirt and pants. He groaned and shook his head slowly from side to side. I hate this fucking war, he thought.


  The sun rose in the sky and baked the jungle. Steam arose from the ground and the humidity was so thick it was a palpable substance in the air. The men’s nostrils contracted and expanded as they breathed it in and out. Their uniforms were plastered to their bodies. Their crotches and armpits itched. Their boots felt as though they were filled with warm grease, and bugs swooped down to bite their arms and neck.


  They followed the same trail they’d come over the previous night. Branches and leaves scraped across their bodies as they moved along. They had to crawl on their bellies through unusually thick patches of jungle, and sometimes they had to climb over fallen trees. Monkeys chattered in the trees high above them and birds chirped as they flew from branch to branch.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. It was nearly 1100 hours, and he and his men had been on the move since around 0900 hours. He raised his right hand in the air.


  “Take a break in place,” he said, “but stay alert. There might be Japs around here.”


  The men collapsed all over the trail, and McGurk dropped down where he was in front of the others. They pulled out their canteens and sipped water that now was lukewarm. They wiped their foreheads with handkerchiefs. All were exhausted. The heat was unbearable. The bugs were driving them nuts. A bird cackled in the tree above them.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge took out a Camel cigarette and lit it up. He inhaled the strong tobacco smoke and took his helmet off. His light brown hair was soaking wet. The heat sapped his energy. This fucking war, he thought.


  “Worthington,” he said.


  “Yes sir?”


  “See if you can get through to somebody on the walkie-talkie.”


  Worthington raised the aerial and pressed the button. He spoke into the earpiece and let the button go. All he could hear were the buzzes and snaps of the universe. He tried a few more times, then lowered the walkie-talkie.


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “Damn,” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge took another sip of water. He puffed his cigarettes and thought of Virginia, where he was from. He recalled the cool autumn days where he could see his breath every time he exhaled, and wondered if he’d ever make it back to that wonderful climate in one piece. The fighting of the past few days had been brutal. He was cut and bruised like the rest of his men, and his leg still wasn’t completely healed from a bullet wound he’d sustained shortly after the regiment arrived in New Guinea.


  He remembered how he used to swim in the Atlantic Ocean, how cool and refreshing it had been. He recalled the mint juleps he used to drink at parties given at homes in Richmond, where he was from. His family had been part of that city’s upper crust. His father was a wealthy lawyer, and his lineage went back to the days of the old plantations, even before the Civil War broke out.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge lay back on the ground. He closed his eyes and let his body go slack. He’d intended to give his men only a ten-minute break, but decided to let them rest a little longer. There was no great hurry to get back. They’d accomplished their mission. All of them deserved a rest.


  The other men lay down on the ground, too, following Lieutenant Breckenridge’s example, except for Bannon, who sat with his back against the thick trunk of a tree. He took two APC pills out of a tiny bottle in his pack and washed them down with water from his canteen. APC pills consisted primarily of aspirin, and Bannon had a headache. He frequently got headaches because he had a steel plate in his head, the result of a wound sustained during the charge up Kokengolo Hill on the island of New Georgia. Lieutenant Breckenridge had been wounded in the chest during that charge. Many members of the recon platoon had bought the farm on that day. It was one of the worst Bannon could remember.


  Bannon was only twenty-five years old, but he felt like he’d aged twenty years during the nearly three years he’d been in the Army. Before the war he’d been a cowboy on a big ranch in west Texas. He’d also ridden Brahma bulls at rodeos. On Saturday nights he’d go to the honky-tonks with the boys, and they’d raise hell all night long, drinking tequila and chasing the girls. Bannon had a girlfriend in Texas and he’d married a native girl on Guadalcanal, although the marriage had been conducted by the village witch doctor and Bannon didn’t take it seriously anymore. During a furlough in the States, he’d gone to Nebraska to visit the family of one of his friends in the recon platoon, Homer Gladley, who’d been killed during the fighting on bloody Bougainville. While there he’d fallen in love with one of Homer’s sisters, and he’d given her an engagement ring. They were supposed to get married after the war was over, but Bannon sometimes thought he wouldn’t be alive when the war was over. He knew that a stray bullet or a big artillery shell could kill him at any moment. Death was just around the corner at all times. Sometimes he tried to think of what it was like to be dead, but it was beyond his imagination. He couldn’t conceive of a world without Charlie Bannon from Pecos, Texas.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge raised his arm and looked at his watch. The fifteen minutes were nearly over.


  “Okay, let’s saddle up,” he said.


  The men groaned as they raised themselves off the ground. Lieutenant Breckenridge expected to hear a disparaging remark from Frankie La Barbara, but none came. He looked down the trail and saw Frankie thrusting an arm through a shoulder strap on his pack. He’s got real subdued ever since I said I’d transfer him out of the recon platoon, Lieutenant Breckenridge thought. I guess he doesn’t want to leave his buddies. Maybe I won’t have him transferred out after all.


  “Let’s go!” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “We haven’t got all day.”


  The men put on their packs and adjusted their helmets on their heads. They held their submachine guns in their hands and waited for Lieutenant Breckenridge to give them the order to move out. Lieutenant Breckenridge looked backward and forward on the trail to make sure everybody was ready. He raised his right hand in the air and pointed in the direction of the American lines.


  “Move it out,” he said.


  Private McGurk lowered his head underneath a branch and moved forward. The rest of the recon platoon followed him. The sun beat down on the jungle and the odor of rotting vegetation rose to the nostrils of the GIs as they hunched over the jungle trail. The full heat of the day was coming on them now. The jungle was like an oven. Flies buzzed around their heads. The men felt dizzy from the high temperature but they put one foot in front of the other and kept moving because the sooner they got back to their lines the sooner they could relax.


  Private Yabalonka was near the end of the column. The Bible with the bullet inside was buttoned into his shirt pocket, and Yabalonka had been reflecting upon religion ever since the Bible saved his life. Now he was wondering about hell, although he really didn’t believe in it, but he figured if there was a hell, it would have to be like the jungles of New Guinea, hot and debilitating, with air so thick it was difficult to breathe.


  Maybe this earth is hell, he thought, and maybe we become free from hell when we die. Maybe the priests and nuns got everything ass-backwards. Maybe we don’t go to hell when we die. Maybe we’re in hell only when we’re alive.


  He never could have thought such a thing a week ago, but ever since he found the Bible in that machine-gun nest he’d been glancing through it from time to time, meditating upon what he read. He still didn’t believe in God, but he thought some parts of the Bible were interesting and provocative. He considered the Bible a mixture of mythology and the wisdom of the ages, and it distracted him from the dreadful realities of the war. Some men thought about women and some men thought about money, but Yabalonka tended to think about the meaning of life and what would be the best kind of society for people to live in. Some of the ideas contained within the Bible seemed to fit fairly well within his range of interests.


  There will always be war, the Bible said. Yabalonka had been raised as a Catholic and recalled reading that long ago in his childhood. Why must there always be war? he asked himself. Why do human beings always have to fight with each other? What the hell’s the matter with us?


  Yabalonka knew all about the origins of the Second World War, unlike most of the soldiers he met. Most American soldiers believed the basic propaganda fed them by the American news media, but Yabalonka was a self-educated half-assed working-class intellectual with a left-wing perspective, and he’d studied the news behind the news during the years that the Second World War was brewing.


  He believed the whole war was basically nothing more than a power struggle over who would control the wealth of Asia. He knew the Western powers had forced Japan to accept humiliating trade agreements throughout the twenties and especially the thirties until finally an outraged patriotic right-wing military faction took over the Japanese government and went to war to defend Japan’s honor. The Japanese military command knew that the Allies were stronger than they, so they had to make a bold effort to convince the Allies to leave them alone. Pearl Harbor was that bold effort. The Japanese thought the Western Allies would pull back their fangs and enter into a reasonable trading agreement with Japan after taking a beating at Pearl Harbor, but instead the Western Allies got pissed off and vowed to wipe Japan off the face of the earth. Yabalonka saw himself as a pawn in that struggle. He figured he’d probably get killed in the competition for the wealth of Asia, a wealth he and his buddies never would share in no matter who won.


  The problem was basic human greed, Yabalonka believed. He’d figured that out long ago, and now he couldn’t help thinking of when Christ threw the moneylenders out of the temple precincts, and when Christ criticized rich people for screwing poor people.


  Religion is flicked up, Yabalonka thought, but it’s not always wrong. Sometimes, it makes sense. Christ hit the nail right on the head quite a few times, but he must have been crazy if he thought he was the son of God.


  Like an elongated snake, the patrol from the recon platoon made its way over the twisting jungle trail. The sun rose higher in the sky and became even hotter. The temperature in the jungle was over one hundred degrees in the shade. The men got dizzy and their throats were parched. Everybody had a stomach ache. Some had headaches. Lieutenant Breckenridge had bouts of double vision. He glanced at his watch and the hands blurred in front of his eyes. He blinked and saw that it was 1215 hours. He thought he’d give his men their lunch break at 1400 hours and let them rest for an hour. He wished they could find a stream to cool off in.


  On the point, Private Joshua McGurk moved through the jungle like a big gorilla. He held his submachine gun in both his hands, with his index finger on the trigger, ready to fire. Flies and mosquitoes buzzed around his head but they didn’t bother him much. A man accustomed to the black flies of Maine could handle the insects of New Guinea without too much difficulty.


  McGurk’s principal problem was the heat. It never got that hot in Maine. Sweat flowed out of the pores of his gigantic head and dripped down his neck. His uniform looked as though he’d been thrown into the ocean.


  He heard the crackle of a twig in front of him, and hit the dirt immediately. Behind him the other men dropped down on their stomachs. The sound had been fairly far away, but McGurk had sharp ears. But what had made the sound? Could it have been a wild pig stepping on that twig, or a monkey swinging from a branch too weak to hold his weight, or was a Jap out there?


  McGurk took off his helmet so he could hear better, and perked up his ears. He heard only the usual sounds of the jungle. Maybe I’m hearing things, he thought. Fucking heat must be getting to me.


  It was better to be safe than sorry. He continued to listen but still didn’t hear anything unusual. Nothing’s there, he thought. He was about to raise himself up when he heard a faint rustle of leaves in front of him. What’s that? He got lower and angled his head to the side so he could listen with his right ear, which he thought was his best ear. The jungle filled with usual sounds again. Could it have been a bird on the ground, scratching leaves and looking for insects? McGurk didn’t know. He was starting to get worried. If it was a bird it wouldn’t have stopped scratching. What had made that noise?


  McGurk turned around. Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at him, question marks all over his face. McGurk pointed to his chest and then pointed straight ahead as if to say: I’m going forward to see what’s there.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge nodded. McGurk turned around and decided to leave his helmet behind because it interfered with his hearing. He pushed it to the side and crawled past it, holding his submachine gun in his hands.


  Silently and smoothly he glided over the jungle floor, just like when he’d snuck up on foxes in Maine. He stopped after ten feet to listen, and heard nothing at first. He wrinkled his nose, baffled by what was going on. It was as if a Japanese soldier was ahead of him, moving forward a few feet and then stopping, just as McGurk was. McGurk licked his dry lips. He twitched his nose and sniffed the air, but only the fetid odor of the jungle rose to his nostrils.


  Then he heard it again: the faintest disturbance in the air, so faint it could have been the wind. It was coming from the same direction as before, straight ahead on the trail. McGurk waited a few moments, and then the jungle became quiet again.


  McGurk suspected a Jap but couldn’t be sure. He didn’t want to get the patrol riled up for nothing. Then they’d be mad at him, and he didn’t want them to be mad at him. They probably were mad at him already for wasting time. He wasn’t sure of what to do.


  He decided it was best to play it safe. The guys could take a rest back there while he checked out the situation. He didn’t want to move forward himself, because then the Jap would hear him, if indeed a Jap was out there. He figured the best thing to do was stay exactly where he was and lure the Jap to him.


  He lay flat on the ground and pressed his right ear against the moist earth. He heard a sound like a thump through the ground, and it wasn’t the thump of his heart. Was it the sound of somebody putting his foot down, or was it just the branch of a tree falling to the ground? A sound could mean so many things.


  Then he heard a rustle again, much closer this time. Something out there was moving steadily toward him. McGurk took a deep breath and laid his submachine gun on the ground. Slowly and silently he reached down and drew his Ka-bar knife from its sheath. He gripped the knife in his fist with the blade pointing forward and up. He heard the rustle again, and it sounded like a human being creeping over the ground. McGurk narrowed his eyes and peered through the branches ahead of him. The trail was overgrown with foliage; it hadn’t been used much recently. McGurk saw movement in front of him. Something pale green was on the trail, and he knew that Japanese uniforms were made of pale green cloth.


  McGurk’s heart beat faster. Now he knew for sure that a Jap was there. He could see the son of a bitch. McGurk’s body became taut, like a tiger ready to pounce. He wanted to kill the Jap before the Jap could see him or sound the alarm. The knuckles of his knife hand became white, and his lips pinched together.


  The Japanese soldier stopped and angled his head from side to side, looking and listening. He couldn’t see McGurk because McGurk was low to the ground and completely still. McGurk’s eyes glowed behind the thick tangled foliage. The Japanese soldier crawled forward, and McGurk saw his wispy mustache and beard. The Japanese soldier was old, perhaps in his late thirties. He had the face of a rat and the eyes of a snake. McGurk lay motionless on the ground, ready to spring. The Japanese soldier crept forward. He appeared confused as he flicked his eyes from left to right. McGurk figured the Japanese soldier was having the same doubts that McGurk had.


  The Japanese soldier was only five feet away. He looked directly at McGurk and stopped suddenly. His brow wrinkled and he raised his head a few inches to take a better look.


  McGurk sprang forward, rearing his knife arm back. The Japanese soldier opened his mouth to shout an alarm, and McGurk rammed his Ka-bar knife down the Jap’s throat. The Jap gurgled, and McGurk twisted the knife, ripping apart the Jap’s vocal chords, and then McGurk pushed the knife hard. Its red-streaked point stuck out the back of the Jap’s neck.


  The Japanese soldier went limp on the ground. McGurk pulled his knife out and slashed the Japanese soldier’s throat from ear to ear to make sure he was dead. Then McGurk turned around and crawled away.


  Meanwhile, Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. McGurk had been gone for ten minutes. What the hell’s going on? Lieutenant Breckenridge wondered. He wondered if something had happened to McGurk. What had McGurk seen out there?


  Bushes moved in front of him on the trail, and McGurk appeared, crawling forward rapidly.


  “Japs!” he said.


  “Where?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  McGurk pointed behind him. “There.”


  “How many?”


  “I don’t know, but I killed their point man.”


  “Where did you leave him?”


  “Back there on the trail.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge widened his eyes. “Right on the trail?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “You should’ve hid him.”


  “The Japs would’ve heard me if I did. They’re pretty close.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge had to make a decision. He didn’t want to attack the Japs because there might be too many of them for his patrol to handle, but he didn’t want to retreat either because he didn’t want to waste time if it wasn’t necessary. Only a few Japs might be in front of him and there was no point running away from them if he didn’t have to.


  He looked around. There really wasn’t anyplace to go. He wished McGurk hadn’t killed that Jap, because now the other Japs would know Americans were in the area. Lieutenant Breckenridge clicked his teeth together. If he attacked the Japs first he’d have the element of surprise on his side. He could attack and then retreat if there were too many Japs for his men to handle.


  He didn’t have an unlimited amount of time to debate the matter with himself. He had to take action immediately.


  


  “Let’s get ‘em,” he said to his men. “I’ll go first. If there are too many of them, we’ll pull back. Pay attention to my commands. Get ready and be quiet.”


  The men checked their submachine guns to make sure they were loaded and ready to fire. They made sure nothing loose was hanging from their packs or cartridge belts. The sounds of men moving over the trail came to them from their front. They heard the rapid-fire babble of Japanese soldiers, and Lieutenant Breckenridge figured they’d found their dead comrade.


  “Follow me,” he said.


  He held his submachine gun tight against his hip and jumped up, charging over the trail. Leaves and branches scratched his face and arms, and his men followed him in a long file. He heard Japanese soldiers shouting hysterically and then saw their uniforms behind the vines and leaves.


  “Spread out!” he shouted.


  He opened fire before the words were out of his mouth. His men spread out to his left and right, shooting streams of bullets at the Japanese soldiers. Bursts of automatic-weapons fire and screams of pain filled the jungle. Lieutenant Breckenridge saw bodies lurching and twisting behind the foliage. A terrible tumult and commotion was taking place in there. A bullet flew past Lieutenant Breckenridge’s ear. Another bullet hit Private Bisbee in the stomach and knocked him on his ass. Bullets flew wildly back and forth.


  “Banzai!” screamed a Japanese officer, wielding a samurai sword. Bleeding from his left arm, he held the samurai sword high in his right hand and lunged toward Lieutenant Breckenridge, who aimed at him and pulled the trigger of his submachine gun. The weapon bucked and stuttered in his arm, and the Japanese officer’s head blew apart, blood and brains flying in all directions. The Japanese officer’s knees gave out underneath him and he collapsed onto the ground.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge jumped over his body and landed on a Japanese soldier who was wounded. The Japanese soldier moaned and rolled to his side, causing Lieutenant Breckenridge to lose his balance. Lieutenant Breckenridge fell onto his right elbow just as a Japanese bullet flew through the air where his chest had been.


  The submachine-gun fire from the men in the recon platoon cut through the Japanese soldiers. Most of the Japanese soldiers were killed or wounded in the initial barrage, and the rest ran away. Lieutenant Breckenridge drew himself to his knees, but couldn’t see any more Japanese soldiers standing.


  “Hold your fire!” he hollared.


  The men eased their fingers off their triggers, and the area was thick with gunsmoke. Lieutenant Breckenridge jumped to his feet and looked around. The Japanese soldier near his feet tried to raise his Arisaka rifle and Lieutenant Breckenridge shot his chest into sausage meat. The Japanese soldier’s face smacked against the ground and he didn’t move anymore.


  Frankie La Barbara aimed hot lead into another Japanese soldier who tried to get up off the ground. Bannon shot a third Japanese soldier who moved. Victor Yabalonka kicked a Japanese soldier who he thought might be faking, and it was like kicking a sack of shit. Yabalonka fired a burst into the middle of the Japanese soldier’s back to make sure, and the Japanese soldier wobbled and bounced under the impact of the bullets.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge counted the dead Japanese soldiers. There were twelve on the ground and he saw three get away. He cursed himself for not doing something so that none of the Japs would get away, because those three Japs out there would be something new to worry about. They might lay in ambush farther down the trail and just wait for the GIs to pass by.


  The Reverend Billie Jones ran up to him. “Sir,” he said, “Bisbee is hit!”


  “How bad?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “Pretty bad.”


  “Worthington!”


  “Yo!”


  “Take a look at him!”


  Worthington carried the haversack full of medicine back to where Bisbee lay on his back. Bisbee’s eyes were closed to slits as Worthington knelt beside him. Worthington wasn’t a full-fledged medic but he’d received basic first aid training. He looked at the blood oozing out of Bisbee’s stomach and figured it was more than he could handle.


  He felt Bisbee’s pulse; it was weak and slow. Bisbee moaned softly.


  “Can you hear me?” Worthington asked.


  Bisbee didn’t react. He just kept moaning. Private Worthington peeled Bisbee’s shirt away from the wound. He opened the haversack and took out sulfa powder, coagulant powder, and a bandage. Tearing the covering off the bandage, he tried to sop up some of the blood, but more welled out.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge came up behind him. “How is he?”


  “Real bad.”


  Worthington poured on the sulfa powder and the coagulant. The blood thickened on Bisbee’s stomach. The other men in the recon platoon crowded round.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked down at Bisbee. “Patch him up as best you can. We’ll have to take him with us. Who wants to carry him?”


  “I’ll carry him,” said the Reverend Billie Jones.


  Frankie La Barbara looked down at Bisbee, and Bisbee’s face was pale. “I don’t think he’s gonna make it,” he said.


  “None of us might make it,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “There are Japs all over the place out here. We’ll have to be more careful from now on.” He looked at McGurk. “Next time you hear something, come back and tell me. Don’t take any action on your own.”


  “I do sumpin’ wrong, sir?”


  “I didn’t say you did anything wrong.”


  Private Worthington stood up. “He’s dead,” he said.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge spun around. “He is?”


  “Yes sir. See for yourself.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge knelt down and felt Private Bisbee’s pulse. There was nothing there. Bisbee’s jaw hung open and his eyes were half-open. Lieutenant Breckenridge closed Bisbee’s eyes with his fingers. He heard the Reverend Billie Jones’s voice above him.


  “From dust thou came, and to dust thou has returned.”


  “Gimme a break,” said Frankie La Barbara, who’d killed a few Japs and now was back into his bloodthirsty frame of mind.


  “The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away,” the Reverend Billie Jones said. “Praise be the Lord.”


  Frankie covered his face with his hand. “Oh fuck.”


  “Can we still take him back with us?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “But he’s fucking dead!” Frankie replied.


  “We’re not going to leave him here.”


  “Why the fuck not?”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge took three steps toward Frankie and brought his face close to his. “Because I said so.”


  “But he don’t even have a family. He’s a fucking orphan. Nobody wants his fucking body.”


  The Reverend Billie Jones cleared his throat. “Don’t worry about it, Frankie. I’ll carry him. You don’t have to do nothing.”


  Everybody looked at Frankie disapprovingly, and Frankie shrugged. “I don’t give a fuck as long as I don’t have to carry him.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. It was 1400 hours, time to eat, but he didn’t want to stop where they were.


  “Let’s saddle up,” he said. “McGurk, take the point and remember what I told you. If you see any Japs, don’t start any shit with them unless you have to. And whatever you do, don’t let the Japs see you first.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Move it out.”


  McGurk ran forward on the trail. He jumped over the dead bodies of the Japanese soldiers, then continued for ten more yards. Stopping, he waited for the others to get ready.


  The Reverend Billie Jones picked up Bisbee and threw him over his shoulder as if Bisbee were light as a feather. The other men adjusted their packs and made sure their submachine guns had full clips.


  “Anybody not ready?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked. Nobody said anything.


  “Hit it,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  The recon platoon moved out again down the leafy jungle trail. The sun was at its apex in the sky and the jungle was even hotter than it’d been in the morning. The men drew their canteens and sipped water as they moved along. They felt depleted by their fight with the Japs and shuffled their feet over the dead leaves that covered the trail. They stepped over the bodies of the dead Japs, scattering the flies who’d already settled upon them. The sun blazed down from the sky. The patrol from the recon platoon was a long way from home. Lieutenant Breckenridge was getting hungry. He wanted to stop for chow, but first he had to get away from the dead Japs.


  The soldiers made their way through the thick jungle. The trail was overgrown with bushes and branches, slowing them down. Branches and thorns cut the men’s arms and tore their uniforms. They looked like a raggedy bunch of sons of bitches, covered with sweat and smeared with blood. The heat made them dizzy. They conserved their water, which caused them to become mildly dehydrated. Every one of them was disgusted with the war. Those who’d enlisted wished they hadn’t been so foolish, and those who’d been drafted wished they’d hidden in somebody’s cellar until the war was over.


  Ahead on the trail, Private McGurk raised his hand, signaling everybody to stop. McGurk walked to Lieutenant Breckenridge on his tiptoes, trying to be quiet.


  “Somebody’s coming,” he said. “Sounds like a whole lot of people.”


  “Take cover on this side of the road,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, pointing to his right. “Keep six feet between you and don’t make any noise.”


  The men ducked their heads and entered the jungle. The foliage was so thick they had to get down on their bellies and crawl through it. They slithered through the muck until they were fifteen yards from the trail, and then Lieutenant Breckenridge motioned for them to stop.


  They turned around and faced the trail. Visibility was so poor they could barely see it. At first they heard nothing except the usual sounds of the jungle, but a few minutes later they heard the crashing sounds of a large number of soldiers moving along the trail.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge hoped they were American soldiers. All his troubles would be over if they were. His troubles would begin all over again if they were Japanese soldiers. He only had five men left, and they weren’t in very good shape. He didn’t think he could put up much of a fight.


  He heard a voice, and the voice spoke Japanese. Lieutenant Breckenridge’s heart sank. He peered through the vegetation and saw the movement of pale green uniforms. A Japanese column was moving across the trail, evidently trying to get back to their own lines via the southern route.


  The Japanese soldiers passed by, and Lieutenant Breckenridge counted fifty-two. In another two-hundred yards the Japs would find their fallen comrades. Lieutenant Breckenridge cursed himself for not hiding the bodies of the dead Japanese soldiers. My mind must be going soft in this heat, he said to himself. I’d better wake up before it’s too late.


  The sounds of the Japanese column receded into the distance. Lieutenant Breckenridge waited until he couldn’t hear the Japs anymore. He wondered whether he should let the men eat where they were, but decided it might be better to put some distance between him and that large Japanese column.


  


  “Let’s go,” he said. “McGurk—are you getting tired on the point?”


  “I’m okay sir.”


  “Move it out!”


  McGurk headed toward the trail, and the rest of the men followed him. The men were spooked because they knew substantial numbers of Japanese soldiers were in the area. Lieutenant Breckenridge motioned with his hand and the men advanced over the trail again.


  It was midday and the jungle baked and steamed in the bright sunlight, but it was dark and gloomy on ground level where the rays of the sun couldn’t penetrate. Leaves blocked the sunlight, but the heat got through. The men felt like they were walking through the inside of an oven.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge saw spots in front of his eyes. His mouth was dry and he reached for his canteen, pulling it out of its case, drinking a few swallows down. He hoped he wouldn’t have to take his men and look for water, because that would waste valuable time, but he couldn’t let them run out of water either. He always had decisions to make. His men only had to put one foot in front of the other, but he needed to think all the time.


  The GIs staggered down the trail, hoping they wouldn’t run into any more Japs. The GIs didn’t have much fight left in them, and he knew it. Insufficient sleep, greasy rations, not enough water, and the climate were taking their toll. They climbed hills laboriously and nearly fell on their faces when the time came to descend the hills. They passed through swampy areas where the water and muck came up to their knees. Birds shrieked in the trees above them and insects sucked their blood. Every minute was like ten minutes. The patrol was turning into a nightmare.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. It was 1515 hours. He decided enough distance had been put between his men and the Japs column. He figured he must be getting close to his lines. He raised his right hand in the air.


  “Lunch break,” he said. “Move into the jungle over there and take cover.”


  The men went limp. They dragged their asses into the jungle and collapsed onto the ground. They lay still for a while, their chests heaving, and when they got their strength back they took off their packs and pulled out cans of C rations.


  


  “I’m out of water,” said Frankie.


  “Somebody give him some water,” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  Bannon handed Frankie his canteen, and Frankie poured some of Bannon’s water into his own canteen. Then he handed Bannon’s canteen back.


  “Thanks,” Frankie said.


  Bannon didn’t say anything. He was angry because Frankie evidently hadn’t bothered to conserve his water, knowing he could get some from somebody else.


  “We’ll have to find water pretty soon,” Bannon said.


  “I’m aware of that,” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge, prying the lid off a can of spaghetti and meat balls.


  He spooned some into his mouth, and it was lukewarm and putrid. The meatballs were full of gristle. The pasta was mushy and the tomato sauce smelled like battery acid. I can’t take this war anymore, Lieutenant Breckenridge thought. It’s too much for me.


  He looked around at his men, eating with clumsy fatigued motions. He knew they were ready to give up too, but he had to provide the leadership and inspiration to make them want to go on. He didn’t feel up to it. He wished he could resign his commission on the spot and let Bannon take over, but that was impossible. He was stuck and so were they.


  McGurk ate hot dogs and beans and thought of Maine winters where the wind flew over the mountains and hit you in the face so hard it made your cheeks sting. He thought of snow on the ground and ice in ponds. Cold weather invigorated him, and if you dressed properly it wouldn’t bother you at all, but there was no way to dress for the New Guinea jungle. There was nothing you could put on or take off. You just had to suffer through it, hovering in that twilight zone between death and life, with your energy gone and your body stinking like a carload of dead fish.


  “Banzai!”


  McGurk dropped his C-ration can and his eyes became saucers. Japanese soldiers burst out of the jungle in front of him, carrying rifles and bayonets. They were skinny and scraggly, their uniforms torn and their boots worn out.


  “Banzai!”


  McGurk jumped to his feet. He didn’t have time to pick up his submachine gun, and all he had in his hand was his fork.


  


  “Banzai!”


  A Japanese soldier ran toward him, thrusting his rifle and bayonet toward his chest. McGurk batted the rifle to the side with a swing of his mighty forearm, then stepped inside the Japanese soldier’s guard and jabbed his fork into the Japanese soldier’s stomach.


  “Yaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!” screamed the Japanese soldier.


  McGurk twisted the fork, then pulled it out and jabbed it into the Japanese soldier’s jugular vein. Blood squirted out and McGurk pulled his fork loose, spinning around and seeing another Japanese soldier attacking him from behind.


  The Japanese soldier lunged forward and McGurk dropped his fork, diving on the Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet. His big hands clamped down on it and the Japanese soldier’s forward movement came to a sudden stop. The Japanese soldier tugged on his rifle and bayonet, trying to break them loose from McGurk’s grip, but the Japanese soldier was a small man and McGurk was a giant. McGurk pulled the Japanese soldier toward him and butted him with his head. The Japanese soldier was knocked cold. He let go of his rifle and sagged to the ground.


  McGurk turned the Japanese rifle and bayonet around as two more Japanese soldiers charged toward him. He placed his right foot behind him for leverage and waited until they got closer.


  Both Japanese soldiers screamed bloody-blue murder and thrust their rifles and bayonets toward McGurk’s heart. McGurk dodged to his right and parried one Japanese bayonet to the side. He brought his rifle butt around and smashed a Japanese soldier upside his head, caving in his skull, and blood dripped out of the Japanese soldier’s nose and ears. The Japanese soldier dropped to the ground and McGurk stepped over his dead body, charging the next Japanese soldier.


  The Japanese soldier tried to parry McGurk’s thrust out of the way, but he simply didn’t have the strength. McGurk’s rifle and bayonet crashed through the Japanese soldier’s defense, and the bayonet went in the Japanese soldier’s stomach to the hilt.


  The Japanese soldier sagged to his knees. McGurk pulled back on his rifle and bayonet, and blood spurted out of the Japanese soldier’s stomach. The Japanese soldier fell onto his face and McGurk looked around.


  


  His buddies were locked in hand-to-hand combat with Japanese soldiers, and there were more Japanese soldiers than GIs. Where the hell did they come from? McGurk wondered. He didn’t have time to think it over. The Reverend Billie Jones tripped over a dead Japanese soldier and fell on the ground, and a live Japanese soldier prepared to run him through.


  “No!” screamed McGurk.


  He charged the Japanese soldier and threw his rifle and bayonet at him. The rifle and bayonet landed broadside against the Japanese soldier’s shoulder, distracting him momentarily. The Japanese soldier turned toward McGurk, and raised his rifle and bayonet, while McGurk flew through the air at him. McGurk crashed against the Japanese soldier, grabbed him by the neck, and both of them fell to the ground.


  The Japanese soldier tried to knee McGurk in the balls, but McGurk’s full weight was on him and the Japanese soldier couldn’t move much. The Japanese soldier delivered a left hook to McGurk’s kidney, but McGurk barely felt it.


  McGurk squeezed the Japanese soldier’s throat. The Japanese soldier’s tongue stuck out and his eyes goggled. He raised his hands and tried to pull McGurk’s wrists away, but McGurk had a grip like a steel vise. The Japanese soldier coughed. He had difficulty breathing and realized he was suffocating. He scratched McGurk’s face in a mad panic but McGurk didn’t let him go. The Japanese soldier’s neck made a snap sound, and then he went limp on the ground.


  The butt of a Japanese rifle came out of nowhere and hit McGurk on the back of his head. McGurk saw stars and fell to the ground. The jungle spun around him and he was aware of a Japanese soldier standing over him. McGurk tried to get up but his balance was off. He saw the Japanese soldier rear back with his rifle and bayonet. McGurk couldn’t get himself together. He thought he’d come to the end of his road.


  Bannon saw McGurk go down and ran to his rescue. The Japanese soldier heard Bannon coming and turned to face him. Bannon carried an Arisaka rifle he’d taken from a Japanese soldier, and he thrust it forward with all his strength.


  The Japanese soldier parried it to the side, delivering a vertical buttstroke to the tip of Bannon’s jaw, but Bannon leaned back and the Japanese rifle butt zoomed up past his nose. Bannon kicked the Japanese soldier in the balls, and the Japanese soldier’s eyes rolled up into his head. The Japanese soldier dropped his rifle and bayonet and held his shattered balls in his trembling hands as he fell to his knees. Bannon kicked him in the face and stepped over him, lunging forward again, burying the bayonet on the end of his Arisaka rifle to the hilt in the left kidney of a Japanese soldier.


  The Japanese soldier screamed horribly as blood spouted out of his left kidney. He fell onto his back and Bannon leapt over him, bashing the next Japanese soldier in the teeth with the butt of his rifle. Bannon stepped forward and plunged his bayonet into the chest of the next Japanese soldier, but when he pulled back his rifle and bayonet they wouldn’t come loose.


  The Japanese soldier was like a puppet without strings, his arms and legs flopping around loosely. Bannon let him fall on his back, then placed his foot on the Japanese soldier’s chest and pulled hard.


  His bayonet still wouldn’t come out. Bannon heard footsteps and looked up. A Japanese officer carrying a samurai sword stalked toward him out of the struggle taking place in the vicinity. The Japanese soldier had a thick beard and cruel gleam in his eyes. He held the samurai sword over his head with the point aiming straight up in the air and took a step toward Bannon. Then he took another step. Bannon decided he shouldn’t wait for the Japanese officer to make his move.


  He leapt at the Japanese officer, and the Japanese officer swung down at the same moment. Bannon’s fingers wrapped around the Japanese officer’s wrist; Bannon pivoted and yanked at the same time. The Japanese officer lost his footing and fell over Bannon’s hip. Bannon pushed the Japanese officer onto the ground and elbowed him in the throat. The Japanese officer coughed, and Bannon punched him in the mouth. The Japanese officer loosed his grip on the samurai sword, and Bannon took it out of his hands. He grasped it in his own hands, raised it in the air, and brought it down hard on the Japanese officer’s left collarbone.


  The sword busted the Japanese officer’s collarbone and buried itself in his ribs. Bannon pulled it loose and looked up in time to see a Japanese soldier charging toward him, aiming his rifle and bayonet toward Bannon’s heart. Bannon danced to the side and swung down the samurai sword, striking the Japanese soldier on the shoulder and lopping off his entire left arm. Blood gushed out and the Japanese soldier stared with horror at the gory spectacle of his arm lying on the ground. The Japanese soldier fainted from loss of blood and fell on his face.


  Bannon looked around. No Japanese soldiers were near him. Ten feet away Frankie La Barbara beat a Japanese soldier’s head with a branch thick and heavy as a club. The Japanese soldier lay on his back and Frankie was going far beyond what was necessary to disable him. Not far away, Lieutenant Breckenridge punched a bayonet into the stomach of a Japanese soldier in front of him, and the Japanese soldier screeched like a cat in heat.


  On the ground near Lieutenant Breckenridge lay Pfc. Morris Shilansky, the former bank robber from the greater Boston area. Blood was all over his chest and stomach. Private Victor Yabalonka knelt beside him.


  “You all right?” Yabalonka asked.


  Shilansky didn’t reply. Bannon walked toward Shilansky and Yabalonka and kneeled on the other side of Shilansky. On the far side of the clearing, the Reverend Billie Jones kicked the last remaining Jap in the balls, and the Jap went down for the count. The Reverend Billie Jones jabbed a Japanese rifle and bayonet into the chest of the Japanese soldier to make sure he wouldn’t get up again. Dead Japanese soldiers lay all over the area. Lieutenant Breckenridge, his chest heaving like a racehorse who’d just run seven furlongs, counted the Japanese soldiers on the ground, and the total was twenty-six.


  Shilansky breathed shallowly; he was unconscious. It was difficult to see where the wound was because of the copious quantities of blood on his torso.


  “Worthington!” Bannon shouted.


  “Yo!”


  “We got another wounded man over here.”


  Worthington looked around the clearing. It didn’t appear to be the same clearing they were in several minutes ago. So much had changed so quickly. He had to think of where he’d left his haversack of medicine. Finally he spotted it, next to his can of franks and beans, which had been knocked over in the fighting. He walked toward the haversack, picked it up, and carried it toward Shilansky.


  “He’s still alive,” Bannon said.


  Worthington got on his knees beside Yabalonka and felt Shilansky’s pulse. “He may be alive, but he’s not alive by much.”


  


  Worthington unbuttoned Shilansky’s shirt and saw the gold star of David attached to the chain that held his dog tags. Worthington took gauze out of his haversack and wiped blood away, to determine where the wound was. The blood welled out of Shilansky’s stomach. It was a bad wound but not as bad as the chest wound that Bisbee sustained. Worthington poured on the coagulant and sulfa powder. Shilansky moaned softly. Worthington shot him up with a Syrette of morphine.


  “Put a bandage on him,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”


  Worthington reached into the haversack for a big bandage. Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at the others. “Who’s gonna volunteer to carry him?”


  “I will,” said Bannon.


  “You’re the second in command here. You don’t carry anybody. Who else?”


  McGurk raised his hand. “I’ll carry him.”


  “You’re the point man. You can’t carry him.”


  Worthington looked up. “I can do it.”


  “You got enough to carry.”


  “How about me?” Yabalonka asked.


  “You got it,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  Frankie La Barbara stepped in front of Yabalonka. “That’s okay—I’ll carry him.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at Frankie La Barbara. “You sure of that?”


  “I wouldn’t’ve said it if I wasn’t sure.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge was flabbergasted. He’d thought Frankie would never volunteer to carry anybody, even his own mother, because Frankie had become his usual nasty self ever since the last fight with the Japs; but Shilansky and Frankie had been friends ever since they’d taken basic training together at Fort Ord, California. They’d even gone AWOL once together in Honolulu.


  Frankie sensed Lieutenant Breckenridge’s confusion. “Don’t worry about it,” Frankie said. “I toldja I’d carry him.”


  “Right.” Lieutenant Breckenridge turned to Worthington. “Hurry up. There might be more Japs around here.”


  “I’m almost finished.”


  “The rest of you guys get your gear together. We don’t wanna hang around.”


  The men stepped over dead Japanese soldiers and returned to where they were having lunch. Their C-ration cans and food were all over the ground. They didn’t even have time to finish lunch.


  “Fucking Japs,” Frankie said, picking up his pack.


  “Dirty bastards,” replied Victor Yabalonka.


  They put on their packs and slung their Thompson submachine guns over their shoulders.


  “Anybody else need medical attention?” Private Worthington asked.


  Nobody said anything. He stood, slung the haversack over his shoulder, and walked across the clearing to get his gear. Frankie bent over Shilansky and looked at his ashen face covered with beads of perspiration.


  “You’re gonna make it,” Frankie said. “You just hang on a little while longer.”


  Frankie lifted Shilansky and lay him over his right shoulder. The Reverend Billie Jones picked up the dead body of Private Bisbee, whose arms and legs were stiff due to rigor mortis.


  “Are we all set?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  Nobody said anything.


  “We’ll have to stay more alert from now on,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “Those Japs snuck up on us and we didn’t even hear them. I know you’re all tired, and I’m tired too, but we’re all gonna be dead unless we keep our eyes and ears open.”


  “Those Japs probably were here all along,” Bannon said. “We probably just happened to sit down for chow beside them.”


  “I don’t think so,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “It doesn’t seem likely that in this entire jungle we’d pick a spot for chow that happened to be right beside a bunch of Japs taking a nap. That just doesn’t make sense. They must have heard us and snuck up on us.”


  “They probably wanted our food,” the Reverend Billie Jones said.


  “Yeah,” Frankie said, “and they didn’t have any ammunition or hand grenades. They attacked with bayonets because that was all they had.”


  “It really doesn’t matter,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “The fact is that they caught us with our pants down, and we can’t let that happen again. Stay awake from now on. Now let’s move it out. McGurk—take the point.”


  The GIs moved onto the trail and lined up. Lieutenant Breckenridge motioned forward with his arm, and they all stepped out again. McGurk stalked through the thick foliage, looking all around, listening for the sounds of Japs. He felt guilty about that sneak attack during chow. He thought he should’ve heard the approach of the Japs, but he’d been tired, thirsty, and hungry, not as sharp as he usually was.


  He still was tired, thirsty, and hungry, but forced himself to be sharp. He knew the others were depending on him and he couldn’t let them down again. He believed Shilansky had been wounded because of him.


  It was four o’clock in the afternoon. The recon platoon moved slowly through the jungle. The men were exhausted but they plodded on. They knew every step brought them closer to their lines. Frankie La Barbara staggered under the weight of Shilansky, but he kept going. The Reverend Billie Jones had little difficulty with the corpse of Private Bisbee, because Bisbee had been a lightweight.


  The sun sank toward the horizon. An occasional rifle shot or machine-gun burst could be heard in the distance. Sometimes the sound of explosions came to the men. They were getting hungrier and thirstier but Lieutenant Breckenridge thought he was close to his lines and didn’t want to stop.


  Puffy clouds drifted into the bright blue sky at six o’clock in the evening. Occasionally one of the clouds blocked out the sun and the jungle cooled off slightly for a few minutes, but then the sun came out again and everybody baked like chickens in an oven.


  McGurk had a headache and his throat was parched. He was out of water and didn’t want to say anything because he didn’t want to hold up the show. The jungle was like a living adversary. It scratched and tried to trip him up. He pushed against branches and the branches pushed back. Some of the branches were quite thick and he couldn’t push them at all. He had to duck underneath, and every time he bent low his back hurt. His thighs and knees ached.


  “Halt!” shouted a voice in front of him.


  The command was sudden, and McGurk dropped onto his stomach. He glanced behind him and saw all the GIs had hit the dirt also.


  “Who goes there!” demanded the voice.


  McGurk realized with a rush of joy that an American was talking to him! They’d made it back to their own lines!


  


  “It’s Private McGurk!” he said.


  “Who?”


  “Private Joshua McGurk!”


  “What outfit you from?”


  McGurk heard something behind him. He turned around and saw Lieutenant Breckenridge crawling forward.


  “I’ll handle this,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  “What outfit you from!” the soldier asked again.


  “This is Lieutenant Breckenridge from the Twenty-third Regiment, Eighty-first Division, returning from patrol!”


  “Advance sir to be recognized!”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge stood up and walked forward over the path. The vegetation thinned out and he saw open places ahead. He continued to advance and saw foxholes and bunkers spread through the jungle. A helmet and two eyes showed above the rim of a foxhole straight ahead.


  “Halt!” said the soldier inside the foxhole.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge stopped.


  “Ginger!” said the soldier.


  “Rogers!” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge, giving the second half of the countersign.


  “Pass on!” said the soldier.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge turned around and called to his men: “Let’s go!”


  There was silence for a few seconds, then he heard his men rumbling forward through the bushes. Lieutenant Breckenridge walked toward the foxhole and looked inside. Two GIs were at the bottom, armed with M 1 rifles.


  “What outfit is this?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “Thirty-fifth Division, sir,” said one of the men.


  “Which way’s the Eighty-first?”


  “I really don’t know, sir.”


  “Where’s your command post?”


  The soldier pointed behind him with his thumb. “Thataway.”


  “Follow me,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said to his men.


  They pushed their way through the jungle and approached the spot where Lieutenant Breckenridge was. The GIs manning the positions in the area looked up to see the raggedy bunch who’d just arrived in their company area. They saw the cuts and bruises, the torn uniforms and the glazed fatigue in the men’s eyes. Two of the newcomers were carried by their buddies. One was clearly dead and the other looked like he might die at any moment, if he wasn’t dead already.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge headed back toward the command post. His men followed him, dragging their feet through the dead leaves on the ground, safe at last after nearly twenty-four hours in no-man’s-land.


  


  


  SEVEN . . .


  The C-47 cargo plane droned and trembled as it flew across the bright blue sky. Butsko looked out a window and saw the o.d. green wing slicing through the atmosphere. Below the wing was the blue Pacific Ocean gleaming and glittering in the light of the sun.


  Butsko felt disconnected from his world, which was the world of the front lines. It was odd to be far from danger, without having to worry about somebody coming up behind you and sticking a knife into your kidney. He turned around and looked at the wounded men lying on stretchers on the floor. Other wounded men sat on benches that lined both sides of the fuselage. Butsko sat on a bench on the starboard side of the plane. He wore clean fatigues and a soft cap. A small bandage was on his left cheek, covering a cut whose stitches had been removed only that morning. He wanted to smoke a cigarette but no smoking was permitted on the plane. A nurse sat on the bench opposite Butsko. She was on duty to provide assistance for any wounded soldier who might need it.


  Butsko looked at his watch. It was three o’clock in the afternoon. They were supposed to land at four. One more hour without a cigarette. Butsko chewed the Wrigley’s gum in his mouth. He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He didn’t know what to do with himself.


  He never liked to sit in one place for a long time. His legs ached and his feet were itchy. He wanted to walk someplace, but there was no place to walk. The sound of the engines was getting on his nerves.


  He looked at the soldiers lying on the floor between the two benches. They were bandaged and some were unconscious, on their way to hospitals on the island of Oahu in Hawaii. Butsko felt fortunate that he was returning only with a bum leg and a few cuts here and there.


  He didn’t know what to expect when he arrived at Clark Field. He’d been told that he’d be awarded the Distinguished Service Cross at a special ceremony, but couldn’t imagine what that would be like. He had no idea of where he’d sleep that night. He figured it’d probably be in a big repple depple (replacement depot).


  He’d said good-bye to Colonel Hutchins and Lieutenant Breckenridge that morning. They’d come to see him off, along with a few other men from his old recon platoon. They’d all looked at him with envy because he was getting away from the war for a while and wouldn’t have to worry about the bullet with his name on it. Butsko had mixed emotions about leaving. He was glad to be away from the front, but now he was an orphan again, not assigned to any permanent unit, far from his friends.


  He closed his eyes and tried to sleep, but the steady rumble of the airplane engines kept him awake. He figured they’d give him a pass as soon as he got settled, and he’d probably go to Honolulu to see Dolly. In one way he didn’t want to see her, but in another way he was curious about how she was doing. They’d been through a lot of ups and downs together, and she still was receiving his allotment.


  She’s probably fucking some guy right now, Butsko thought. She always liked to do it in the afternoon. She always liked to do it in the mornings and during the nighttime too.


  He thought Dolly was unique and incredible, the craziest bitch he’d ever met in his life. She could drink most men under the table and then dance all night long. But she’d never been a very loyal wife, although he’d never been a very loyal husband either. Butsko couldn’t remember who cheated on who first. It was all cloudy in his mind. They’d both drunk a lot in those days. He’d punched her out a few times and the neighbors had called the cops. It had been that kind of marriage. Then he’d been transferred to General Wainwright’s command in the Philippines. Six months later the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor. Butsko had seen Dolly very few times since he’d gone to the Philippines.


  The plane tilted to the side and made a long wide turn through the sky.


  “We’re going down,” somebody said.


  Butsko looked out the window. He saw ocean and land far below the plane, and the land had the shape of the southern shore of Oahu. We’re here, he thought. This is it.


  The plane leveled off and came in low and steady for the landing. Butsko hoped the plane would touch down smoothly and not tip over or crash. He’d seen planes crash while landing, but those planes had been full of bullet holes. Some had their wings and tails half shot off. Many exploded after crashing. Butsko hoped the pilot up front knew what he was doing. He didn’t want to die in a plane accident after escaping death so many times on the front lines.


  Butsko held onto the bench with both his hands. A few of the wounded men lying on the floor raised their heads.


  “Relax,” said the nurse. “Everything’s going to be all right.”


  Butsko looked at her. He couldn’t understand why nurses always were so calm while other kinds of women were constantly on the verge of hysteria.


  The plane continued its descent. Butsko thought of Lieutenant Frannie Divers, whom he’d screwed last night and said good-bye to this morning. She was such a wonderful female, and so great in the sack. She’d been sad to see him go. Evidently she’d really liked him. He really liked her too, but the war was on, he was married, and how could anybody make plans?


  One wheel of the plane touched down, then another. Butsko was rocked from side to side. The wheels adhered to the runway and the pilot put down his flaps. The plane sped down the runway and Butsko saw buildings and palm trees pass by the window. He felt the plane decelerating. We made it, he thought.


  The plane slowed down and came to a stop. Ground crews pushed stairs on wheels to the doors of the plane. They climbed the stairs and a member of the flight crew opened the doors from the inside. Sunlight and fresh air poured into the plane. Butsko loosened his seat belt, standing up.


  


  The wounded were unloaded first by teams of medics. Butsko waited impatiently, thinking of that first cigarette he’d smoke when he left the plane. He placed his hand over the package of Camels in his shirt pocket to reassure himself, feeling a peculiar elation. He was in Hawaii, far from the war, safe at last.


  The seriously wounded were unloaded, and the others lined up in front of the door. One by one they stepped into the Hawaiian sunshine. Butsko was three-quarters of the way back, and when the sun hit his face he took a deep breath of fresh air. It smelled like flowers, unlike the air in New Guinea, which smelled like jungle rot most of the time.


  Butsko descended the ladder. A crowd of people were on the ground amid ambulances. Some were medical personnel and some wore regular Army khaki. The driver of an ambulance started its engine. The GIs on the ground jostled about, waiting for somebody to tell them what to do.


  “Lemme have four ranks right here!” shouted a master sergeant.


  Butsko hobbled down the stairs. The GIs on the runway lined up in front of the sergeant. Butsko’s intention was to join the formation, but at the foot of the ladder a short young lieutenant stepped toward him.


  “You’re Sergeant Butsko, aren’t you?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Hi,” said the officer, who couldn’t have been more than five feet, two inches tall, “I’m Lieutenant Lewis from the Public Information Office here. I’ve got a jeep waiting for us.”


  Butsko was confused. “I’m supposed to go with you?”


  “That’s right, Sergeant.”


  Butsko looked at the formation.


  “Forget about that,” Lieutenant Lewis said. “Come with me.”


  “What about my duffle bag?”


  “It’s being picked up. Everything’s gonna be okay. Let’s go.”


  Butsko fell in beside Lieutenant Lewis and walked through the crowd. Lieutenant Lewis had broad shoulders and a compact muscular build but his legs were short and his ass was close to the ground. He reminded Butsko of a chimpanzee. They approached a jeep parked on the far side of the crowd, and paused to let an ambulance pass, on its way to the post hospital.


  


  “Can you get in the jeep all right?” Lieutenant Lewis asked.


  “Yes sir.”


  Butsko moved toward the back of the jeep and prepared to climb in.


  “No—sit in front,” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  “In front?” Butsko asked. He was surprised, because when officers and enlisted men took trips in jeeps, the enlisted passengers usually sat in back.


  Lieutenant Lewis smiled. He had a round face and big dark eyes that made him appear dreamy. “I can see that you can’t quite figure this thing out,” he said in a slow friendly voice. “You might as well start getting used to first-class treatment. From here on out you’re gonna be living high off the hog, Sergeant.”


  “How come?”


  “Nobody’s told you?”


  “Are you talking about the DSC I’m supposed to get?”


  “Forget about that DSC,” Lieutenant Lewis said. “You’re up for the Congressional Medal of Honor now.”


  Butsko blinked. “The Congressional Medal of Honor!”


  “That’s right. You’re a hero and the sooner you get that through your head, the better off you’ll be.”


  “I think I’d better sit down.”


  Lieutenant Lewis pointed to the front seat. “Help yourself.”


  Butsko wheezed as he climbed into the front seat, turned around, and sat down. He stared at the wind sock on top of a building. The sky was blue and clear. What in hell’s going on here? Butsko thought.


  Lieutenant Lewis took a step closer to him. “Listen Sergeant,” he said. “The Congressional Medal of Honor is the highest award that this country gives out. Everybody’s going to be looking closely at you from now on. You’re not just another dogface anymore. We’re in the middle of a war and the country needs heros, people it can look up to and be proud of. I hope you don’t let them down by getting drunk and fucking up. I’ve seen your records. I know all about you. You’re a brave man on the battlefield, but you fuck up everyplace else. I know about the guy you killed in a bar in Australia. I know about the times you were arrested in Honolulu. I know you’ve been busted up and down the ranks so many times you must think you’re a bouncing ball, but from now on you’re gonna have to play it straight, because your country is watching you.”


  


  “Can I have a smoke?”


  “I think we’re far enough away from the plane for that.”


  Butsko took out a Camel and lit it with his trusty old Zippo. He inhaled deeply, held the smoke in his lungs, and blew it out the side of his mouth.


  “What’s gonna happen now?” he asked.


  “What d’ya mean?”


  “Where’m I gonna go? What’m I gonna do?”


  “Right now you’re gonna go to the BOQ. That’s where you’ll live while we process you and make arrangements. Then you’ll go Stateside, where you’ll receive your Congressional Medal of Honor in a ceremony at the White House.”


  “The White House?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Hey,” Butsko said, “I don’t think I can handle all that.”


  “Why not?”


  “I’m not that kind of guy.”


  Lieutenant Lewis took a step closer, and his soft dark eyes became steely. “You’re gonna be that kind of guy, Butsko, and do you wanna know why?”


  “Why?”


  “Because your country needs you and it’s your duty.”


  “I’m no fucking hero.”


  “Your commendation says you are, and if that’s what it says, that’s the way it’s gonna be.”


  “That was just politics. It got pushed through because it’ll make a certain general look good.”


  “I don’t care how it happened,” Lieutenant Lewis said. “All I know is it happened and I’ve got to make the most of it. I just told you that we need heros. Why do you think we need heros? Because heros are good for the morale of the troops and the morale of the folks back home. Heros help war-bond sales and enlistments. Heros make everybody feel good about America. You love your country, don’t you Butsko?”


  “It’s the greatest country in the world,” Butsko said.


  “Do your duty,” Lieutenant Lewis said, “and don’t let your country down.”


  Butsko shrugged. “A lot of other guys deserve a medal more than me.”


  “Maybe so, but your face was on the card that came up. That’s the card we’re gonna play.”


  An ambulance drove past them, on the way to the hospital, and through its dusty wake walked a tall rangy soldier carrying a duffle bag on his shoulder. “I got it,” the soldier said to Lieutenant Lewis.


  “Throw it in back,” Lieutenant Lewis replied.


  The soldier lowered Butsko’s duffle bag onto the jump seat, and Lieutenant Lewis climbed in beside it. The soldier sat behind the wheel of the jeep.


  “To the BOQ,” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  The soldier started up the jeep and shifted into gear. The jeep moved forward, heading for the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters.


  Major General Shunsake Yokozowa was forty-five years old, young for the rank he held. His hair was jet black and close-clipped. He had a square jaw and when he smiled he merely raised his upper lip and showed his teeth. It looked more like a sneer than a smile, but that was the best General Yokozowa could do.


  General Yokozowa hadn’t smiled for a week. His division had been decimated in the big attack, and now he was on his way to see General Adachi. He was sure General Adachi would chew him out. He didn’t look forward to the meeting.


  He was five feet, eight inches tall and lean as a rail, but he’d been leaner. He gained a few pounds during the past few days because his division had captured American supplies and sent them to the rear. He and his men were eating better, but the captured foodstuffs were dwindling and soon starvation would prevail again.


  General Yokozowa’s uniform was tattered but clean. He wore a pair of American combat boots that he’d taken from a dead American soldier, and they fit quite well. They hadn’t been worn much and he had to admit that they were more comfortable than the Japanese boots he’d worn before.


  He passed the tents in the Eighteenth Army headquarters area, and soldiers saluted as he passed by, his samurai sword swinging back and forth. He had a long neck, which made him look something like a turkey, and his nose was long for a Japanese. Actually he wasn’t one hundred percent Japanese. His great-grandfather had been an American naval officer. His great-grandmother had come from a prosperous merchant family. She became pregnant out of wedlock. The American naval officer had departed without marrying her. General Yokozowa’s grandfather was born a bastard, which meant that General Yokozowa’s blood had been tainted with foul American blood.


  Nobody on New Guinea knew that except General Yokozowa himself. Few people in Japan knew it, but General Yokozowa felt disgraced anyway. That’s why he tried so hard, and had won so many medals. That’s why he’d earned such a high rank, although he was relatively young.


  He marched toward General Adachi’s tent and wondered if he’d still have his rank when he left it. He thought he might be demoted, or asked to commit hara-kiri. He’d commit hara-kiri in a minute, if asked. He was perfectly willing to take full responsibility for his division’s failure to achieve its objectives during the big attack. The only reason he hadn’t committed hara-kiri so far was that he’d been busy retreating, fighting for his life, and reorganizing his command. He literally hadn’t had time to commit hara-kiri. He hadn’t even been sleeping much.


  He entered General Adachi’s main command post tent and saw many soldiers and officers sitting behind desks. An entire row of soldiers sat at a long desk before communications equipment. Lieutenant Ono arose behind his desk.


  “General Yokozowa, sir?”


  General Yokozowa turned to him. “Yes?”


  “I believe you’re early for your meeting.”


  General Yokozowa looked at his watch. “By ten minutes.”


  “Have a seat, sir. I’ll see if the general’s available.”


  The beaver-cheeked young lieutenant walked down a tarpaulin passageway, and General Yokozowa looked at the jungle over the heads of the soldiers sitting behind the radios. The walls of the tent were rolled up and General Yokozowa could see other tents and the thick jungle full of trees, bushes, and extraordinary ferns. A camouflage netting covered the headquarters area but the sun shone through anyway, making the foliage glow emerald.


  What a beautiful scene, General Yokozowa thought, but so hot.


  His armpits were sweaty and his crotch itched although he’d bathed in a stream only an hour ago. At least he didn’t stink. He wouldn’t dare go before General Adachi without bathing first. That would be a terrible insult.


  Lieutenant Ono returned. “He’ll see you now, sir. Please follow me.”


  Lieutenant Ono led him down the tarpaulin corridor that connected many tents. Lieutenant Ono took a left and a right, then pointed to a tent flap ahead.


  “That’s General Adachi’s office, sir. You may go right in.”


  “Thank you.”


  General Yokozowa strode forward and pushed aside the tent flap. He entered General Adachi’s office and saw the renowned commander seated behind his desk. General Yokozowa marched to the desk and saluted smartly.


  “General Yokozowa reporting, sir!”


  General Adachi looked him over coldly. “Have a seat.”


  General Yokozowa sat on one of the collapsible wooden chairs. He hadn’t liked the tone of General Adachi’s voice and figured General Adachi was mad at him, but in fact General Adachi wasn’t mad at him. General Adachi’s ulcers were bothering him, that’s all. His ulcers tended to put him in a rotten frame of mind.


  “Good afternoon, General,” General Adachi said.


  “Good afternoon, sir.”


  “How are you?”


  “I’m very disappointed with the results of the attack,” General Yokozowa said. “If you want my resignation, I’ll give it to you right now.”


  General Adachi raised his right hand and waved his forefinger from side to side in the air. “No no no,” he said. “It’s not your fault that the attack failed. Don’t blame yourself.”


  “A commander must take responsibility for failure, sir.”


  “Don’t be so hard on yourself. If I thought like you I would’ve killed myself long ago, but to blame ourselves is to cloud our minds with sloppy thinking. The attack failed because the Americans have more men and supplies than we. We’re cut off from our own sources of supply, through no fault of our own. Japan is a small country, and America is a giant. Still, we must persevere. Victory still can be ours, because Japanese spirit is something truly awesome.”


  “Truly,” General Yokozowa agreed, although he knew a part of him was polluted with cowardly American blood.


  “How are your men faring?” General Adachi asked.


  “Much better since we’ve captured substantial American supplies. My men haven’t eaten this well for months, but the food can’t last much longer.”


  “Has anything been heard from Lieutenant Akiyama?”


  “He’s still missing in action, sir.”


  


  “That is most unfortunate.”


  “A fine young man,” General Yokozowa said.


  “Perhaps you should have kept him at your headquarters.”


  “He insisted on serving at the front, and one doesn’t say no to a cousin of the Emperor.”


  “Of course not, but there have been inquiries about him. As soon as you have information, I hope you’ll relay it to my headquarters.”


  “Of course, sir, but it’s unlikely that he’s still alive. I regret having to say that, but most of my soldiers who were trapped behind enemy lines have returned, and the rest haven’t been heard from for two days. They probably were killed in action.”


  General Adachi sighed as he opened his gold cigarette case. “Care for one?”


  General Yokozowa leaned forward and held out his fingers. “Thank you sir.”


  Both generals lit their cigarettes. Blue clouds of smoke gathered above their heads. A truck passed by outside.


  “Come with me to the map table,” General Adachi said.


  “Yes sir.”


  Both generals stood and walked to the map table. They puffed cigarettes and looked down at it. General Yokozowa hadn’t seen a map of the entire front since the meeting before the big attack, and he saw instantly that the lines were now pretty much the same as they’d been before the attack.


  “I’ve reached an important conclusion during the past few days,” General Adachi said. “I’ve decided that our situation in this area is not as hopeless as I’d thought when I first learned that our offensive failed. I realized that I still had many options left, and that the Americans have been shaken badly by the attack, although they stopped us.”


  “I’m sure their casualties were quite high, sir,” General Yokozowa said. “I myself counted huge numbers of dead Americans, and we have many prisoners also.”


  “My point exactly. Although we’re weak, so are the Americans. I believe that a strong blow, delivered in the appropriate place, could cause the American line to collapse. Do you agree?”


  “Depends where the blow is delivered.”


  General Adachi pointed to the village of Afua on the Driniumor River near the foothills of the Torricelli Mountains. “Here.”


  


  General Yokozowa leaned over the map. “Their southern flank, sir?”


  “I think an attack there could roll that flank back and cause their main line of resistance to collapse.”


  “If that happened, they’d fall back to their airfields.”


  “If we pursued them like hounds, we could drive them into the sea.”


  General Yokozowa looked down at the map and nodded. “That could very well happen, sir.”


  “Could your division do it?”


  General Yokozowa furrowed his brow. His division was down to eighteen hundred combat effectives out of the approximately six thousand he’d had when the Eighteenth Army originally was formed. All were armed with Japanese weapons or captured American weapons. He had no artillery, but American bazookas had been captured along with American hand grenades. His men were fairly well nourished for a change.


  “It’s possible, sir.”


  “How soon can you attack?”


  “It will take three days to move all my men south to Afua.”


  “Can you do it in two days?”


  “I’ll try.”


  “I didn’t ask whether you’ll try. I know you’ll try. I asked if you can do it.”


  General Yokozowa thought for a few moments. “I’ll do it,” he said.


  “Excellent,” General Adachi said. He turned toward General Yokozowa and looked him in the eye. “General Yokozowa,” he said, “the Eighteenth Army has suffered terrible reversals on this godforsaken island. You know this as well as I, since you have been with the Eighteenth Army since it first was formed nearly two years ago. We’re on our last legs now. This is our last chance. Everything depends on your attack. If it succeeds, we can win a great victory for the Emperor. If it fails, the Eighteenth Army will be finished. The Eighteenth Army cannot survive a period of inaction. We haven’t sufficient supplies for that. All we can do is fight for our lives and hope to capture more supplies, so that we can continue to attack. Everything depends on the success of your assault. Exhort your men to fight hard for their Emperor. Tell them death is preferable to the dishonor of defeat. Tell them that their ancestors are watching them. Tell them anything, as long as you roll back the American flank. Those are your orders. Do you understand them?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Do you have any questions?”


  “No sir.”


  “Carry out your orders.”


  “Yes sir.”


  General Yokozowa took a step backward and saluted smartly, then performed an about-face and marched out of the office. General Adachi waited until he was gone, then clutched his guts and bent over, dots of perspiration on his forehead, because the pain of his ulcers was so severe.


  Butsko sat on his bunk in his private room in the Bachelor Officers’ Quarters. He smoked a cigarette and looked out the window at a close-clipped green lawn inclining toward the sidewalk. He felt creepy, surrounded by so many officers. They were all clean and manicured, like the lawn outside. Their faces were smooth and their hands small and soft. They were the officers who worked in offices. Their knowledge of war came from the books they read and the communiqués that were broadcast from the front.


  Butsko felt strange in the room. It was quiet, clean, safe, and far from the front lines. He thought of his platoon sleeping in the jungle, being eaten alive by insects, with filth everywhere and death behind every bush. He thought his proper place was with them, although he hated the front lines. He felt he wasn’t holding up his end, like a slacker or a draft dodger.


  There was a knock on the door.


  “Come in!” Butsko said.


  The door opened and Lieutenant Lewis walked in. “How’re you doing, Sergeant?”


  “I hate this fucking place.”


  “You hate this fucking place?” Lieutenant Lewis asked, an expression of dismay on his face. “What’s wrong with it?”


  “I don’t like to be around so many officers. Don’t you have a room for me someplace in a barracks?”


  “Afraid not. This is where we want you.”


  “How come?”


  “Because we don’t want you to be anyplace where you might get into trouble. We need you intact and clean. I told you why before.”


  “What’m I supposed to do—just sit here?”


  “No, you can go out if you want—after normal duty hours.”


  “Can I go to town?”


  “Somebody’ll have to go with you.”


  “Who?”


  “Me.”


  “You!”


  “What’s the matter—don’t you like me, Sergeant?”


  “Sure, I like you. But I don’t need a baby-sitter. I’m a grown man. I can get along on my own.”


  Lieutenant Lewis grinned. “You’re a star now, just like Rita Hayworth and John Wayne. You can’t go around on your own anymore.”


  “Bool-shit!” roared Butsko. “What is this—the fucking stockade!”


  “I told you the score when we were at Clark Field. We can’t let you get into any trouble. Your country needs you.”


  “I understand that part. I just don’t understand why I need a baby-sitter.”


  “To make sure you don’t get into any trouble.”


  “I won’t get into any trouble.”


  “That’s what every soldier says when he boards the bus that goes to Honolulu, and every weekend about fifty of them wind up in civilian jail or the stockade. Come on, Sergeant—you know what I’m talking about. It’s happened to you a few times. Do I have to remind you of what you did in that bar in Brisbane?”


  Butsko snorted. He puffed his cigarette and his eyes clouded over. The corners of his mouth turned down. He looked like an ugly little boy pouting because his mother wouldn’t give him any more cookies.


  “Listen,” Butsko said, “my wife lives in Honolulu. I’d like to go see her.”


  “I thought you didn’t get along with your wife.”


  “How do you know I don’t get along with my wife?”


  “Because last time you went to see her you beat up some of her house guests and wound up in the Honolulu City Jail. It’s all in your records. Do you think I haven’t read your records?”


  


  “I wanna see my wife,” Butsko said.


  Lieutenant Lewis threw up his hands and smiled. “Fine. We’ll go see your wife.”


  “You have to come with me?”


  “That’s right.”


  “When I fuck her, do you have to be in the same room?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Where you gonna be?”


  “If it’s nighttime I’ll sleep on the sofa. If you don’t have a sofa, I’ll sleep on the floor. I don’t give a shit either way.”


  Butsko narrowed his eyes as he looked Lieutenant Lewis up and down. “You’re really gonna be with me all the time?”


  “That’s right. But it’s not as bad you might think. We’ll have a car and a driver at your disposal too. You don’t have to take any civilian transportation.”


  “No shit!” Butsko said.


  “No shit.”


  Butsko dropped his cigarette butt into the ash can and stood up. “Well what are we waiting for? Send for that fucking car!”


  “You sure you want do to this?” Lieutenant Lewis asked.


  “I’m sure I want to do it.”


  “You know that you might have a problem if you see your wife?”


  “I don’t give a shit. I wanna see how she’s spending my allotment.”


  Lieutenant Lewis walked toward Butsko and stopped six inches in front of him. He looked up at Butsko’s face and said: “I don’t want any trouble from you.”


  “You worry too much. Just go get the fucking car and relax. Nothing’s gonna happen. I’m a star now and I can’t afford to let anything happen, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Go get the car while I put on my Class As.”


  Lieutenant Lewis left the room. Butsko opened the door to his closet and took out his Class A uniform.


  


  


  EIGHT . . .


  The GIs finished digging holes and laying concertina wire. They’d dug latrines and built machine-gun nests. Now it was four o’clock in the afternoon and they lay around on the ground, their chests heaving every time they breathed, and they didn’t think they could get up even if their lives depended upon it.


  “Mail call!”


  The GIs jerked their heads around and saw Private Milton Goldsboro walking toward them, carrying a sack of mail. They jumped to their feet and rushed toward him, circling around him, waving their hands in the air.


  “Anything for me, Milty boy?” asked Frankie La Barbara.


  “How about me?” asked the Reverend Billie Jones.


  “Anything for Yabalonka?” asked Yabalonka.


  “At ease!” shouted Private Goldsboro, dropping his mailbag onto the ground. He opened it and pulled out a package. “At ease!”


  “Who’s the package for?” asked Frankie La Barbara, sidling up to Private Goldsboro, trying to read it over his shoulder.


  Private Goldsboro pulled the package away from Frankie’s eyes. “I said at ease—you fucking animals!” He held the package behind his back and looked down his long thin nose at the men from the recon platoon, enjoying the power he held over them. “I’m not passing out any mail until you guys settle down!”


  “Fuck you,” said Frankie La Barbara, kicking Private Goldsboro’s legs out from underneath him. Private Goldsboro fell to the ground and Frankie yanked the package out of his hands. Private McGurk upended the mailbag and the men dived on top of the packages and letters spilling onto the ground.


  “At ease!” yelled private Goldsboro, climbing to his feet. “Get away from that mail! This is a court-martial offense! I’ll report all you fucking guys!”


  He tried to push his way through the throng of men surrounding the mail, but it was like pushing lions away from a side of beef. Even Sergeant Bannon was in there, elbowing and clawing like the rest of them. Private Goldsboro looked around, hoping Lieutenant Breckenridge was in the vicinity, but didn’t see him anywhere.


  Private Goldsboro sighed. He was the Headquarters Company mail clerk and he knew he should’ve expected this when he approached the recon platoon. Everybody complained about the recon platoon and how it was out of control most of the time. Most GIs were afraid to go near the recon platoon. The recon platoon was the closest thing to lawlessness that you could find in the Army, but Colonel Hutchins always protected them from courts-martial. For some weird reason they were his fair-haired boys.


  The men fought over their mail and ran off with their letters and packages. When the dust cleared, Private Goldsboro saw his empty mailbag lying on the ground. Groaning, shaking his head in disapproval, he picked it up and slung it over his shoulder, walking away.


  Frankie La Barbara held a package under his arm like a football and ran to a tree, dropping to his knees next to its wide trunk, glancing at the return address and seeing that it was from his wife, Francesca. He tore into the package, throwing bits of paper and cardboard over his shoulder. Finally he could see what was inside. The item on top was a length of pepperoni wrapped in wax paper, and with a scream of joy, Frankie ripped off the paper and stuffed four inches of pepperoni into his mouth, clamping down with his teeth, and biting it off.


  He closed his eyes and chewed. The spicy taste brought him back to Little Italy in New York City. He saw the narrow streets and the crumbling tenement buildings five stories high. He heard the old ladies in black dresses talking in doorways, and he smelled the spaghetti sauce cooking on a thousand stoves.


  Frankie sat on the ground, his jaws still working on the hot pepperoni. He looked into the package and took out a cake wrapped in numerous layers of wax paper. Below the cake was some torrone candy. Underneath that was a box of White Owl cigars. At the bottom was a letter from his wife Francesca.


  He scanned through the letter. Francesca said she was all right. She still was working in the factory that made Army uniforms. She said she missed him. She hoped he was all right. She prayed for him every night.


  Good old Francesca, Frankie thought. She’s an okay Italian girl. Frankie knew he’d never have to worry about Francesca cheating on him, because she was in church all the time. She believed a bolt of lightning would come down from heaven and burn her to a crisp if she ever committed adultery.


  “Hey—anybody want some of this!” Frankie shouted.


  He looked around and watched the men eating what their wives, mothers, and sisters sent them, sharing what they had with the men who didn’t receive anything. The soldiers whose family and friends hadn’t remembered them, or who didn’t have any family and friends, or whose packages hadn’t arrived through the glut of military mail, hopped from package to package, taking a cookie here, a slice of salami there, a piece of candy from the next one. The men always shared everything at mail call, and the food didn’t last long. Frankie managed to eat half of his pepperoni, a chunk of chocolate cake, and a bit of candy before everything was gone. He also managed to grab a handful of the cigars.


  He leaned against the trunk of the tree and lit up one of the cigars. Puffing thick clouds of smoke into the air, he held up the letter so he could read it again.


  On the other side of the clearing, Bannon had two packages and two letters. One had been sent by his old girlfriend Ginger, from his hometown in Pecos, Texas, and the other was from the female to whom he was presently engaged, Priscilla Gladley, kid sister of his old buddy, Private Homer Gladley, who’d been killed in action on bloody Bougainville.


  Bannon was surprised to have received the package and letter from Ginger. Last thing he’d heard she was getting married to somebody else. He read her letter and found out to his astonishment that she’d broken her engagement. She said she’d realized finally that the person she loved the most was none other than Bannon. She said she missed him very much and was sorry that she’d got mixed up with the other cowboy.


  Bannon was confused by her letter. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to believe her again. But she was one beautiful bitch. She screamed and scratched his back whenever he screwed her, and she used to do the naughtiest oral things. Bannon got a hard-on just thinking about them. He folded her letter, put it away, and opened the letter sent by Priscilla Gladley.


  It was a very different kind of letter. It was full of innocence, optimism, and down-home farmland decency. Ginger was a waitress who occasionally got singing jobs with country music bands, but Priscilla was the country in all its wholesomeness. Ginger sang in honky-tonk saloons about country life, but Priscilla lived the real country life in the great state of Nebraska. When Bannon thought of Ginger he thought of blowjobs in hotel rooms, but when he thought of Priscilla he felt clean and pure, and his heart swelled with pride.


  On the other side of the clearing, Private Yabalonka chomped a length of kielbasa and read a letter from his kid brother in San Francisco. His kid brother was seventeen years old and said he wanted to join the Marines because he felt like a coward, hanging around the house and going to school when a war was on.


  Yabalonka reached into his pack and looked for paper and an envelope. He found the paper but didn’t have any more envelopes. The paper was filthy and wrinkled but he had to write his kid brother immediately and tell him not to do it. He lay the paper on his helmet and wrote frantically.


  The GIs heard somebody coming toward them through the jungle. They looked up and saw Lieutenant Breckenridge enter the clearing, his Thompson submachine gun slung barrel down over his shoulder. His helmet was on the back of his head and he didn’t look very happy.


  “We’re going out on patrol tonight,” he said. “Anybody volunteer?”


  Nobody said a word. Frankie tried to hide behind a bush.


  “Bannon, Yabalonka, Worthington, Jones, McGurk, and you too Frankie—you all just volunteered,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. He looked around and saw the packages and letters. “Did I get any mail?”


  


  Private Worthington tossed him a package. “It was opened by mistake,” he said.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge caught the package and held it in the air. The top had been torn open and a cake inside had been ripped apart. It looked like less than half was left. Lieutenant Breckenridge groaned. He felt an overwhelming hatred for the men in his platoon. Now he understood why Butsko used to complain about them so much. Butsko threatened to transfer away, but somehow never got around to it.


  I wonder if I should get around to it, Lieutenant Breckenridge wondered as he sat on the ground and groped through the shattered cake for the letter from his mother.


  The 1939 Chevrolet was a four-door sedan painted o.d. green. Lieutenant Lewis sat on a pillow behind the wheel and looked over the long front hood as he drove the vehicle over a road in the middle of the Army post.


  Butsko sat beside him, smoking a cigarette. It was nearly five o’clock in the afternoon and numerous Army personnel of all types walked the sidewalks because the big central PX was just down the road. Butsko looked at the nurses in their khaki skirts and thought of his current girlfriend, Lieutenant Frannie Divers, back on New Guinea not far from the front lines. They’d said good-bye last night and now he was in Hawaii, far from the Japanese Eighteenth Army. It was difficult for him to adjust to the fact that a person could change his environment so quickly.


  Now Butsko was on his way to Honolulu and he couldn’t wait to hit the gin mills. He’d lied about wanting to see his wife because he knew Lieutenant Lewis couldn’t deny him a meeting with Dolly, but what he really wanted was to get drunk and raise hell. He couldn’t wait to cut loose from military horseshit for a while.


  Butsko thought that a meeting with Dolly would be catastrophic. They’d get into an argument, he’d punch her in the mouth, and somebody would call the cops. He’d be in jail before he knew what happened. No, there was no point in seeing Dolly. She was probably screwing somebody else anyway.


  The car neared the big PX and Butsko found himself staring at a tall husky soldier who walked with a rolling gait. The soldier’s back was to Butsko, and Butsko thought: No, it couldn’t be. The car came abreast of the soldier and passed him. Butsko looked back and his eyes bugged out of his head.


  “Stop this car!” he shouted.


  “What’s the matter!” replied Lieutenant Lewis in alarm.


  “I said stop the car!”


  Butsko opened the door and Lieutenant Lewis hit the brakes. The car slowed down and Butsko jumped out before it stopped. Butsko ran, favoring his injured leg, toward the tall soldier, and the soldier stopped in his tracks, his jaw hanging open.


  “Shaw—you son of a bitch!” Butsko hollared, attracting the attention of everybody in the vicinity. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  Private First Class Tommy Shaw, who’d been with the recon platoon when it first hit the beach on Guadalcanal, was unable to speak. His old platoon sergeant was running toward him on the sidewalk. He hadn’t seen Butsko since bloody goddamned Bougainville.


  Butsko walked up to Shaw and punched him on the shoulder. “How’re you doing, scumbag?”


  Shaw recovered his presence of mind. He realized he wasn’t hallucinating, and that Butsko was indeed standing in front of him. “I’m doing okay,” he said. “What’s going on with you?”


  “Not a helluva lot. What’re you doing here?”


  “I’m on my way back to the war. What’re you doing here?”


  “I’m on my way back to the States. How do you feel?”


  “Okay. I noticed you limping. You all right?”


  “Yeah, I’m all right. Where you going right now?”


  “To the PX to have a beer.”


  “Why don’tcha come into town with me. Maybe we can get all fucked up.”


  “I don’t have a pass.”


  “I’ll take care of that.”


  “How’re you gonna take care of that?”


  “Because I’m a fucking star, that’s how. C’mon.”


  “C’mon where?”


  “Follow me and don’t worry about a thing.” Butsko limped back to the car and opened the door to the back seat. “Get in here,” he said.


  “Where’d you get the car?”


  Butsko bared his teeth. “Will you stop asking so many fucking stupid questions!”


  Shaw bent low and got into the rear of the Chevrolet. He was six feet, two inches tall so he really had to get down. Before the war he’d been a professional boxer in the heavyweight division. He’d fought many times in Madison Square Garden in New York City and had been a ranked contender with a manager, a trainer, and a cut man, not to mention a stable of pretty girls representing all races, colors, and creeds.


  Butsko closed the rear door, then slid into the front seat. “He’s coming with us,” he said to Lieutenant Lewis.


  “Does he have a pass?” Lieutenant Lewis asked.


  “Yeah.”


  Lieutenant Lewis turned to face Pfc. Shaw, and Shaw was astonished to see the lieutenant’s bar on his collar. Shaw wondered where Butsko got the car and why an officer was driving him around.


  “Where’s your pass, soldier?” Lieutenant Lewis asked.


  “I . . . ah . . .”


  “Well where is it!”


  Butsko looked at Lieutenant Lewis. “Hey—whataya talking to him that way for! He’s a friend of mine! He was in my old platoon! We was on Guadalcanal together!”


  “That’s all very well and good,” Lieutenant Lewis said, “but where’s his pass?”


  Somebody knocked on the door next to Lieutenant Lewis. Lieutenant Lewis turned around and saw an MP looking through the window.


  “You can’t park here, sir,” the MP said.


  “Right,” said Lieutenant Lewis.


  Lieutenant Lewis shifted into first and drove away from the curb. The traffic was heavy near the PX and he had to pay attention. He was getting rattled. He drove into the street and pressed the accelerator, wondering how he got into such a mess. He was tired of playing nursemaid to guys like Butsko, and bowing and scraping before the brass. Before the war he’d worked for a big public relations agency in Chicago. He’d been in the big time, but now he was just another lieutenant who had to put up with a lot of shit.


  “I can’t take that man into town if he doesn’t have a pass,” he said to Butsko.


  “Why the fuck not?” Butsko asked.


  “Because he hasn’t got a pass.”


  “Write him one.”


  “I don’t have any blank passes with me.”


  


  “Get some.”


  “I’ll have to drive back to my office.”


  “We don’t have time for that. We’ll go into town without the pass for Shaw.”


  “But he can’t leave the post without a pass!”


  “He can leave the post if he’s on official duty, and he’s on official duty, isn’t he?”


  “No, he’s not!”


  “You’re an officer with the Public Information Office,” Butsko said. “If you say he’s on official business, he’s on official business.”


  “I couldn’t do that!”


  “Why couldn’t you?”


  “Because it’s wrong!”


  “What’s wrong about it?”


  “He’s not on any official business!”


  “Says who?”


  “Says me.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he’s not on official business!”


  “What if I said I needed him? Wouldn’t that make it official business?”


  Lieutenant Lewis thought that one over. “What do you need him for?”


  “What d’you care? I need him and that’s all there is to it. If I can’t take him into town with me, I’ll make so much trouble for you you’ll wish you was dead. When that general comes around to pin that fucking piece of tin on me, I’ll spit in his fucking face!”


  Lieutenant Lewis went pale behind the wheel. “You wouldn’t do that!”


  “Oh yes I would. I’m a crazy son of a bitch. You read my records. You know what I’m like. I killed a guy in a bar in Australia once.”


  Shaw leaned forward in the back seat. “That’s right—he did. I know because I was there.”


  Lieutenant Lewis glanced at Butsko. “If you make trouble, it’ll be terrible for the Army.”


  “Fuck the Army,” Butsko replied.


  “It’ll be terrible for the people on the home front too.”


  “Fuck the people on the home front too.”


  Lieutenant Lewis didn’t know what to say. For the past year and a half he’d been dealing with men like Butsko who were up for decorations, and some of them had been pretty bad, but none as bad as this.


  “I’ll make a deal with you,” Lieutenant Lewis said to Butsko. “We’ll take him into town with us, provided you cooperate with me fully.”


  “It’s a deal,” Butsko said.


  “You sure?”


  Shaw leaned forward in the back seat again. “When Sergeant Butsko says something, you can build a house on it.”


  “I don’t want a house,” Lieutenant Lewis replied. “I just want cooperation.”


  “You got it,” Butsko said.


  “Good,” Lieutenant Lewis told him. “I’m glad we understand each other.”


  “We sure do understand each other,” Butsko said, “but do you know who this man is in the back seat?”


  “Who is he?” Lieutenant Lewis said, making a right turn down a road lined with two-story barracks.


  “You really don’t know?”


  “I told you I don’t know.”


  “Have you ever heard of Terrible Tommy Shaw.”


  “Who?”


  “Terrible Tommy Shaw.”


  “Terrible Tommy Shaw?”


  “I think there’s an echo inside this car.”


  “I don’t believe I ever heard of anybody named Terrible Tommy Shaw,” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  “What! You never heard of Terrible Tommy Shaw!”


  “I’m afraid I haven’t.”


  “You mustn’t follow boxing.”


  “I know who Joe Louis is.”


  “Well sitting right there in the back seat is Terrible Tommy Shaw, the guy who was going to kick Joe Louis’s ass!”


  Lieutenant Lewis smiled indulgently. “No kidding.”


  Butsko scowled. “You don’t believe me, do you?”


  “Yes, I believe you.”


  “No you don’t.” Butsko turned toward Shaw in the back seat. “Tell him your record.”


  “Thirty wins,” Shaw said, “twenty-five by knockout, with only one draw.”


  Butsko smacked Lieutenant Lewis on the shoulder. “You see? They didn’t call him Terrible Tommy Shaw for nothing!”


  “How many fights did you lose?” Lieutenant Lewis asked over his shoulder.


  “Five,” replied Shaw.


  Lieutenant Lewis didn’t say anything else. Shaw knew what Lieutenant Lewis was thinking: that Shaw was just another fucked-up bullshit artist, a pug who was everybody’s punching bag. But Shaw really had been a top contender, he hadn’t exaggerated his record, and he’d been rated among the top ten heavyweights in the world by Ring magazine, “the Bible of Boxing.” Shaw had won his last fifteen fights in a row. His manager promised him a shot at the title within a year, but then the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor and Shaw found himself in uniform like all the other able-bodied men who didn’t have friends in high places.


  The gatehouse was straight ahead. Lieutenant Lewis hit the brakes and the Chevrolet slowed down. The MP leaned out the window of the gatehouse. Lieutenant Lewis handed the MP a piece of paper. The MP read it and gave it back.


  “What about the other people in the car, sir?”


  “They’re with me.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The MP saluted, then motioned with his hand for Lieutenant Lewis to drive past the gatehouse. Lieutenant Lewis let up the clutch and pressed the gas pedal. The Chevrolet accelerated away from the gatehouse, heading for Honolulu.


  The sun hung like a big orange ball of fire above the treetops. Lieutenant Breckenridge sat in his foxhole and studied his map. Private Worthington, his runner, looked over his shoulder.


  “Where we going?” Private Worthington asked.


  “To the south.” Lieutenant Breckenridge pointed to the part of his map that showed the region between the village of Afua and the foothills of the Torricelli Mountains.


  “What’s there?”


  “That’s what the patrol’s supposed to find out. Get your gear together and stop asking so many questions. You’re as bad as the other guys in this platoon.”


  Worthington scowled as he checked the walkie-talkie radio and his M 1 rifle. He was the only man on the patrol who’d carry an M 1 rifle because he was a sharpshooter. Before the war he’d hunted big game in Africa.


  


  Before the war he’d also played football against Lieutenant Breckenridge. Worthington had gone to Georgia Tech for awhile, and Lieutenant Breckenridge played for the University of Virginia. They’d been on the same social level more or less, but now Lieutenant Breckenridge talked to Worthington as if he was Lieutenant Breckenridge’s servant.


  I really should become an officer myself, he thought. I should be giving orders instead of taking them.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge stood and took a deep breath. He took off his helmet, scratched his head, and put it back on again.


  “Everybody who’s going on the patrol—let’s saddle up!”


  The men groaned and muttered. They picked up their cartridge belts and slung their submachine guns over their shoulders. Lieutenant Breckenridge took out his compass and stood so that the North arrow pointed at his chest. He looked ahead, and that was south, where the patrol was supposed to go. Dropping the compass into his shirt pocket, he slung his submachine gun over his shoulder.


  “Let’s go!” he said. “Line up over here!”


  They shuffled toward him and made a straight line. The other men in the recon platoon who weren’t going on the patrol looked at them and gave thanks that they didn’t have to go. Lieutenant Breckenridge felt bad about selecting the same men for this patrol as were selected for the one that tracked down the Jap raiding party, but these were his best men and he always wanted to take his best with him on patrols.


  “We all set?” he asked.


  Nobody said anything.


  “McGurk—take the point!”


  McGurk ran forward, then slowed down and hunched into the jungle.


  “The rest of you—move it out!” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  The men shuffled after McGurk. Lieutenant Breckenridge watched them go, then fell in behind them, bringing up the rear.


  The patrol from the recon platoon disappeared into the jungle, and every man on the patrol wondered if this time he’d be the one who’d be carried back on the shoulders of one of his buddies.


  ***


  


  Night came to Honolulu, and neon lights flashed brilliantly in a honky-tonk downtown area. Lieutenant Lewis sat behind the wheel of the Chevrolet and saw servicemen of all types on the sidewalks. Some wore military uniforms and others wore civilian clothes with colorful Hawaiian shirts, but Lieutenant Lewis could see that all of them were servicemen from the way they walked and had their hair cut. Not many young healthy men were civilians now that the war was on.


  A billboard advertised Lucky Strike cigarettes. It showed a farmer wearing a wide-brimmed hat holding up a broad tobacco leaf. “Man, that’s fine tobacco,” the headline said. In the lower left hand corner of the billboard a picture of a Minuteman had been painted, and next to it was the exhortation:


  
    FOR VICTORY


    BUY


    UNITED


    STATES


    WAR


    BONDS


    AND


    STAMPS

  


  Across the street was another billboard, this one selling WILDROOT CREAM OIL FORMULA, and it asked the question: Can your scalp pass the Fingernail Test?


  Lieutenant Lewis saw servicemen entering and leaving the saloons that lined the street. Some were drunk already and others rushed into the saloons to get drunk as fast as they could. Lieutenant Lewis never had been to this part of town before, but he’d heard about it. It was the waterfront district where the whorehouses and gambling joints were. Soldiers came here to spend their money and have a good time.


  He saw penny arcades and shooting galleries. Women stood in doorways smoking cigarettes and trying to appear sexy. Chinese men in white suits and Panama hats slunk through the alleys. Lieutenant Lewis knew that big brawls sometimes took place in this area, and occasionally servicemen were found with their throats cut.


  “Park anywhere around here,” Butsko said to Lieutenant Lewis.


  “Around here?” Lieutenant Lewis asked, horrified.


  


  “That’s right.”


  “Your wife lives around here?”


  Butsko turned to him. “Who said she lives around here?”


  “I thought we were going to see your wife.”


  “We are.”


  “Then what are we doing here if she doesn’t live here?”


  “Because we need a drink.”


  “I don’t need a drink.”


  “Then you can stay in the car, but Shaw and I need a drink, right Shaw?”


  “That’s right,” Shaw said in the back seat.


  Lieutenant Lewis shook his head slowy. “I don’t know if this is a good idea.”


  “Listen,” Butsko said, “if I can’t have a little drink, you can take that medal and shove it up your ass.”


  “This is a bad place to have a drink,” Lieutenant Lewis said. “Anything can happen in this part of town.”


  “Don’t worry so much. Nothing’s gonna happen. If you’re scared, you can wait in the car.”


  “I’m not waiting in the car. I’m supposed to keep my eyes on you.”


  “Find a place to park and let’s go. I’m thirsty. Are you thirsty too, Shaw?”


  “Yeah.”


  Lieutenant Lewis looked on both sides of the street but couldn’t see any places to park the car. He didn’t like being in that neighborhood and didn’t like the way Butsko and Shaw were treating him. He was an officer and they were enlisted men, but they were controlling the situation.


  He took a right turn and saw Chinese calligraphy on the neon signs. Chinese restaurants were on the street, and GIs swarmed around on the sidewalks. They crossed the street in front of Lieutenant Lewis’s car and gave him the finger, making his temperature rise.


  “I think we ought to get out of here,” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  “Calm down,” Butsko replied. “We’ll take care of you. Just find a parking spot.”


  Shaw pointed straight ahead. “Somebody’s pulling out over there!”


  A big black Buick was rolling into the middle of the street. A Hawaiian man in a zoot suit sat behind the wheel, and Lieutenant Lewis steered into the parking spot. He backed up, cut the wheels, moved forward, pulled up the emergency brake, and turned off the engine.


  Butsko opened the door and put his big foot on the sidewalk.


  “Wait a minute!” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  Butsko turned around. “What’s the problem?”


  “I think we ought to have a little talk.”


  “About what?”


  “About what’s gonna happen from now on.”


  “What’s gonna happen from now on?” Butsko asked.


  “We’re all gonna behave ourselves. We’re gonna stay out of trouble. We’ll have a drink someplace and then we’ll leave to see your wife, right?”


  “Right.”


  “We don’t want to get to where she lives too late, right?”


  “Right,” Butsko said.


  Lieutenant Lewis turned to Shaw in the back seat. “You understand what I just said?”


  “Sure,” replied Shaw. “What’s to understand?”


  “Just wait a minute,” Lieutenant Lewis said. “I’ve got to do a few things.”


  Shaw got out of the car and stood next to Butsko. They winked at each other. Meanwhile, inside the car, Lieutenant Lewis removed the lieutenant’s bars from his collar and replaced them with the crossed rifles badge of the Infantry. He exchanged his cunt cap, decorated with officers’ gold braid, with a cap decorated with blue braid, the color of the infantry. He got out of the car and locked his door.


  “Let’s not go too far from here,” he said.


  “Just around the corner’ll be fine,” Butsko replied. “Looks like you just got demoted.”


  “Officers shouldn’t be seen in this part of town.”


  Butsko and Shaw turned around and walked side by side toward the corner. Lieutenant Lewis followed them and felt like a chump. He was jealous of them because they were so tall and he was so short. He thought God dealt him a shitty hand by making him so short. Tall men didn’t respect short men and most women wanted to go out with men taller than they. His life was a constant struggle to assert himself.


  Chinese ding-dong music played all around them. Neon lights splashed their bright garish colors overhead. Whores winked at them from alleyways, and a drunk stumbled into Butsko, upsetting his balance. Butsko pushed the drunk away and the drunk crashed against a wall. If a plate glass window had been there, the drunk would’ve gone right through it.


  The two GIs rolled their shoulders as they walked side by side, and everybody got out of their way. Their cunt caps were low over their eyes and high up on the backs of their heads. They wore tan, slightly rumpled Class A uniforms with Combat Infantryman Badges over the left pockets of their shirts, and they looked like tough badass old soldiers. They came to the corner and turned left. Stretching before them were saloons and penny arcades.


  “This one okay?” Butsko asked as they approached a saloon called the Deep Six.


  “Why not?” Shaw replied.


  Butsko pushed open the door and stepped inside. A bar was to the right and tables to the left. The lighting was dim and the bartender was a brute with his hair cut short, military style. The bartender had a bullneck and served a highball to a blonde in a tight dress. Butsko sidled next to the blonde and winked at her.


  “Hi,” he said.


  “Hi,” she replied.


  “I’m Butsko.”


  “I’m Bobbie.”


  “Lemme introduce my friends. This is Tommy Shaw, and this is—what’s your name again?”


  “Lewis,” said Lieutenant Lewis.


  “That’s his name,” Butsko said.


  The bartender leaned forward. “What’ll you have?”


  “Three shots and three beers,” Butsko said, “and give the lady here whatever she wants.”


  The bartender walked away, light on his feet for such a big man. Butsko turned to Lewis.


  “I hope you got some money on you.”


  “I have, but I can’t buy drinks here endlessly.”


  “I ain’t been paid yet,” Butsko complained.


  “Me neither,” said Shaw.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Lieutenant Lewis said. “The Army’ll pick up the tab, but not all night long, of course.”


  Shaw raised his eyebrows. “How come the Army’ll pick up the tab?”


  “Because it will,” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  


  “What the hell’s going on here?” Shaw said.


  “Shaddup,” Butsko said. “It’s a military secret.”


  Bobbie perked up her ears. “What’s the military secret?”


  “The size of my dick,” Butsko said.


  “How big is it?” she asked.


  “A foot long.”


  “No!”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  “I’ll show you,” Butsko said.


  He reached down to his fly and undid the top button. The bartender appeared with the shots and the beers. He took one look at Butsko and his eyes bugged out.


  “Hey—you can’t do that here! If you gotta go to the toilet, it’s in back!”


  Butsko flicked the button back into place.


  “Sorry,” he said to the blonde. “The man said I can’t take it out here. It’s too bad, because it’s nice out.”


  “Dollar and a half,” said the bartender.


  Lieutenant Lewis reached into his back pocket, took out his wallet, and pulled out a wad of bills.


  “I’ll hang onto that,” Butsko said, snatching the money out of his hand.


  “What’re you doing!” Lieutenant Lewis said.


  Butsko turned calmly to the bartender. “You said a buck and a half?”


  “That’s what I said,” the bartender replied.


  Butsko threw two one-dollar bills onto the bar. “There you go, big feller.”


  The bartender picked the money off the bar. Butsko pushed the rest of the money into his left front pocket.


  “What’re you doing with that money!” Lieutenant Lewis shouted.


  “Relax,” Butsko replied. “You’re too nervous for your own good, and you’re starting to make me nervous.”


  Shaw grabbed his shot of whiskey. “Here’s to the Army!” he said.


  A drunken Marine on the stool next to him spun around. “Who said that!”


  “I said that!” Shaw declared.


  “Fuck the Army!” the Marine said.


  “Fuck your mother!” Shaw replied.


  


  “What!” screamed the Marine.


  “You heard me.”


  The Marine jumped off the stool and charged like a drunken elephant. Shaw timed him coming in and delivered a sharp uppercut to the bottom of the Marine’s chin. The Marine’s head snapped back and he flew into the air, landing on the bar in front of the bartender. The Marine’s buddy got off his stool and raised his fists, advancing toward Shaw. Butsko sucker-punched him from the side and sent him reeling into a table surrounded by sailors getting drunk.


  The sailors got to their feet and looked around. They saw three more Marines jumping on Butsko and Shaw. Butsko kicked one of them in the balls and Shaw punched another on the nose, flattening it out. Bobbie the blond hooker hit the third over the head with her pocketbook, and inside her pocketbook was a horseshoe that she carried around for good luck.


  Lieutenant Lewis raised the palms of his hands in the air. “Now let’s calm down around here!” he said. “Let’s settle down, men!”


  “Fuck you!” snarled a sailor, crashing a bottle of bourbon over the head of Lieutenant Lewis, whose eyes closed as he fell to his knees on the floor.


  The sailors leapt on top of Butsko and Shaw, and a bunch of Army paratroopers attacked the sailors. A group of marines lurched toward the paratroopers, and soon a full-blown all-out brawl was taking place in the bar.


  A Marine with a broken bottle in his hand ran toward Butsko, and Butsko grabbed his wrist with both hands, spun around, and threw the Marine over his shoulder. The Marine flew through the air and landed on top of two stalwart members of the Army Air Corps, who were rushing forward to get into the fight.


  The bartender jumped on top of the bar and cupped his hands around his mouth. “If you guys don’t settle down—I’m calling the cops!”


  Somebody threw a table at him, and it knocked him off the bar. He fell back against the mirror and the rows of bottles in front of it, splitting the mirror in half, busting the bottles. The bartender fell to the floor, out cold. A soldier leapt over the bar and opened the cash register. He stuffed a handful of bills into his pocket, and then threw another handful into the air.


  The punching and kicking became more earnest as the servicemen fought over the dollar bills. Women screamed and ran toward the ladies’ room. Servicemen hit each other over the head with chairs and beer bottles. Empty glasses flew through the air and the men cursed and grunted as they tried to punch each other out.


  A marine came at Shaw from his left side and a sailor attacked him on his right. Shaw danced on the balls of his feet, jabbed the sailor in the mouth, and threw a left hook at the marine. Both were staggered, and Shaw was happy to see that his punch hadn’t lost its wallop. He ducked underneath a sailor’s jab and hit him in the breadbasket. The sailor doubled over and fell to the floor.


  Butsko stood with his back to the bar and took on all comers. He punched and kicked them into oblivion, a smile on his face, because he was having fun. A sailor attacked him with the leg of a table in his hands, holding it over his head like a baseball bat, and swung down at Butsko’s head. Butsko dodged to the side, grabbed the sailor by his shoulder and his waist, throwing him over the bar.


  The sailor landed on top of the bartender, who was trying to get up. The bartender collapsed onto his stomach, the wind knocked out of him. A waitress clawed and scratched her way to a telephone booth in the corner of the saloon. A sailor pinched her ass and a soldier tried to tear off her blouse. She dived into the phone booth, closed the door, and dialed the number of the police, her shoulders bared by the tear in her blouse. She looked out the wire-laced window of the phone booth and saw the most incredible melee taking place. Servicemen clobbered each other with whatever they could lay their hands on. Ashtrays flew through the air and a framed photograph of Franklin Delano Roosevelt slammed against the telephone booth, making her flinch.


  “Police headquarters,” said a voice in her ear.


  “You’d better get over here real fast!” she screamed, her teeth chattering.


  “Get over where real fast?” asked the cop on the other end.


  Butsko and Shaw stood in a corner of the bar, watching the wall-to-wall violence.


  “Shit,” Butsko said. “This used to be a nice place.”


  “These guys’re too rowdy for me,” Shaw agreed, wiping some blood from the corner of his mouth. “Let’s go someplace peaceful.”


  


  “Okay,” Butsko said, heading toward the door. “C’mon.”


  “What about that officer!”


  Butsko looked back into the brawl. He saw countless bodies lying on the floor and figured Lieutenant Lewis was in there someplace.


  “Fuck him,” Butsko said.


  He headed toward the door and went outside. Shaw followed him, and a few moments later Bobbie the blonde joined them on the sidewalk.


  “Wait for me!” she said.


  Shaw put his arm around her shoulder. “You wanna come with us, baby?”


  “Yeah.”


  Butsko looked at a bar across the street. “That looks like a good place. Let’s go.”


  The two soldiers and the blonde crossed the street, while behind them a soldier and sailor crashed through the window of the Deep Six bar, their hands wrapped around each other’s throat, snarling at each other and twisting through the air along with shards of glass that twinkled in the light of the streetlamps.


  “Crazy bastards,” Shaw said.


  “Some people just don’t know how to behave in public,” Butsko replied.


  The stars twinkled in the sky over New Guinea. The patrol from the recon platoon made its way over a winding jungle trail three miles south of Afua. The night was silent and huge multicolored flowers grew out of bushes.


  It was one o’clock in the morning and the patrol had been uneventful so far. They’d roved the trail network south of Afua and hadn’t seen anything worth reporting. The peace of the night lulled them into thinking no Japs were around. The men thought of the letters they’d received from home that day. They weren’t paying much attention to what was happening around them.


  Suddenly McGurk hit the dirt. The others saw him go down and their military instincts interrupted their reveries. They too dived toward the ground. McGurk raised his head and listened, perking up his ears. He turned his head from side to side and wrinkled his nose. Then he got to his feet and walked hunched over toward Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  “Japs’re coming,” he said.


  


  “Take cover!” Lieutenant Breckenridge told the men in a hoarse whisper.


  They dissolved into the jungle beside the road. After penetrating ten yards Lieutenant Breckenridge held up his hand, and they all got down on their bellies, facing the trail. The jungle became silent again, and everybody looked in the direction where McGurk said the Japs were coming from.


  Soon they heard boots striking the ground and bodies brushing past leaves and ferns. The sounds came closer and then the Japs came into view. The Japs were in a long column and some carried American machine guns and American M 1 rifles. They looked healthy and strong, and a few wore American pants or shirts.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge counted them as they passed by. He took out his notebook and described the weapons they carried and the direction in which they were going. Finally the last one marched past, carrying an American mortar tube. Lieutenant Breckenridge added up the total and it came to fifty-two Japs.


  I wonder what they’re up to? he thought as he put his notebook and pad away.


  It was two o’clock in the morning. Butsko steered the o.d. green Chevrolet onto the street where he used to live with Dolly. All the lights were out in the houses on both sides of the street. The only illumination came from Butsko’s headlights and the streetlamps.


  Shaw and Bobbie were in the back seat of the Chevrolet, humping away. Butsko looked in the rearview mirror and saw her feet kicking in the air. Shaw grunted and snorted somewhere in the depths of the back seat, and Bobbie sighed and tittered. The car bounced up and down due to Shaw’s powerful thrusts.


  Butsko reached beside him and raised the bottle of Four Feathers whiskey to his lips. He gurgled some down and the road undulated in front of him as if it were made of rubber. His collar was unbuttoned and his tie loosened. His eyes were half-closed and his left pantleg was stained by a glass of beer that had been knocked over in one of the bars they’d visited.


  They’d visited countless bars, spending the money Butsko had taken from Lieutenant Lewis. They’d also eaten chop suey at a Chinese restaurant. Then Butsko decided it was time to go see Dolly. He always needed a few drinks under his belt before confronting her.


  He figured she should be home by now, and if she wasn’t he’d track her down and kick her ass. He was surprised that he hadn’t run into her in any of the saloons he’d visited, because she hung out in those kinds of places. She always said she liked men in uniform. Her father had been a sergeant in the U.S. Army and he fought in many of the big battles of World War I.


  The street began to look familiar to Butsko. He was approaching the house in which he’d lived briefly with Dolly. It was on the right a bit farther down the block he was on, a bungalow with two bedrooms and a big kitchen that Dolly seldom used. She was such a lazy bitch. Butsko wondered how he could have married such a useless human being. All she could do was drink, dance, and fuck.


  He saw the house loom up out of the darkness on his right. All the lights were out, which meant that Dolly either was sound asleep or she hadn’t come home yet. At least she wasn’t throwing a party. Last time he visited her she was throwing a party and he’d had to punch out most of her male guests.


  Butsko steered toward the curb. He wondered if she was in bed with a new boyfriend. If she was, Butsko would kick his ass all over the street. He’d wind up in jail and they’d never give him that medal, but fuck that medal. It’d be more fun to kick her latest boyfriend’s ass.


  Dolly didn’t like to sleep alone; Butsko knew that. She needed to get laid before she could fall asleep. Butsko hit the brakes and realized that she surely was sleeping with some guy. He knew that he and the guy would be going toe to toe in about five minutes.


  Shaw raised his head in the back seat. “What’re we stopping for?”


  “I’m home,” Butsko said.


  Shaw looked out the side window. “This is where you live?”


  “It’s where I used to live.”


  “Oh!” said Bobbie. “Lemme fix my face!”


  “You don’t have to,” Butsko said. “I’m going in alone.”


  Shaw grabbed Bobbie and pulled her back down into the rear seat. “C’mere baby.”


  “Don’t you ever get tired?” she asked.


  


  “Not with you around.”


  “I wanna take a rest.”


  “You got the whole rest of your life to rest. I said c’mere.”


  Bobbie’s head disappeared from sight. Butsko opened the door of the Chevrolet and stepped outside. He closed the door and took a Chesterfield from his shirt pocket, placing it into his mouth. Looking at his old house, he lit the cigarette with his Zippo.


  He puffed the cigarette and walked around the front of the Chevrolet. Crickets chirped on the lawn and nothing moved anywhere. It was as if the whole block had been evacuated. Butsko looked to his left and right and thought about all the nice people sleeping soundly in their beds. If Dolly was up there with a boyfriend, everybody would be awake damn soon.


  Butsko strolled up the sidewalk that led to the front door of the house. He tightened his tie and squared away his cunt cap on his head so it was low over his eyes. He walked with a limp but his leg wasn’t bothering him much anymore. He figured he’d be good as new in about a week.


  He walked up the steps to the front door and noticed that it had been painted recently. Dolly must’ve got some money. Maybe her boyfriend upstairs gave it to her. Butsko made a fist and knocked on the door. He waited a few seconds and didn’t hear any response on the other side, so he knocked again, louder this time.


  There was still no answer. Butsko looked to his left and right and puffed his cigarette. They must be passed out up there, he thought.


  He balled up his fist again and pounded on the door. A light went on upstairs, its rays illuminating the lawn below. Butsko pounded on the door again.


  “Just a minute!” said a man’s voice.


  Butsko’s blood ran cold. So she did have a man up there. Butsko dropped his cigarette and stomped it out with his shoe. He squared his shoulders and jammed his thumbs in his belt. I’ll kill the son of a bitch, Butsko thought. I’ll fuck him up so bad his own mother wouldn’t recognize him.


  He heard footsteps approaching the other side of the door. The latches clicked and a light went on above Butsko’s head. Then the door opened, revealing a man wearing a white tank-top undershirt, with tattoos over both his arms.


  “Whataya want?” the man asked.


  


  “Who the fuck are you!” Butsko said.


  The man scowled. “Who the fuck are you!”


  “This is my fucking house!” Butsko said. “What’re you doing here.”


  “This ain’t your fucking house!” the man replied. “This is my fucking house! You got the wrong fucking house! Go home and sober up!”


  “Sober up your ass,” Butsko said. “Where’s Dolly.”


  “Dolly who?”


  “Dolly who lives here.”


  “No Dolly lives here.”


  “You’re a fucking liar. You’d better go upstairs and tell her that her old man is home.”


  The tattooed man opened the screen door. He was in his thirties, with thinning hair and soft muscles. “I think you’d better sober up, soldier.”


  “You’d better tell Dolly to get her big ass down here.”


  Butsko heard a woman’s voice coming from somewhere behind the tattooed man.


  “Who is it dear?” the woman asked.


  The voice wasn’t Dolly’s, and Butsko assumed the woman must be one of Dolly’s whorish girlfriends. Dolly was probably having a big sex orgy upstairs in the bedrooms.


  The tattooed man turned around. “It’s a drunk, looking for somebody named Dolly.”


  The woman appeared, wearing a white bathrobe. She was frumpy and her hair was in curlers. She stood beside the tattooed man and looked Butsko up and down.


  “This is no time to be knocking on people’s doors,” she said to Butsko.


  “This is my door,” Butsko said. “Where’s my wife?”


  “I’m the only woman living here, and I sure as hell ain’t your wife.”


  “You sure as hell ain’t,” Butsko said. “You’d better go upstairs and tell Dolly that her husband’s home.”


  The woman wrinkled her nose and looked at the tattooed man. Then she turned to Butsko again. “You wouldn’t be looking for Dorothy Butsko by any chance, would you?”


  “That’s her,” Butsko replied.


  “She doesn’t live here anymore.”


  “What do you mean she doesn’t live here anymore?”


  “She sold the house to us. She’s gone.”


  


  “She’s gone?” Butsko asked.


  “Yes, she’s gone,” the woman said.


  The tattooed man cleared his throat. “I toldja there’s no Dolly living here.”


  “Where’d she go?” Butsko asked.


  “I don’t know,” the woman said. “She said something about going back to the States, didn’t she dear?”


  “That’s what she said,” the tattooed man replied.


  “She said she wanted to get a defense job,” the woman in the robe told Butsko. “She said there weren’t no good jobs for a woman in Honolulu.”


  Butsko narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t imagine Dolly looking for a job. “You’re lying,” he said to the woman. “You’re just covering up for her.”


  The woman looked Butsko up and down. She could smell the liquor on his breath and see he was in bad shape, at the end of his rope because his wife wasn’t home. The woman noticed the Combat Infantryman’s badge on his shirt and realized what he’d been through.


  “I’m not lying, Sergeant,” she said. “If you don’t believe me you can come in the house and take a look.”


  The old salt looked at his wife. “Whataya mean he can come in and take a look!”


  “Shaddup,” she said to him, and then turned to Butsko. “C’mon,” she said, “see for yourself.”


  Butsko hesitated. The woman’s tone and manner made him think she was telling the truth. Evidently Dolly really was gone. He’d torn up her most recent letters because he’d been mad at her, and she’d probably told him in one of those letters that she was moving.


  Butsko took off his hat. “I’m sorry I woke you both up. I didn’t know my wife wasn’t living here no more.”


  “Well she ain’t,” the tattooed man said.


  “How long’s she been gone?”


  “About a month,” the woman said.


  Butsko felt like an idiot. He’d awakened these people in the middle of the night and raised hell, but he’d been in the wrong.


  “I’m sorry I woke you up,” he said, taking a step backward. “I just got back from New Guinea, and I wanted to see my wife.”


  The woman smiled. “I understand. Jack here just got back from sea duty six weeks ago.”


  


  Jack nodded, but he wasn’t smiling. He was an old salt and he didn’t smile that much.


  Butsko threw out his hands. What could he say? With a dumb grin, he took three steps backward and walked toward the car. Jack and his wife closed the door and put out the light over the porch. Butsko opened the front door to the car and slid in behind the wheel. The car shook from side to side and bounced up and down due to the exertions of Shaw and Bobbie in the back seat.


  “Settle down back there,” Butsko said, lighting a cigarette. “Don’t you two ever stop?”


  The car continued to shake. “How’s your wife?” Shaw gasped.


  “She moved.”


  “Where’d she move to?”


  “Nobody knows.”


  “No shit.”


  “No shit.”


  “What’re we gonna do now?”


  “You might as well keep doing what you’re doing. I need a drink.”


  Bobbie’s lazy voice came to him from the back seat. “There’s an after-hours joint on Third Street near Elm.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Butsko said. “We’re on our way.”


  Butsko started up the Chevrolet and shifted into gear. He let out the clutch and drove away from the curb, thinking about Dolly, wondering what in the hell had happened to her.


  She probably ran off with some guy, he thought, and they’re living off my allotment, having a good time. When I find her I’m gonna kick her big fat ass.


  


  


  NINE . . .


  It was ten o’clock in the morning. General Hall sat in his office, smoking his pipe and drinking a cup of coffee. A copy of the Army Times lay on his desk, and he read about the assault on Cherbourg by the U.S. VII Corps under Lieutenant General “Lightning Joe” Collins, who’d led the U.S. Army to victory on Guadalcanal.


  General Hall eagerly read anything that he could lay his hands on about the war in Europe. He also paid attention to all rumors about the European Theater of Operations that came around on the grapevine. He knew that the war in Europe was the real war as far as Washington was concerned. The Allied strategy was directed toward defeating the Axis Powers in Europe first, and then finishing off the Japanese in the South Pacific.


  The bulk of American supplies and troops went to Europe, and the leftovers were sent to the South Pacific. General MacArthur chafed under that arrangement, and so did every other officer in the South Pacific, including General Hall. General Hall studied the war in Europe because he knew every advance or setback there affected his men on New Guinea. The sooner the Allies beat the Germans, the sooner the commanders in the South Pacific would get the men and supplies to beat the Japs. If the Germans inflicted defeats upon the Allies, it would mean that General Hall and the other commanders in the South Pacific would have to continue to fight the Japs on a shoestring.


  Reading the newspaper, it appeared to General Hall that the war in Europe was going well. Cherbourg was a major port, the first the Allies had captured in Normandy, and that meant they’d be able to supply their armies more easily. The troops and supplies that General Hall wished he had would be poured ashore at Cherbourg, so that Allied Armies could push the Germans back in the west, while the Red Army hammered them in the east. How long could Nazi Germany hold out? That was the big question. General Hall hoped it wouldn’t be much longer.


  There was a knock on his door.


  “Come in!”


  The door opened and Colonel MacKenzie, his chief of intelligence, entered his office, carrying a bulging briefcase. It was time for General Hall’s morning intelligence briefing.


  “Morning sir,” said Colonel MacKenzie.


  “Good morning.”


  A clerk followed Colonel MacKenzie into the office, carrying a pot of coffee. Colonel MacKenzie sat on the chair in front of General Hall’s desk. The clerk poured coffee into an empty cup for Colonel MacKenzie, and filled General Hall’s cup again.


  “What have you got for me this morning?” General Hall asked Colonel MacKenzie.


  Colonel MacKenzie had red hair and freckles. His skin was constantly peeling because of its inability to hold a tan. He opened his briefcase and took out a sheaf of papers as the clerk departed, closing the door behind him.


  “There’s a lot of activity in the south,” Colonel MacKenzie said. “Patrols down there from the Eighty-first Division have observed numerous large and small groups of Japanese soldiers moving into the area. Other Japs were seen crossing the Driniumor at a fording point about twenty-five thousand yards south of Afua. Three patrols stumbled onto a new rough trail that the Japs have blazed south of the Afua-Palauru trail, running more or less parallel along the foothills of the Torricelli Mountains from the Driniumor to the headwaters of the X-ray River.” Colonel MacKenzie looked up from his papers at General Hall. “That’s about it.”


  “It appears that the Japs are planning something down there,” General Hall said.


  “Yes sir,” Colonel MacKenzie agreed. “The area ought to be reinforced.”


  “I can’t reinforce it, because I don’t have the men. I have to keep adequate reserves in the center of my line to protect the airfields. Perhaps the Japs want me to shift my forces south so they can have another go at the airfields. It may be diversionary activity.”


  “Maybe,” said Colonel MacKenzie.


  “What do you think?” General Hall asked.


  “It’s hard to say. If you can’t reinforce the south of your line, I suppose we’ll just have to wait and see what transpires down there.”


  “I don’t think the Japs can move substantial numbers of troops through that area,” General Hall said. “The jungle’s too thick and there are no roads. Everything the Japs bring in they’ll have to carry on their backs. I’ll order General Hawkins to send out raiding parties to harass the Japs moving over the trails.”


  “You can have the trails interdicted, sir.”


  “If I do that the Japs’ll just cut new trails. We might as well let ‘em use the trails we know about, but I want to keep the Afua-Palauru trail clear of Japs so we can maintain overland communications between Afua and Blue Beach through Chinapelli and Palauru. Relay those orders to General Hawkins, will you?”


  “Personally sir?”


  “Yes.” General Hall noticed the expression of dismay on Colonel MacKenzie’s face. “I know that General Hawkins isn’t easy to deal with, but you just tell him that those orders came from me. If he has any questions, he can bring them to me. Understand?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “What else have you got for me?” General Hall asked.


  General Hawkins sat behind his desk writing a letter to his wife. Her framed photograph faced him, and she was a handsome woman with aristocratic features and wavy blond hair. She was currently living in Los Angeles with her parents and children.


  General Hawkins missed her very much. She had a calming influence on him, moderating his wild mood swings. He knew he never would’ve gone as far as he had in the Army if he hadn’t been married to her, because she was a socialite who knew how to entertain the top brass and make her husband look good. She was intelligent and diplomatic at all times. She also was pretty good in bed once General Hawkins got her in the mood. Sometimes it was difficult to get her in the mood, because sometimes she thought sex was disgusting.


  General Hawkins poured his heart out to her in the letter, because she was the only one to whom he could really open up. A general just couldn’t talk to anybody, after all. He couldn’t even talk to other generals about personal things, because they were all in competition with each other, or serving under each other, or giving orders to each other.


  General Hawkins spoke of his frustrations and aggravation. He complained about the incessant heat and humidity. He asked about their two sons and their daughter. He told her to convey his regards to her family, although he didn’t really like her family that much. She was descended from the old California land barons, and they were quite wealthy. They owned huge chunks of prime real estate in the Los Angeles area and had sold huge chunks already. They never forgave Margaret for marrying a poor Army officer who ran back and forth in the woods with a rifle all day long.


  He heard someone approach the canvas flap that was the door to his office.


  “Sir?” asked Master Sergeant Abner Somerall, his sergeant major.


  “Come in,” said General Hawkins.


  Sergeant Somerall entered the office. He was a beefy man who wore glasses and was nearly bald. “Colonel MacKenzie is here to see you, sir. He says he has a message for you from General Hall.”


  “Oh-oh,” said General Hawkins. “You’d better send him right in.”


  Sergeant Somerall retreated from the office and General Hawkins put aside the letter he was writing to his wife. The tent flap was pushed to the side and Colonel MacKenzie entered his office, marching toward the desk and saluting.


  “Have a seat,” General Hawkins said.


  Colonel Mackenzie sat on a chair in front of General Hawkins’s desk and opened his bulging briefcase.


  “What’ve you got there?” General Hawkins asked.


  Colonel MacKenzie straightened up and looked at the papers in his hands. “It’s about those Jap troop movements your patrols have reported.”


  “I just sent General Hall a message about them. I told him I intend to shorten my lines by withdrawing to the north of Afua.”


  “That’s not what the general wants you to do, sir. The general wants you to send patrol-sized troop units south to harass the Japs moving along their new trails, and he also wants you to make sure that the Afua-Palauru trail remains clear of Japs so we can keep our overland line of communications open to Blue Beach through Chinapelli and Palauru.”


  “That’s absurd!” General Hawkins exploded.


  “Those are your orders,” Colonel MacKenzie said softly. “General Hall asked me to transmit them to you personally so you wouldn’t have any confusion about them.”


  “I’m not confused about them,” General Hawkins said. “I just think they’re wrong. Substantial numbers of Japs are pouring into this area, and the only sensible thing for me to do is shorten my lines.”


  “No,” Colonel MacKenzie said. “I’m afraid that’s out of the question.”


  “Why is it out of the question?”


  “I’m afraid you’ll have to take that up with General Hall, sir.”


  “I’m going to be attacked, and you’re telling me that I can’t do anything about it?”


  “General Hall doesn’t think the Japs can move any large force along the new trail. He doesn’t think you have that much to worry about.”


  “I’ve got plenty to worry about,” General Hawkins said. “This area is crawling with Japs.”


  “General Hall understands that. He wants you to attack, not retreat.”


  “Attack what? The Japs aren’t just sitting still in one spot out there, waiting for me. They’re all over the jungle. You can’t find them that easily, but there are a lot of them and they’re up to something.”


  Colonel MacKenzie shrugged. “If you don’t think you can carry out those orders, I think you ought to tell General Hall.”


  General Hawkins inserted a cigarette into his ivory cigarette holder. He lit the cigarette and inhaled slowly. It would be pointless for him to tell General Hall that he couldn’t carry out his orders. General Hall would simply relieve him of command.


  “I’ll do my best,” General Hawkins said finally, “but you tell General Hall that this flank is facing a serious threat from the Japs, and if he wants me to hold the fort down here, he’d better send me some more troops.”


  “The problem,” Colonel MacKenzie replied, “is that he has no troops to send you. There will be no reinforcements until the Sixty-eighth Division arrives at Aitape.”


  “When’ll that be?”


  “Maybe another week.”


  “I still think I ought to move north and shorten my lines.”


  “I’ll convey that view to General Hall.”


  “On second thought, I think I’ll convey it myself.”


  “As you wish, sir. I’m finished with my business here. May I leave?”


  “Go ahead.”


  Colonel MacKenzie stood and saluted sharply. He performed an about-face and carried his briefcase out of General Hawkins’s office. General Hawkins waited a few minutes, until Colonel MacKenzie was too far away to hear anything. Then he stood, picked up his chair, and threw it across his office, cursing loudly, stomping his feet angrily on the ground.


  General Yokozowa stood at the mouth of a cave in the Torricelli Mountains. His staff and aides were putting together his new office deeper in the cave. General Yokozowa’s arms were crossed and his right leg was bent in front of him. He looked down at the winding Driniumor River, the village of Afua, and the vast jungle.


  His combat units were moving through that jungle, getting into position. He couldn’t see them but he knew they were there. They’d been probing and deploying all day yesterday and last night. The work would continue today. Tomorrow night, on the eighteenth of June, they’d attack.


  


  A flock of birds flew over the jungle. General Yokozowa wished they were Japanese bombers, so they could soften up the American positions before he attacked. But they weren’t bombers and he couldn’t soften up the American positions, not even with artillery, because he didn’t have any. All he had were a few captured mortars and bazookas, and there was no point using them because all they’d do was alert the Americans that an attack was coming.


  General Yokozowa was going to attack suddenly, giving no warning to the Americans. He hoped to achieve a tremendous initial breakthrough by catching the Americans unawares. The Americans wouldn’t know what hit them. He’d attack at night when visibility was poor, because Japanese officers believed Americans didn’t like to fight at night. General Yokozowa would crack their line and roll their flank back. He’d have the Tadji airfields in his pocket by evening of the next day, if all went well, and if it didn’t go well, he could hardly be worse off than he was.


  His aide, Lieutenant Higashi, approached him from behind. “Sir,” he said, “your desk is ready.”


  General Yokozowa turned around and marched back into the cave. The light grew dimmer and he saw his desk positioned near one of the walls. A framed portrait of the Emperor had been nailed into the rock behind the desk. General Yokozowa sat and looked at the maps neatly spread out on his desk. He glanced at his watch and it was one-thirty in the afternoon.


  “Time to eat,” he said to Lieutenant Higashi. “Get me some of that American canned food, will you?”


  “Yes sir.”


  General Yokozowa hated the American food, but it was all he had to eat. He thought it might taste better if it were heated, but he didn’t dare light any fires in the cave because the smoke could be seen for a long distance. He heard Lieutenant Higashi rustling with the cans. General Yokozowa was hungry. He wished Lieutenant Higashi would hurry up.


  Finally Lieutenant Higashi brought him a metal plate covered with what appeared to be white worms in a sauce made of blood.


  “What in the name of heaven is this?” General Yokozowa asked.


  “I believe they’re similar to our soba noodles, sir.”


  “They look absolutely dreadful.”


  


  “Should I look for something else, sir?”


  “That’s all right. We must eat what is placed in front of us and be thankful that we have something to eat.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “You may get something for yourself now.”


  “Thank you sir.”


  General Yokozowa positioned his chopsticks in his fingers and tried to pick up a strand of the spaghetti, but it was impossible. The spaghetti was slimy and wouldn’t stay on the chopsticks. General Yokozowa tried again, to no avail. The spaghetti in C rations wasn’t meant to be eaten with chopsticks.


  Finally General Yokozowa lost his patience. He raised the bowl to his lips and drank the spaghetti down, nearly gagging on it.


  No wonder the Americans are weak and cowardly, he thought. Anybody would become weak and cowardly if they ate horrible food such as this all the time.


  Butsko snored loudly as he lay on his bunk in his room in the BOQ at the Schofield Barracks in Hawaii. He hadn’t bothered to take his uniform off when he’d returned, and lipstick stained his collar and fly. His collar was undone and stains of various hues were on his shirt and pants. He smelled like stale booze and his knuckles were skinned due to the fighting in the Deep Six bar.


  He didn’t hear the door to his room open, because his mind was fogged by liquor. He didn’t see the five officers enter his room and look around, wrinkling their noses at the awful stench. An empty bottle lay on the floor beside the bed and an officer picked it up with his fingers as if it was a piece of shit. He dropped the bottle into the wastebasket next to the desk that Butsko hadn’t used yet, and the sound of the bottle hitting the bottom of the wastebasket made Butsko open his eyes.


  He saw the five officers standing around him, gazing at him with intense disapproval. One of the officers had the insignia of a bird colonel on his lapel. Butsko blinked, because he was sure it was all a bad dream. He pinched himself to make sure that he was dreaming, but something told him this was no dream. It was a full-fledged nightmare.


  “On your feet!” the colonel said.


  Butsko tried to raise his head, but it felt like lead. His stomach writhed like ten angry snakes. He told his feet to move to the floor but they wouldn’t budge.


  “I’m sick,” Butsko moaned. “I’ve got to go on sick call.”


  At that moment a head appeared underneath the bunk. It was the head of Pfc. Shaw, the former heavyweight prizefighter. He had a black eye and his features were puffy.


  “Where am I?” he asked.


  The colonel cleared his throat and looked at his junior officers. They didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. Nothing like this ever happened to them before.


  The colonel returned his gaze to Butsko. “I think you’d better sit up,” he said.


  “I can’t,” Butsko said.


  “Can you hear me?” the colonel asked.


  “Just barely,” Butsko replied.


  “How’d you like to go to the stockade this afternoon?”


  “I wouldn’t like that very much.”


  “Then you’d better get on your goddamned feet!” The colonel kicked Shaw in the shoulder. “You too!”


  Butsko groaned as he swung his feet around to the floor, stepping on Shaw’s hand, but Shaw was so numb he didn’t even feel it. Butsko stood up and wavered from side to side. Then he fell back onto the bed again. Shaw crawled out from underneath the bed and tried to stand, but he collapsed on top of Butsko, who rolled over, causing Shaw to fall to the floor.


  A tousled blond head appeared underneath the bunk. “Where am I?” it asked in a female tone of voice.


  The colonel raised his eyebrows. Bobbie looked up at him. “Is this the Royal Hawaiian Hotel?”


  “No,” replied the colonel.


  “I knew these two bums wouldn’t take me to the Royal Hawaiian Hotel. I knew they was too cheap. What hotel is this?”


  “This isn’t any hotel,” the colonel said. “This is an Army post.”


  “An Army post!”


  “Yes ma’am. Are you dressed?”


  There was a pause. “Nearly.”


  “I think you’d better come out from underneath there.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Would you like some help?”


  “I think so.”


  The colonel looked at a young lieutenant. The young lieutenant bent over and grabbed Bobbie’s arm.


  “Easy now,” she said. “I’ve had a rough night.”


  The lieutenant pulled her from underneath the bed. She got to her hands and knees and shook her head. Her skirt was on backwards and the front of her blouse was unbuttoned. One of her shoes was missing. “Oh!” she said when she realized her blouse was unbuttoned. “Could you guys look the other way for a minute?”


  The officers turned around. Bobbie raised herself up and buttoned her blouse. She straightened her skirt and ran her fingers through her hair. Shaw pushed himself up from the floor and glared through bloodshot eyes at the backs of the officers. He wondered if maybe he should jump out the window and run for it.


  “Okay,” Bobbie said.


  The officers turned around. Butsko tried to get up from the bed and succeeded in attaining a sitting position.


  “Could one of you guys call me a cab?” Bobbie asked.


  The colonel turned to the young lieutenant once more. “See that the young lady gets transportation to wherever she’s going.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “And don’t do anything you’ll regret later.”


  “Yes sir. I mean no sir. I mean yes sir.” The young lieutenant’s eyes crossed because he didn’t know what he meant.


  “Move,” said the colonel, impatience and barely concealed rage in his voice.


  “Yes sir.” The lieutenant looked at Bobbie. “This way ma’am.”


  Bobbie bent over, reached underneath the bunk, and pulled out her purse. She waved good-bye to Butsko and Shaw.


  “So long fellers,” she said. “It’s been fun.”


  Shaw grunted. Butsko burped. The lieutenant and Bobbie left the room, closing the door behind them.


  “I think,” said the colonel, “that both of these birds ought to go into the stockade.”


  “But sir,” said a major, “Sergeant Butsko has won the Congressional Medal of Honor.”


  “Not yet he hasn’t,” the colonel said darkly. “We can give the goddamned thing to somebody else.”


  Shaw managed to get to his feet. He held out his hand and staggered toward the colonel. “It’s all my fault, sir. Blame it all on me, but don’t take Sergeant Butsko’s medal away!”


  


  Butsko’s ass was on the bed and his feet were on the floor. He raised himself, lost his balance, and fell against the wall, sliding down it, sitting on the floor with his legs splayed out.


  “I don’t give a fuck,” Butsko said. “Shove the medal up your ass.”


  The colonel raised his eyebrows.


  Shaw stumbled from side to side at the foot of the bed. He held up his left hand and then his right hand.


  “You got to make allowances, sir,” he said. “Butsko went home to see his wife and she was gone. Sold the goddamn house and disappeared. Old Butsko couldn’t handle it. He went psycho. It’s not his fault.”


  The colonel turned to Butsko. “You’re a disgrace to your uniform.”


  Butsko snorted, blowing snot all over his shirt. “Yesterday somebody told me I was a hero. Now I’m a disgrace to my uniform. What am I gonna be tomorrow?”


  “In the stockade,” the colonel said.


  “Now sir,” said the major, “if this ever gets out to the papers—”


  The colonel interrupted him. “It isn’t going to get out to the papers.”


  “You can’t keep a thing like this quiet, sir. When Sergeant Butsko’s commanding officer finds out, there’ll be a helluva scandal. He’ll want to know why Sergeant Butsko is in the stockade instead of the White House, getting his decoration.”


  The colonel rubbed his fingers against his chin. He was a disciplinarian from the old school, but he knew that Butsko’s division commander was a general, and a general wore more brass on his lapel than a mere bird colonel.


  “You’re right,” the colonel said. “The man’s a hero even though he’s also a drunk and a bum and a discredit to his uniform. It wouldn’t be right for us to take his medal away from him. All we can do is keep him here under guard until it’s time for him to leave for the States.” He pointed to the major. “I want you to insure that this doesn’t happen again. He’s your responsibility from now on. Call the provost marshal and see that he puts Sergeant Butsko under a twenty-four-hour guard.”


  The major looked at Shaw, who clawed the wall in an effort to prevent himself from falling down again. “What should I do about him?” the major asked.


  


  “I don’t care. Just get him the hell out of the BOQ. Any questions?”


  “No sir.”


  “Carry on.”


  The colonel slapped his swagger stick against the side of his leg and marched out of the room. The major looked at the two officers, one a captain and the other a lieutenant. Then he fixed his gaze on Butsko sitting on the floor, a silly grin on his face.


  “You’re lucky you didn’t get court-martialed,” the major said to Butsko.


  “I need a drink,” Butsko said.


  “No more drinking for you,” the major replied. “You’ve got to dry out and clean up.”


  “Fuck that.”


  The major turned to the lieutenant. “Go downstairs and call the provost marshal. Tell him to send two guards over here immediately.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The lieutenant dashed out of the room. Shaw lost his balance and fell to his knees on the floor. Butsko made a horrendous sound and puked all over himself.


  The major frowned and turned to the captain. “They just don’t make heroes the way they used to,” he said.


  


  


  TEN . . .


  It was the evening of July 18, 1944. The recon platoon was digging in and preparing new fortifications near the Afua-Palauru trail approximately six hundred yards west of the Driniumor River.


  This activity was part of General Hawkins’s redeployment of his division. He couldn’t retreat and shorten his lines, so his only alternative was to bend his right flank around, presenting a solid wall to the Japs if they tried to hit the division in flank.


  The soldiers had been working for two days, and they still weren’t finished. They dug holes and chopped down trees, laid concertina wire and built bunkers. It was heavy-duty construction work and they didn’t have heavy equipment to help them out.


  Victor Yabalonka held a pickax in his hands, and he raised it over his head as he steadied his feet on the ground. He swung it down with all his strength, and the blade of the pickax buried itself into the ground. He worked the pickax from side to side, loosening the earth, and then pulled it out of the ground, poising it over his head for another blow.


  Nearby, the Reverend Billie Jones shoveled away the dirt Yabalonka had loosened. He was stripped to the waist and sweat glistened on his tanned skin. An o.d. green handkerchief was tied around his head to prevent drops of sweat from getting into his eyes.


  The sun was a molten ball sinking toward the treetops. Bannon swung a big broadax at a tree, whacking off chunks of wood. He swung again and the ax drove halfway into the tree, which would be sawed into logs for a machine-gun bunker. Frankie La Barbara and Private Worthington carried out a log that had been trimmed by Private Donahue and Private Wyatt. It was a thick heavy log and they staggered underneath its weight. Frankie tripped on a vine but caught himself in time and walked like Groucho Marx the rest of the way to the machine-gun nest.


  “Ready?” asked Frankie.


  “Ready,” said Worthington.


  They let the log roll off their shoulders, and it crashed to the ground beside a .30-caliber air-cooled machine gun. Another crew already had built walls around the machine gun, and now the roof was being constructed. It would consist of logs covered by layers of rocks and sandbags.


  The sound of axes and shovels resounded throughout the jungle, covering the sounds of Japanese soldiers moving into the area. The Japanese soldiers crawled through bushes and crept over puddles, winking to each other, because they knew they’d be taking the Americans by surprise.


  The Americans had no idea that Japanese troops were drawing closer to them. They never dreamed the Japanese would attack without an artillery bombardment. They dug holes and chopped down trees, thinking they were safe.


  McGurk worked with a small hatchet, trimming branches off fallen trees. He was happy because this reminded him of his lumberjack work in the state of Maine, except that in Maine they had horses to haul the logs out of the forest.


  McGurk chopped off a branch, and then stopped suddenly. He thought he heard something in the jungle ahead of him, but then shrugged and went back to work. It must’ve been the echo of work being done by the recon platoon, he figured.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge walked by, smoking a cigarette. He glanced at his watch and it was six o’clock in the evening. He thought he’d let the men work for another fifteen minutes and then break for chow.


  


  He blew smoke out the side of his mouth and looked around his platoon area. So much work had to be done. He didn’t want to spend the night without being completely dug in, and decided to double the guard in case the Japs tried to infiltrate his position after the sun went down.


  Bannon swung his big broadax at the tree, and it connected with a thwack that he could feel all the way down to his toes. The axe sliced through the last remaining fibers of the tree, and he looked up, seeing it topple to the side.


  “Timberrrrr!” he yelled.


  The tree smashed past the leaves and branches of other trees as it fell to the ground. Soldiers scattered out of the way and the tree hit the ground with a mighty bang. It shook and wiggled for a few moments, then lay still.


  McGurk jumped on top of it and knocked off a branch with his hatchet. He turned to his other side and cut off another branch. A drop of sweat crept into his eye, making it smart, and he paused to rub it with the back of his hand.


  The burning sensation went away. McGurk planted his feet for another swing at a branch, when he saw something move in the jungle ahead of him. He narrowed his eyes and bent forward, trying to get a clearer look, when soldiers leapt out of the foliage.


  “Banzai!” they shouted. “Banzai!”


  The Japanese soldiers charged through the jungle and the American soldiers were horrified. The GIs froze up for a few moments; the Japanese soldiers were only twenty yards away. Hundreds of Japanese soldiers stampeded through the jungle, brandishing rifles, bayonets, samurai swords, and pistols. General Yokozowa’s flank attack was underway!


  A rifle was fired, and the bullet passed so close to McGurk’s cheek he could feel its heat. McGurk looked around for his Thompson submachine gun, but didn’t have time to go for it. The Japs already were on top of him. He reared back his hatchet and snarled.


  The Japanese soldiers rushed toward him and he swung the hatchet. Its blade struck the top of a Japanese rifle, knocking it down, and McGurk elbowed the Japanese soldier in the face. He kicked the next Japanese soldier in the balls and then swung the hatchet again, connecting with the top of a Japanese soldier’s head. The head split apart, blood and brains spattering McGurk, who took a step forward and swung the hatchet from the side. The blade struck a Japanese soldier on his bicep, cracking the bone underneath, and the Japanese soldier howled like a banshee, dropping his rifle and bayonet.


  McGurk bent down to pick it up, and a Japanese rifle butt hit him on the back of his head. He was dazed and fell to his hands and knees on the ground, shaking his head, trying to clear out the cobwebs. A Japanese soldier behind him poised his rifle for a harpoon job, and McGurk spun out in the nick of time. The Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet rammed into the ground and McGurk jumped to his feet. He kicked the Japanese soldier in the face, flattening his nose, and snatched the rifle and bayonet out of the Japanese soldier’s hands.


  The Japanese soldier fell to the ground and McGurk jumped over him, slamming the butt of the rifle against the jaw of another Japanese soldier. The blow knocked the Japanese soldier’s jaw loose and he spun through the air, colliding with another Japanese soldier. Both of them fell to the ground and McGurk stomped on the face of the first Japanese soldier, then stuck his bayonet into the stomach of the next one. Blood oozed out around the bayonet, and McGurk pulled back, disengaging from the Japanese soldier’s stomach.


  The sun sank behind the trees and cast long shadows over the jungle. American and Japanese soldiers were locked nose to nose in close combat, grunting and hollaring, trying to kill each other. Bullets were fired and samurai swords clashed against rifle stocks. The GIs had been caught offguard and fought with whatever they had in their hands.


  Frankie La Barbara didn’t have anything in his hands. He and Private Worthington were carrying a big log on their shoulders when the Japanese soldiers attacked, and they pushed it away, letting it fall to the ground.


  Japanese soldiers swarmed all over them. Frankie saw a Japanese officer carrying a samurai sword running toward him, and Frankie glanced around frantically for a weapon of some kind—it could be anything—but he couldn’t find one.


  “Banzai!” shrieked the Japanese officer, swinging down with the samurai sword.


  Frankie danced out of the way, and the blade of the sword whistled past his shoulder. The officer swung from the side and Frankie dropped to his belly on the ground. The sword sliced the air where his waist had been. Frankie lurched forward and tackled the Japanese officer, hugging the Japanese officer’s calves and twisting to the side. The Japanese officer lost his balance and toppled to the jungle floor. Frankie leaped up and grabbed the officer around the neck with both his hands. The officer dug his fingernails deeply into Frankie’s wrists, and Frankie screamed, letting go of the officer’s throat.


  The officer bucked Frankie off him and jumped to his feet. Frankie sprang up also and saw the Japanese officer bending over to pick up his samurai sword. Frankie rushed toward him and knocked him in the face. The blow straightened up the Japanese officer and sent him reeling backwards. He fell on his ass and Frankie snatched the samurai sword off the ground. He took it in both his hands and raised it in the air, charging toward the Japanese officer.


  A Japanese rifle fired nearby, and Frankie’s hands went numb. He looked up and saw the blade of the samurai sword shattered by the wild shot. All he had left was the handle and a few inches of jagged steel. The Japanese officer jumped up off the ground and charged Frankie La Barbara, who threw an uppercut with his sword hand. The Japanese officer was stunned, but managed to wrap his arms around Frankie’s back. Frankie jabbed the broken sword into the Japanese officer’s stomach.


  The Japanese officer loosened his grip around Frankie’s back as his blood flowed out onto Frankie’s hand. Frankie pulled the broken sword back and twisted away from the Japanese officer’s grasp. The Japanese officer collapsed onto the ground.


  Frankie looked up and saw six Japanese soldiers running toward him. He turned around and ran like a son of a bitch. He heard rifle shots and bullets whistling over his head. Before him was the half-built machine-gun nest with the .30-caliber machine gun inside. Frankie vaulted over one of the sandbag walls and landed behind the machine gun. He dropped to his knees, grabbed the grips, and saw to his horrible dismay that the gun wasn’t even loaded.


  The Japanese soldiers charged him. He huddled behind the gun and pulled the bolt, making believe he was loading it, hoping to fake them out, and it worked! They all dropped onto their stomachs and Frankie turned away from the gun, leaping over the rear wall of the machine-gun nest, and running like a maniac.


  The Japanese soldiers realized they’d been tricked. They got to their feet and worked the bolts of their Arisaka rifles, aiming at Frankie La Barbara, ready to shoot him down, when Lieutenant Breckenridge came up behind them with his Thompson submachine gun and pulled the trigger. The submachine gun trembled in his hands, and he blew the Japanese soldiers away. They spun and danced as the bullets tore them apart. They were dead before they hit the ground.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge turned around and saw his men fighting Japs all throughout the area. A bunch of Japs ran toward him and he held the butt of the submachine gun tight to his waist, pulling the trigger. The submachine gun roared and its bullets tore holes in the Japanese soldiers. They fell over their feet and crashed to the ground.


  Blam! A bullet was fired through the smoke and dust in front of him, and hit him in the shoulder, spinning him around. He fell to his knees and saw more Japanese soldiers running toward him. Raising the submachine gun, blood pouring from his shoulder, he pulled the trigger.


  Click!


  The submachine gun was empty. Lieutenant Breckenridge thought he was a goner. The Japanese soldiers rushed toward him and Lieutenant Breckenridge struggled to get to his feet. He was dazed by the wound and his hands trembled as he reached into the bandolier for another clip of ammunition.


  Two gigantic shadows suddenly dropped between him and the Japanese soldiers. They were Private Victor Yabalonka with his pickax, and the Reverend Billie Jones with his shovel. The Japanese soldiers faltered in their charge because they were surprised by the sudden appearance of these two huge American soldiers. Yabalonka leapt forward and swung the pickax, burying the point into the head of one Japanese soldier. The point smashed into the Japanese soldier’s brains and he was killed instantly. Yabalonka yanked the handle of the pickax but it wouldn’t come loose. Every time he tugged he made the head of the dead Japanese soldier wiggle crazily.


  The other Japanese soldiers closed in around Yabalonka. Next to him, the Reverend Billie Jones swung his shovel like a baseball bat. The blade struck a Japanese soldier on the side of his neck and cut into the bone that connected his head to his body. Blood poured out of the Japanese soldier’s eyeballs and his knees went slack. Jones swung the shovel again and smacked the next Japanese soldier on the cheekbones. That Japanese soldier was thrown to the ground, and Yabalonka kicked another Japanese soldier in the balls. The Japanese soldier's eyes closed tightly and he passed out from the sudden intense pain. Yabalonka grabbed the Arisaka rifle out of the Japanese soldier’s hands and pushed the butt into the snoot of the next Japanese soldier. The Japanese soldier behind that one thrust his rifle and bayonet forward, and the blade sliced along Yabalonka’s forearm. Yabalonka bellowed in pain as he collided with the Japanese soldier.


  They butted heads and a gash opened on the forehead of the Japanese soldier. The Japanese soldier staggered backward and Yabalonka lunged forward with his rifle and bayonet, burying the blade into the Japanese soldier’s chest. The Japanese soldier vomited blood as he fell backward, but the bayonet was stuck in his ribs. Yabalonka gritted his teeth and pulled the rifle and bayonet backward, but it wouldn’t disengage. He let the rifle and bayonet go and grabbed the rifle and bayonet that had dropped out of the hands of the Japanese soldier he just killed, when something told him to look up.


  It was a Japanese sergeant aiming a Nambu pistol at him. Yabalonka’s hair stood on end but before he could do anything the Japanese sergeant fired.


  Blam!


  Yabalonka felt as if somebody had hit him in the chest with a sledgehammer. Everything went black before his eyes and he fell to the ground.


  The Reverend Billie Jones was nearby and he saw Yabalonka fall. “Yabalonka’s down!” he hollared.


  Sergeant Bannon happened to be nearby. He spun around and saw the Japanese sergeant aiming his pistol at the Reverend Billie Jones, who stood over the fallen body of Yabalonka.


  Bannon threw his bloody ax at the Japanese sergeant, and its handle smacked the Japanese sergeant on the shoulder, upsetting his aim. The Japanese sergeant turned around to see where the ax had come from, and was alarmed to find 192 pounds of Texas cowboy flying at him through the air.


  Bannon collided with the Japanese sergeant and both of them fell to the ground. They rolled over and around as they tried to punch each other in the mouth and kick each other in the balls. The Japanese sergeant plunged his thumb toward Bannon’s left eye, and Bannon stretched his neck and clamped his teeth down on the Japanese sergeant’s thumb.


  The Japanese sergeant screamed and tried to pull his thumb out of Bannon’s mouth, but Bannon only bit down harder. His teeth crunched through the bone and cartilige at the thumb’s joint, and he actually bit the Japanese sergeant’s thumb off! The Japanese sergeant hollared in pain and Bannon let him go, rolling over, spitting out the thumb joint, picking up the Japanese sergeant’s Nambu pistol and jumping to his feet.


  The Japanese sergeant tried to get up, blood spurting from the stump where his thumb had been. Bannon aimed the Nambu pistol at him and pulled the trigger.


  Blam!


  The Japanese sergeant was knocked flat on his back by the impact of the bullet, but he didn’t have to worry about his thumb anymore. Bannon spun around and pulled the trigger of the pistol again. Blam! His bullet hit a Japanese soldier in the left eye and drilled through his brain. Bannon pivoted and fired again. Blam! The bullet passed through the throat of another Japanese soldier. Bannon fired again and shot a hole in the chest of a third Japanese soldier.


  The sun was below the trees, sinking into the horizon. The battlefield became dark. Bannon looked around and saw groups of men fighting all around him. More Japanese soldiers debouched from the jungle straight ahead.


  Bannon didn’t think the recon platoon could hold off all those Japs. He hadn’t heard from Lieutenant Breckenridge for a while and thought maybe he was dead. Somebody had to take charge of the recon platoon, and he was next in line on the chain of command.


  “Retreat!” he shouted. “Get the hell out of here!”


  He turned around to run and saw three Japanese soldiers charging toward him. Raising the Nambu pistol, he pulled the trigger. Blam! One of the Japanese soldiers tripped over his feet and fell to the ground. Bannon pulled the trigger again. Blam! That bullet hit the second Japanese soldier in the lower abdomen, and he went down clutching his guts. The third Japanese soldier stared down the barrel of the Nambu pistol, and he couldn’t handle it. He turned around and ran. Bannon pulled the trigger. Click! The Nambu was empty. The Japanese soldier turtled his head into his collar and kept running, expecting the bullet to strike him at any moment, but the bullet never came. He slowed down and wondered what had happened, when a big hulk loomed up out of the darkness in front of him.


  It was Private Worthington carrying an ax, and he swung with all his strength. The blade slammed down on the Japanese soldier’s shoulder, busting bones and tearing flesh. The Japanese soldier fell to the ground as Frankie La Barbara ran past Worthington, carrying Lieutenant Breckenridge over his shoulder.


  Bannon’s voice came to them across the battlefield. “Pull back! Let’s go!”


  The GIs disengaged from the Japs and fled into the darkness, jumping over logs and dashing behind bushes. The Japanese soldiers followed them cautiously, worried about being drawn into a trap. Behind them were bodies of American and Japanese soldiers all over the ground. The last sliver of sun sank beneath the horizon and night came to the hot beleaguered island of New Guinea.


  Colonel Hutchins stood in his office, a canteen full of white lightning in one hand and his telephone in the other. “What!” he screamed.


  On the other end was Captain Phillip Mason, the new commanding officer of Headquarters Company. “We’ve been overrun by Japs!” Captain Mason said. “We need help!”


  “It’s on the way!” Colonel Hutchins replied.


  Colonel Hutchins hung up the telephone. Help really wasn’t on the way to Headquarters Company, but it would be as soon as Colonel Hutchins cleared his head and figured out what to do. The phone call had taken Colonel Hutchins by surprise. He’d been sitting at his desk having a little drink when the phone rang a minute ago.


  Colonel Hutchins ran to his map table and looked down. He planted his sausagelike finger on the Headquarters Company position and then looked around the map to see who could fill the hole. The phone rang again. He dashed to the desk and picked it up.


  “This is Captain Swette from Easy Company! We’re being attacked by a whole shitload of Japs and we need help right away!”


  “It’ll be there before you know it!” Colonel Hutchins replied. “Hang on!”


  “I’m not sure that we can!”


  “Hang on anyways!”


  Colonel Hutchins hung up the phone and ran back to the map. That was the fourth call he’d received, all from units in the First Battalion area, which was the battalion that was turned south to meet flank attacks. The picture became clear to Colonel Hutchins’s alcohol-sodden mind. The Japs were attacking the regiment in flank. “Who’ve I got in reserve?” Colonel Hutchins muttered. “I believe I’ve got the Second Battalion in reserve.” He jumped on his telephone and picked it up.


  “Get me Colonel Lechler at the Second Battalion,” he said to the switchboard operator, “and make it fast!”


  “Yes sir.”


  Colonel Hutchins took a swig of whiskey while waiting for the call to go through. Major Cobb, the operations officer for the regiment, charged through the tent flap and entered the office.


  “We’re under attack!” he yelled.


  Colonel Hutchins held up the bottle of whiskey. “I’m taking care of it.”


  The voice of the switchboard operator vibrated in Colonel Hutchins’s ear. “I can’t get through to the Second Battalion, sir!”


  “Why the hell not!”


  “Don’t know, sir!”


  “Well find out and let me know when you can get through!”


  “Yes sir!”


  Colonel Hutchins slammed down the telephone. The moment the receiver hit the cradle it rang again. Colonel Hutchins ignored it.


  “Get on the radio!” he said to Major Cobb. “Call Colonel Lechler and tell him to swing around behind the First Battalion!”


  “Yes sir!”


  Major Cobb ran out of the office. The phone continued to ring, and Colonel Hutchins picked it up.


  “What is it now!” he demanded.


  “This is Captain Swenson! We’re being attacked by Japs. Request permission to retreat!”


  “Go ahead, but watch out for the Second Battalion! It’s moving up to support you!”


  “Yes sir!”


  Colonel Hutchins hung up the phone and wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand. I thought this was supposed to be a fucking rest zone, he said to himself. If this is a rest zone, I’d hate to be in a non-rest zone right now.


  


  The phone next to him rang again, and he picked it up. “Now what!” he hollared.


  There was a pause, and then he heard a deep calm voice, like the voice of an undertaker. “This is General Hawkins,” the voice in his ear said. “What’s going on down there?”


  “Japs’ve hit us from the south,” Colonel Hutchins said. “I don’t know how many Japs or even if we can contain them, but we’re trying.”


  “Do you think I should take any measures on my end?”


  “I think you should wake everybody up just in case.”


  “Do you need anything?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Call if you need anything. I’ll be here in my office.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  Colonel Hutchins hung up the phone. He still was surprised by the suddenness of the Japanese attack. They hadn’t even tried to soften up the American positions with artillery. Colonel Hutchins had heard eruptions of gunfire to the south, and then the phone started ringing.


  The tent flap was pushed to the side and Major Cobb entered the office. “I got through to Colonel Lechler,” he said. “He said he’d move south right away.”


  “Thank God.” Colonel Hutchins looked at his canteen. “I’d offer you a drink but I know you don’t drink.”


  Major Cobb said nothing. Colonel Hutchins raised the canteen to his lips and took a few swallows. He burped and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


  “Well,” Colonel Hutchins said, “there’s nothing we can do now except pray.”


  “Would you like me to get the rest of your staff in here, sir?”


  “You might as well.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Major Cobb turned around and left the office. Colonel Hutchins flopped on the chair behind his desk and stared into the thin air. Fucking Japs, he thought. Never give a man a moment’s rest.


  General Hall was dining at his officers mess with some Air Corps and Naval officers who’d happened to be in the area. One of the Air Corps officers recently arrived from the States and was filling the others in on the latest news. The officers mess was a substantial distance from the Afua sector and the sounds of fighting couldn’t be heard. The officers joked and chortled as they drank cold beer and ate roast chicken.


  Lieutenant Jack Utsler, one of General Hall’s aides, entered the mess area and walked to the table where General Hall sat. General Hall looked up as Lieutenant Utsler approached, and wondered what Lieutenant Utsler wanted. He hoped it wasn’t anything serious because the roast chicken was awfully good, and he even had mashed potatoes to go with it.


  Lieutenant Jack Utsler bent over and brought his lips close to General Hall’s right. “Our southern flank is under attack, sir,” he said. “The Eighty-first Division is retreating.”


  The fork fell out of General Hall’s hand. “Excuse me gentlemen,” he said. “I’m afraid I have some rather urgent business to attend to.”


  General Hall wiped his lips with a napkin and stood, turning around and following Lieutenant Utsler out of the officers mess.


  Stars sparkled in the sky and a three-quarter moon floated on the breeze. General Hall walked swiftly across the clearing, heading toward his office, with Lieutenant Utsler at his side. He climbed the stairs to the wooden shack and passed through the outer office, where the officer of the day sat behind the sergeant major’s desk. General Hall proceeded to the next office and found Colonel MacKenzie standing next to his map table, along with a few other staff officers.


  “Atten-hut!” Colonel MacKenzie shouted.


  “At ease,” General Hall said, approaching the map table. “What do we know so far?”


  “Basically,” Colonel MacKenzie explained, “the Eighty-first Division was attacked by Japanese soldiers at approximately eighteen hundred hours. The division was taken by surprise and forced to retreat. They’re still retreating as far as we know.”


  “Get General Hawkins for me on the telephone.”


  “Yes sir.”


  General Hall looked down at the map. It showed wooden arrows pointed at the southern flank, indicating the paths of the attack. “How far has the Eighty-first retreated?” General Hall asked.


  “We don’t know, sir,” somebody said.


  General Hall scratched his chin. He wasn’t particularly worried because he didn’t think the Japs could mount a major offensive anymore. Sooner or later the Japs would be stopped. There might be some confusion for a while, but nothing to become alarmed about.


  “I’ve got General Hawkins on the phone, sir,” Colonel MacKenzie said.


  General Hall walked to the switchboard and took the receiver out of Colonel MacKenzie’s hand. “General Hawkins?” he said.


  “Speaking,” said the voice on the other end of of the wire.


  “Have you stopped the attack yet?”


  “No sir. I don’t think so.”


  “What do you mean you don’t think so? Don’t you know?”


  “No sir, I don’t. I haven’t been able to figure out exactly what’s going on yet.”


  “How far have you retreated?”


  “I estimate that my right flank has fallen back approximately to the village of Afua.”


  “I think that’s about enough of a retreat, General. I think you’d better hold them right there in Afua.”


  “We’ll do our best sir.”


  “I didn’t order you to do your best. I ordered you to stop them.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  General Hall handed the receiver to Lieutenant Utsler, then strolled back to the map table. He looked down at the wooden squares and disks representing troop units and decided the Eighty-first Division should be able to stop the Japanese attack. The Eighty-first would take casualties and the southern flank would be awfully messy for a while, but war was never easy.


  General Hall looked at Colonel MacKenzie. “Stay here and keep an eye on things. If there are any problems, I’ll be at the officers mess.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Carry on.”


  General Hall walked out of his office, returning to his roast chicken and mashed potatoes.


  The young Japanese officer half climbed and half ran up the side of the gently sloping mountain. His face had been cut by an American bayonet and his uniform shirt had been slashed diagonally by another American bayonet. Huffing and puffing, dizzy from exertion, he sped upward, a courier with a message to deliver to General Yokozowa.


  The moon hung in the sky near the top of the mountain, casting long eerie shadows everywhere. The young Japanese officer, a lieutenant named Sendai Oya, saw the mouth of the cave that was General Yokozowa’s headquarters. He pumped his legs and finally reached the level of the sentries guarding the cave.


  “Who is it!” said one of the sentries.


  “Lieutenant Sendai Oya with a message for the general!”


  “Pass through!”


  Lieutenant Oya entered the mouth of the cave and couldn’t see a damned thing. He blinked and his eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness. A curtain had been hung from one wall of the cave to the other, and he could hear officers talking on the other side of the curtain.


  He walked purposefully to the curtain and pulled it to the side, revealing a map table with a kerosene lamp hanging over it.


  “Close that curtain!” somebody shouted.


  Lieutenant Oya stepped inside the area and let the curtain close. “I have an important message for General Yokozowa from Colonel Tamakuma!”


  A figure loomed out of the smoke and shadows. “What is the message?” asked General Yokozowa.


  “The Americans are in full retreat!” the bleeding young officer said happily. “Their lines melted away at the first onslaught of our attack!”


  General Yokozowa was so happy he wanted to jump for joy, but if he did he’d hit his head on the ceiling of the cave, because the ceiling was quite low.


  “Excellent!” General Yokozowa said. He spun around and said, “Get me General Adachi on the radio!”


  “Yes sir!” replied Lieutenant Higashi, his aide-de-camp.


  Lieutenant Higashi ran to the radio and ordered the operator to signal General Adachi’s headquarters. General Yokozowa paced back and forth, his hands clasped behind his back, his heart beating wildly. The attack had been a success! His men were pushing forward toward the American airfields! The tide of battle had been turned!


  “The signal is going through, sir!” said Lieutenant Higashi.


  


  “Give me the headset!” General Yokozowa said, striding toward the radio.


  General Yokozowa took the headset from the operator’s hand and put it on. He heard static, blips, and doo-wops, and then the voice of General Adachi came through.


  “General Yokozowa?” General Adachi asked.


  “Yes sir, I’m here! I’m calling to report that the attack has succeeded! The Americans are in full retreat! We’ve rolled back their flank, sir! Your tactics have been proven correct!”


  There was a pause on the other end, and General Yokozowa figured General Adachi was giving thanks to the Shinto gods.


  “This is excellent news,” General Adachi said finally, “but we can’t afford to celebrate so soon. This is the time to press our attack. The American flank must be in disarray. This is the most crucial part of the battle. Order your commanders to forge ahead to the airfields. We have not won anything until we win those airfields. Is that understood?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Keep up the good work, General Yokozowa. Notify me immediately of all developments. Good luck to you. Anything else?”


  “No sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  General Yokozowa dropped the headset into the radio operator’s hands and turned around, facing his officers. “Transmit this order to all field commands: The American flank has collapsed. Press your attacks. Forge ahead to the airfields. Don’t stop until you capture those airfields. Is that clear?”


  “Yes sir!” the officers replied.


  “Follow through!” General Yokozowa said.


  The officers wrote out the orders and prepared to transmit them to the front via radio and courier. General Yokozowa slipped past the curtain and walked to the front of the cave. He stood at its edge and placed his fists on his hips, looking down to the jungle below. He could hear rifle shots and an occasional grenade blast, but all he could see was a black mass of trees in the moonlight.


  American and Japanese soldiers were fighting a crucial battle in that jungle, one that would be written about in history books someday. General Yokozowa knew that if his men lost, the battle for New Guinea would be lost. He wished he could do something to help his men, but he and high-ranking officers like him were superfluous now. The battle would be won by local commanders and individual soldiers, fighting at close range with anything they could lay their hands on, in that turbulent sweltering jungle below.


  General Yokozowa raised his fists and looked up at the starry sky. “O Izanagi and Izanami,” he prayed fervently, “O Amaterasu and great Jimmu—please give us this great victory!”


  


  


  ELEVEN . . .


  No moonlight reached the depths of the thick tangled jungle. Gigantic bushes and primordial ferns covered the ground. Vines hung from the thick-trunked trees. There were few trails and visibility was poor. Desultory shots rang out and hand grenades exploded, shattering the stillness of the night.


  Sergeant Bannon crouched underneath a bush, trying to catch his breath. Sweat poured from his face and plastered his uniform to his body. He’d lost his M 1 rifle and was carrying a Japanese samurai sword. He had no idea of where he was or what had happened to the other men in the recon platoon. He assumed they were spread out and alone in the Jap-infested jungle, as he was.


  He perked up his ears and moved his head from side to side. It was black and eerie in every direction. He raised his head and could see tiny patches of sky through openings at the tops of the trees. The jungle smelled like rotten eggs. Somewhere in the distance a wild dog barked.


  Bannon heard something move behind him and spun around, raising the samurai sword in the air. He waited and blinked his eyes, hoping to catch a glimpse of something, but there was nothing except a sea of ink. He couldn’t see a damn thing. If a Jap was six feet away he’d be invisible.


  Bannon was spooked. It was one thing to face a Japanese soldier hand to hand in broad daylight, but quite another thing to be cut off from his men and unable to see anything. He wiped the snot off his nose with the back of his hand and wondered what to do next.


  He’d been crawling, running, and hiding ever since the retreat began. He didn’t know how he’d made it this far. He couldn’t see a damned thing and his only consolation was that the Japs couldn’t either. He knew that the jungle was full of Japs and GIs groping around in the darkness. Occasionally he heard a scream or a curse. Sometimes rifles were fired. It was the most terrifying mess he’d been in since he hit that Guadalcanal Beach nearly two years ago.


  He decided the time had come to take stock and find out where in the fuck he was. He unbuttoned his shirt pocket and took out his GI compass. He opened it up and shielded the luminous dial with his hands. He was facing east and wanted to go toward the northwest. Closing the compass, he was about to drop it into his shirt pocket when he heard something rustle in the bushes nearby.


  “Yaaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!”


  It was a Japanese soldier leaping toward him and screaming at the top of his lungs. Bannon dropped the compass and spun around, seeing the bayonet at the end of the Japanese soldier’s rifle streaking toward the point between Bannon’s eyes. Bannon ducked underneath the bayonet and pushed his legs hard. He flew through the air and collided with the Japanese soldier, wrapping his arms around the Japanese soldier’s face and knocking him off his feet. The Japanese soldier fell on his back, but he held on to his rifle and bayonet. He banged Bannon with the butt, but didn’t have much swinging room. Bannon crawled up the Japanese soldier’s body and punched him in the mouth. The Japanese soldier hollared and let go his rifle and bayonet, clawing the air wildly, wrapping his long skinny fingers around Bannon’s neck and squeezing as hard as he could.


  Bannon coughed and snorted as he brought his hands together and shot them up into the air, breaking the Japanese soldier’s hold on his throat. Still holding his hands together he balled them into one massive fist and brought it down on top of the Japanese soldier’s head.


  The Japanese soldier grunted, seeing stars. Bannon slugged him again, then jumped up and kicked the Japanese soldier in the face. The Japanese soldier fell onto his back and lay still. Bannon picked up the Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet, poised the weapon in the air, and rammed it through the Japanese soldier’s heart. Blood gushed out and Bannon placed his foot on the Japanese soldier’s chest, pulling the rifle and bayonet out.


  Bannon looked around. Everything was so dark he couldn’t get his bearings. Where’s my compass? he thought. He got down on his hands and knees and searched through the grass, dead leaves, and muck on the ground. He brought his nose close to the ground, but couldn’t find his compass. Panic rose in his chest because without his compass he’d be lost in the jungle. He’d have to stay where he was and that was the last place in the world where he wanted to stay.


  Blam!


  A bullet kicked up muck near his face, and he jerked his head back. Somebody fired at him, and he charged through the bush to get away.


  Blam!


  The second bullet whistled past his left ear, and Bannon rampaged through the jungle, ducking and dodging, trying to get away.


  Blam!


  The Japanese soldier, wherever he was, continued to fire at Bannon, and Bannon could hear the Japanese soldier chasing him. Bannon shouted as if he’d been hit, then ducked behind the wide trunk of a tree.


  He stood still and breathed heavily through his open mouth, trying not to make any noise. Sweat pouring down his cheeks, he heard the Japanese soldier coming after him. Bannon had left his samurai sword and the Japanese rifle and bayonet behind. All he had was his own bayonet in its scabbard. He slowly and silently drew it out and held it blade up in his fist.


  The Japanese soldier came closer. Bannon could hear him muttering to himself. He hoped the Japanese soldier would come close enough for a quick stab. He held the bayonet tightly and waited. What if a Jap comes from the other direction and sees me? Bannon felt a rise of desperation. He couldn’t imagine how he was going to get out of that jungle alive, but he told himself to calm down and take it one step at a time.


  The Japanese soldier paused on the other side of the tree. Bannon could hear him wheezing and hoped the Japanese soldier couldn’t hear him. Bannon bit his lower lip. Snakes writhed inside his stomach. The Japanese soldier stepped closer. He was suspicious and leaned forward to peer around the tree, his finger on the trigger of his Nambu pistol.


  Bannon and the Japanese soldier saw each other at the same moment. The Japanese soldier pulled the trigger and bark exploded on the tree next to Bannon’s cheek.


  Bannon sprang at the Japanese soldier, grabbed the hot barrel of the pistol with his left hand, and plunged the bayonet into the Japanese soldier’s stomach with his right hand. The bayonet went in to the hilt and warm blood poured over Bannon’s hand. The Japanese soldier went slack and dropped to the ground.


  Bannon pulled his bayonet out and crouched over the Japanese soldier. He pushed his bayonet back into its scabbard and plucked the Nambu pistol out of the Japanese soldier’s hand. Bannon was familiar with Nambu pistols, and he ejected the clip. He counted the bullets and there were three left.


  Jamming the pistol into his cartridge belt, he rolled the Japanese soldier over and searched for more ammunition clips. He found some in the Japanese soldier’s cartridge belt and more in his pack. Bannon stuffed the ammunition into his pockets. The Japanese soldier gasped as he lay on the ground, blood burbling out of his mouth. Bannon whacked him on the skull with the pistol and that quieted him down.


  Bannon filled the clip with bullets and looked around. He didn’t feel like going back to look for his compass. Somehow he’d have to get along without it. He’d have to follow the stars.


  He looked up at the sky and found the Big Dipper. The two stars on the end pointed to the North Star, and he located it on the end of the handle of the Little Dipper. That was true north, not magnetic north, according to what he’d been taught in advanced infantry training.


  Bannon held the pistol in his right hand and crept forward, heading in the direction of the North Star. He wondered how far he’d have to go before he was safe behind his own lines.


  Private Victor Yabalonka opened his eyes and saw blackness. He had no idea of where he was and felt as though he’d been kicked in the chest by a mule. He lay on his back and raised his head, looking around him. Bodies were everywhere, stretched out in the moonlight. Then it all came back to him. The Japs had attacked while he and the others were digging in, and one of the Japs shot him.


  I was shot, he asked himself. Am I dead? He didn’t feel dead. He touched the palms of his hands to his chest and found no blood, only a dull ache in his left pectoral muscle underneath his shirt pocket.


  It’s impossible, he said to himself. It can’t be. He sat up and looked at his shirt pocket. There was a big blotch on it and he probed with his fingers, discovering two holes side by side. Oh-oh, he thought. There was no blood and he could feel his handy pocket Bible, the one given him by the Reverend Billie Jones, inside.


  Private Victor Yabalonka’s hands trembled as he unbuttoned the shirt pocket. He pulled out the handy pocket Bible and thought: It couldn’t happen twice in a row!


  He held the Bible up to the light and looked at the cover. The night spun around him as he realized there was a second smashed bullet directly on top of the first one. He touched the lead with his fingers, and his heart beat like a tom-tom. “It’s impossible,” he muttered.


  He flipped open the Bible and brought his eyes close to it so he could see the lead. One bullet clearly had been stopped by the previous bullet. Both bullets had landed in the identical place, and underneath them were the words:


  
    Behold, I am the Lord, the God of all flesh: is there any thing too hard for me?

  


  Yabalonka didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. He thought he was losing his mind. Things like this don’t happen, he said to himself. It’s impossible.


  But he knew it had happened, and therefore it was possible. But how had it happened? What in the hell was going on?


  His mind was staggered. He looked around at all the dead Japanese and American soldiers. I’m the only one alive. How come I’m the only one alive?


  He looked at the Bible spread out in his hand.


  
    Behold, I am the Lord, the God of all flesh: is there any thing too hard for me?

  


  


  What’s going on here? Yabalonka wondered. This isn’t right! The first time he was able to tell himself it was a mere coincidence that the Bible happened to stop a Japanese bullet, but he couldn’t convince himself of this a second time. Things like this can’t possibly happen, he thought, although he knew that in fact it had happened!


  Yabalonka thought his mind would explode. He felt dizzy, as if he were falling through outer space. What’s going on here? Am I dreaming?


  He pinched himself and it hurt, but he still wasn’t sure he was awake. He’d been a Communist in civilian life and believed in dialectical materialism, which left no room in the world for gods, ghosts, and strange inexplicable occurrences. Was there more to existence than dialectical materialism allowed, and if there was, what the hell was it?


  The wind fluttered the pages of the Bible, and a new page appeared. He looked down at it and read:


  
    For I tell you, that many prophets and kings have desired to see those things which ye see, and have not seen them; and to hear those things which ye hear, and have not heard them.

  


  “I need a fucking drink,” Yabalonka said, and then he put his hand over his mouth, because he realized he shouldn’t be making any noise. There might be Japs around. Where were all his buddies? Had they all been massacred?


  He decided he had more important things to think about than the reality of God and the possibility of miracles. Dropping the tiny Bible into his shirt pocket, he buttoned it in so it wouldn’t fall out. Maybe he’d talk to somebody about this when he was safe, but first he had to get safe.


  He saw a Japanese Arisaka rifle lying on the ground beside him, and leaned over to pick it up.


  Then he heard voices. He wrinkled his forehead and realized the voices were speaking the Japanese language. Figures moved in the jungle and he ducked his head, lying flat on the ground. A column of Japanese soldiers marched into the area and passed by him, only ten yards away. He lay still and pretended to be dead, aware that he really would be dead if that Bible hadn’t been in his shirt pocket.


  


  Maybe I’d better not say anything about this, Yabalonka thought. Everybody’ll think I’m crazy if I tell them what happened.


  Pfc. Frankie La Barbara from New York City looked down at Lieutenant Breckenridge’s sweat-streaked face. “I don’t know why I brung you here,” Frankie said. “I shoulda left you behind for the Japs.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge was dizzy and feverish. His shoulder throbbed because a Japanese bullet was lodged in the muscle. He looked up at Frankie and saw the face of a harlequin.


  “Where are we?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “You’re so smart—you tell me,” Frankie replied.


  Frankie’s jaws worked like a machine as they chewed Wrigley’s peppermint gum. He looked to the left, then to the right, twitched his nose, and scratched his balls. He was huddled beside Lieutenant Breckenridge near the moss-covered trunk of a tree. Pitch blackness was all around them. Somebody screamed less than fifty yards away.


  “What was that?” Frankie muttered.


  “Gimme a drink, Frankie.”


  “Fuck you. Get one yourself.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge reached around with his good arm to get his canteen, but didn’t have the strength. He wheezed and went slack on the ground.


  Frankie looked at him and sneered. “You ain’t such a hotshot now, are you, you big lump of shit. You got a mouth but that’s about all. Those lieutenants’ bars don’t mean a fucking thing anymore. It’s just you and me out here, shithead, and this time I’m the boss.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked up at Frankie gloating above him. “You’re a psycho case, you know that, don’t you Frankie?”


  “Hey,” Frankie said, “you can’t talk to me like that anymore.” Frankie whipped out his bayonet and touched the blade to Lieutenant Breckenridge’s throat. “Go ahead, say it again.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge felt the cold steel against his skin but it’d take more than cold steel to make him hold his feelings back. “I said you’re a psycho case, and that’s all you’ll ever be. You can kill me but that’ll mean you’re even more of a psycho case than you are already.”


  “You son of a bitch,” Frankie said. “You’re calling my bluff, huh? Well nobody calls Frankie La Barbara’s bluff and gets away with it.”


  Frankie pressed the blade against Lieutenant Breckenridge’s throat, and a thin red line of blood appeared.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge looked into Frankie La Barbara’s eyes. “Go ahead,” he said tauntingly. “Only a sick son of a bitch like you would kill another American who couldn’t defend himself. You’re a coward—that’s what you are. A coward and a bully. If I wasn’t helpless right now, you wouldn’t dare talk to me that way.”


  Frankie was so angry he quaked from head to toe. He was angry because he knew Lieutenant Breckenridge was more or less right. He pulled the knife away from Lieutenant Breckenridge’s throat.


  “You know what I’m gonna do?” Frankie said. “I’m gonna carry you the fuck out of here and deliver you personally to the first hospital I see. I’m gonna stay there until they cure you and then I’m gonna call you out and kick your big fat ass all over the jungle.”


  “You couldn’t do it before,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “What makes you think you can do it now.”


  “You were lucky those other times. You hit me when I wasn’t looking.”


  “You’re a liar.”


  “You’re a dumb fuck. You think you’re so smart, but you’re the one lying on the ground all covered with blood, and I’m clean as a whistle. Guess you ain’t as smart as you think you are, big lieutenant.”


  “I never liked you, Frankie,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, “and I still don’t like you. You don’t have a decent bone in your body. You’re the scum of the earth.”


  “Don’t piss me off,” Frankie replied, “because I’ll cut your fucking throat as soon as look at you.”


  “You might as well do it right now because we’ll never get out of this mess alive. You’re not smart enough to get us out alive. You couldn’t fight your way out of a paper bag.”


  “I brought you this far, didn’t I?”


  “I don’t see how somebody with the amount of brains you’ve got could get much farther.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  Frankie chewed his gum and worked his shoulders up and down. He looked to his left and right. A burst of automatic-weapons fire erupted not far away.


  “We’d better be moving,” Frankie said. “You’re wasting my fucking time.”


  Frankie leaned the Arisaka rifle against the trunk of a tree. He bent over and picked up Lieutenant Breckenridge, who wrapped his arm around Frankie’s neck.


  “You weigh a ton,” Frankie said. “You’re a fat fuck.”


  Frankie picked up the Arisaka rifle with his left arm and held on to Lieutenant Breckenridge with his right hand.


  “Let’s go,” Frankie said.


  “Which way’re you going?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


  “Shut your fucking mouth,” Frankie said. “I’m in charge here now.”


  “Lemme get my compass.”


  “I don’t need no fucking compass.”


  Frankie stepped forward, dragging Lieutenant Breckenridge along with him. Lieutenant Breckenridge moved his legs and tried to help as much as he could, but felt weak. He looked up at the sky and spotted the North Star. He realized that Frankie was moving in the right direction at least. Lieutenant Breckenridge felt dizzy now that he was upright. He saw waves and squiggles in front of his eyes.


  Frankie staggered along the narrow jungle trail. He knew he shouldn’t be on the trail, because that was the most dangerous place, but he couldn’t drag Lieutenant Breckenridge through the thick jungle. It’d take forever to get someplace that way.


  “I’m thirsty,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


  “Drink your spit,” Frankie replied.


  “You’re an animal, you son of a bitch. No, I take that back. You’re worse than an animal.”


  “I ain’t never met an officer who was worth the powder to blow him to hell.”


  Frankie rounded a bend in the trail and two Japanese soldiers jumped out of the bushes directly in front of him. They were only six feet away and there was nothing he could do.


  “Idiot!” Lieutenant Breckenridge said in Frankie’s ear.


  The Japanese soldiers stepped closer. One of them said something and Frankie couldn’t understand Japanese but he thought he’d better raise his hands in the air. He let go of his rifle and Lieutenant Breckenridge, who collapsed onto the ground at Frankie’s feet. The rifle landed a few inches from Lieutenant Breckenridge. Frankie raised his hands as high in the air as he could.


  “Don’t get nervous and shoot somebody,” he said softly, with a big smile, to the Japanese soldiers. “I’m not going to make any trouble at all.”


  The Japanese soldiers talked to each other, and Frankie figured they were discussing whether to shoot him and Lieutenant Breckenridge on the spot or take them prisoner. Frankie knew what he’d do if the situation was reversed. He’d shoot the Japs and leave them where they lay.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge lay sprawled at Frankie’s feet, wondering if he could do something. He thought maybe he could lurch forward and knock one of the soldiers off his feet, but would Frankie have the presence of mind to handle the other one? Lieutenant Breckenridge didn’t know, but it was the only chance he had.


  He pulled together his last remaining ounces of strength and grit his teeth. The Japanese soldiers continued to jabber to each other. Lieutenant Breckenridge tensed his muscles and took a deep breath. That old college cheer came back to him:


  
    End, center, tackle, guard!


    Get your man and hit him hard!

  


  He dug his toes into the ground and hurled himself forward, spreading out and throwing a body block into the knees of the Japanese soldier on the right. The Japanese soldier screamed as he went down, his arms flailing the air, and the other Japanese soldier looked instinctively to see what had happened.


  Frankie’s reflexes were right on the ball. He saw the side of the Japanese soldier’s face and reared back his arm. Pow! He punched the Japanese soldier in the face and the Japanese soldier staggered backwards. Frankie was on him like stink on shit, yanking the rifle out of his hands and bashing him on the mouth with the butt.


  The Japanese soldier fell on his ass and Frankie turned to see Lieutenant Breckenridge struggling on the ground with the other Japanese soldier. Frankie stepped to the side and kicked the other Japanese soldier in the head. He raised the butt of the rifle he’d just taken and smashed the Japanese soldier in the head, fracturing his skull. The Japanese soldier went limp on the ground.


  The first Japanese soldier tried to get up. Frankie spun around and kicked him in the face. The Japanese soldier fell onto his back and Frankie jumped beside him, bashing him in the head, then turning the rifle around and jabbing the bayonet on its end into the Japanese soldier’s stomach. Frankie twisted the bayonet for good measure and pulled it out, drops of blood falling from its end.


  Both Japanese soldiers lay motionless on the ground. Lieutenant Breckenridge drew himself unsteadily to his feet.


  “We did it,” he said.


  “Whataya mean, we did it?” Frankie replied, “I did it. You’d be rat food right now if it wasn’t for me.”


  “We’d better get out of here.”


  “You’re fucking right we’d better get out of here.”


  Frankie looked ahead on the trail and hesitated, because he thought more Japs might be that way.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge chuckled as his knees wobbled and he leaned from side to side. “You don’t know what to do, do you?” he asked.


  “Yeah, I know what to do,” Frankie replied.


  “What?”


  “Lemme think.”


  “We’d better stay off this trail from now on.”


  “That’s just what I was going to say.”


  “I think we’d better cut into the jungle right here. The hardest way might be the easiest way in the long run.”


  “That’s just what I was thinking.”


  Reluctantly and with great distaste, Lieutenant Breckenridge draped his arm over Frankie La Barbara’s shoulder. Just as reluctantly, and with as much distaste, Frankie La Barbara wrapped his arm around Lieutenant Breckenridge’s waist. Together they pushed into the jungle, and in seconds were swallowed up by the leaves and darkness.


  Private Randolph Worthington, the barrel-chested former big-game hunter who hailed from Greenwich, Connecticut, crept through the thick black jungle. An owl hooted in a tree nearby, and in the distance he heard the shot of a rifle. He moved with his knees bent and his shoulders hunched over, listening for Japs, trying to be as cautious as he could.


  He knew that one wrong move could mean the end of his life. This was nothing like hunting big game in Africa, where he had been safe from bodily harm. Guides and natives had been with him, furnishing protection. He’d picked his shots without a worry in the world.


  Now he was the hunted, and it didn’t feel so good. He knew the jungle was swarming with Japs. He could hear them shouting to each other in the area he was in. They were beating the bushes, looking for him, and now he knew how those lions and rhinos felt when he was stalking them in Africa.


  He crouched behind a bush and caught his breath. His forehead was covered with sweat and he wiped it off with the back of his arm. He was afraid, but not so afraid that he couldn’t think straight. The fear didn’t paralyze him; it only sharpened his senses and made him more anxious to stay alive.


  He too was navigating by the stars. Looking up to the sky, he checked his direction and saw that it was generally okay. He wished he could smoke a cigarette or have a drink. A cup of coffee would go down real well, but there were no coffee shops in the vicinity.


  He heard leaves rustle in front of him, and ducked lower into his bush. The leaves rustled again and he estimated that the sound was coming from approximately twenty yards in front of him. Then he heard a Japanese voice, followed by another Japanese voice. His hairs prickled on the top of his head when he realized that at least two Japanese soldiers were heading straight toward him.


  He hoped he was wrong. He hoped they really weren’t headed straight toward him. He crouched lower behind the bush, his mouth going dry. His heart beat faster and he felt a mild pain in his stomach. His stomach rumbled and then he farted. He had to move his bowels but there was no time for that.


  The Japanese soldiers came closer. Private Worthington was forced to admit that they were headed directly toward him. He wondered whether to crawl into the bush he was hiding behind and hope they didn’t see him, or try to crawl away and hope they wouldn’t hear him.


  He narrowed his eyes and looked around. There was little light but his night vision was on and he could perceive that the jungle in the area wasn’t as thick as it could be. Narrow openings were between the bushes and trees and he thought he could sneak through them without making much noise. I’ll try it, he thought. It’s better than staying here.


  One of the Japanese soldiers nearby said something, and the other Japanese soldier replied. Private Worthington realized they were only approximately ten yards away now, and he had to get moving.


  He pivoted on the balls of his feet and crept to his right, passing between two bushes, moving silently by a tree whose trunk was covered with a net of vines. He ducked under a low-hanging branch and paused, listening to the Japanese soldiers advancing toward the spot where he’d been. Am I far enough away, he wondered, or should I keep going?


  He decided to keep going. He looked ahead and saw a small round clearing six feet in diameter. Raising his foot gingerly, he brought it down carefully on the jungle floor covered with leaves.


  The jungle floor didn’t support him and his foot sank into it. He lost his balance and toppled belly first into a puddle of mud. The mud splashed onto his face and got into his eyes. He raised his hands to wipe the mud out of his eyes, but his hands were covered with mud too. Tiny grains of sand rubbed against his inner eyelids every time he blinked. He kicked his feet in the mud but it seemed to be bottomless. Every time he kicked he sank more deeply into it. Then his blood went cold and his eyes bulged out of his head. Quicksand! he thought, horrified. I’ve fallen into quicksand!


  He swallowed hard, and sweat squirted from every pore in his body. Panic overwhelmed him for a few moments and he wanted to scream, but he didn’t dare scream. He took a deep breath and tried to calm down. His body sank to his cartridge belt in the quicksand. The Japanese soldiers were nearby, still talking with each other. Worthington reached around for something to grab onto, but couldn’t find anything. There was only more quicksand. He realized that his frantic movements made him sink even faster. In basic training they’d taught him that a person could swim in quicksand, and he kicked his feet, trying to make his body flatten out on top of it, but that only made him sink faster too.


  Again the panic rose inside him and threatened to freak him out of his head. He wondered whether he’d be better off surrendering to the Japs or just drowning in the quicksand. It was up to his chest now. He was sinking fast. Something told him that if he called for the Japs, they’d just come over, laugh at his predicament, and shoot him in the head.


  His only alternative was to drown like a rat, and he sank more deeply into the quicksand with every passing second. He clawed with his hands, hoping to find something solid, but nothing was there. The Japs were very close now, still talking. It sounded as though they’d stopped a few yards away and were discussing which direction to move in next. Worthington hoped they wouldn’t move in his direction. The quicksand rippled up to the top portion of his chest, near his collarbone. He could smell its cruddy odor. Jesus, am I gonna the in this stuff? he asked himself. Is this the way I’m gonna go?


  He admitted to himself that it probably was the way he was going to go. He realized that his life was just about over, and soon he’d be suffocating in the muck. The thought of it nearly drove him out of his mind. He wanted to shriek and flail his arms around, but he gritted his teeth and forced himself to be quiet.


  The quicksand rose to his throat. He told himself that if he was going to die, he wanted to the as a man. He’d just grit his teeth and when his nose went under he’d breathe in all that shit and the as fast as he could.


  Then a new thought came to his mind. He wondered if he could turn his rifle around and shoot himself with it. He maneuvered his rifle around to actually try that, but noticed that his movements made him sink faster. He didn’t think he had time to get his rifle ready, take off the safety, and ram a round into the chamber. He thought of slicing his wrists with his bayonet, but what would be the point of that? He’d be drowned before he could bleed to death.


  He became aware that the Japanese soldiers were moving away from him. He could hear them scraping against leaves and talking to each other, but what good would that do him now?


  My God, I’m finished, he thought. The realization fell on him like a ton of bricks. He was going to die, and he was only twenty-four years old. He thought of his mother, father, sisters, brothers, back in Greenwich, Connecticut, near the sea. He flashed on a few of the girls he’d screwed and some of the animals he’d shot in Africa.


  The mud covered his mouth and he clamped his lips shut. His nostrils were only a half inch away and then the party would be over. He felt like crying, because he thought he was too young to die, but he tried to make himself strong so that he could the like a man instead of a sniveling weak-kneed coward.


  The water rose to his nostrils. Private Worthington said good-bye to the world, when something caught his eye. Something moved in front of him. His first thought was that it was a wild animal of some kind who’d come to bite his head off.


  He saw a human arm, and then a tiny ray of moonlight shone on a human head. Private Worthington blinked his eyes and nearly opened his mouth in astonishment, but caught himself in time. He realized that a human being was there pushing a branch toward him! Private Worthington held his breath and lunged for it. His head went under the muck but his fingers closed around the branch. He reached out with his other hand and clamped that one onto the branch also. The person pulled and Worthington’s head came up out of the muck. He opened his eyes and saw a native naked from the waist up on the other side of the branch. The native pulled again and Worthington kicked his feet. His shoulders came out of the muck and now he realized for the first time that he wasn’t going to the after all!


  The native pulled again. His feet were braced against some roots at the edge of the quicksand, and he put all of his weight into his work. Worthington's body gradually became parallel to the surface of the quicksand. He kicked his feet and tried to work himself loose from the quicksand. The native continued to pull from one end, and the quicksand sucked Private Worthington down at the other end. Private Worthington wriggled and squirmed. He pumped his legs and flapped his arms as the native yanked and tugged.


  Private Worthington felt himself coming free. He kicked his feet and the native gave a mighty pull. Private Worthington’s elbows touched down on solid ground! The native grabbed him by the shoulder and dragged him forward. Private Worthington’s stomach was out of the quicksand, then his thighs, then his knees. He crawled forward on his hands and knees and collapsed, breathing heavily. Angling his head to the side, he looked at the native and wheezed, “Thank you.”


  The native couldn’t speak English. He made a motion with his finger that indicated Worthington should follow him. Worthington nodded and raised himself up wearily. He was covered with mud from his boots to the space just below his nostrils, and his breath came in deep drafts.


  The native bent his head and moved into the jungle. Private Worthington got low and followed him, leaving behind a harmless-looking little clearing that really was a bottomless vortex of death.


  The two Japanese soldiers who’d passed close to Private Worthington continued to comb the jungle for American soldiers. They knew that American soldiers were in the area, trapped behind the Japanese advance, and the Japanese soldiers’ job was to search and destroy.


  One of the Japanese soldiers was Pfc. Soma, and he was short and slim. The other was Private Nagao, and he was a few inches taller, also slim. Pfc. Soma used to be on the heavy side, but now his skin hung in flaccid loops on his face. Private Nagao always had been slim and his head was shaped like a football, with wide cheekbones, a small pointy head, and a small pointy chin.


  “I hear something!” Pfc. Soma said, stopping beside a tree.


  “Where?” asked Private Nagao.


  “Over there,” said Pfc. Soma, aiming toward his left with the bayonet on the end of his Arisaka rifle.


  The two Japanese soldiers advanced in that direction, taking slow cautious steps. They looked to their left and right to make sure no one was sneaking up on them. They couldn’t hear anything except the ordinary sounds of the jungle.


  “Are you sure you heard something?” Private Nagao asked.


  “I think so.”


  That was good enough for Private Nagao. He took another step forward, peering into the bush in front of him. It was dark and tangled, an ideal place to hide. Private Nagao would have liked to throw a hand grenade in there, but he didn’t have any hand grenades left. Neither did Pfc. Soma. So they had to investigate the bush the hard way. Private Nagao stopped and bent forward, to take a better look at the bush.


  Blam!


  A bullet shot through Private Nagao’s forehead, and his lights went out. He collapsed onto the ground and Pfc. Soma froze for a split second instead of hitting the dirt instinctively.


  Blam!


  


  The bullet blew apart his chest and he was knocked onto his ass. The jungle was still for a moment, and then the bush trembled. It opened up like a great mouth and a gigantic hulk crawled out from underneath it. This hulk was none other than Private Joshua McGurk from Skunk Hollow, Maine.


  McGurk looked to his left and then to his right. He approached the Japanese soldiers and bent over them, stripping away all their ammunition, stuffing it into his pockets. He spit onto the ground, turned around, and snuck away like a thief into the night.


  Five hundred yards to the northeast of McGurk, a Japanese soldier crouched beside a stream whose surface glittered like diamonds in the moonlight. He looked around, listened, and couldn’t hear anything threatening nearby. His canteen was empty so he removed it from its cloth cover and dipped it into the stream.


  The canteen gurgled as water poured into it. The Japanese soldier looked forward to having a drink, because he was very thirsty. He’d eaten American C rations a short while ago and they’d been salty. His mouth stung, it was so dry.


  The night outlined his figure against the stream. He wondered if any live fish lived in the stream. He thought it’d be wonderful if he could eat some nice raw fish. It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed such a delicacy.


  Something jostled behind him. He spun around and saw the flash of a blade. An instant later the blade slashed his windpipe and jugular vein. Blood poured out and the Japanese soldier fell with a splash into the stream.


  “Gotcha,” said Sergeant Bannon, lowering his bayonet into the stream, letting the water wash the blood off it and his hand. Bannon pushed the bayonet into its scabbard and dived into the bushes. In seconds he was gone, leaving behind the Japanese soldier, his blood sending dark whorls into the rippling water.


  


  


  TWELVE . . .


  Fighting raged throughout the evening and into the night across the southern flank of the Persecution Task Force. Japanese soldiers managed to advance north of Afua, meeting increasingly heavy resistance as companies from Colonel Hutchins’s Second Battalion came up on the line. The Japanese attack stalled and finally was stopped cold approximately 250 yards north of Afua.


  At 2300 hours, Lieutenant Colonel Frank Lechler, the commanding officer of the Second Battalion, signaled to Colonel Hutchins that the lines finally had stabilized.


  “A lot of our people have been trapped south of the current line,” Colonel Lechler added.


  “How many?” asked Colonel Hutchins.


  “At this point I have no idea.”


  “You’d better notify your front lines that stragglers will be trying to return.”


  “I’ve already done that.”


  “Good. Now all you have to do is hold where you are. If you have any problems, you’d better call before they get out of hand. How are your supplies?”


  “We’re in good shape so far.”


  


  “You’d better not call me out of the clear blue sky and tell me that your lines are cracking, because I’ll crack you. If you get in trouble, don’t wait too long before you call for help. Get the picture?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  Colonel Hutchins handed the radio headset back to the radio operator. He puffed the cigarette in his hand and smiled. A catastrophe had been averted. The lines had held.


  He walked a few steps to the telephone operator and told him to put a call through to General Hawkins. An empty chair was nearby and Colonel Hutchins sat on it. He pulled out his canteen and took a sip of white lightning, believing that his men thought he was drinking only water, but they knew what he was drinking. They could smell it all over the interior of the tent.


  The operator handed the telephone to Colonel Hutchins, who held it against his face. “Colonel Hutchins speaking sir,” he said.


  There was no reply. General Hawkins hadn’t come to the phone yet. Colonel Hutchins puffed his cigarette. He wondered how many of his men were trapped behind enemy lines. He hoped there weren’t too many.


  “General Hawkins here,” said a voice on the other end of the telephone. “Is that you, Hutchins?”


  “You bet your ass it is.”


  “You sound pretty chipper. I guess you stopped the Japs.”


  “You bet your ass I did.”


  “You did!”


  “I just told you I did.”


  “Where did you stop them?”


  “About two hundred and fifty yards north of Afua.”


  “You can’t let them stay there, Hutch. That there’s American real estate.”


  “You’re damn straight they’re not going to stay there. I’m going to kick their asses out in the morning.”


  “That’s the way I like to hear my officers talk. When do you jump off?”


  “The crack of dawn.”


  “Need anything?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  


  “Let me know how you do, so I can keep General Hall informed.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Anything else?”


  “No sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  Frankie La Barbara looked at his watch. It was two o’clock in the morning. He and Lieutenant Breckenridge were lying underneath a bush, and Frankie was trying to get his breath.


  “You weigh a ton,” Frankie said. “You eat too fucking much.”


  “You talk too fucking much,” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied, his voice weak and his face pale from loss of blood.


  “I ought to leave you here,” Frankie said.


  “Go ahead. Save your worthless ass. I’m getting sick of you anyway.”


  “Maybe I should shoot you before I leave.”


  “Maybe you should. It’s the kind of thing a sleazy son of a bitch like you would do.”


  Frankie raised his eyebrows. “Who’re you calling a sleazy son of a bitch!”


  “You.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  Frankie bent closer to Lieutenant Breckenridge. “You fucking tinhorn officer,” he said. “You wear them bars on your collar and you think you’re the cat’s ass, but you ain’t nothing but a big tub of shit.”


  “Frankie,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, “if we ever get out of this mess alive I’m going to tear you in half.”


  “That’s what you think. If we ever get out of this mess alive I’m gonna slam your head down so far you’ll be able to use it for an overshoe next time it rains.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge jerked his head around. “I hear something.”


  Frankie La Barbara wrinkled his forehead. “I do too.”


  “Get down.”


  “You don’t have to tell me to get down. You think I don’t know enough to get down?”


  “Quiet.”


  


  “You always have to give orders, don’t you? Well shove your fucking orders up your ass, okay?”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge decided he’d better keep his mouth shut, because if he didn’t say anything then Frankie La Barbara wouldn’t say anything. The goddamned idiot always has to have the last word, Lieutenant Breckenridge thought. He lay underneath the bush and Frankie La Barbara lay next to him. They were ten yards from a trail, and someone was moving from south to north upon it. The sounds came closer and indicated the presence of a substantial number of soldiers. I hope they’re Americans, Lieutenant Breckenridge thought, but they’re probably Japs.


  Next to him Frankie chewed his gum frantically. He ran his tongue over his teeth and twitched his nose. Like Lieutenant Breckenridge he hoped the soldiers were Americans but doubted that they were. They’d almost certainly be more Japs. Frankie hoped they wouldn’t notice any suspicious tracks on the trail, and search the jungle to see where they led. I should’ve cleared those tracks off the road, Frankie thought, but how was I supposed to know a bunch of Japs’d come walking by?


  The soldiers marched closer. Their boots sounded like thunder as they advanced over the trail. They came abreast of Lieutenant Breckenridge and Pfc. Frankie La Barbara.


  “Hey Sarge,” somebody said, “I gotta take a piss.”


  Frankie La Barbara felt a surge of adrenaline in his veins. He jumped up and shouted: “We’re Americans in here!”


  “Keep your voice down!” Lieutenant Breckenridge hissed.


  “Fuck you!”


  Frankie charged through the jungle, holding his rifle and bayonet at port arms. He leapt onto the trail and saw a column of American soldiers.


  “Hi!” he said. “How’re ya doin’!”


  A soldier stepped toward him. “Who the fuck are you?”


  “Pfc. Frankie La Barbara, recon platoon, Fifty-third Infantry.”


  “What’re you doing here?”


  “The same thing you’re doing here.”


  “We’re headed back to our lines. Arc you all right?”


  “I am now.”


  “Fall in at the rear of the column. Move it out, men.”


  A voice came to them from the woods. “What about me?”


  The soldier looked at Frankie. “Who’s that?”


  


  “Just some fucking officer,” Frankie said.


  “What do you think I am?”


  Frankie realized that probably he’d just spoken too fast. “I don’t think I recognize you, sir.”


  “I’m Captain Swette, Easy Company.”


  “Hello sir,” Frankie said weakly.


  Captain Swette looked at his men. “Take somebody with you and get that officer out of there.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The soldier picked another one to go with him, and together they entered the jungle.


  “Where are you?” one of the soldiers asked.


  “Over here!” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  The soldiers raised their arms and pushed through the thick foliage. They found Lieutenant Breckenridge, picked him up by his armpits, and carried him back to the road.


  “Hello Dale,” said Captain Swette, a half smile on his face. “You look like you’ve just about had the green weenie.”


  “I believe I have.”


  “Looks like a pretty ugly wound you’ve got there. Has a medic looked at it?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Cole!” said Captain Swette.


  “Yes sir.” A soldier rushed forward, carrying a big haversack with a red cross painted on the side.


  “Look after Lieutenant Breckenridge.”


  “Yes sir.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge was laid upon the ground. Pfc. Cole leaned over him and opened his shirt, but the fabric stuck to the dried blood that covered the bandage.


  “Is this a bullet wound, sir?”


  “Yes.”


  “The bullet’s still in there, I suppose.”


  “I suppose.”


  “How’s the pain?”


  “I can handle it.”


  “Is it fairly severe?”


  “Fairly.”


  “Maybe I’d better give you another shot.”


  “You won’t get any arguments from me if you do.”


  Pfc. Cole removed a small bottle of alcohol and a swab of cotton from his haversack. He poured alcohol on the cotton and cleaned a small area of Lieutenant Breckenridge’s bicep muscle. Then he pulled a morphine Syrette out of the haversack and broke the seal. Jabbing the needle into Lieutenant Breckenridge’s arm, he squeezed out the contents. Pfc. Cole yanked out the Syrette and slapped the skin where he’d inserted the needle, so the morphine would begin moving into Lieutenant Breckenridge’s bloodstream.


  “The pain’ll go away real fast,” Pfc. Cole said, fastening the straps on his haversack.


  “Thanks,” replied Lieutenant Breckenridge.


  To Lieutenant Breckenridge’s ears, the medic’s voice sounded as if it was coming out of a cave. Captain Swette ordered two soldiers to pick up Lieutenant Breckenridge and carry him. The two soldiers lifted Lieutenant Breckenridge and spread his considerable weight over their shoulders.


  “Got him?” Captain Swette asked.


  The soldiers nodded.


  “Let’s move it out,” Captain Swette said, “and keep your eyes open for Japs.”


  General Yokozowa’s radio finally was working, thanks to an aerial on top of the mountain where his cave was located. Sporadic signals were received from the front, and then, at two-thirty in the morning, a call came in from Colonel Tamakuma, who commanded the spearhead of the attack on Afua.


  Actually Colonel Tamakuma didn’t make the call. One of his aides made the call, because top-ranking officers don’t place calls if there’s somebody else around who can do it for them. Finally, after numerous exchanges by aides on both ends of the transmission, Colonel Tamakuma and General Yokozowa were able to speak with each other via shortwave.


  “Sir,” said Colonel Tamakuma, “I’m afraid I have bad news. The momentum of our attack has been stopped by the Americans a short distance north of the village of Afua.”


  “Why?” asked General Yokozowa.


  “Because the Americans have brought many reinforcing units up on the line.”


  “So it’s merely a matter of numbers.”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Your units are intact?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Then your news is not really bad. You have not been defeated and you are still able to wage war, is that not correct?”


  “That is correct sir.”


  “This development presents opportunities that may not be apparent to you at this moment,” General Yokozowa said. “You have pushed the Americans back and inflicted heavy casualties upon them. Their lines have been obliterated and we can assume that their soldiers have been numbed by the ferocity of your attack. They don’t know what to expect now. They probably are frightened, because you know as well as I that Americans are not the bravest people in the world. They’re all right when they outnumber us and are moving forward, but they never do well when they’re backing up. We shall attack again first thing in the morning, with more troops, and catch the American right flank in a double envelopment. Then we will see the American right flank collapse, and if their right flank collapses, their entire defense system will collapse. So take heart, Colonel Tamakuma. You have won a victory and you should be happy. Maintain pressure on the Americans. Those are your orders for the time being. Do you have any questions?”


  “Where will the new troops come from for the attack at dawn, sir?”


  “Where they come from is not your concern. That is my concern. You are to maintain pressure on the Americans in front of you. Any more questions?”


  “No sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  General Yokozowa handed the headset back to his radio operator and walked to his map table. He looked down at the American flank and moved the wooden symbols to indicate the advance into American territory. His aides watched him carefully and he made his peculiar smile, raising his upper lip and showing his tobacco-stained front teeth. Instantly he saw how the American south flank could be crushed for all time. His attack at dawn would consist of three elements: (1) an all-out frontal attack by Colonel Tamakuma at the center of the American southern line extension; (2) an attack on the American east flank from across the Driniumor River; and (3) an attack on the American west flank from the foothills of the Torricelli Mountains.


  General Yokozowa stepped back from the map and continued to smile. He lit a cigarette and walked to his telephone switchboard.


  


  “I want to speak with General Adachi,” he said.


  “Yes sir,” said the telephone operator.


  General Yokozowa puffed his cigarette as he waited beside the telephone operator. All eyes were on him and he loved the attention. He felt like a great warlord, a king of samurais, the man of the hour. In his imagination he saw the defeat of the Americans on New Guinea, and all the glory would go to him. He saw the parade in Tokyo and the Emperor pinning a medal on the breast of his tunic. The band would play and the women in the audience would admire his every move.


  Finally the call went through. General Adachi came on the phone.


  “Sir,” said General Yokozowa, “victory is within our grasp!”


  “It is?” asked General Adachi. “What are you talking about?”


  “We have thrown the Americans back!” General Yokozowa declared jubilantly. “They’ve managed to consolidate their lines to the north of the village of Afua, but they’re at the breaking point. If you give me two more battalions, I can give you the Tadji airstrips and the port of Aitape by sundown tomorrow.”


  There was a pause on the other end. Then the cold clipped words of General Adachi came to General Yokozowa’s ear. “When you said the Americans managed to consolidate their lines, did you mean that the Americans have stopped your attack?”


  “Yes sir, but—”


  “Then where is this victory you just told me you won?”


  “We have pushed the Americans back, sir. That is the victory against the American south flank. If you give me two more battalions, I will smash the Americans here in the south. I’ve got them reeling right now and they’re ready to give way. Give me those two battalions and I will give you the Tadji airstrips and Aitape!”


  “Two battalions?” General Adachi asked. “Where am I going to get two battalions? Do you think I have unlimited resources?”


  “Sir,” said General Yokozowa, “take them from wherever you can. I believe the time has come to gamble. Victory is within our grasp. If we do not pluck it down, we may never have this opportunity again.”


  There was another long pause. Then General Adachi spoke again. “I will have to think about this. I shall call you back within an hour. Over and out.”


  The connection went dead in General Yokozowa’s ear. He handed the receiver back to the telephone operator and inhaled his cigarette. Why is he being so cautious now of all times? General Yokozowa thought. Can’t he see that if we don’t take advantage of this opportunity, we may never have one like it again?


  General Adachi sat behind his desk and leaned forward, placing both hands on his stomach and pushing inward. The pain was so severe he felt dizzy. The ache covered a circle four inches in diameter and General Adachi was certain something very serious was wrong inside of his stomach. Dr. Nojima had advised him to relax, because the ulcer might perforate. General Adachi could the from internal bleeding within an hour if that occurred.


  How can I relax at a time like this? he asked himself. Important decisions must be made, and I am the only one who can make them.


  He arose and walked bent over to the map table, one arm wrapped around his midsection. The pain was so intense he thought his ulcer would perforate at any moment. He even thought it was perforating just then. The room spun around him and he dropped to his knees.


  Everything went white before his eyes. Cold sweat covered his body. He always hoped that when his time came he’d the in battle, his sword in hand, but now he was afraid he’d be killed by his ulcer. How humiliating for a Japanese general to the that way.


  He took a deep breath. He knew he should lie down and relax, but the voice of duty told him he must continue to direct the activities of the Eighteenth Army, and now he had to make a decision concerning General Yokozowa’s request.


  I’ll lie down after I decide what to do, he said to himself. Raising his hand, he gripped the edge of the map table and pulled himself up. He stood unsteadily and leaned against the map table, hoping it would brace him.


  It did. He blinked and looked down at the map. His eyes found the American south flank. General Yokozowa needed two battalions. Where could they come from? General Adachi’s eyes roved over the rest of his line abutting the Driniumor River and extending to the ocean in the north. His troops were spread thin. If the Americans knew how bad his situation was, they doubtlessly would attack. The Americans didn’t know how bad off the Eighteenth Army was yet. They could be expected to find out soon because they always were patrolling, testing and measuring the strength of the Eighteenth Army.


  General Adachi realized that whatever he did now probably would be his last hurrah. The Eighteenth Army was in bad shape. There were weaknesses and shortages everywhere. His flank attack against the Americans hadn’t succeeded to the degree that he wanted, but perhaps it could still carry forward. General Adachi realized that the flank attack was all he had going for him. General Yokozowa is right, General Adachi admitted. This is an opportunity that cannot be permitted to slip away.


  But where would those two battalions come from? This was the big question that he pondered as his stomach writhed and twisted, causing him great pain and concern. He gritted his teeth and sucked in air while examining his line on the Driniumor. He weighed all the factors and then mulled them over in his mind. Finally he decided on two units: the Third Battalion from the Seventy-eighth Infantry Regiment and the Second Battalion from the Eightieth Infantry Regiment.


  He realized he’d weaken his line drastically if he pulled those two units back, but he couldn’t see any alternative. His back was to the wall and he had to take his best shot.


  Still bent over with pain, he hobbled back to his desk and collapsed into the chair. He took a sip of water and lit another cigarette. Dr. Nojima had told him to stop smoking, because smoking was bad for his ulcer, but General Adachi couldn’t stop smoking. His desperation had been building for the past several months and his nerves were shot. There was always something important for him to do, and his most immediate task was to call General Yokozowa and inform him of his decision.


  He reached for his telephone and picked up the receiver. “Connect me with General Yokozowa,” he said into the mouthpiece.


  


  


  THIRTEEN . . .


  Lieutenant Breckenridge opened his eyes. Blackness was all around him. He stirred and realized to his surprise that he was lying on a cot.


  A hand touched his shoulder. “Are you all right, Dale?” a woman asked.


  He recognized the voice of Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey, a nurse at the Eighty-first Division Medical Headquarters. He looked up and perceived the outline of her head in the darkness. He realized he was in a tent in the medical headquarters.


  “How long have I been here?” he asked.


  “Around three hours.”


  “What time is it now?”


  “Nearly oh-one-hundred hours. How do you feel?”


  “My shoulder hurts.”


  “They took the bullet out. There were no complications. You’ll be all right.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge took a deep breath. He heard a truck or a tank roll by the road near the tent.


  “Got a cigarette?” he asked.


  “Sure.”


  She took one out of the pocket of her fatigue shirt, lit it up, and placed it between his lips. Then she bent over and kissed his forehead, because they were much more than casual acquaintances.


  “I think this is your million-dollar wound,” she said. “I don’t think they’ll send you back to the front.”


  “I thought you said the wound wasn’t that bad.”


  “It isn’t, but it’s your fourth one. They probably won’t send you back now that you’ve been shot up four times. You’ll probably go back to the States for the rest of the war.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge realized that she probably was right. A Purple Heart with three Oak Leaf Clusters was enough to get an officer transferred to peacetime duty. Lieutenant Breckenridge didn’t know whether to be happy or sad about it. He hated the war with a passion, but he didn’t think it’d be proper for him to take it easy while others were doing the fighting.


  Another truck rumbled past on the road.


  “What’s going on out there?” he asked.


  “They’re moving troops and equipment to the front. There’s going to be a big attack in the morning.”


  Lieutenant Breckenridge puffed his cigarette. He wondered who’d be in charge of his recon platoon now that he was in the hospital and Butsko was back in the States. The platoon couldn’t be turned over to Sergeant Bannon, because Sergeant Bannon didn’t have enough rank. An officer or a topkick would have to be brought in from someplace else. Lieutenant Breckenridge shook his head. The recon platoon wasn’t easy to handle and the new man would have his hands full.


  She noticed his movement. “Something bothering you?”


  “No.”


  “You should relax and get some sleep. That’s the best medicine in the world.”


  “Why don’t you lie down next to me?”


  “Dale!”


  “What’s the matter?”


  “I can’t do that and you know it!”


  “Why not?”


  “You know very well why not!”


  “It’s dark in here. No one will see.”


  “I don’t want to take the chance,” she said.


  “It’d make me feel so much better.”


  “I’ll give you another shot of morphine.”


  


  “You’d be better for me than morphine.”


  She looked around and it was pitch black inside the tent. The other men in the vicinity snored and she was sure they were asleep, because all of them were under heavy medication. She gazed at Lieutenant Breckenridge’s tall muscular figure lying on the cot and felt a rise of desire, because she’d always had a soft spot in her heart for him.


  “If I do it, you’d better not try anything.”


  “What could I try? This morphine’s got me all doped up.”


  “I can only stay for a little while.”


  “Leave whenever you have to.”


  The cot was narrow but he moved over a bit and tried to make some room for her. She lay down on her side, half on him and half on the edge of the cot, placing her face next to him and resting her arm across his chest.


  “That better?” she asked.


  “Much better.”


  He touched the palm of his hand to her fanny.


  “Cut it out,” she said.


  “I’m not doing anything.”


  “You’d better not.”


  “I’m too tired. I’m all doped up.”


  “In other words, if you weren’t tired or all doped up, you’d try something.”


  “Right.”


  He wished there was some way he could push her pants down and put it to her, but he was dazed by the morphine and exhausted by the events of the night. He closed his eyes and squeezed her rear end, and she snuggled against him.


  His mind went blank and he felt as though he was falling through space. He heard a roar in his ears but it was only another truck passing on the way to the front. In the darkness he saw the faces of Butsko and Frankie La Barbara, the Reverend Billie Jones and Private Joshua McGurk, sitting in a big foxhole, getting ready for a big attack.


  Lieutenant Breckenridge’s mouth fell open and he snored softly. Lieutenant McCaffrey realized he’d fallen asleep at last. Gingerly she arose from the cot and tiptoed away.


  They’ll send him back to the States for sure, she thought. The Japs’ll never get him, thank God.


  She stepped outside and pulled her blond hair out of her eyes. She saw a convoy of tracks passing by on the road. Taking out her pack of cigarettes, she lit one up and headed toward the area where the nurses’ tents had been set up.


  I’d better get some sleep, she thought. I’ve got a feeling it’s gonna be a busy day here tomorrow.
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