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    Frankie looked down at Captain Kashiwagi out cold on the floor. He walked around the desk to the front of the tent. Opening the flap an inch, he was dismayed to see three guards with their backs to him. Could he shoot three guards before one of them shot him? It was the only chance he had. Spreading his legs apart, he held the Nambu in both hands and clicked off the safety. He poked the barrel outside and took aim at the guard on the left. He licked his lips, squinted, and squeezed the trigger...
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    ONE . . .


    It was January 6, 1943, and a lone Japanese aircraft droned high in the sky over a northern expanse of the Solomon Sea. Seated in the cockpit was Sergeant Kaneatsu Noruma, searching for American shipping activity below.


    His plane was a Mitsubishi A6M Zero-Sen fighter, the famed Zero, and he leaned to the side, looking down at the whitecaps on the blue water, and the reflected rays of the sun twinkling and dancing. He saw no American ships or planes, and so far his reconnaissance had been routine.


    He looked around to see if American planes were sneaking up on him, but the sky was clear. He was headed in a northeasterly direction toward the island of Bougainville, which he was supposed to fly over, making note of American troop dispositions, seeing as much as he could before the Americans spotted him and sent up planes to chase him away.


    The Americans had invaded Bougainville on the first of November, wading ashore at Cape Torokina on Empress Augusta Bay. The Japanese believed the landing was a feint, with the main blow coming somewhere else. Sergeant Noru ma's mission was to determine whether the main blow was in fact in progress.


    The Zero's 940-horsepower Nakajima Sakae engine snarled across the sky. Sergeant Noruma was jittery, because he knew Bougainville was straight ahead, maybe twenty miles away. Americans also sent forth reconnaissance flights, and he didn't want to bump into a patrol of American Mustang fighters by mistake. If they saw him first, they'd kick his ass all over the sky.


    He narrowed his eyes and searched around him, but saw nothing. Directing his gaze downward, he thought he saw specks on the ocean toward the northeast. He blinked, because the specks might only be his eyes playing tricks on him, but when he opened his eyes again they still were there. He angled his stick to the side and headed toward them, leveling off and easing back the accelerator so that his engine would make less noise.


    He flew closer to the specks until they became more discernible on the surface of the ocean. It was an American convoy headed toward Empress Augusta Bay! Excitedly he wrote down the number and position of the ships on the paper attached to the clipboard on his lap, glancing around every few seconds to make sure no American fighter planes were stalking him. Finishing his notes, he thought he'd dive down to see what kinds of ships were there. It would be risky, because a lower altitude would make him more visible to observers on those ships, but he thought he could get down and out before American planes could be launched to pursue him.


    Adjusting his flight goggles and turning up the collar of his flight jacket, he angled his stick to the right and pulled back the accelerator lever. The Zero turned to the side and its wings became perpendicular to the surface of the ocean. The Zero dropped sideways toward the American convoy, wind whistling past Sergeant Noruma's goggles and flight hat. As the American ships came up at him he perceived four troop transports.


    The Americans are reinforcing Cape Torokina, he thought. General Imamura will be glad to know that. He saw an aircraft carrier on the eastern flank of the convoy, with figures like insects running around on deck. Sergeant Noruma clicked the entire scene into his memory like a photograph, then eased Ms stick back to climb away, because the activity on the aircraft carrier indicated that the Americans might have seen him.


    The Zero leveled off and climbed into the morning sky, angling toward Rabaul. Below him, American fighter pilots scrambled toward their planes as the sirens and horns sounded general quarters.


    Corporal Charles Bannon from Pecos, Texas, was sitting on the deck of the General John Pershing, smoking a cigarette and resting with his back against the steel bulkhead, when the siren went off. He jumped to his feet and threw the cigarette over the rails. Turning, he ran toward the closest hatch and ducked inside, grabbing the banister and jumping down the steel ladderwell. The siren continued to wail and sailors in helmets and life preservers climbed toward him, rushing toward their battle stations. Bannon pressed his shoulder against the bulkhead and tried to make himself small so that the sailors could pass. He was frightened, because he didn't know what was going on. The entire Japanese navy could be converging on the tiny convoy. Maybe submarines were out there, launching torpedoes. Perhaps a torpedo would strike the General Pershing at any moment. Corporal Bannon knew what to do on a battlefield, because he'd fought in many battles, but the thought of drowning like a rat on a sinking ship scared the shit out of him.


    He fought his way through the swarms of naval gun crews and then came to the lower reaches of the troop ship, where the air was dank and heavy, the sour odor of vomit predominating. Passing through a hatchway, he entered a large hold full of GIs sweating in the dim light. They lay on canvas cots stacked five high, without enough room to raise their knees when they were lying on their backs. Some sat in small circles in the crowded passageways, unshaven and puffing cigarettes, a little green around the gills. They were nervous because of the sirens resounding through the troop ship: They didn't know what to expect.


    Bannon made his way through the narrow passageways and 1 finally came to the comer of the room where his outfit, the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment's reconnaissance platoon, was situated. All the guys were sitting on their cots or huddled around in the passageway, their shirts off, dog tags dangling from their necks.


    Master Sergeant John Butsko, big and burly, with scars on his face and his nose bent out of shape by the butt of a Japanese rifle, sat on a bottom bunk, his big combat boots planted on the floor. He wore a khaki tank-top undershirt and smoked a Pall Mall.


    “Where you been?” he asked Bannon.


    “On deck.”


    “What's going on?”


    “I don't know.”


    “You didn't see nothing?”


    “No.”


    Bannon sat on the bunk beside Butsko. Opposite them on a bottom bunk lay Frankie La Barbara from New York City, who was looking at a drawing of a girl in her underwear in a dog-eared, mangled old copy of Esquire magazine. He was trying to think of what would happen if he could stick his dick between the girl's legs. Frankie was trying not to think about the bomb that might be hurtling toward the deck of the General Pershing at that very moment.


    On the bunk above Frankie, Pfc. Tommy Shaw lay on his side, using his pack for a pillow. “I can't wait to get off this fucking pig boat,” he mumbled. He was a former prizefighter and suffered from mild attacks of claustrophobia in cramped quarters. He also was afflicted with seasickness and had vomited up everything in his stomach, but that didn't keep him from having the dry heaves, which he felt coming on again. “Outta my way!” he gurgled, swinging his legs around.


    Everybody moved back as he jumped down and rushed drunkenly toward the latrine. The men could hear the waves crashing against the bulkhead of the ship as the General Pershing rolled in the sea.


    Butsko watched Shaw turn a bend and move out of sight. “Poor son of a bitch has lost twenty pounds since he's been on this barge.”


    “He looks like something that got shot at and was missed, then got shot at and was hit,” said Homer Gladley, the big farm boy from Nebraska.


    “I never seen a grown man puke so much,” said Pfc. Billie Jones, a former itinerant preacher from Georgia.


    On the top bunk, with his nose two inches from the ceiling (called the overhead by the sailors), Corporal Sam Longtree lay on his back. A full-blooded Apache Indian from a reservation in Arizona, he also felt like puking, but was concentrating hard and using all his willpower to overcome the horrible sensations coming out of his throat and stomach.


    He gritted his teeth and stared at the gray paint on the steel ceiling just above him. His fists were balled up and his body was tense. He'd rather be out on the desert of Arizona in the hot sun, surrounded by rattlesnakes, bobcats, scorpions, and coyotes, than on this infernal ship. Corporal Longtree didn't know how to swim. There were no lakes or swimming pools on the reservation.


    Bannon took out a cigarette and lit it up with his trusty old Zippo, which he'd had since basic training at Ford Ord, California, and carried through the Guadalcanal campaign and the fight for New Georgia. He puffed the cigarette and felt a mild ache on the left side of his head, where the steel plate was. He'd stopped a shell fragment with his skull on New Georgia, and they'd replaced the damaged bone with a piece of steel four inches long and three inches wide. Underneath his light brown hair was a horseshoe-shaped scar where the doctors peeled back his scalp to do the job. They didn't tell him he'd get headaches all the time, especially when the humidity was high or he became a little tense, as he was now.


    Bannon puffed his cigarette and looked around at the others. Except for Butsko and Sergeant Cameron, all the old veterans had been wounded on New Georgia. Frankie La Barbara had been bayoneted in the stomach and was now minus about ten feet of his guts. Longtree had been shot in the chest. Shaw's jaw had been blown away and rebuilt by Army doctors. Homer Gladley had been shot in the leg and walked with a slight gimp. Billie Jones's left arm had nearly been chewed off by a Japanese attack dog, and he couldn't work his fingers very well, but his right hand could still pull the trigger of his M 1 rifle.


    


    Their platoon leader, Lieutenant Dale Breckenridge, was back in the States, recuperating from shrapnel wounds in his chest, stomach, and pelvis. All the men in the recon platoon missed him, because their new platoon leader, Lieutenant Stanley Horsfall, was a pain in the ass.


    Over half the men in the recon platoon had died on New Georgia, and there were many new faces. Bannon wondered who would live and who would die when the bullets started flying around on Bougainville. They were a tough bunch—the recon platoon always got the toughest ones—but New Georgia and Guadalcanal had shown that no one was tougher than a bullet or a chunk of shrapnel.


    The sirens stopped wailing and they could hear the steady hum of the ship's engines and waves slamming against the hull. The men puffed their cigarettes and looked wan in the ghostly light of the low-wattage bulbs.


    “I wonder what's going on up there,” said Private Nutsy Gafooley, the former hobo, who had been shot in the ass on New Georgia.


    “Nothing,” muttered Butsko. “If something was going on, you'd hear it.”


    “Probably a false alarm,” said Private Morris Shilansky, the former bank robber from Boston. He'd been kicked in the balls by a Japanese soldier in hand-to-hand fighting and had been operated on for two double hernias.


    Private Shaw came staggering back through the aisles, his face a bit lopsided: The Army plastic surgeons who had worked on him hadn't cared that much about what they were doing, because they weren't getting the high fees they charged in civilian life.


    “How you feel?” asked Bannon.


    “Like shit,” replied Shaw, crawling onto his cot.


    The ship's bow rose as it climbed over waves, then crashed down into the valley between them. The GIs sat around in the vast hold, tense, listening for the sounds of battle, worrying about drowning like rats in the sinking troop ship.


    After several minutes the all-clear signal was blown on the sirens and everybody loosened up. Shilansky had been right: It was a false alarm. Frankie La Barbara took two dice out of his shirt pocket.


    “Anybody interested in a little craps?” he asked.


    The men smiled and crawled out of their cots, gathering around Frankie La Barbara. They'd do anything to relieve the boredom of the long ocean passage, even if they had to lose their pay for three months to come. It wouldn't matter, because there was noplace to spend money on Bougainville.


    Frankie knelt on the deck of the ship and wiped the dust off the steel plates with the palm of his hand. His stomach sent him a wild message of pain, but it was nothing like what he'd gone through after they'd cut out his guts. It just reminded him that he'd stopped a Jap bayonet six months earlier and that he might stop one again on Bougainville.


    “All right, boys, here we go!” he said, shaking the dice in his fist. “Baby needs a new pair of shoes!”


    

  


  
    TWO . . .


    The Japanese troops on Bougainville were designated as the Seventeenth Army, and their commander was Lieutenant General Harukichi Hyakutake, who'd led the Japanese army to defeat on Guadalcanal. His headquarters was not on Bougainville itself, but on the tiny island of Erventa, about a mile offshore from the Japanese airfield at Kahili on the mainland. Wood shacks, tents, and bunkers were spread out over Erventa, and the most sumptuous shack was occupied by General Hyakutake himself, a short, slender man fifty-five years old who wore spectacles and looked like a harsh schoolmaster.


    On the morning of January Sixth, as the recon platoon drew closer to Bougainville, he sat cross-legged on his tatami mat, wearing only his jockstrap and drinking his first cup of tea of the day to wake himself up.


    The room was twelve feet square, with a statue of the Buddha in the corner; the only wall decoration was a photograph of the Emperor. An unlit candle sat on the floor next to General Hyakutake's tatami mat, and beside it was an incense pot. The windows were covered with bamboo shades to keep out the sun's heat, but General Hyakutake was sweating anyway. He thought of how pleasant it would be to live in Tokyo again someday, where the weather was cool and a man could enjoy life.


    There was a knock on his door.


    “Come in!”


    The door opened and Lieutenant Oyagi entered. “Message from General Imamura's headquarters, sir.”


    “Give it here.”


    Lieutenant Oyagi handed over the document and General Hyakutake read it. It said that more American transport ships were headed toward Empress Augusta Bay and that General Imamura had decided that the main American effort would emanate from that point. General Imamura ordered General Hyakutake to take appropriate measures to destroy the American beachhead on Empress Augusta Bay.


    “Advise General Imamura that the message has been received and that I shall follow through forthwith.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You may go.”


    Lieutenant Oyagi turned and marched out of the room, and General Hyakutake let the message fall to the floor, realizing with a sinking sensation in his gut that the Americans had outsmarted him again. They'd defeated him on Guadalcanal and now had fooled him on Bougainville, if General Imamura was right. He'd thought that the landings in Empress Augusta Bay were diversionary and that the main American effort would be aimed elsewhere, probably at one or more of the Japanese airfields on Bougainville. The surf was ferocious at Empress Augusta Bay, making it difficult to land troops, and the surrounding countryside was a big swamp, the worst terrain on which to build an airfield and supply depot. There was nothing of strategic value nearby.


    But the Americans had landed there anyway, drained the swamp, and built their airfield and supply depot while General Hyakutake held back most of his troops, waiting for an attack elsewhere, which never came. General Hyakutake tried to contain the American beachhead with elements of one infantry regiment, but the Americans had pushed back the regiment and gained more ground. Now it appeared that they would use that beachhead as the base for their conquest of Bougainville.


    The only thing to do would be attack them where they were, before they began large-scale operations. Evidently that was the conclusion that General Imamura had reached. How terrible it would be if General Hyakutake sent all his men against the American beachhead and the Americans attacked his main air-bases in the south of Bougainville from the sea.


    But orders were orders. General Hyakutake had to formulate plans to wipe out the American beachhead at Empress Augusta Bay. His army consisted mainly of the Sixth Division, which was notorious because it was the division that had captured Nanking in China in 1937, unleashing an orgy of murder, rape, burning, and pillage that shocked the world. He also had several battalions of the Seventeenth Division that General Imamura had sent down in November. His total strength was twenty-one thousand men. He estimated that the Americans had no more than thirty thousand men, many of them engineers and Air Corps people, not combat effectives.


    General Hyakutake figured that numerically his soldiers and the Americans were evenly matched, but Japanese soldiers were better fighters. He'd send them across Bougainville toward Empress Augusta Bay, where they'd surround the small American force there and hammer them to death.


    The Japanese general smiled, because it would give him great pleasure to wipe out the Americans. They'd defeated him on Guadalcanal and now he'd get his revenge. The men of the Sixth Division were extremely vicious soldiers. They'd know how to do the job. The Americans would realize that General Harukichi Hyakutake was no pushover.


    General Hyakutake rose and walked toward the closet to get his pants, his skinny legs moderately bowed. He wanted to get dressed so that he could go to his office and start planning his attack on the Americans on Cape Torokina. Opening the door to his closet, he took down his pants and stuck in his left leg, nearly tripping and falling on his ass, such was his haste to begin planning the destruction of the Americans.


    


    She was blond and beautiful, with blue eyes and nice boobs. Opening the door to her apartment in New York City, she wore a black cocktail gown cut low but not too low in front, with a flared taffeta skirt.


    Standing in front of her in the hall was First Lieutenant Dale Breckenridge, US Army, wearing the crossed rifles of the infantry on the lapels of his uniform jacket, and the blue Combat Infantryman's Badge over his left breast pocket. His tie was askew, his brown hair mussed, his eyes a little droopy.


    “Sorry to be late,” he muttered.


    “You've been drinking.”


    “Only a little.”


    “I think you'd better sit down.”


    “Naw, I'm all right. You ready to go?”


    “Have a seat and we'll go in a few minutes.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge followed her into her apartment and sat heavily on the sofa. Nearby on a table was a picture of the woman when she was a cheerleader at the University of Virginia, only two years before. He'd been first-string fullback on the football team, and that's how they'd met.


    “Want some coffee?” she asked.


    He looked at his watch. “Haven't got time.”


    “It's already made.”


    “Okay, I'll have a cup.”


    She walked to her kitchen, and Lieutenant Breckenridge leaned back on the sofa. He was stationed nearby at Fort Dix and was company commander of 160 recruits in basic training. He was on a weekend pass. He avoided his orderly room as much as possible and let his first sergeant run the company.


    She brought him the cup of coffee and placed it on the table in front of him. He lifted it and took a sip, hoping it would wake him up. He'd been drinking since three o'clock in the afternoon, starting at the officers’ club at Fort Dix and continuing in the cocktail lounge of a hotel near Pennsylvania Station. Now he was much more drunk than he looked. He was barely able to stand.


    But Marge knew him well and could perceive how drunk he was. They were very close. He'd taken her cherry when she was a coed, and sometimes they talked about getting married. She looked at him with concern on her face. She thought he was turning into an alcoholic.


    He turned to her and flashed a lopsided grin. “You'll never guess what I did this morning.”


    “You got drunk.”


    “No, I didn't get drunk until the afternoon. I put in for a transfer this morning.”


    “You did?”


    “Yeah.”


    ‘To where?”


    “To my old outfit.”


    Her eyes widened. “The Twenty-third?”


    “That's the one.”


    “My God!”


    He placed his hand on her knee and looked into her eyes. “I don't know what to say.”


    “I guess there's nothing to say. When are you leaving?”


    “Probably another month or so.”


    “You're crazy—you know that, don't you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Your parents know yet?”


    “Not yet. I'm gonna take a furlough; I'll tell them then.”


    “I need a drink,” she said.


    “Make one for me.”


    She got up and went back to the kitchen. He watched her ass sway underneath her cocktail dress. I really must be crazy, he thought. All he knew was that he couldn't tolerate garrison life anymore. It was turning him into a drunk. Somewhere in the South Pacific his old outfit was fighting for their lives, and he felt like a coward and a slacker. He hated the war and was afraid of getting killed or wounded, but he couldn't stay away from it either. The civilians he met made him sick, because all they cared about was money. His fellow officers out at Fort Dix were for the most part a bunch of tin soldiers. He'd come to the conclusion that the only place in the world where he belonged was at the front with his good old recon platoon.


    Marge returned with two glasses; his was an old-fashioned glass with two ice cubes and straight Old Grand-Dad. She handed it to him, then walked to the big window and looked out at the Manhattan skyline, sipping her bourbon and soda.


    “Can you tell me why you're going back?” she asked.


    “No.”


    “I didn't think so.”


    “It has nothing to do with you. I still love you. I just have to go back.”


    “You have to go back?”


    “That's right.”


    She shrugged. “Well, I guess if you have to go back, you have to go back. I suppose I'll still be here waiting for you when the war's over.”


    He rose from the sofa and staggered toward her. “I don't deserve you,” he said, looking at her photogenic profile, for she was a top-dollar model.


    She turned to him and forced herself to smile. “I knew this was coming,” she said. “I felt it in my bones. Please try to come back, Dale. I don't know what I'll do if you don't come back.”


    “I'll try my best.”


    He took her in his arms, kissing her forehead. Over her blond hair he could see the Empire State Building all lit up, and the Chrysler Building to its left. Below him were the streets of the city, the street lamps shining and the headlights of cars moving up and down the avenues.


    “I really must be crazy,” he mumbled, hugging her closer, lowering his head and kissing her cheek.


    “You are,” she replied, “but you've always been strange, and I guess I'm getting used to you.”


    They touched lips as horns beeped in the street below and the lights of Manhattan glittered like diamonds.


    

  


  
    THREE . . .


    The Twenty-Third Infantry Regiment debarked at Cape Torokina and moved inland to relieve the Second Marines on Hill 700. A road led up the hill and the Twenty-Third climbed it in a column of companies, with Headquarters Company going first. The recon platoon was part of Headquarters Company.


    Colonel William Stockton, the commander of the Twenty-third Regiment, made the trip in his jeep with his executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Francis Lynch, and his operations officer, Major Irwin Cobb. Pfc. Nick Bombasino from Philadelphia drove the jeep and brought it to a halt before the headquarters tent of the Second Marines, where a group of leathernecks were loading crates into a deuce-and-a-half truck.


    Colonel Stockton climbed out of the jeep, slapped his swagger stick against his leg, and marched toward the tent. He was tall and lean, with silvery hair showing underneath his steel helmet. He carried a Colt .45 in a holster strapped to his waist. Entering the tent, followed by Lieutenant Colonel Lynch and Major Cobb, he stopped and looked around as his eyes adjusted to the dimness.


    


    “Ten-hut!” cried the Marine sitting at the desk.


    The men in the little office jumped to their feet and stood at attention.


    “As you were. I'm Colonel Stockton. Is Colonel Greely in?’


    “He's been waiting for you, sir.”


    Colonel Stockton pushed aside the tent flap and entered the office of Colonel Greely, commander of the Second Marines, who was seated at his desk. Colonel Stockton smiled and held out his hand. “Hi, I'm Bill Stockton.”


    “Glad to see you.”


    The two colonels shook hands and Colonel Stockton introduced Lieutenant Colonel Lynch and Major Cobb. They chit-chatted about the weather and the war and then got down to business. Colonel Greely stood and walked to the map that lay on a table nearby.


    “You've got Japs here, here, and here,” Colonel Greely said, pointing to the mountains that faced Hill 700. “They can look down here and see everything we're doing. They harass us at night sometimes, and they lob shells over here from time to time, but basically they're just biding their time. I don't know what they're waiting for, but they're waiting for something. We and they patrol the valley between us, to make sure nobody'11 pull a fast one, and from time to time our patrols run into their patrols and do a little shooting. The big question is, who'll attack first, us or them.”


    “I hope it's us,” Colonel Stockton replied.


    “I don't know. This ground's easier to defend than attack. I'd suggest you send out frequent patrols and have plenty of listening posts at night.”


    “Will do.”


    “Good. Well, since you're here, I guess there's no reason for me to be here too. I'll have this tent struck and we'll pull out. How long before your main body arrives?”


    “My headquarters company should be here in about an hour.”


    “Good. My men will stay until they arrive, but I guess I can head down to the harbor.” Colonel Greely held out his hand. “Good luck.”


    “Thank you.”


    


    Headquarters Company arrived on Hill 700 at 1100 hours and relieved the Marines dug in there. The Marines had struck their tents and loaded their equipment into trucks waiting along the sides of the road. The Marines stood around and smirked as the exhausted GIs marched through their area.


    “Here come the doggies,” said a Marine who was leaning against a tree, a cigarette dangling out of his mouth.


    “Sorry-looking bunch of bastards, ain't they?” asked his buddy, leaning against the other side of the tree.


    “I guess that's why they call ‘em doggies, because they look like a bunch of damned mongrel dogs.”


    The recon platoon happened to be passing nearby, and Frankie La Barbara heard the remark.


    “Your mother's a mongrel,” he snarled out the side of his mouth.


    The Marine leaning against the tree stiffened. “What was that?”


    “I said your mother's a mongrel.”


    The Marine couldn't believe his ears. He was a mean killing machine, the veteran of numerous gruesome battles, and somebody dared to call his mother a mongrel?


    “You're lucky you're in formation,” the Marine said to Frankie La Barbara. “Otherwise I'd kick your doggie ass.”


    Frankie La Barbara stepped out of formation and walked toward the Marine. He heaved his shoulders and the straps of his full field pack slid down his arms to the ground. He tossed his rifle onto his pack and looked at the Marine.


    “I ain't in formation now! What are you waiting for?”


    The Marine looked to his left and right and saw no officers. He unslung his rifle and gave it to his buddy, then passed him his steel helmet. Squaring his jaw, he raised his fists and walked toward Frankie, who also raised his fists. When the Marine came close, both threw punches at the same time, hitting each other on the chest; but both were big men, and a punch to the chest didn't faze them.


    The Marine threw a hook to Frankie La Barbara's head and Frankie raised his left arm, blocking the blow and stepping inside, delivering an uppercut to the Marine's jaw. The Marine's head snapped back and his lights went out. He fell backward, out cold, and Frankie moved forward to stomp on his face, when somebody grabbed his arm.


    It was Butsko. “That's enough!”


    The fight had started and ended quickly, but everybody nearby saw it. Lieutenant Horsfall came running, and so did a Marine captain, while Marines and GIs crowded around Frankie and the fallen Marine, who was still out cold.


    “Get back!” Butsko shouted, his fist still on Frankie's arm. “All you guys, get back!”


    Lieutenant Horsfall broke through the crowd. “What's going on here?”


    “Nothing, sir,” replied Butsko, trying to keep Horsfall cooled out. “Just a little disagreement.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall stared at the Marine lying on the ground. “He looks like he's dead.” Dropping down, he felt for the Marine's pulse. “Medic!”


    “Yo!” replied Pfc. Gundy, the recon platoon's medic.


    ‘Take care of this man!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Gundy pushed his way through one end of the crowd. The Marine captain came through from the other end.


    “Atten-hut!” shouted Lieutenant Horsfall.


    Everybody snapped to attention except the Marine lying on the ground and Private Gundy, who knelt beside him.


    The captain looked at the Marine on the ground and was mystified. Everything had been peaceful and quiet, and now all of a sudden there was a big drama. “What's happened?”


    Lieutenant Horsfall cleared his throat. “Looks like there was a little altercation here, sir.”


    “Altercation!” The captain pointed at the Marine. “Is he alive?”


    “Yes, sir,” replied Gundy. “He's just out cold.”


    “Who did this?”


    Everybody looked at Frankie La Barbara.


    “He did,” said Lieutenant Horsfall.


    The Marine captain tried to think of what to do. The Army was moving in and he was supposed to move out. He didn't want anything to prevent him from getting the hell out of there, so he thought he'd pass the buck and get moving.


    “This man is in your unit?” the captain asked Lieutenant Horsfall, referring to Frankie La Barbara.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I'm sure you'll know how to discipline him. Move your men into the area, Lieutenant, and I'll withdraw my men. I think we should both keep our people apart so there will be no repetitions of this incident.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The captain called for some Marines to carry their buddy away, and Lieutenant Horsfall ordered his men to move back. The Marines and GIs separated, leaving the unconscious Marine lying on the ground. Two other Marines grabbed him, one by the arms and the other by the legs, and carried him away. Sergeants shouted the orders that would keep the Marines and GIs apart.


    Butsko still held Frankie La Barbara by the arm. Lieutenant Horsfall pointed his finger at Frankie La Barbara's nose. “I'm going to throw the book at you, you son of a bitch! You're under arrest as of right now!”


    Among the Japanese soldiers on the mountain facing the Twenty-third Regiment was a company commanded by Captain Ryoji Kashiwagi, a karate black belt, who was barefoot and stripped to the waist, performing a formal karate exercise called a kata in a clearing near his tent.


    Lean and hard, with muscles like ropes, Captain Kashiwagi punched and kicked imaginary opponents as he moved around the clearing. He was thirty years old and had been a young lieutenant during the infamous rape of Nanking. Every time he punched he imagined himself busting through the rib cage of an American soldier. His kicks were calculated to separate an American soldier's head from his shoulders. He even had a move where he'd thrust the stiffened fingers of his hand into an American soldier's throat and rip out his windpipe.


    Captain Kashiwagi was nobody to mess with. He could crack two-by-fours with the blade of his hand and split bricks with power kicks. In hand-to-hand combat he had demolished every American near him, but once one of the cowardly Americans had shot him and Captain Kashiwagi had spent a few months in a hospital. He hadn't been right since, but was working to build up his strength.


    Sergeant Kato approached cautiously through the jungle. He had an important message for Captain Kashiwagi but was afraid to disturb him while he was practicing karate. Captain Kashiwagi had a terrible temper, and Sergeant Kato didn't want the captain to turn on him and break his arm or crack his skull, so he just moved into Captain Kashiwagi's line of vision and waited for him to say something.


    Captain Kashiwagi suddenly stopped when he saw Sergeant Kato, because he realized Sergeant Kato wouldn't dare disturb him unless it was important. “What is it?”


    “Something is happening on the American line. Evidently one unit is moving out and another unit is moving in.”


    “Have you transmitted the message to Headquarters?”


    “We were waiting for your authorization, sir.”


    “Send it immediately, then bring the information to me in my tent.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I will personally view the American lines.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Sergeant Kato saluted, turned, and walked away swiftly. Captain Kashiwagi pulled his shirt down from a nearby branch and put it on, heading toward his tent. If new troops were moving in, it might be a good time to hit them with a surprise raid at night. The new troops would be confused, and perhaps he could kill many of them. Maybe he could seriously disrupt their activities. Captain Kashiwagi loved night attacks. He preferred to take the Americans by surprise, rather than face them during the day, because the Americans had more troops in the area than he.


    He pushed aside the flap of his tent and went inside to change clothes and put on his boots. He lifted his binoculars off his peg, because he'd need them to scrutinize American activity on the other side of the valley.


    


    Butsko sat with Frankie La Barbara and Bannon in a foxhole as soldiers around them erected pup tents.


    “You really did it this time,” Butsko said to Frankie. “You're a stupid asshole and you deserve whatever happens to you.”


    “I don't give a fuck,” Frankie growled. “You think I give a fuck? Well, I don't. What're they gonna to do me, cut off my balls?”


    “I hope they cut off your fucking head.”


    “Fuck ‘em where they breathe.”


    Private Craig Delane, who was Lieutenant Horsfall's runner, approached the foxhole.


    “Horseballs wants to see you,” Delane said to Butsko.


    “Oh, shit,” Butsko said.


    “He's in a really terrible mood.”


    “I hate that son of a bitch.”


    Butsko groaned as he stood. He dusted the dirt and muck off his fatigue pants, then slung his rifle and walked toward Lieutenant Horsf all's command post. Butsko knew he shouldn't badmouth Lieutenant Horsfall in front of the men, but he couldn't help it. He really didn't like him.


    Big changes had taken place in the recon platoon since New Georgia. Colonel Stockton had gone home to Maine for a thirty-day furlough, and while he was gone Lieutenant Horsfall had been placed in charge of the recon platoon, replacing Lieutenant Breckenridge. The men had got along well with Lieutenant Breckenridge, but Lieutenant Horsfall was an asshole. He was a ninety-day wonder and didn't know shit from Shinola about the Army, but those brass bars on his shoulder made him think he was Napoleon.


    Butsko slouched across the platoon area, watching his men improve Marine fortifications and set up pup tents. Trucks delivered Army supplies or carried away Marine stuff. Everything was in turmoil. When it got dark he'd have to lead a patrol into no-man's-land to see what was there.


    Lieutenant Horsfall sat under a tarpaulin, drinking from his canteen cup and looking at maps. Butsko stopped in front of the tarpaulin.


    “You wanted to see me, sir?”


    “Yes. Come under here with me, Butsko.”


    


    Butsko ducked his head and sat next to Lieutenant Horsfall, who had a round face and swarthy features, with bulging eyes and straight black hair. He was from a small town in South Dakota and had held a minor executive position in a department store before the war.


    “The men getting dug in all right?” Lieutenant Horsfall asked.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I've been looking through the Army regulations, and I think I can get a special court-martial for La Barbara. I'll send my recommendation to Colonel Stockton today. Meanwhile I want you to place that baboon under twenty-four-hour guard.”


    “There's something you're not thinking about.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall looked up at Butsko. “What's that?”


    “He knocked that other guy out with one punch, sir. Frankie is strong as an ox. He's a good man to have around in hand-to-hand fighting, and we'll probably have a lot of that pretty soon.”


    “Are you trying to say I shouldn't court-martial him?”


    “That's right, because we're gonna need every good man we can get when the shit hits the fan. You can never have enough men in a hand-to-hand fight.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall couldn't refute the logic of Butsko's argument, but he was thickheaded and stubborn and didn't like to back down. “Military discipline must be maintained. It is the duty of officers and NCOs to enforce basic military discipline, otherwise the whole concept of an Army breaks down.”


    “Frankie's okay. He's a psycho case, but he's got a lot of combat experience. I'd rather have a fighter like Frankie than a fucking cardboard soldier who knows how to salute and say ‘yes, sir’ all the time. I don't want to be disrespectful or anything like that, but we're in a war zone now, and it's time to cut out the chickenshit.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall turned red and looked as though he might bust a gut. “Military discipline isn't chickenshit!”


    “Depends what you mean by military discipline. I think court-martialing Frankie at this time and place is chickenshit.”


    “Now, see here—!”


    “And Colonel Stockton will probably agree with me. We see eye to eye on things. If you send that recommendation to Colonel Stockton, he's gonna think you're an asshole.”


    Lieutenant Horse fall felt acid rise in his throat. He was trying to be a good officer, but somehow couldn't cope with the recon platoon. They weren't afraid of him the way soldiers had been back in the States. It was a most perplexing situation, and he didn't want to aggravate it by turning Colonel Stockton against him.


    “I'll think it over,” Lieutenant Horsfall said. “I'll speak to you about this later in the day. Meanwhile, tell Frankie La Barbara to watch his step.”


    “Yes, sir. Have you thought about sending out a patrol yet?”


    “Patrol? Why, yes, we should send out a patrol, shouldn't we? How big do you think it should be?”


    “I'll take care of it, sir,” Butsko said. “Don't worry about it. We'll go out after sunset, about six of us. I don't suppose you'd want to come?”


    “I think I should stay here with the main body of men.”


    “So do I. Well, I think I'd better get going. Anything else?”


    “Anything else?” Lieutenant Horsfall repeated, his eyes darting around nervously, because somehow he thought he should have something else to say. “No, I don't think so. Perhaps after lunch we should get together and discuss the patrol.”


    “Sure thing, sir. See you later. Keep it cool in the motor pool.”


    Butsko winked and walked away, leaving Lieutenant Horsfall seething. He doesn't respect me, Lieutenant Horsfall thought. Somehow I have to make him respect me. But how can I do that?


    Lieutenant Horsfall thought about it and decided he'd have to do something spectacular on the battlefield to make Butsko respect him. But Lieutenant Horsfall had never been in combat and was afraid of it. Despite all his training, he didn't know what he'd do if a Jap soldier ran at him and tried to stab him with his bayonet. Lieutenant Horsfall was afraid he might freeze up and get killed. He broke out into a cold sweat. Oh, God, what am I doing here? Why do there have to be wars?


    


    Butsko flopped into his foxhole beside Frankie La Barbara. “You're off the hook, fuck-up. Take a walk.”


    Frankie, who had been sleeping, opened his sultry eyes. “Huh?”


    “I said take a walk. I talked Horseballs out of court-martialing you. Stay out of trouble. And by the way, there's a patrol going out tonight and you'll be in it, so get ready.”


    “Why me?” asked Frankie. “How come I get all the shit?”


    “ ‘Cause you're a shithead. Now, get out of my sight. You've given me enough trouble today.”


    Frankie wanted to protest, but he could see that Butsko was in a bad mood, and it wasn't a good idea to push him too far when he was in a bad mood. Actually, Butsko always was in a bad mood, but sometimes he was in a worse mood than at other times. The art of dealing with Butsko was in knowing how far to go with him. Frankie climbed out of the foxhole and walked away, not surprised that Butsko had talked Lieutenant Horsfall out of the court-martial. Butsko had been dominating the young lieutenant ever since Horseballs had been assigned to the recon platoon.


    Meanwhile, Butsko lay back in his foxhole and took out a Pall Mall. He felt tired and demoralized and there hadn't even been any fighting yet. I'm so sick of this war, he thought, lighting his cigarette. I'm sick of these filthy islands. I'm sick of my men. I wish I was dead.


    He looked up at the sky and saw the hot sun beaming through the green leaves of the jungle. Insects flew around his face and something was crawling up his leg. He smacked it and then lay back again. His body felt devoid of energy, his mind unable to think and plan. All he could do was feel awful. He wished there was some way he could get out of the war, but there was no way; he was stuck in it for the duration. Lieutenant Horsfall was a dope. Frankie La Barbara was an idiot. The other guys were a bunch of animals, fighting among themselves if no Japs were around to fight. They stole food from mess halls, weapons and ammunition from Ordnance, and booze from rations set aside for officers. Many had done time in civilian life and had the mentality of criminals. And somehow Butsko had to make them into soldiers.


    


    Butsko felt dismal. He wished he could be all alone in an igloo in Alaska, cooling off far from the war. Maybe I'll go to Alaska if I get through this fucking war, he thought.


    He closed his eyes and drifted off into a semi-nap, his ears alert for unusual sounds. Nearby was his carbine, ready to fire in case the Japs tried something cute.


    On the mountain across from Hill 700, Captain Kashiwagi sat on the branch of a tree and looked at the American lines through his binoculars. He saw the movement of men and trucks and the soldiers digging holes, striking tents, or pitching them.


    “Hmm,” he said to his executive officer, Lieutenant Sono. “I wonder what the Americans are up to.”


    “Evidently one unit is moving out and another unit is moving in.”


    “I know that, but why? Why move out the other unit? They haven't done much yet. Americans need vacations, evidently. They can't hold up to constant front-line pressures.”


    “That must be it, sir,” agreed Lieutenant Sono, although he wasn't holding up well to front-line pressures either. He suffered from insomnia and his body was covered with boils. He shifted position on the branch because he had a few of them on his hindquarters.


    “I think a night raid might be in order,” Captain Kashiwagi said. “Those new Americans should be shown that Bougainville is no resort.”


    “Yes, sir,” replied Lieutenant Sono, although he didn't want to go out on any night raid.


    “I will ask Colonel Miura for authorization. You stay here and keep an eye on the Americans.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Captain Kashiwagi tucked his binoculars into their case, then climbed down the tree. When he was close to the ground he jumped, landing squarely on both feet. Rolling his shoulders, he headed toward Colonel Miura's headquarters.


    

  


  
    FOUR . . .


    Private Joe Gundy, the recon platoon's medic, was sitting in his foxhole, gazing lazily at Private Morris Shilansky, the ex-bank robber, who was piling sandbags around a mortar position.


    Gundy had been a postulant at a Trappist monastery in Massachusetts before the war, and had joined the Army because he thought God wanted him to be a combat medic, helping wounded soldiers. He had a strongly religious nature and sometimes had religious visions. He was having one just then about Private Shilansky.


    How fortunate I am to be serving in this platoon with such a man, Gundy thought. He comes from the people of Israel, the same people who produced our Lord Jesus Christ. Maybe Christ was a big man like Shilansky, not the frail, effeminate person depicted in Christian art. How much more poignant it is when a big man with muscles everywhere becomes humble and simple and turns the other cheek. Morris Shilansky is without a doubt a holy person deep down.


    Gundy watched Corporal Bannon walk up to Shilansky and say something to him. Shilansky snarled and took off his helmet, throwing it onto the ground.


    “Why me?” he screamed. “Why do I get trapped for every shitty detail that comes along! What the fuck is this, Get Shilansky Week?”


    Shilansky spat on the ground, grumbled something, and picked up his helmet, walking away with his head hanging low, as if going to the scaffold.


    Well, thought Gundy, Shilansky's always had a short fuse. Everybody's got his cross to bear, and that's Shilansky's.


    Bannon noticed Gundy and walked toward him, a scowl on his face. He unslung his M 1 and stepped into the foxhole with Gundy, sitting down and taking off his helmet.


    “I been getting a lot of headaches,” Bannon said. “Am I supposed to be getting a lot of headaches, or do you think something's wrong?”


    “You'll probably be getting headaches for the rest of your life,” Gundy told him. “Especially when it's hot or cold or when it's raining. But the pain'll be less as time passes. Don't forget that you had that operation only about six months ago. You want some more aspirin?”


    “Aspirin doesn't do a fucking bit of good. I think it makes the headache worse. You got anything stronger?”


    “I could give you a shot, I guess.”


    “Well, why don'tcha?”


    “I'm not supposed to use this stuff except in emergencies.”


    “This is an emergency. I can't think straight with this fucking headache.”


    “It hurts that bad?”


    “I wouldn't ask you if it didn't hurt that bad.”


    “Okay, okay. Sit still.” Gundy opened his medicine bag and took out an ampule of morphine. He didn't want to give Bannon a full shot, because it would put him out like a light, but a little would ease his pain. He daubed Bannon's arm with alcohol-soaked cotton, jabbed the ampule in, and squeezed the bottom.


    “That oughtta do you for a while,” Gundy said, pulling out the ampule.


    “When will the headache go away?”


    


    “A couple of minutes.”


    “Good deal.”


    Bannon reached for his rifle and heard footsteps. Looking up, he saw Nutsy Gafooley walking toward him.


    “Butsko wants to talk to you,” Nutsy said to Bannon.


    ‘Tell him I'll be right there.”


    Nutsy turned around and walked away. Bannon stood and climbed out of the foxhole, heading toward Butsko's foxhole, slinging his M 1 over his shoulder. Glancing around, he saw the men digging holes, piling up sandbags, stringing communications wire. In the distance a detail was cutting down trees and bushes, extending the fields of fire the Marines had made. They were doing it on Butsko's orders, because he liked to keep the Japs as far away as he could.


    Bannon felt woozy. The ground rocked underneath him and the trees sagged as if made of rubber. Must be the morphine coming on, he thought. He was accustomed to the effects of morphine, because he'd been shot up with a lot of it since he was wounded on New Georgia. He liked the stuff, and it sure made the pain go away.


    The only problem was that it also made him lazy. He was supposed to be tough and vigilant, running his squad with an iron hand, but instead he wanted to lie down and look at the insects crawling on the ground, or stare at his thumb for a few hours.


    Butsko wouldn't stand for that, so Bannon had to pull himself together and function like an old trooper. He could do it once he got going. The main thing was to get going.


    He found Butsko's foxhole and stumbled in. “You wanted to see me?”


    “Be with you in a minute.”


    Butsko was looking at a map, drawing lines on the overlay. Nutsy Gafooley talked to somebody on the walkie-talkie. Bannon angled his head downward and looked at his knee. He thought of the bones and blood vessels inside his knee, of the muscles and cartilage, and of how important knees were to a man. If he had no knees, he couldn't walk or even crawl.


    “You all right?” Butsko asked.


    Bannon blinked and focused on Butsko. “I'm fine.”


    


    “You get some medication from Gundy?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I think you'd better lay off that shit now that you're in a combat zone. It makes you stupid.”


    “Okay.”


    Bannon's voice was vague, and Butsko didn't like it. He'd have to talk to Gundy and tell him to stop shooting Bannon up. Butsko had been wounded many times and he knew all about morphine. It wasn't good for a front-line soldier to use it too much.


    “You're going out on a patrol with me tonight,” Butsko said. “Frankie, Longtree, O'Rourke, Shaw, Shilansky, Gladley, and Jones are coming with us. Tell them.”


    “Okay.”


    “Get going.”


    Bannon tried to stand, feeling like he was floating in outer space. Maybe Butsko was right. If the Japs suddenly attacked, he'd be in bad shape. It was better to have the headache.


    “Sergeant Butsko?” came the voice of Lieutenant Horsfall.


    “Yes, sir?”


    Bannon looked up and saw Lieutenant Horsfall standing there, as tall as a giant, his head high in the sky.


    “Have you seen my jeep around?” Lieutenant Horsfall asked.


    “No, sir,” replied Butsko.


    “How about you?” Lieutenant Horsfall asked Bannon.


    “Nope.”


    “Well, it's gone,” Lieutenant Horsfall said. “Evidently somebody stole it.”


    “Naw,” replied Butsko. “Somebody's probably using it for something.”


    “Same difference. I think I'd better call the MPs.”


    “Don't do that, sir. It'll probably turn up in a few minutes and then you'll look foolish when the MPs get here.”


    “Hmmm. Maybe you're right. If you see somebody driving it around, tell them to deliver it to me immediately.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall turned and walked away. Bannon thought he looked hilarious, with his huge torso on skinny legs. And Horsfall had no ass at all.


    


    Butsko took off his helmet and wiped his forehead with the back of his hairy arm, which itself was covered with sweat and grime. “I wonder who stole his jeep.”


    “Not me.”


    “I can see that you didn't, you jerk. Why don't you get a cup of coffee and wake up.”


    “Okay, Sarge.”


    Bannon teetered upward and stumbled away, holding his M 1 in his right hand. Butsko went slack against the wall of his foxhole, feeling weak and weary. / ain't got no energy, he thought. This war is making me an old man before my time. I'm probably coming down with combat fatigue. I wonder who stole Horseballs's jeep.


    “Just act normal,” Shilansky said to Homer Gladley, “and if you don't know what normal is, just act like me.”


    Homer Gladley nodded. He was sitting in the front seat of Lieutenant Horsfall's jeep with Shilansky; Shilansky was driving. They were on Hill 650, nearing the main supply depot of the Eighty-first Division, the part where food was stored. The depot was in the jungle, with camouflage netting strung over-head in the trees. The ground was full of bumps and potholes, and the two GIs bounced up and down as the jeep rolled closer to the guard, who stood in front of all the crates in that section of the depot.


    Shilansky waved at the guard and kept on driving. Homer Gladley was sure the guard would shoot both of them, but the guard just stood underneath his tree and let them pass.


    “You see?” Shilansky said. “Ain't nothing to it. Just act natural. I know what I'm doing.”


    Shilansky was referring to his peacetime profession as a bank robber in the Boston area, although he hadn't been particularly successful. He'd served time in the Bridgewater House of Correction. The second time he was caught, the judge told him to join the Army or get put away for twenty years. Shilansky joined the Army.


    Shilansky drove toward the supplies earmarked for the top officers in the division. Homer's mouth watered at the thought f all the food around him. He was the platoon chow hound and never got enough to eat. He'd do anything to get more food.


    Shilansky hit the brakes and the jeep stopped in front of the crates of officers’ food. He pulled up the emergency brake, swung his feet around, and jumped down. He strode toward the crates, swinging his arms confidently, feeling intensely alive and happy. He wasn't that hungry and got enough food to eat in the chow line, but he loved to steal. He was a born crook.


    Homer followed him and they approached the crates. Shilansky understood the code on the crates and wrinkled his nose at a pile of C rations. That wasn't even worth stealing. A professional like himself had to go for the big game.


    “Hey, what's the matter with these?” Homer asked. “Where you going?”


    “Shaddup and follow me, hillbilly.”


    To Shilansky, everybody who didn't live in a big city was a hillbilly. He looked around, reading the coded labels, and his eyes fell on a stack of crates filled with canned five-pound hams.


    “Bingo,” Shilansky said. “Jackpot. Grab one of these.”


    “What's in them?”


    “Ham.”


    “Ham!”


    “Keep your fucking voice down.”


    Homer picked up one of the crates as if it were a pillow and dropped it onto his shoulder. Turning, he walked toward the jeep, thinking of ham roasting over an open fire. His momma back in Nebraska baked ham studded with cloves, in a pan with pineapple slices and yams. It had been wonderful sitting around that big table back home with his mother and father and brothers and sisters. His favorite memories were of meals with his family.


    “Where you going with that crate, soldier!”


    Homer's mother's kitchen vanished and he found himself looking at a buck sergeant with an MP band.


    “Who, me?” asked Homer.


    “Yes, you!”


    Shilansky caught up with them. “What's the problem, Sarge?’


    


    “Where you going with these crates?”


    “We're taking them to General Hawkins's headquarters.”


    “Where's your authorization?”


    “I ain't got no authorization. General Hawkins told me to get them. He said they're having a big feed in the officers mess tonight.”


    “You can't take those crates out of here without authorization.”


    “Oh, yes I can.”


    “Oh, no you can't.”


    “Talk to General Hawkins about it. I ain't got time for this shit. Let's go, Homer.”


    Shilansky and Homer attempted to walk away. The MP put out his hand and tried to grab Homer's biceps, but Homer was the biggest man in the recon platoon and the MP couldn't wrap his fingers around it.


    “Halt, you two!”


    Shilansky turned around and walked toward the MP, stopping in front of him. He brought his face forward so that their chins almost touched. “Are you fucking crazy?” Shilansky asked angrily.


    “Put down those crates!”


    “I guess you don't know who I am. I'm General Hawkins's right-hand man, and you'd better start behaving yourself, god-damnit!


    “I said put down those crates!”


    Shilansky realized he couldn't bluff this MP, so he tossed him the crate of hams. When the MP reflexively raised his hands to catch it, Shilansky punched him in the mouth with all his strength.


    Shilansky's fist and the crate of hams struck the MP at the same time, knocking him backward.


    “Run!” screamed Shilansky.


    Homer Gladley stretched out his long, bulky legs and sped toward the jeep. Shilansky was right behind him, swerving to the side and jumping into the driver's seat. Homer dumped his crate of hams into the back and dived in after it. Shilansky shifted into gear and kicked the accelerator to the floor.


    The jeep's wheels spun in the muck, then grabbed and sent the jeep flying away. The right front wheel hit a bump and Shilansky bounced up and down, his helmet falling off and landing on the ground. Shilansky steered around a tree and Homer Gladley hung on to the crate of ham so that it wouldn't fall out of the jeep.


    My helmet, thought Shilansky as the jeep sped through the jungle. My name's stenciled inside my helmet. He realized with a sinking sensation that he'd screwed up another robbery.


    Maybe they won't see my name inside, he thought hopefully. Or maybe they won't be able to read it if they see it.


    The MPs arrived in the Twenty-third Regiment's area three hours later, and found out that Lieutenant Horsfall was at a meeting with the regiment's operations officer, Major Cobb. The MPs decided that the matter at hand wasn't important enough to warrant an interruption of the meeting, so they took seats on the jungle floor outside the operations tent and waited. There were three of them; one was the MP sergeant who'd tried to stop Shilansky and Homer Gladley.


    Forty-five minutes later the meeting broke up and the officers streamed out of the tent. The MPs asked for Lieutenant Horsfall and were pointed toward him.


    “Sir,” said the MP master sergeant, “are you Lieutenant Stanley Horsfall?”


    “Yes,” replied Lieutenant Horsfall, wondering what he'd done wrong.


    “Has your jeep been missing, sir?”


    “Have you found it?”


    “Yes, it was abandoned on the side of a road not far from here. Do you know a Private...” the sergeant paused as he read the name stenciled inside the helmet in his hands. “... Shilansky, Morris, US 515638.”


    “Yes, he's in my platoon.”


    The master sergeant smiled and exchanged glances with the other MPs. “Well, sir, we believe this man and a confederate have stolen military property, as well as your jeep.”


    The master sergeant explained how Shilansky and the other soldier had stolen the crate of ham and assaulted the MP buck sergeant. “Evidently it was your jeep that they used.”


    


    “What did the other man look like?” Lieutenant Horsfall asked.


    The master sergeant looked at the buck sergeant.


    “Well,” said the buck sergeant, “he was about six foot two and weighed about two hunnert twenty, two hunnert thirty pounds. He was a real big guy with kind of a round face, and I think his hair was blond underneath his helmet.”


    “I see,” said Lieutenant Horsfall, who knew exactly who the buck sergeant was describing.


    “Know who he is?” asked the master sergeant.


    “Not offhand,” lied Lieutenant Horsfall.


    “This man Shilansky—do you know where he is right now, sir?”


    “Yes, he's out on a patrol.” So that's why the patrol went out so early, Lieutenant Horsfall thought.


    “Do you know when he'll be back?”


    “Sometime tonight.”


    “We'll be waiting for him.”


    Beside a meandering river ten feet wide, the patrol from the recon platoon sat around an open fire and roasted the stolen hams on thick skewers. The stream of fragrant smoke curled as it rose to the tree tops. Behind the soldiers was a tall stone bluff fifty feet high. They were three miles from their front and didn't think anyone would be able to spot the smoke. If someone did, they'd be afraid to go into no-man's-land to find out what was going on.


    It was five o'clock in the afternoon and the sun was sinking low on the horizon. In another hour it would set. Birds chirped in the trees above them, and monkeys hopped from branch to branch. No breeze blew and clouds of insects hovered around them. Occasionally an insect would, dive down, suck some blood, and pull back again, flying up to join his relatives.


    Butsko smacked a bug about an inch long against his cheek, then scraped the bug's remains with his fingernails. “Fucking little bastard,” he muttered. “When this war is over, I'm going someplace where there ain't any bugs.”


    “There's bugs everywhere,” said Jimmy O'Rourke, the former movie stuntman from Hollywood, who thought he looked like Clark Gable and tried to act like him.


    Homer Gladley, his eyes bulging with desire, turned the ham over on its spit. “There ain't much bugs back where I come from. Not like this anyways.”


    Butsko glared angrily at him. “Shaddup, you fucking thief! I don't wanna hear a peep outta you! You made a lot of trouble for me today!”


    “Sorry, Sarge.”


    “I said shaddup!”


    Homer Gladley pinched his lips together and looked repentant. Butsko raised his arm and wiped away the rest of the bug with the back of his hand. “As soon as things settle down, I'm getting away from you fucking guys. I've had it with the whole goddamned bunch of you. You give me nothing but trouble. I want a nice, normal platoon fulla nice, normal guys instead of the thieves, liars, cutthroats, and degenerates I got now.”


    “Shit,” said Frankie La Barbara, “you never had it so good. At least with us you have some fun and you eat like a king.”


    “I hate youse all,” Butsko said. “I never seen such a bunch of fuck-ups and scumbags in my life.”


    Gladley poked one of the hams with his bayonet. “Looks just about done,” he said. “Everybody outta my way.”


    The men drew back and Homer lifted the spit off the fire, lowering the hams to a bed of leaves he'd laid out. The hams were reddish-brown on the outside, sizzling and crackling, filling the air with a sweet, pungent fragrance.


    “Okay,” said Homer Gladley, stabbing his bayonet into a ham. “Dig in, guys.”


    The men attacked the hams with their bayonets.


    “Wait a minute!” said Butsko.


    Everybody stopped and looked at him.


    “Me first.” The corners of his lips turned down, Butsko pushed Bannon out of his way and stabbed his bayonet into one of the hams, slicing off a chunk four inches thick. He lifted his piece on the tip of his bayonet and brought it to his nose, sniffing it like a fox. “Okay.”


    The men resumed their attack on the hams, carving off pieces for themselves, elbowing and pushing each other, and the Reverend Billie Jones nearly lost a finger to Corporal Sam Longtree. In seconds the ham disappeared from the bed of leaves; only the spit remained. The men sat on the ground and chomped the meat. Each had about a pound all to himself. It was better than anything they got on the chow line.


    “Shit,” said Shilansky, his jaws working like a threshing machine, “old Sergeant Butsko says we're fuck-ups and scum-bags, but he never turns down any food we steal.”


    Gnawing on his hunk of ham, Butsko heard him and knew he was right. He shouldn't eat the stolen goods, because it set a bad example. But he needed a good meal every now and then to keep his strength up; otherwise, how'd he be able to fight the Japs?


    “Shaddup, you petty fucking small-time crook,” Butsko said. “Shaddup before I stick this ham up your ass.”


    The GIs gorged themselves on the stolen ham while their fire smoldered in its pit. The smoke trailed upward to the tops of the trees and hung in the air because there was no breeze to blow it away. The GIs didn't know it, but a sizable cloud of smoke had formed over their heads, and it could be seen for a long distance.


    No one on the American side noticed the cloud of smoke, due to the hustle and bustle caused by the changeover of units. To the new men it didn't appear threatening, so why worry about it? Many of the GIs were replacements with no experience with war, and it was just another cloud to them.


    But the Japanese observers on the other side of the line had been in the area for four months, and most enlisted soldiers in the Japanese army were farmers who knew a cloud of smoke when they saw one. The observers passed the word along that a cloud of smoke was hovering over a patch of the jungle, and the artillery commander in that sector decided to lob a few shells over to disrupt whatever the Americans were doing.


    His order was relayed to an artillery battery, which loaded up its big guns. It took aim at the jungle underneath the smoke, and when the guns were zeroed in, the order was given to open fire.


    


    The GIs were taking their last bites of ham, their stomachs stuffed and their minds lulled with satisfaction. Some of them were finished already, lying on the grass with their eyes closed, letting their stomachs digest the food. Others lit up cigarettes when they finished, the perfect end to a first-rate meal.


    Butsko sat with his knees in the air and his back against a tree, smoking a Pall Mall and wondering how he'd get Shilansky and Gladley off the hook when they returned from the patrol. Shilansky had told him about losing his helmet, and since the helmet had Shilansky's name inside, Butsko knew there'd be trouble. MPs probably would be waiting for them to return from the patrol. Maybe Butsko could say that Shilansky and Gladley had been killed on the patrol, and then, after the MPs went away, Shilansky and Gladley would be resurrected from the dead. The big problem would be Lieutenant Horsfall. Somehow Butsko would have to convince old Horseballs to go along with the scam.


    When Butsko heard the whistle of the first incoming shell, he thought he was imagining it. He tried to tell himself it was a bird singing or a cricket chirping a love song to his mate, but a second later he knew it was the real thing.


    “Hit it!” he screamed.


    He collapsed onto the ground, hugging his helmet to his head, squinching his eyes shut and waiting for the shell to land, while all around him the recon platoon took cover, terrified by the sudden change in their situation. One moment they had been exulting in the aftermath of a good meal, and a moment later their lives were on the line.


    The shells smashed into the jungle and exploded, knocking over trees and sending tons of dirt flying into the air. The sound was deafening and the ground heaved like the deck of a ship in a typhoon. One shell landed in the river, blasting water into the air, and when it came down it was like rain. Another shell hit the rocky bluff behind the GIs, causing it to collapse in an avalanche of rocks and boulders that made Bannon and Longtree jump up and run through the screaming, churning hell to avoid getting buried alive.


    Bannon and Longtree put some distance between them and the rolling rocks, then dived into a wide shell crater big enough for both of them. Their eardrums ached from the sound of explosions, and the bombardment was so fierce that they thought they'd lose their lives. Longtree realized that the smoke had attracted the artillery shells. He'd thought about the smoke while he was munching on ham, but his combat instincts had been dulled by several months of duty away from the front. He told himself he'd have to be more careful in the future, if he survived the present.


    Monkeys screeched as they tried to get away, leaping from tree to tree and along vines; some were decapitated by whizzing hunks of shrapnel. Birds were defeathered and torn apart in midair. Lizards and snakes were blown out of the ground, and the clouds of insects were burned to nothing.


    The GIs gritted their teeth and hung on, praying for the bombardment to stop. Butsko, like Longtree, realized the smoke had given them away. He cursed himself for being so careless. Underneath a fallen tree, Homer Gladley chewed on a mouthful of ham, trying to eat as much as he could before he died. Private Jimmy O'Rourke wondered what Clark Gable would do if he were there, and decided he'd make a grim face and tough it out. O'Rourke tried to do that, but he couldn't help flinching whenever a shell exploded nearby. The muscles in his jaw twitched uncontrollably and he chewed his lips in terror and apprehension.


    The Japanese artillery commander didn't have ammunition to waste, so he ordered the barrage stopped. Raising his binoculars, he gazed at the target area and saw that the cloud of smoke had increased ten times and become a deep shade of gray. Smiling, he figured the Americans out there would think twice before they started any more fires, if they were still alive.


    Amid the smoke and burning trees, all the GIs in the recon platoon were alive but numbed from the sudden barrage. At first they didn't know it had ended because their ears were ringing and their hearing was temporarily impaired. Then, after a minute or two of silence, Butsko realized it was over.


    “Let's get out of here!” he said.


    He jumped up and ran away from the area, which had become a nightmare of shell craters, blasted trees, and fires. Holding his rifle at port arms, Butsko dodged around the debris as he ran from the devastation, and the recon platoon followed him in a long file. Soon they were in another green jungle, and new insects swooped down on them, but Butsko kept going for a half hour, in order to put a substantial amount of distance between his platoon and the site of the bombardment.


    “Okay,” he said, dropping down on the moist leaves. ‘Take a break, and from now on, no more fires!”


    “Does that mean we can't smoke?” asked Jimmy O'Rourke.


    “That's not a fire, you stupid son of a bitch. “Butsko groaned . as he pulled out his pack of Pall Malls. “You fuck-ups don't know anything about anything, and one of these days you'll probably get me killed.”


    Frankie La Barbara held his hand over his mouth and muttered: “That won't be no great loss to the world.”


    “Who said that?”


    The jungle was silent. Butsko lit up his cigarette. He knew that Frankie La Barbara had made the remark. He's gonna pay for that one, Butsko thought darkly.


    

  


  
    FIVE . . .


    Shortly after ten o'clock that evening, the Japanese raiding 1 party slipped into the jungle. It consisted of fifty handpicked 1 men and was led by Captain Kashiwagi. Second in command was Sergeant Kato.


    A three-quarter moon hung in the sky, and stars twinkled from horizon to horizon. The Japanese soldiers had been in the area since August and had gone on many patrols. They knew the terrain well and moved through it quickly, with Captain Kashiwagi in front, leading the way.


    Ordinarily captains didn't go out on patrols like this one, but Captain Kashiwagi loved action. No one ordered him not to go, so he went. He was happiest when he was fighting, and he loved to fight because he always won, or at least he had so far. It was a great feeling to be victorious. War was a personal contest for Captain Kashiwagi, pitting him against the American soldiers who faced him in hand-to-hand combat. The shooting part of the war held no great fascination for him, because survival depended on luck as much as skill. If a shell happened to land on you, all the fighting skill in the world was no use; and if a bullet knocked you down, there was nothing you could do. But when the fighting got close, that's when the true samurai showed his colors. Captain Kashiwagi thought of himself as a true samurai, although he wasn't from a samurai family. He thought the qualities of a true samurai were gifts from the gods, and not necessarily inherited from one's parents. He was certain that the gods had bestowed those qualities upon him, and they were a great responsibility that he intended to uphold as long as there was life in his sinewy body.


    Quickly and silently he moved over the jungle trail, resembling a tiger moving in on its prey. Behind him came his patrol, and Sergeant Kato brought up the rear.


    Sergeant Kato was short and thickly muscled, with a handlebar mustache on his wide face. He was pleased to be selected for the patrol over Lieutenant Sono, but he knew that Captain Kashiwagi didn't like Lieutenant Sono much. Lieutenant Sono was frail and intellectual, not particularly aggressive or brave. Captain Kashiwagi was kind only to his brave soldiers, and Sergeant Kato was pleased to be one of them. The only person in the world he was afraid of was Captain Kashiwagi.


    Sergeant Kato thought Captain Kashiwagi was a magnificent soldier, and he'd follow him anywhere. Captain Kashiwagi was harsh but fair, and you couldn't ask for more than that.


    “There's something wrong with my compass,” Butsko said, banging it against the palm of his hand. “The dial points one way for a few seconds, and then when I move, it points the other way.”


    The men from the recon platoon crowded around him, looking at the compass. Butsko laid it flat on his palm and the luminous dial spun around. It settled, then Butsko jiggled it and it moved twenty degrees.


    “You see?” Butsko asked. “It's fucked.”


    “I got mine,” Bannon said, taking it out. He opened it up and laid it flat. “Uh-oh.” His compass spun around like Butsko's.


    Butsko snapped his compass shut. “We're probably standing on a lot of iron.”


    


    Frankie La Barbara's eyes lit up. “Maybe it's gold down there in the ground!”


    “Gold doesn't affect compasses, you dumb fuck.”


    Longtree looked up at the sky and found the North Star. “We can use the stars.”


    “That's not as accurate as a compass,” Butsko said. “There's no telling where we're liable to wind up.”


    “At least we can go in the general direction of Hill 700. That's better than going in the general direction of the Japs.”


    “We're also liable to disappear in one of those big sections of the jungle where there isn't anybody and really get lost.”


    “At least we won't end up in the lap of the Japanese army.”


    Frankie decided it was time to put in his two cents. “Maybe we should just stay where we are until it gets lighter.”


    Butsko looked at Frankie. “You're such a stupid asshole.”


    Frankie stuck out his jaw. “You got a better idea?”


    “Yeah. We'll walk toward our lines and check the compasses again. They were working okay before. Maybe we're just in a bad spot. Lemme check the map. Take ten.”


    The men peeled away and sat underneath the trees. Butsko held his map up to the moonlight and tried to read it. During the preceding hours he and his men had investigated the trail system the Japanese used, and he'd drawn it onto his overlay. They'd approached the Japanese lines, scouted them, and pulled back. They'd also set a few booby traps. It had been a busy night, and now there was nothing to do except go home. Unfortunately the map didn't mean much without accurate compass readings. He'd have to remember as much as he could of the trail system.


    “Longtree, come on up here with me! The rest of you, fall in behind us!”


    The recon platoon formed up the way Butsko had told them. He moved his hand in the direction he thought they should go and they followed him into the jungle, hoping they weren't lost. Somewhere in the distance a wild dog howled mournfully.


    It was midnight and the Japanese raiding party moved swiftly through the jungle. Captain Kashiwagi was still in front, stretching out his long, sinewy legs, when something on the ground caught his eye. He raised his hand and the patrol stopped behind him. Dropping to his knees, he examined the ground and found footprints. His eyes widened when he realized that they were made by American combat boots and were fresh, only an hour or two old.


    He whispered to the soldier nearest him: “Tell Sergeant Kato I wish to speak with him.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The soldier ran back, and Captain Kashiwagi examined the footprints. There were a large number of them, and he estimated that six or seven American soldiers had been over the trail recently. If so, they couldn't be far away. He'd love to catch them and kill them all.


    Sergeant Kato approached. “You wanted to see me, sir?”


    “Look at this, Kato.”


    Sergeant Kato dropped to one knee. “American footprints!”


    “Exactly, and they're fresh. The American soldiers aren't too far away. I'll go up ahead and try to make contact. You bring the men behind me, far enough back so the Americans won't hear when we get close. Understand?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Make sure the men understand that they must be absolutely quiet.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Captain Kashiwagi stood and drew his samurai sword: If he stumbled onto an American patrol, he wanted to be ready. He doubted whether he'd actually stumble upon them, because he was very cautious and quiet, but the samurai warrior has to be ready for anything and everything.


    He walked over the trail, peering ahead into the moonlit jungle, stretching out his long legs and bringing his feet down softly. He knew that the American patrol was out there someplace. How wonderful it would be if he could kill them all or, better yet, take them prisoner. Under interrogation they would divulge much important information, and it would make him look very good to his commanders. Perhaps they'd make him a major. He knew they liked him already, and if he did something fantastic, they'd like him even more.


    


    The trail twisted and turned through the jungle. Captain Kashiwagi walked bent over, holding his sword with the blade sticking straight up in the air. His nose twitched as though he were sniffing after the Americans like a bloodhound. The Americans were unfamiliar with the territory, but he knew it well. He should be able to catch up with them before long.


    Something grabbed his ankle, and suddenly he was upside down, flying through the air. Surprised and horrified, he hacked through the air with his samurai sword. He found himself dangling over the trail, suspended by a rope around his ankle, moving from side to side like the pendulum on a clock.


    Blood rushed to his head, and his cheeks felt as if they'd burst. He was an easy target if an American soldier wanted to shoot him or slit his throat. Still hanging upside down, he spun himself around, looking for the American soldier who'd caught him in the snare. Everything looked weird from his position, and every shadow was an American soldier. He swung his samurai sword at the shadows, but it sliced harmlessly through the air.


    He realized that no Americans were attacking him but that they might be nearby, so he didn't dare call out. How embarrassing it would be for his men to see him hanging upside down like that. No one, not even a samurai like himself, could have any dignity hanging upside down.


    Meanwhile, Sergeant Kato led the patrol over the path. Suddenly he saw a figure ahead of him in the moonlight. With a wave of his hand he sent the men scurrying for cover and dived into the base of a bush, holding his head low. The jungle was silent. He peered under the brim of his helmet and saw somebody standing in the middle of the trail; but no, he wasn't standing: He was hanging by his feet. Sergeant Kato's hair stood on end when he realized it was Captain Kashiwagi, upside down, swinging his samurai sword.


    Sergeant Kato raised himself. He advanced cautiously, expecting an ambush, looking from side to side and up and down. The men followed, fingers on their triggers, and saw Captain Kashiwagi hanging upside down. He looked comical as he bounced around, swinging from side to side. They fought to suppress snickers and giggles, but a few couldn't control themselves, and Captain Kashiwagi's temperature reached the boiling point when he heard them.


    “Cut me down!” he hissed.


    Sergeant Kato drew his bayonet. “Get ready to catch the captain.”


    Soldiers clustered underneath Captain Kashiwagi to break his fall, and Sergeant Kato tried to figure out how to get Captain Kashiwagi down. He was quite high in the air, too high to reach on tiptoes, and it looked like he'd have to chop down the sapling that held the rope.


    “Who has the machete?” Sergeant Kato asked.


    “I have,” replied Private Arazaki.


    “Give it here.”


    Captain Kashiwagi squirmed and kicked his free leg. “What are you waiting for, you fool!”


    “I'll have you down in a minute, sir.”


    Sergeant Kato approached the sapling and held the machete in both his hands. He raised it in the air, took aim, and swung at the base of the sapling. The shock of the blow went up the sapling, down the rope, and into Captain Kashiwagi's leg, whipping through his entire body and making his head snap. He ground his teeth together and became even angrier than he was before. If he had an American soldier before him, he'd skin and bone him alive.


    Sergeant Kato whacked the sapling again and again, the sound of his blows traveling far across the jungle. Captain Kashiwagi was rocked by each blow, but he kept his lips pinched together and said nothing, trying to preserve as much of his dignity as he could.


    In the still of the night the sound of machete against wood traveled far. A half-mile away the recon platoon heard it, and they stopped in their tracks.


    A smile came over Butsko's gnarled features. “Sounds like we got something.”


    Longtree nodded. He'd been the one who'd set the snare. It was an old Indian technique for catching game.


    


    Bannon looked back in the direction of the sound. “They're not too far away.”


    “Yeah,” said Butsko, “we'd better get a move on.” He looked at his compass; it was working okay again, but they couldn't go in a straight line because the jungle was too thick. They had to follow the trails, and the trails twisted and turned. “Let's go.”


    The recon platoon moved out again, heading toward Hill 700.


    Sergeant Kato whacked the sapling, and at last the machete went through all the way. Captain Kashiwagi came crashing toward the ground but was caught by his men. One of them untied the rope from his leg and found a note attached to the rope.


    “What's that?” shouted Captain Kashiwagi.


    “A piece of paper, sir.”


    “Give it here!”


    The soldier handed over the note and Captain Kashiwagi rose unsteadily to his feet. The jungle spun around him and he blinked his eyes to make it stop. He lost his balance, but Sergeant Kato was behind him and pushed him upright.


    “Perhaps you'd better sit down, sir.”


    “I don't need to sit down!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Captain Kashiwagi took a few more deep breaths and felt steadier. He unfolded the piece of paper and saw:


    
      Next time we'll cut your fucking throat.


      Yours truly,


      The Recon Platoon

    


    Sergeant Kato looked over Captain Kashiwagi's shoulder. “It appears to be a message in their language.”


    “I know what it is, you idiot!” Captain Kashiwagi was in an exceedingly bad mood. He wanted to kill, maim, and destroy. When he returned to camp, he'd have Lieutenant Sono decipher the message. Lieutenant Sono knew some English.


    


    Captain Kashiwagi looked at his watch. It was two o'clock in the morning. “The Americans aren't far from here. Sooner or later they'll have to return to their hill, if they're not headed in that direction already. If we hurry we can cut them off. Sergeant Kato, you lead the way!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Sergeant Kato handed the machete back to Private Arazaki, then turned and proceeded down the trail. He unslung his rifle and held it at port arms, expecting to step into a snare at any moment.


    “Double-time!” Captain Kashiwagi shouted.


    Sergeant Kato and the men ran along the trail. Captain Kashiwagi took his position midway in the patrol, so that he'd receive no more sudden surprises. The Japanese soldiers sped through the jungle, leaves swishing against their sleeves and pants. The trails crisscrossed and intersected with each other, and Sergeant Kato followed the ones that led straight toward Hill 700. Someone who didn't know the jungle could take hours to reach Hill 700, but the Japanese soldiers knew the jungle well and would reach the base of Hill 700 in about twenty minutes.


    Weather changes quickly in the tropics, and the sky above filled with a mass of thick black clouds. A breeze blew through the jungle and caused the sea of clouds to drift across the face of the moon. Bannon looked up and saw the clouds cover the moon, plunging the jungle into darkness. The clouds continued their march across the sky, and in ten minutes no stars could be seen.


    The breeze became stronger, cooling off the soldiers. They'd been in the tropics long enough to know rain was coming. They hurried along, but every time they came to a fork in the trail or a convergence of several trails, they had to stop and figure out the best way to go. This usually led to an argument that Butsko ended by pulling rank.


    Then Butsko's compass got weird again. He banged it against his palm and the needle spun around like the propeller of an airplane. Every time it stopped, it pointed in a different direction.


    Frankie groaned. “We're lost.”


    “Says who?” asked Butsko.


    “You mean we ain't lost?”


    “We're gonna keep going. I know the general direction.”


    “Me too,” said Longtree. “We're not too far from our lines.”


    “Shit,” Frankie said, “last time something like this happened, we wound up in a fucking swamp.”


    “Your mouth is a swamp. I'm sick of listening to you.”


    “Well, I'm just as sick of you as you are of me.”


    Butsko looked at Frankie in the darkness and felt rage building inside him. All the frustrations of the night converged on one tiny spot in his brain, compressing tighter and tighter. Frankie was always bitching and moaning.


    Butsko jumped forward and grabbed Frankie's throat in both his hands. Frankie's eyes goggled and he grabbed Butsko's wrists, trying to pry them loose, but Butsko's grip was like a steel clamp. Frankie tried to say something, but no words could pass through his constricted throat. Butsko's face was a road map of brutality and hatred as he squeezed Frankie's throat, and Frankie felt himself losing consciousness. His legs went wobbly and his eyes rolled up into his head.


    Bannon placed his hand on Butsko's arm. ‘Take it easy, Sarge.”


    “You're gonna kill the son of a bitch,” Shilansky said.


    “C'mon, Sarge,” said Bannon. “Cool your motor.”


    Butsko was calmer than he looked, and had no intention of killing Frankie. He was just trying to make a point. He loosed his grip and stepped backward, letting Frankie fall to the ground, coughing and struggling to breathe. Butsko looked at him grimly and took out a Pall Mall, placing it in his mouth. He knew better than light a match in no-man's-land, but he just wanted the cigarette there anyway.


    “Another peep out of you,” he said to Frankie La Barbara, “and I'll finish the job.”


    “Peep!” said Jimmy O'Rourke, who thought he was a funny guy.


    


    Butsko spun around and glowered at O'Rourke. “You stupid motherfucker!”


    “Whatsa matter, Sarge, can'tcha take a joke?” Jimmy chortled and guffawed.


    Butsko chewed the butt of his cigarette. “There's gonna be some changes when we get back to camp.”


    O'Rourke wiggled his eyebrows. “What kind of changes, Sarge?”


    “You'll find out soon enough.” Butsko looked at his watch. “All right, let's get moving. Longtree, take the point!”


    Longtree moved forward with his loping gait, and the rest of the recon platoon followed. Frankie La Barbara dragged himself up off the ground and followed the procession through the jungle. His neck hurt, but his vanity hurt more. He could deal with physical pain but couldn't bear being humiliated, and Butsko had humiliated him badly. Frankie didn't know it, but that's what Butsko had intended to do. Butsko knew that the only way to punish Frankie was to embarrass him in front of the rest of the men.


    Frankie could see the outline of Butsko's wide back ahead of him in the dark jungle. Someday I'm going to kill that son of a bitch. He can't fuck with me that way and expect to get away with it.


    The Japanese soldiers were resting in a grove of trees with thick trunks and wide leaves. Sergeant Kato ran toward them, waving his hands excitedly.


    “They're just ahead!” he said to Captain Kashiwagi. “I heard them!”


    “You're sure?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “How many?”


    “Six or seven.”


    Captain Kashiwagi smiled. Now he'd be able to pay the Americans back for stringing him up by his leg. His men outnumbered the Americans. It should be easy work.


    “We will surround them and capture them alive,” he said. “Follow me.”


    


    The recon platoon came to the intersection of three trails, and Butsko held up his hand to stop the others. He didn't know which way to go and wanted to weigh the factors.


    “Longtree, whataya think?”


    Longtree pointed to one of the trails leading toward the right. “This one.”


    Butsko shook his head. “Naw, I don't think so.” He pointed to a trail leading to the left. “I think that one would be best.”


    Bannon thought both were wrong. “I think we should take the one in the middle.”


    Butsko turned to him. “Who asked you?”


    “I don't feel like getting lost.”


    Like the rest of them, Bannon was getting cranky. The move to the front, fatigue, and the events of the day and night were taking their toll. Butsko took out his compass; it was still haywire.


    “What does your compass say?” he asked Bannon.


    Bannon pulled his compass out of his shirt pocket and unfolded it. The needle danced round and round on its pivot. “It's fucked up.”


    “Just like the guy carrying it.”


    Butsko didn't know what to do, but didn't feel like hanging around until it got light. He looked up at the sky. A thick blanket of clouds continued to cover the moon and stars. No break was in sight.


    “O'Rourke!”


    “Yo!”


    “Climb one of these trees around here and see if you can spot Hill 700.”


    “Yo!”


    Jimmy O'Rourke slung his rifle across his back and looked around. He saw a tree whose branches weren't too high, walked toward it, jumped up, and dug his fingers into the bark while clamping the soles of his feet against the trunk. Reaching up with his hand and lifting a leg, he climbed upward toward the branch. The ex-Hollywood stuntman was an ace at climbing trees, and he knew all the others were watching him, which made him feel wonderful. Ten years in the tinsel city had made him crave recognition and adulation. He thought that if the Army hadn't drafted him, he might have been a star already.


    He reached the branch and pulled himself onto it. Above him was another branch, and he leaped up, grabbing it with both his hands. He swung himself back and forth a few times, then launched himself upward, raising his stomach level with the branch. He snaked one foot over the branch, followed with his other foot, and soon was sitting on it. Looking up, he saw that the tree was tall, forty or fifty feet high. He still had a long way to go. Taking a deep breath, he jumped toward the next branch and proceeded to pull himself up.


    On the ground, everybody watched him except Frankie La Barbara, whose eyes were fixed on the back of Butsko. Hatred filled Frankie's heart and gurgled underneath his eyeballs. Nobody could mess with Frankie La Barbara and get away with it. It was a matter of honor, and the only way to even the score was to whip Butsko's ass.


    Butsko was paying no attention to Frankie. He was wide open for a hit, looking up at Jimmy O'Rourke climbing the tree. Frankie wondered whether to stab Butsko in the back with his bayonet or crown him with his rifle butt. A stab in the back would be messy, and he didn't want to kill Butsko. That would have very serious repercussions. But pounding the shit out of him with a rifle butt seemed like the right thing to do. Frankie thought that would give him great pleasure and would wipe out the stain Butsko had put on his honor.


    Frankie unslung his rifle and moved closer to Butsko. Holding the rifle at port arms, he pulled back the butt and prepared to crash it against Butsko's head.


    Butsko turned around suddenly, his feet far apart and his knees bent. “I knew you'd pull some shit,” he growled at Frankie. “You're gonna eat that rifle.”


    Frankie was astonished by Butsko's sudden move, and he felt a chill run up and down his spine, but he couldn't back down in front of the others. “Up your ass, big Sergeant!”


    Butsko lunged forward, quick as a tiger, and grabbed Frankie's rifle with both his hands. Frankie was big and strong and wouldn't let it go. Both men pulled and heaved, trying to wrestle the rifle away from the other, and Frankie soon realized that Butsko was stronger than he. Frankie wouldn't loosen his grip, so Butsko pulled him off his feet and sent him flying through the air.


    Frankie still wouldn't let go. He tried to touch the ground with his feet, but Butsko spun around, and centrifugal force kept Frankie up in the air. The rest of the recon platoon watched in awe as Butsko pirouetted, making Frankie fly through the air.


    Frankie got dizzier with every turn. If he let go the rifle he'd be launched into space, and who knew where he'd land? Butsko would stomp his head in, but if he held on he'd get dizzier and probably let go in spite of himself.


    The only thing to do was let go while he still had some presence of mind. He'd pull his bayonet as soon as he landed and cut off Butsko's leg if Butsko tried to stomp him. Without another thought, Frankie let go of the rifle.


    The men crowded around, and Frankie flew into Homer Gladley, who was so huge and heavy that he didn't budge. Frankie bounced off Homer and fell to the ground, dazedly reaching for his bayonet. He pulled it out of its scabbard, but Butsko's boot came up swiftly, knocking the bayonet out of Frankie's hand. Butsko stepped forward and kicked Frankie in the mouth, sending him flying backwards.


    Some men fight better when they're hurt, and Frankie was like that. Butsko drew back his leg to kick in Frankie's ribs, and Frankie dived at Butsko's foot, twisting it around and causing Butsko to lose his balance. Butsko fell to the ground, and Frankie, his head still spinning, jumped on top of him; but Frankie's balance was off and he landed two feet to the side of Butsko.


    Butsko lunged at Frankie and grabbed his neck. Frankie got under Butsko's arms, heaved, and threw Butsko over his shoulder. Frankie tried to punch Butsko's head off, but he was still disoriented and punched the ground instead, nearly busting his knuckles. He howled in pain and Butsko kicked him in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him and paralyzing him for a few seconds.


    


    Butsko got to his feet, raised one leg, and pushed it down, aiming for Frankie's nose, but Frankie saw the gigantic combat boot coming at him and rolled out of the way. He saw a rock, picked it up, and threw it at Butsko, but Butsko ducked and the rock bounced harmlessly off the trunk of the tree that Jimmy O'Rourke was in.


    Jimmy O'Rourke had stopped climbing and was watching the fight with the rest of them. He saw Butsko and Frankie La Barbara thrash each other around. Frankie picked up a thick branch and clobbered Butsko over the head, but Butsko still had his helmet on and the branch broke harmlessly in half. Butsko drove his left fist into Frankie's stomach, but Frankie's stomach muscles were like belts of steel and it was like punching a solid wall. Butsko hooked up to Frankie's head and Frankie ducked. Butsko's fist flew over Frankie's head; Frankie, from his low position, threw an uppercut at Butsko's balls, but Butsko twisted his torso, and Frankie's fist collided with Butsko's outer thigh.


    Something caught Jimmy O'Rourke's eye. He looked ahead and saw movement in the jungle. Through the shadows and branches he saw Japanese soldiers: They were all around the recon platoon, closing the ring quickly!


    “Japs!” he screamed. “Look out!”


    Butsko's fists were clasped together and were arcing downward like a sledgehammer toward Frankie's skull when Jimmy O'Rourke sounded the warning. It was too late for Butsko to stop, and his fists crashed against the top of Frankie's head, making Frankie see stars. Frankie's eyes rolled around like the oranges in a one-armed bandit. Then the Japanese soldiers broke into the little clearing, aiming their rifles and bayonets at the American soldiers.


    “Don't move!” shouted Captain Kashiwagi.


    The men in the recon platoon couldn't speak Japanese, but they could understand more or less what he wanted them to do. They froze and their eyes widened at the sight of the Japanese soldiers. Captain Kashiwagi held his samurai sword in his hand and advanced confidently, a crooked smile on his face. The Reverend Billie Jones raised his hands in the air, and so did Sam Long tree. All thought the Japanese officer intended to chop off some heads.


    Butsko raised his hands. If the Japs intended to kill them, they would have done so by now. Evidently they wanted prisoners. Make a wrong move and they'd start shooting, but play it cool and you might have a chance to escape. The Japs had captured Butsko twice already, and he'd gotten away both times.


    “Look at them!” Captain Kashiwagi said triumphantly. “They were so busy fighting with themselves that they didn't even hear us! This is the poor quality of soldier that we're facing!”


    High in the trees, Jimmy O'Rourke watched in horror as the Japanese soldiers took away the weapons belonging to the men from the recon platoon. All the GIs held their hands in the air, following Butsko's example, and the Japanese soldiers pushed them into a single file.


    On the ground, Frankie La Barbara opened his eyes and saw a Japanese soldier looking down at him, holding the bayonet on the end of his long Arisaka rifle a few inches from Frankie's nose.


    “Get up!” said the Japanese soldier.


    Frankie didn't speak Japanese, but he caught the Japanese soldier's drift. Rolling onto his hands and knees, he pushed himself erect. “Where did all the Nips come from?” he asked, wondering if he was dreaming.


    “Quiet!” said the Japanese soldier, smashing his rifle butt against Frankie's face.


    Frankie's cheek split apart and blood spurted out. He dropped to his knees and shook his head to clear out the fog that had suddenly filled it up.


    “Get up!” said the Japanese soldier.


    Captain Kashiwagi strutted toward them, holding his samurai sword in both hands. “I'll take care of him.”


    Frankie remained on his knees, trying to come to his senses, as Captain Kashiwagi planted his feet solidly on the ground and raised the samurai sword. He'd still have plenty of prisoners after he killed this one, and chopping off his head would expiate his rage.


    


    The pain in Bannon's skull pounded wildly. “Hey, wait a minute!” he shouted, stepping forward.


    A Japanese soldier butted him in the face with the end of his rifle, and Bannon went down for the count. Captain Kashiwagi tensed his muscles, ready to bring his samurai sword down and lop off Frankie La Barbara's head. Above them in the tree, Private Jimmy O'Rourke aimed his M 1 at the Japanese officer and squeezed the trigger.


    Blam!


    The ground exploded at Captain Kashiwagi's feet, and he jumped two feet in the air. Looking up, he saw Jimmy O'Rourke standing on the branch. Captain Kashiwagi pointed at Jimmy O'Rourke, who was slinging his rifle across his back. “There he is! Shoot him!”


    The Japanese soldiers aimed their rifles and fired at Jimmy O'Rourke, their bullets slamming into the branch underneath him and the trunk of the tree beside him, but he was already in motion. He jumped onto a vine and swung through the auto the next tree, then found another long, strong vine and swung to another tree. He knew how to do it because he'd been a stuntman in two Tarzan movies in Hollywood, standing in for Johnny Weissmuller because the studio was afraid to let their star do the really dangerous tricks. Bullets whizzed through leaves and branches of each tree he'd just been on, but Jimmy O'Rourke was long gone.


    Meanwhile, on the ground, the GIs took advantage of the confusion to flee in all directions. The Japanese soldiers, firing up into the trees, realized that their prisoners were disappearing into the jungle.


    “Stop them!” screamed Captain Kashiwagi.


    The Japanese soldiers turned around and ran after the GIs, who tore wildly through the jungle, moving as fast as their legs could carry them, dodging and ducking as the Japanese soldiers fired their rifles at them. The GIs dived through bushes, got to their feet, and ran. They jumped over logs, clawed through the dense foliage, fell down, jumped up, and kept going, because they knew their lives were on the line.


    The Japanese soldiers couldn't keep up with the GIs and didn't shoot any because of the darkness and erratic running pattern of the Americans. Soon the Americans were gone, melting into the jungle. The only one left was Frankie La Barbara, who was regaining consciousness on his knees in front of Captain Kashiwagi.


    Captain Kashiwagi couldn't kill Frankie now. He needed at least one prisoner and Frankie was going to be it. He gazed at Frankie's wide shoulders and muscular biceps, his wavy black hair and handsome features, as if seeing him for the first time. What a powerful-looking fellow he is, Captain Kashiwagi thought.


    Sergeant Kato ran up to him, saluting. “Sir, they've all got away.”


    “All?”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Fools! Idiots! Dolts! How could you let them all get away!”


    “It's dark, sir, and—”


    “No excuses! I hate excuses!” A drop of water fell on Captain Kashiwagi's hat and he looked up. The sky was dark and it was beginning to rain. “Let's get out of here! Line up the men and place someone in charge of the prisoner.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    With a final lingering glance at Frankie, Captain Kashiwagi walked away, pushing his samurai sword into its scabbard. The Japanese soldiers lined up, and one of them was told to guard Frankie La Barbara. The guard prodded Frankie with his bayonet and made him stand.


    Frankie realized he was a prisoner of war, and the Japanese weren't very kind to their prisoners. Frankie knew this because Butsko had told the men many horror stories of the weeks he spent in the big Japanese POW camp on northern Luzon in the Philippines, after Bataan had fallen.


    Frankie didn't scare easily, but he was scared. The Japanese soldier pointed and Frankie took his position at the rear of the formation. Sergeant Kato shouted an order, and the Japanese soldiers headed back toward their mountain base. Frankie followed them, his mind swimming with thoughts of torture and doom.


    


    High in a tree, Jimmy O'Rourke watched them go. They were swallowed up by the dark jungle and, after a few minutes, couldn't be heard anymore. Jimmy looked in the opposite direction, where Butsko and the others had fled. No noise was coming from that way either; they were probably hiding in the dense foliage.


    Jimmy climbed down the tree, hung from the last branch, and dropped to the ground. He looked around and listened; the jungle was silent except for the sound of crickets and other insects. He cupped his hands around his mouth.


    “They're gone!” he called out softly. “You can come out now!”


    The head of Sam Longtree appeared from behind a bush, then his body followed. He walked into the clearing, his bayonet in hand. The Japs hadn't had time to take away bayonets. Longtree looked at his watch. It was three-thirty in the morning.


    “Where's everybody else?” Jimmy O'Rourke asked.


    “Around here someplace.”


    Bannon was the next to walk into the clearing, bareheaded because he'd lost his helmet somewhere along the way. Butsko pushed his way through some bushes and stepped into the clearing, his features twisted into a scowl. Then Homer Gladley and the Reverend Billie Jones appeared. Butsko looked around and counted heads. Everybody was there except Frankie La Barbara.


    “The Japs get the scumbag?” Butsko asked. “Anybody see what happened?”


    “They took him away,” said Jimmy O'Rourke.


    “Was he walking?”


    “Yeah.”


    ‘Too bad.” Butsko wiped his nose and mouth with the palm of his hand. “Let's get the fuck out of here.”


    “What about Frankie?” asked Bannon.


    “What about him?”


    “Aren't we gonna try to get him back?”


    “Who the fuck wants him back?”


    “I do.”


    “What for? He's no good, he's never been any good, and he never will be any good.”


    “That's what you say about all of us.”


    “It's true about all of you, but especially about that piece of shit.”


    Shilansky raised his hands in supplication. “C'mon, Sarge, we gotta do something.”


    “What can we do? The Japs got him and I hope they cut his fucking head off.”


    Homer Gladley grinned. “Aw, Sarge, you don't mean that.”


    “Oh, yes I do.”


    The Reverend Billie Jones pulled out his handy pocket Bible. “The Lord says we should forgive our enemies.”


    “Shove that Bible up your ass.”


    “Listen,” said Bannon, “what do you think the other guys in the platoon'll say when they find out we left Frankie behind.”


    “Who cares what those stupid bastards think?” Butsko spat a lunger onto the ground. “Let's get going.”


    “Sarge,” said Bannon, “what'll you think Colonel Stockton will say when you tell him we didn't do anything to get Frankie back?”


    “I'll tell him there's nothing we could do. Do you think we can do something?”


    “We can track those Japs and find out where they're taking him. Then maybe we can get him out of there.”


    “We ain't got no weapons.”


    “We can go back and get whatever we need, including more men.”


    “He'll probably be dead by then.”


    “Maybe not. Don't forget that when you were taken prisoner on Guadalcanal, Frankie was one of the ones who helped you escape.”


    Butsko closed his eyes and groaned. Bannon would have to bring that up. It was true: Frankie had been part of the group that liberated him after he'd been captured near Tassafaronga Point.


    “I hate you guys,” Butsko said. “Every minute I hate you a little bit more. When this shit is over, I'm transferring out of the recon platoon. I don't care where they send me, I want out. You guys make me sick, and I hope Frankie La Barbara's body is in one place right now and his head is in some other place.”


    Longtree stepped forward. “I'll volunteer to track the Japs.”


    “They'll probably get you too.”


    “No they won't.”


    “I bet a few Japs are waiting to ambush anybody who might try to follow them.”


    “They won't see me.”


    “Who do you think you are, the Invisible Man? Besides, why do you wanna risk your ass for Frankie La Barbara? He doesn't even like you!”


    “I don't like him, either, but we must try to get him back.”


    “Fucking crazy Indian.” Butsko shook his head in exasperation. He wanted to smoke a cigarette but didn't dare because it was still dark. “You ain't even got a weapon.”


    Longtree pulled out his bayonet, sharp as a razor. “I got this.”


    “It won't mean shit against Japanese bullets.”


    “The Japs won't see me.”


    Butsko threw his hands up in the air. “If you wanna go, go. If you wanna be stupid, be stupid. I don't give a fuck. I'm transferring away from you fucking nitwits.”


    Bannon snorted. “I'd like to have a nickel for every time you said that.”


    “This time I mean it.” He looked at Longtree. “You're going?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Then go ahead, and watch your ass.”


    Longtree nodded, then turned and walked away, bending over, looking at the footprints on the ground. Butsko swung in the opposite direction.


    “Let's get out of here,” he said. “We can rest someplace else and wait for daybreak. C'mon.”


    He trudged into the jungle and the others followed him. In seconds the clearing was empty except for the imprints of boots and a few drops of Frankie La Barbara's blood drying on blades of grass.


    

  


  
    SIX . . .


    It still was dark when the Japanese raiding party returned to their camp. They marched into their clearing and faced Captain Kashiwagi. Frankie La Barbara faced forward also, but his eyes roved around the bivouac. Japanese tents were pitched throughout the jungle, and a large tent was straight ahead. Frankie guessed that that one belonged to the big honcho with the sword.


    “Sergeant Kato!” Captain Kashiwagi barked. “Front and center!”


    Sergeant Kato stepped out of formation and marched stiffly toward Captain Kashiwagi. He stopped abruptly and saluted.


    “Sergeant Kato, assign some men to build a barbed-wire compound for the prisoner.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    ‘Tell Lieutenant Sono to report to me immediately.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Dismiss the men.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    They saluted, then Captain Kashiwagi walked back to his tent, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. He entered his tent, hung up his cap, unbuckled his sword, and laid it on his desk. Then he sat in the chair and pulled off his boots. He had a nasty rope burn around his left leg and thought he ought to let the medic look at it. Peeling off his stockings, he stood and unbuttoned his shirt, throwing it over the back of his chair. On his desk was a bottle of water, and he sat, taking a drink. It was tepid, but satisfied his thrist. He wished he could eat an orange, but the Japanese army didn't get fresh oranges on Bougainville.


    Lieutenant Sono entered the tent. “You wished to see me, sir?”


    “Yes. Radio General Hyakutake that we've taken an American prisoner. Inquire what we should do with him.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “And send Private Sasagawa here.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Lieutenant Sono strode out of the tent. Captain Kashiwagi took another sip of water. The raiding party hadn't been a success, but at least they'd taken a prisoner. They hadn't been able to raid anything because they'd been occupied with that damned American patrol. Captain Kashiwagi thought of the prisoner. How strange it was to see the enemy close up. Propaganda drawings depicted them as weasel-like creatures, but this one was handsomely muscled and had the appearance of a first-class warrior. If the Americans had more like him, the fight for Bougainville would be very interesting indeed.


    Private Sasagawa entered the tent. “You wished to see me, sir?”


    “Heat some water and prepare a bath for me. And send the medic in here.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Private Sasagawa ran out of the tent. Captain Kashiwagi opened the drawer of his desk and took out a package of cigarettes. Placing one in his mouth, he lit it with a match and leaned back, blowing smoke rings in the air.


    At daybreak the recon platoon returned to the Twenty-third Regiment on Hill 700. The men stumbled toward their foxholes while Butsko headed for Lieutenant Horsfall's CP. Suddenly Butsko became aware that somebody was following him. It was Bannon.


    “Whatta you want?” Butsko snarled.


    “I'm going with you.”


    “What for?”


    “To make sure you tell it right.”


    Butsko turned red. He hunched his shoulders and balled up his fists. “You'd better crawl back to your hole, young Corporal, before I bust every bone in your body.”


    Bannon held out his arms and smiled. “Here I stand.”


    Butsko thought he'd blow a blood vessel in his head. He wanted to pounce on Bannon and cave in his skull, steel plate and all, but he couldn't do it. Bannon had saved his life once, and that meant Butsko couldn't harm him no matter what. Butsko's shoulders drooped and he sighed.


    “Okay . . . come on.”


    Silently they walked side by side to Lieutenant Horsfall's foxhole. Lieutenant Horsfall still was asleep, stinking of citronella to keep the bugs away. The whole regiment was sacked out except for guards and cooks. Reveille wouldn't be for another half hour. Lieutenant Horsfall was curled up like a little boy, lying on his side with his knees drawn up to his chest and his hands between his legs.


    Butsko dropped into the foxhole and Lieutenant Horsfall jumped two feet into the air, his eyes bugging out of his head and his tongue sticking out.


    “Relax,” said Butsko. “It's only me.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall looked up at Butsko and then at Bannon, who was stepping into the foxhole. Lieutenant Horsfall sat erect and forced himself to become wide awake, although the dream he'd been having, about naked dancing girls, still rattled around in his head.


    “You just got back?” Lieutenant Horsfall asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Are Shilansky and Gladley back too?”


    “Everybody made it back except Frankie La Barbara. The Japs took him prisoner.”


    “Huh?”


    


    “The Japs took Frankie La Barbara prisoner, and he's probably dead by now.”


    Bannon shook his head. “There's a good chance he's still alive. We've got to try and get him out of there.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall was confused. His principal problem had been the arrest of Shilansky and Homer Gladley; now he had to worry about Frankie La Barbara too? “Hold on—wait a minute. One thing at a time. The MPs have been waiting to arrest Shilansky and Gladley for stealing government property.”


    Butsko looked right and left. “Where are the MPs now?”


    “They left sometime late last night, but they should be back any time now.”


    “I'll handle them,” Butsko said. He turned to Bannon. ‘Tell those two fuck-ups to make themselves scarce.”


    “I'll tell them after we finish our report.”


    Butsko looked at his watch. “Them MPs might show up any minute. Do you want them to arrest our two morons?”


    “You promise you'll give the lieutenant the straight poop?”


    “You can trust me, kid.”


    Bannon wasn't so sure he could trust Butsko, but thought he ought to warn Shilansky and Homer Gladley. He climbed out of the foxhole and slung his M 1 rifle. “I'll be right back.”


    “What straight poop is he talking about?” Lieutenant Horsfall asked, reaching for his pack of cigarettes.


    “The kid's a little screwed up this morning. We had a tough patrol. Ran into about fifty Japs, and they took Frankie La Barbara prisoner. I imagine they've killed him by now, but we scouted the Jap positions and got a good picture of the trail network out there.” Butsko took out the map he'd drawn. “Here it is. You should take it to the colonel right away, or would you rather I did that?”


    Lieutenant Horsfall looked at the map. He was amazed at the competence of the men in the recon platoon. He couldn't have drawn such a map in a thousand years. “Yes, of course.” He thought a few moments. “How should La Barbara be carried on the morning report?”


    “Missing in action.”


    “How'd he get taken prisoner?”


    


    “It's a long story. Basically the Japs surrounded us, but all of us managed to get away except for La Barbara, who's a stupid fuckhead and deserved what happened to him.”


    “Everybody else is back okay?”


    “Longtree is still out there, tying up some loose ends.”


    “What loose ends?”


    “Don't worry about it. He'll be back in a little while.”


    “Oh. Okay. Anything else?”


    “Just remember that when the MPs show up, tell them to talk to me.”


    “Right.”


    “See you later, Lieutenant. I got things to do.”


    “I understand, Sergeant. Carry on.”


    Butsko walked away rapidly and purposefully. Lieutenant Horsfall watched him go, wondering what important tasks faced his platoon sergeant. Actually Butsko had nothing important to do. He was just on the way to the latrine to take his morning crap.


    As silent as a cat, Longtree made his way through no-man's-land. It was easy to follow the trail in the daylight, but that didn't mean he could speed along. He had to go slow so he could be quiet. It wouldn't do to blunder into a bunch of Japs.


    He was hungry, but Indian warriors were taught to disregard pain and deprivation. Longtree was a descendant of the great Apache warrior Mangus, and he took the warrior business seriously. Although Frankie La Barbara was no friend of his, they were fellow warriors, and warriors were supposed to risk everything for each other. The other men didn't understand that attitude. They were just a bunch of farmers and city boys who got drafted into the Army or enlisted out of a patriotism that disappeared after a few weeks of basic training.


    Longtree heard the faint sound of a voice up ahead. The sound was so obscure, it could have been the breeze whistling through the leaves above, or his ear might be playing tricks on him. Often he heard buzzes and beeps deep inside his ears. He veered off the trail and crouched behind a tree, listening. A few seconds later he heard the sound again. It definitely sounded like someone up ahead on the trail, talking, and it had to be a Jap. Longtree wanted to get closer to determine whether it was one Jap or more.


    Dropping onto his belly, he crawled through the jungle alongside the trail, proceeding slowly so that he wouldn't make noise. He slithered over leaves and across puddles of rainwater and mud. Insects flew around him and landed on his shirt, sticking tiny tubes into him and sucking his blood. The sky above him was filled with large, puffy clouds, and one of them drifted in front of the sun, making the jungle a few shades darker.


    He stopped and listened. The sound was much clearer, and he recognized two distinct voices speaking Japanese, shooting the shit like a couple of American GIs. Longtree shook his head disgustedly. Some soldiers simply didn't know how to be quiet.


    Longtree knew how to be quiet. He slowed his pace and advanced toward the Japanese soldiers. Sliding over the ground like a snail, it took him twenty minutes to bring the Japanese soldiers within his range of vision. He parted the leaves of some ferns and there they were, sitting cross-legged on the ground, their rifles cradled in their laps, chatting in low tones. They wore soft caps with flaps hanging down over their ears and necks, and thick swathes of cloth were wrapped around their ankles and calves.


    Longtree could go around them, but then he'd never know when they might come up behind him on the trail. The only thing to do would be to kill them.


    Longtree drew his bayonet and placed its blade between his teeth. He circled around through the jungle, crawling slowly and silently, so that he could attack the Japs from behind. One of the Japs opened his pack and took out chopsticks and a small tin can. He unscrewed the lid and proceeded to eat cold rice. Longtree's mouth watered as he crept closer, and his saliva coated the blade of the bayonet. If he was successful, he'd get that rice for himself; and if he wasn't, it was a good day to die.


    He drew closer to the Japanese soldiers. Soon he was only ten feet away. He stopped and took the bayonet out of his mouth, holding it blade-up in his fist. He ran his thumb over the edge. It was sharp enough to shave with. He'd have to be fast and his aim would have to be true. There was no reason to wait; the time had come to kill.


    He leaped up and charged the two Japs. They heard him coming and reached for their rifles, but before they could do anything he was on top of them. He kicked the Jap on the left in the face and then slashed down with his bayonet at the other Jap, but that Jap had enough presence of mind to raise his rifle, blocking Longtree's thrust, so Longtree followed up with a swift kick to the balls. The Japanese soldier dropped his rifle and cried out in pain, and Longtree slashed again, severing the Jap's windpipe, sending a spray of blood flying through the air.


    The other Jap was still stunned, groping for his rifle. Longtree sidekicked him in the face and sent him crashing to the ground, then dived onto him and thrust his bayonet into the Jap's jugular vein. Blood spurted out like a geyser and Longtree pulled back so that none would fall on him.


    He froze and listened, in case other Japs were in the vicinity, but he heard nothing. Wiping his bayonet on the nearest dead Japanese soldier's trouser leg, he inserted the bayonet into its scabbard. He picked up one Arisaka rifle and pulled the ammo pouch off the Jap's belt, fastening it to his own. Rummaging through the Jap's pockets, he found tins of rice and dropped one inside his shirt.


    Then he had an idea. He'd noticed long ago that Japanese men and Indians resembled each other somewhat, and thought it might be smart to put on one of the Japanese soldier's uniforms for camouflage. He looked at both the Japs; they were smaller than he, but no living Jap would get close enough to see that the uniform was too small.


    Bending over, he unbuttoned the shirt of one of the Japanese soldiers.


    Frankie's stomach grumbled and ached. It felt as empty as the Grand Canyon. His mouth and cheek hurt from the beating Butsko had given him. He sat inside a barbed-wire compound ten feet square. The Japs hadn't even dug a hole for him to shit in, but he was also constipated, so it didn't matter.


    The hot sun shone down on him and he sweated like a pig. They'd given him no water and his tongue was like flannel. He looked around and saw a Jap guard pacing back and forth a few feet away, his rifle slung over his shoulder and a canteen of water swinging on his hip.


    “How about a sip of that water?” Frankie asked, hoping the Japanese soldier could speak English.


    But he couldn't. He just looked at Frankie disdainfully, because Japanese soldiers considered it a terrible disgrace to be taken prisoner. They thought anybody who'd let that happen had to be a real low-life.


    “Aw, shit,” Frankie mumbled. “Fuck you and the Yankees too.”


    A group of soldiers were doing close-order drill on the other side of the clearing, the way American GIs did close-order drill. Frankie never had observed a Japanese military installation from the inside. Except for the language and uniforms and a certain harshness in the way Japs talked with each other, it was substantially like an American military camp.


    The Japs had taken Frankie's watch, so he didn't know what time it was. He wondered what they were going to do with him. He thought they'd torture him for a while and then kill him in a terrible, gruesome way. Somehow I've got to get out of here. First chance I get, I'm gonna run.


    It was ten o'clock in the morning, and Butsko was sound asleep in his foxhole, snoring like a buzz saw, while all around him the men of the recon platoon who hadn't been on patrol the night before performed their duties. The chow truck had come and gone. Lieutenant Horsfall was at a meeting at Regiment. Nutsy Gafooley jumped into the foxhole with Butsko, and Butsko came to life, reaching for his rifle.


    “Those MPs are here!” Nutsy said excitedly. “They're headed this way!”


    “Shit,” said Butsko through lips still numb from sleep. He burped, farted, and sat upright in the foxhole, reaching for his canteen. He raised it to his mouth and took a swig, swishing it around in his mouth, then swallowed it.


    


    “Here they come,” said Nutsy.


    Butsko turned his head to look over his shoulder and saw them approaching from his rear. “Get lost. I'll take care of them.”


    Like a jackrabbit, Nutsy bounded out of the foxhole. Butsko reached for his pack of Pall Malls and took the next-to-last one. He lit it with his Zippo and sucked in a huge lungful of smoke that made him dizzy.


    “You Sergeant Butsko?” asked the MP master sergeant.


    “That's my name.”


    “I'm Sergeant Peterson, and this is Sergeant Schneer and Sergeant Glick.”


    “What can I do for you?”


    “We're looking for Private Morris Shilansky and Private Homer Gladley. We understand they were out on a patrol with you last night.”


    Butsko took a deep breath and groaned. He climbed out of the foxhole and faced the MPs, a sorrowful expression on his face. “That's right, they were.”


    “Where are they now?”


    “Missing in action. Probably dead.”


    The MPs looked at each other. They hadn't expected this. “You mean they didn't come back?” Master Sergeant Peterson asked.


    “If they're mising in action and probably dead, I guess they didn't come back,” Butsko said dryly.


    “Just them two?”


    ‘Two other men are missing too. It was a tough patrol. Sorry I can't help you.”


    “I guess they're all listed on your morning report as missing in action.”


    “Naturally.”


    “That's all, Sergeant Butsko. Thank you very much.”


    “My pleasure.”


    The MPs walked back to their jeep, and Butsko wondered if anybody had saved him any chow from breakfast.


    At regimental headquarters Bannon approached the desk of Master Sergeant Howard Ramsay, the Twenty-third's sergeant major. Bannon carried his helmet under his arm and was scared to death, because he was intimidated by all the brass wandering around the headquarters area.


    Ramsay was a stout man with close-cropped gray hair, of which he didn't have much left on the top of his head. He wore glasses and looked up at Bannon standing in front of him, shifting nervously from one foot to another.


    “Whataya want?”


    “I wanna see Colonel Stockton, Sergeant.”


    “What the fuck for?”


    “A personal matter.”


    “Go talk it over with the chaplain. The colonel's got better things to do.”


    “It's important.”


    “You trying to say that the chaplain doesn't listen to important things?”


    “It's not a religious matter,” Bannon explained nervously. “You see, we were out on patrol last night and one of our men was taken prisoner. I wanna get Colonel Stockton's permission to get him back.”


    “You talk it over already with Butsko?”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “What he say?”


    “He said no.”


    “Then it's no.”


    “But I'm sure if Colonel Stockton knew the situation, he'd do something about it.”


    “I already told you that Colonel Stockton's got more important things to do.”


    “But, Sergeant—”


    “Hit the road, young Corporal, before you make me mad.”


    “But Sergeant, if only—”


    Master Sergeant Ramsay's face turned to stone. “I said get out of here, and I ain't gonna tell you again.”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    Bannon walked out of the tent just as a jeep pulled up in front of it. Three MPs got out and entered the tent, approaching Master Sergeant Ramsay's desk.


    “We'd like to take a look at the morning report from Head quarters Company,” said Master Sergeant Peterson.


    All of the regiment's morning reports had already gone to Division, but Ramsay kept copies, although they hadn't been filed yet. He lifted them from his Out box and found the one from Headquarters Company, handing it to Peterson.


    “Any problem?” he asked.


    ‘Tell you in a minute.”


    The MPs huddled around the morning report. Frankie La Barbara, Sam Longtree, Homer Gladley, and Morris Shilansky were all listed as missing in action.


    “Well,” said Sergeant Peterson, “I guess the case is closed.” He gave the morning report to Sergeant Ramsay. “There's no problem. Thanks a lot.”


    The MPs walked out of the tent, and Ramsay tossed the morning report back into his Out box. I hope I can get some work done without any more interruptions, he thought.


    Captain Kashiwagi awoke at noon and swung his feet to the floor. “Private Sasagawa!” he screamed.


    His small, skinny aide ran into the tent. “Yes, sir!”


    “Have Lieutenant Sono report to me immediately! Bring me breakfast! Hurry!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Private Sasagawa ran outside. Captain Kashiwagi washed his face and hands in the basin on a stand in the corner of his tent, then put on a clean pair of pants. Lieutenant Sono arrived and saluted.


    “You wished to see me, sir!”


    “Any news from General Hyakutake's headquarters about the prisoner?”


    “They're sending an intelligence officer. He should arrive sometime this afternoon.”


    “Anything else to report?”


    “No, sir.”


    “How's the prisoner?”


    “Last time I looked, he was sleeping.”


    “Good. That is all. You're dismissed.”


    Lieutenant Sono withdrew. Captain Kashiwagi laced on his boots. Private Sasagawa returned with a platter of rice in vinegar sauce and some fish that had been canned. He placed the platter on Captain Kashiwagi's desk and sped off.


    Captain Kashiwagi sat and devoured the food, washing it down with water. He could have drunk sake but didn't like to use alcohol early in the day, because it and the heat made him drowsier then he would normally be. After his meal he donned the rest of his uniform, put on his hat, and walked outside, heading for the new prisoner compound.


    It was near the middle of the clearing and the sun shone directly on it. The prisoner lay on his stomach, resting his head on his arm. Captain Kashiwagi drew closer, studying Frankie La Barbara.


    Frankie heard footsteps and opened an eye. He saw a Japanese officer in a spiffy ironed uniform, gazing at him intently, and he realized it was the same officer who had been in charge of the Japs who had taken him prisoner the previous night. The Japanese officer stopped, crossed his arms over his chest, and observed Frankie as if he were an animal in a cage.


    Frankie sat up and checked out the officer. He was bigger than most Japs and quite muscular, maybe twenty-eight years old. He looks like he's trying to figure out how to kill me. Frankie was sweating, and now he sweat even more.


    Captain Kashiwagi saw how Frankie's uniform was plastered to his body with sweat, and admired his bulging muscles and swarthy features. Captain Kashiwagi had been taught to think westerners were ugly, but this one was a magnificent specimen, although not as attractive as a Japanese, of course. Still, he had a special something. The prisoner's warrior spirit shone through, even if he was an American.


    Captain Kashiwagi noticed that no shade fell on the American, and he appeared to be in distress. Somehow it made the American appear martyrlike. One should not let a fellow warrior suffer, even if he was an American.


    “Guard!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Get Lieutenant Sono for me!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    The guard held his rifle at port arms and ran off. Captain Kashiwagi continued to stare at Frankie La Barbara, looking him up and down, and with shocking suddenness Frankie La Barbara got the message. This son of a bitch likes me, he realized.


    Frankie wasn't surprised. Back in New York City he had countless girl friends and a beautiful young wife who adored him and put up with all of his shit. Wherever he went he had no trouble seducing women, and sometimes they seduced him before he even got started on them. Many women had told him that he resembled the popular actor Victor Mature. Gentlemen of the homosexual persuasion tried to pick him up all the time.


    Lieutenant Sono came running across the clearing, halting in front of Captain Kashiwagi and saluting. “Yes, sir?”


    “Why is this man here in the sun?”


    “It was felt that it would be harder for him to escape here in the middle of the clearing. To give him shade, we'd have to keep him close to the jungle, and perhaps he would slip away somehow.”


    “I see. Well, we want to keep him alive for the interrogator on his way here from General Hyakutake's headquarters. Have the men erect a structure of some sort above this prisoner, to provide shade. I don't suppose he's been given anything to eat?”


    “No, sir.”


    “See that he's fed and give him water.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Have a hole dug so he can move his bowels decently.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Carry out your orders.”


    Lieutenant Sono ran off and the guard resumed his former position. Captain Kashiwagi returned his gaze to Frankie, who decided to flirt with him. He didn't know if it'd do any good, but it'd be worth a try. Maybe Frankie could make the Jap think he had the hots for him, too, and maybe the Jap would open the gate. Then Frankie would take off for the jungle like a bat out of hell.


    Frankie raised his face and smiled at Captain Kashiwagi. He winked and pursed his lips in a kiss.


    Captain Kashiwagi's jaw dropped open and he turned a dark shade of green. Balling up his fists, he turned and marched resolutely across the clearing, entering his tent and closing the flap behind him.


    He was in a state of extreme agitation. Until Frankie winked at him, Captain Kashiwagi had been able to think that he was just one warrior admiring the physical development of another; but when Frankie winked and blew the kiss, he'd felt a strange lustful feeling that scared him half to death. I can't be that way, Captain Kashiwagi thought. It's impossible.


    He lurched toward his desk and opened the drawer, pulling out his bottle of sake. Unscrewing the top, he raised the bottle to his lips and froze. What am I doing? Have I gone mad?


    He tried to pull himself together. It must be the heat. It was normal for him, a samurai, to admire other warriors. What was wrong with that? He looked at his watch. I haven't done my workout yet. I'd better do my workout.


    Captain Kashiwagi took off his uniform and changed into his karate uniform. Barefooted, he squared his shoulders and went outside to run through a few katas and punch a few trees. He tried not to think of the handsome American prisoner, but a vision of the man continued to float tantalizingly before his eyes.


    Butsko sat in his foxhole and gnawed on a one-pound chunk of stolen ham. They'd buried most of the hams in the jungle and taken only a few with them on the patrol yesterday. Next to him was a package of K rations torn open and his canteen sitting in the dirt.


    He heard a stampede of footsteps and turned around. What he saw caused him to stop chewing. The entire reconnaissance platoon was walking toward him, with Bannon and Sergeant Cameron in front. What's this? Butsko wondered.


    The recon platoon approached Butsko, who took a bite out of the ham. I'm not gonna get up for those assholes, he thought. I'm just gonna keep doing what I'm doing. The men came closer and surrounded his foxhole. Butsko made believe they weren't there. He swallowed down a mouthful of ham, bit off half a cracker, and raised his canteen to his lips, taking a few gulps, making his Adam's apple bounce up and down.


    “We wanna talk to you,” said Bannon.


    


    Butsko grunted and bit off a chunk of ham. “Well, I don't wanna talk to you,” he said through a mouthful of the smoked pig meat. “Don't you guys have work to do?”


    “We wanna go get Frankie La Barbara, and we want your permission. You don't haveta go with us. Just give us permission.”


    Butsko shook his head. “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don't haveta answer your questions. You guys'd better get back to work. What is this bullshit anyway?”


    “C'mon, Sarge,” said Bannon. “Let us go.”


    “Yeah,” added Morris Shilansky. “Don't be such a prick.”


    Butsko looked up at them. “You guys'd better get back to work before you make me mad.”


    Sergeant Cameron shrugged. “They're going after Frankie whether you give them permission or not, so why don't you give them permission?”


    “Because I think it's a stupid thing to do and I don't wanna take the responsibility. You wanna take the responsibility, you give them permission.”


    “I can't give them permission. I'm not the platoon sergeant.”


    “Then shut the fuck up.”


    “What a prick you are,” said Shaw.


    “Yeah,” said Nutsy Gafooley.


    “Yeah,” agreed Jimmy O'Rourke.


    “The Lord said we must help our brothers,” said the Reverend Billie Jones.


    “Frankie ain't my brother.”


    “Maybe not,” said Bannon, “but Frankie was one of the guys who freed you when the Japs had you on Guadalcanal. Is this any way to pay him back?”


    “That was different.”


    “Why was it different?”


    “Because he was following orders. That goldbrick wouldn't lift a finger for anybody if he didn't get a direct order.”


    “Maybe so, but he was there all the same.”


    “Yeah,” said Homer Gladley.


    Butsko looked around at all his men. “I hate you fucking guys. You don't even let me eat in peace.”


    


    “You don't have to like us,” Bannon said. “Just give us permission so we won't get in trouble.”


    “If I give you permission and you all get killed, then I'll get in trouble.”


    “We won't get killed. We'll be real careful.”


    “Who's gonna be in charge?”


    “Me,” said Bannon.


    “You?”


    “Yeah, me.”


    Butsko laughed. “What a joke. The blind leading the blind. Gimme a break.”


    “Okay,” Bannon said. “We just thought we'd ask. Now we'll do what we gotta do.” They turned to walk away.


    “Wait a minute!” said Butsko.


    They stopped.


    “Are all of you jerks going out to get Frankie?”


    “Just six of us,” Bannon said.


    “He's probably dead, you know.”


    “Maybe not.”


    “You don't even know where he is. Longtree hasn't come back yet.”


    “He'll be back in a little while.”


    “He might be dead too.”


    “If he ain't, and if he found out where Frankie is, we're gonna go get Frankie tonight.”


    Butsko shrugged. “If you wanna go get killed, that's okay by me. I'm sick of you guys anyways. I just don't wanna know anything about it, and as far as I'm concerned, this conversation never took place. Got it?”


    “I got it,” Bannon said.


    “Good. Get the fuck away from me and lemme finish my breakfast.”


    

  


  
    SEVEN . . .


    Beside his tent, Captain Kashiwagi leaped through the air, punching and kicking. He wore his white karate pants and black belt with no shirt, and was barefoot on the jungle floor, which had been leveled and was kept free of twigs and stones by a detail of soldiers every day.


    He performed a few katas, spinning and lunging, demolishing imaginary opponents. Sweating profusely, taking deep breaths, he was reminded of the havoc he'd wreaked on the Chinese citizens of Nanking, and how much pleasure it had given him. Somehow those thoughts fused with images of the captured American soldier, exciting Captain Kashiwagi and giving him increased energy. He stood flat-footed in front of a tree, bent his legs, and pounded his fists against the rough bark, to build up the calluses on his knuckles. Grunting, perspiration trickling down his cheeks, he punched the tree, feeling the solid jolts in his arms and shoulders. He turned, jumped up, and threw a flurry of karate punches so quickly, his fists were a blur. He kicked an imaginary adversary behind him, kicked one beside him, and jabbed the extended fingers of his right hand between the ribs of an opponent in front of him, jerking back and pulling out bones and lungs.


    In the middle of the clearing, beneath a roof of leaves that Japanese soldiers were building, Frankie ate rice with his fingers and watched Captain Kashiwagi work out. That guy is a fucking maniac, Frankie thought. He's nobody to mess with. I'd better be real careful when I'm around him.


    Frankie knew he'd have no chance against Captain Kashiwagi hand-to-hand, but Frankie was a big, tough guy and he didn't always play fair. If he could be alone with the Japanese officer, he might be able to distract him and then cold-conk him. He'd take away Captain Kashiwagi's gun and shoot the son of a bitch.


    Captain Kashiwagi used the blade of his hand like a hatchet and split apart an imaginary soldier's skull, just as he'd split the skulls of unarmed men and women in Nanking. He drilled his fist into a soldier's solar plexus, paralyzing him, just as he'd paralyzed the citizens of Nanking. During those wonderful days of rape and carnage, he'd learned for the first time that his karate techniques actually worked on real people, that he could chop up and tear apart human beings with his bare hands.


    His workout lasted for a half hour, then he got down on his knees and bowed in reverence to the Emperor and the pantheon of Shinto gods. Standing, he walked into his tent to take a bath in water that Private Sasagawa was preparing.


    “Is it ready?” asked Captain Kashiwagi, untying his black belt.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You may leave.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Captain Kashiwagi dropped his karate pants and stepped into the small tin tub, sitting down. The water was cool, just the way he liked it in hot weather. He closed his eyes and went limp in the tub, his knees sticking up in the air. His thoughts drifted out to the American prisoner in the barbed-wire compound. I've got to calm down, Captain Kashiwagi told himself. I mustn't turn this situation into a crisis or a tragedy. Whatever will be will be.


    


    In the compound, Frankie put down his empty bowl and picked up the jug of water, taking a swig. He still felt hot, but at least the sun wasn't shining directly on him anymore. The Japanese soldiers were finishing their work on the thatched roof, chattering among themselves while a sergeant issued orders. The roof was supported on four posts dug into the ground, and the posts were far enough from Frankie so that he couldn't climb up them and get away.


    Now Frankie needed a cigarette. “Hey, boys!” he said to the Japanese soldiers. He held two fingers against his mouth and moved them back and forth as if smoking.


    The Japanese soldiers looked at him, then at each other. They didn't know what to do. On one hand he was a hated American, especially despicable because he'd surrendered; but on the other hand, he'd been around for a while and they were getting used to him, seeing that he was a human being and a soldier more or less like them.


    The sergeant said something, then took out a cigarette, lit it, and tossed it into the compound, where it landed near Frankie's feet.


    “Thanks, cocksucker,” Frankie said, picking up the cigarette and putting it in his mouth. He took a drag. It tasted exotic, because it was a Japanese cigarette, but it satisfied him.


    Things are going okay, Frankie thought, sitting cross-legged in the middle of his compound. His stomach was full, he wasn't thirsty anymore, he had some shade, and he'd even managed to bum a cigarette off his Jap captors. Frankie figured that the Japanese army was like the American army: Everything came down from the top. The Japanese officer was treating him well, so the men were nice to him too.


    Frankie looked at the tent into which the Japanese officer had gone. I bet the silly son of a bitch tries to mess with me pretty soon, he thought. When he does, I'll knock him out when he's not looking, take his gun, and shoot my fucking way out of here.


    


    As Frankie puffed his cigarette Corporal Sam Longtree watched him from behind a bush at the edge of the clearing. Longtree lay on his stomach. Beside him was the Japanese Arisaka rifle he'd taken from one of the Japanese soldiers he'd run into on the trail. Their hand grenades were in his pockets. He'd encountered other Japanese patrols, but he'd avoided them and then slipped through the Japanese defensive perimeter outside the camp—not too difficult a task because the Japanese weren't too vigilant; they weren't expecting a silent American Indian to pass through that afternoon.


    Longtree lay still as his eyes roved around the encampment, noting the position of tents, the soldiers working on the roof over Frankie's head, the guard pacing back and forth in front of Frankie. Longtree wondered whether to wait for night to try to release Frankie, or attack after the soldiers were finished with the roof.


    He ran the alternatives over in his mind. It'd be better to do it at night, but he didn't think he should wait that long. They might torture or kill Frankie by then, although the Japs seemed to be treating him well. But that might not last. He'd better get Frankie out of there as soon as he could.


    Longtree decided to make his play as soon as the soldiers working on the roof went away. He'd just stand up and walk directly toward Frankie, holding his rifle ready to shoot. Hopefully nobody would pay any attention to him in his stolen Japanese uniform. If they did, he'd shoot anybody who got in his way, blow the lock off the gate of the compound, and run like hell with Frankie La Barbara. Longtree thought he could pull the whole thing off before the Japs knew what was happening, and by then he and Frankie would be speeding through the jungle, on their way back to their lines.


    Longtree waited patiently. The soldiers finished the roof and got into formation. Then their sergeant marched them away while Frankie waved good-bye to them. Now's the time, Longtree thought. He silently opened the bolt of his Arisaka rifle to make sure it was loaded. Japanese hand grenades were in his pockets in case he had to throw them. He sucked air in through his clenched teeth and knew that the Japs might shoot him before he got far, but a warrior had to do his duty and not think negative thoughts.


    He tensed his muscles to stand up, when the flap of the biggest tent in the bivouac opened and a tall Japanese officer in a freshly ironed uniform and shiny boots emerged. The guard in front of the tent saluted and the officer marched across the clearing, heading toward Frankie La Barbara. The samurai sword at his waist gleamed in the sun. Longtree wondered what he was all dressed up for.


    Every Japanese soldier in the area became aware of their commanding officer and watched him strut toward Frankie La Barbara. Longtree realized it wasn't the best time to free Frankie, because too much attention was directed toward the clearing. He hoped the Japanese officer wasn't going to take Frankie away.


    Captain Kashiwagi's back was ramrod straight and his shoulders squared as he moved closer to Frankie La Barbara. The Japanese officer was driven by powerful passions that were hidden well by his calm, stem exterior. He'd decided to do what he desperately wanted to do, because he probably would die in the upcoming titanic battle for Bougainville, and he wanted to have the strange and exciting experience he'd been fantasizing about for the past hour.


    Uh-oh, thought Frankie La Barbara as he watched Captain Kashiwagi approach. Here we go. Frankie stood and placed his hands in his pockets, leaning on one leg, looking into Captain Kashiwagi's eyes. Captain Kashiwagi stopped three feet away on the other side of the barbed wire and returned Frankie's stare. The Japanese officer, in his warped frame of mind, was certain he saw affection in Frankie's eyes; and when Frankie winked at him, Captain Kashiwagi nearly came in his pants.


    Captain Kashiwagi winked back. Frankie smiled faintly, and Captain Kashiwagi smiled in response. Frankie extended his tongue a quarter of an inch, and Captain Kashiwagi turned away abruptly, because he couldn't handle it anymore. Balling up his fists, he marched swiftly back to his tent.


    “Have Lieutenant Sono report to me immediately!” he said to the guard in front of his tent. Captain Kashiwagi entered his tent, threw his hat onto the peg, and collapsed into his chair, trembling uncontrollably.


    Longtree decided it was time to make his move. He glanced around the Japanese encampment and saw the soldiers returning to their duties. Tensing, he raised himself an inch, then saw another officer and two privates emerge from the jungle and march toward Frankie La Barbara.


    Longtree got down again. Now what? he wondered. The three Japs stopped in front of the compound and the officer barked an order. The guard unlocked the gate. The officer shouted something to Frankie, who rose from where he'd been lying. Frankie sauntered out of the compound with all his sass and hostility, and the Japanese officer pushed him toward Captain Kashiwagi's tent. Frankie turned around and drew back his fist to punch the lieutenant in the mouth, then realized what the score was, grinned, and turned around, heading toward the tent. The lieutenant and the two soldiers followed him. When they reached the tent, the lieutenant pointed at the opening and motioned for Frankie to go inside. Frankie ducked his head and entered the tent.


    The lieutenant walked away, leaving the two privates to guard the tent with the one who was already posted there. Longtree thought Frankie was going to be interrogated and tortured. When Butsko had been captured on Guadalcanal, they'd stuck needles under his fingernails and held his hand over a fire. They'd beaten and kicked him senseless, and Longtree figured the same was going to happen to Frankie La Barbara.


    Longtree wanted to do something, but he didn't see how he could get past those three guards, and didn't know how many more Japs might be inside the tent. Maybe a bunch of them were going to tear Frankie limb from limb or roast him over a fire. Japs weren't particularly kind to their prisoners. They'd never signed the Geneva Convention accords. GIs who'd escaped from Japanese POW camps told hair-raising horror stories, and every American serviceman knew about them.


    


    Longtree figured his only chance was to work his way around the Japanese encampment and attack the tent from behind. If it didn't have a back door, he'd cut it open with his bayonet, jump inside, and start shooting Japs. It was a long shot but the only one he had. It might take him all day to get in position, but he had no choice. It would be extremely dangerous with so many Japs buzzing around, but a warrior was not supposed to worry about danger.


    Longtree cradled his rifle in his arms and crawled to his left, beginning his long journey around the Japanese encampment.


    Captain Kashiwagi sat behind his desk, his hand shaking slightly as he raised a cigarette to his lips. Frankie stood in front of him, a friendly smile on his face as he looked around the office for weapons. He spotted the samurai sword hanging on the wall and the pistol in a holster on Captain Kashiwagi's belt. The chair could be used as a weapon, and so could the stand on which a basin of water sat.


    Captain Kashiwagi didn't know how to proceed, because he'd never done anything like this before and couldn't speak the American's language. He motioned toward the chair for Frankie to sit down, but Frankie didn't want to waste time. He pointed to the cot and winked.


    Captain Kashiwagi thought his brains might explode out his ears, he was so excited. The American soldier wanted what he wanted, that was clear. Captain Kashiwagi rose and walked toward the cot. Frankie swiveled his hips as he headed in the same direction, unbuttoning his shirt, showing his hairy chest and powerful pectoral muscles.


    Captain Kashiwagi's knees quaked as he unbuttoned his own shirt. Frankie La Barbara let his shirt drop off his arms and fall to the floor. He eased toward the other side of Captain Kashiwagi, where the Nambu pistol was holstered.


    Captain Kashiwagi pulled his shirt out of his pants and let the sleeves fall down his arms. That was exactly what Frankie was hoping he'd do. When the shirt was halfway down Captain Kashiwagi's arms, and Captain Kashiwagi didn't have freedom of movement, the smile on Frankie's face became a vicious snarl and he threw the hardest left hook in his arsenal, smashing Kashiwagi on the nose.


    Captain Kashiwagi saw stars, but karate black belts are trained to take hard punches, and he didn't go down. Frankie put all his weight and strength behind a right hook, bashing Captain Kashiwagi on the ear. A sick look came over Captain Kashiwagi's face and he dropped down five inches but remained on his feet, dazed, trying to get his arms out of his shirt.


    Frankie spun him around, pulled the Nambu out of its holster, and backhanded Captain Kashiwagi across the face with the barrel, laying open his cheek to the bone. Blood gushed out and Captain Kashiwagi dropped to one knee. The room spun around him, but he had enough consciousness left to realize that the American prisoner had tricked him. Captain Kashiwagi's heart nearly broke, and then his head actually did break as Frankie clubbed him with the butt of the pistol.


    Captain Kashiwagi lay sprawled out on the floor. Frankie's pulse pounded. He held the pistol in his hand and pointed it to the tent flap, expecting a guard to come rushing in. He waited a few seconds but no guard came. He hadn't made the noise he'd thought he had.


    So far, so good, he thought excitedly. He bent over Captain Kashiwagi and took the bullets out of the pouch on his belt, dropping them into his pocket. Opening the chamber of the Nambu, he saw a bullet at the top of the clip. He rammed the bullet into the chamber.


    Captain Kashiwagi groaned and moved. Frankie smacked him on the head with the pistol, opening another gash and knocking Captain Kashiwagi cold. Frankie had to get out of there right away. He didn't want to leave through the front tent flap, because he thought one guard was out there. He didn't know that Lieutenant Sono had assigned two more guards to the post. The tent had no rear door. He'd have to use the samurai sword to cut a little hole and peek out. Taking the sword down from the wall, he tiptoed to the rear of the tent and cut a slit, peering through it.


    His heart sank at what he saw. There were rows of tents going back into the jungle. He didn't think he'd get far if he ran that way. It'd be better to shoot the guard in front and make a break for it across the clearing, run into the jungle, and try to get through the Japanese lines. He'd come in that way and hadn't seen any tents, just a network of foxholes, which he might be able to get through if he was careful and lucky.


    Anyway, it was the only chance he had. Frankie looked down at Captain Kashiwagi, out cold on the floor, as he walked around the desk and made his way to the front flap of the tent. Opening it an inch, he was dismayed to see three guards with their backs to him. Could he shoot three guards before one of them shot him? He'd have to be fast and accurate. Spreading his legs apart, he held the Nambu in both hands and clicked off the safety. He poked the barrel outside and took aim at the guard on the left. He licked his lips, squinted, and squeezed the trigger.


    Blam!


    The Nambu kicked upward in Frankie's hand, a cloud of smoke filled the air, and the guard on the left went down. Frankie swung the Nambu to the right, aimed quickly, and fired again, missing this time.


    The two remaining guards, astonished, turned around. Frankie ran toward them, his teeth bared and his pistol aimed at the one on the left. He fired at point-blank range, blowing the guard off his feet. The last guard raised his rifle to fire, but before he could get ready, Frankie shot him in the face. The bullet tore the Japanese soldier's skull apart, blood and brains scattering in all directions.


    Frankie ran as fast as he could across the clearing, hearing shouts all around him, expecting a bullet in his guts at any moment. “Dear God in heaven,” he muttered as he streaked toward the jungle, “save my ass and I'll go to church for the rest of my life.”


    Meanwhile, in the bushes, Longtree heard the shots and looked toward the tent. He saw Frankie running toward the jungle and Japanese soldiers entering the clearing, dropping onto their bellies or to one knee, and aiming their rifles at Frankie!


    They fired their rifles. The bullets whizzed all around Frankie, who was sure his number had come up. Longtree fired back at the Japanese soldiers, giving them something new and unexpected to worry about, and then he tossed a hand grenade, which exploded in the clearing and made the Japs duck their heads, fearing an artillery bombardment.


    Frankie didn't know what the hell was going on as he crashed into the jungle. He found a trail and ran along it, following its twists and turns, and encountered two Japanese soldiers running toward him. They looked at him and he looked at them. Frankie got off the first shot, missed completely, then plunged into the thick jungle, clawing branches out of his way, in a mad panic to find shelter.


    The two Japanese soldiers ran after him. Then Longtree, wearing his Japanese uniform, appeared on the trail behind the Japs. The two Japanese soldiers turned around, thought they were looking at one of their own, and continued their pursuit of Frankie.


    Longtree pulled out a Japanese grenade and threw it at the Japanese soldiers. It landed between them and detonated, blowing them to shreds. Longtree jumped over them and ran after Frankie.


    “Wait for me!” he screamed. “It's Longtree.”


    “Longtree!”


    Frankie stopped in his tracks and turned around. He saw a tall Japanese soldier coming after him and raised his Nambu.


    “It's me!”


    Frankie eased his finger off the trigger. It was his old buddy, Corporal Sam Longtree, in a Japanese uniform.


    “What're you doing here?”


    “I've come to save your worthless ass.”


    Longtree joined Frankie and looked around. “I don't know which way to go.”


    “Neither do I.”


    They heard the shouts of Japanese soldiers all around them.


    “Fuck it!” said Longtree. “We'll just head back to our lines and hope for the best.”


    He threw himself into the jungle and Frankie followed him. Branches tore their skin and Frankie's upper body became covered with blood, because he wasn't wearing a shirt. They were making a lot of noise, but so were the Japanese soldiers beating the bushes all around them. Soon they found themselves in extremely dense foliage that forced them to get down on their stomachs so that they could crawl underneath it.


    Longtree craned his neck around and looked at Frankie. “Maybe we should stay right here.”


    “Stay here? Fuck you! I want to get out of here!”


    “They'll hear you. If we're still, they won't be able to home in on us. In a few hours it'll be dark, and then we'll get away.”


    Frankie thought about it for a few moments until it made sense to his agitated mind. “Okay, we'll give it a try.”


    Both went limp on the ground, breathing heavily, listening to Japanese soldiers hollering at each other as they attempted to track them down.


    Captain Kashiwagi woke up on the floor of his tent. At first he didn't know where he was or what had happened to him; then he remembered, and the pain in his heart was even worse than the pain in his head. He really didn't care about me, he thought. He was just using me.


    His sorrow turned to rage, at himself and the American at first, but then solely at the American. “That dog!” Captain Kashiwagi said, and the exertion made his head ache even more. He touched the palm of his hand to his face and realized it was covered with blood. His head was wet with blood too. He was a mess, but lucky he hadn't been killed. Taking a deep breath, he tried to push himself up from the floor.


    Lieutenant Sono burst into the tent, saw his commanding officer lying, bloody and battered, on the floor, and nearly had a heart attack. “Sir, are you all right?”


    “I think so.”


    “Let me help you.”


    Lieutenant Sono called for help, and two soldiers rushed into the tent. They picked Captain Kashiwagi up, carried him a few feet, and laid him gently on his bed.


    “Get the medical orderly!” Lieutenant Sono ordered.


    The two soldiers ran out of the tent. Lieutenant Sono bent over Captain Kashiwagi. “Is there anything I can do, sir?”


    “There's a bottle of sake in my desk drawer. Get it for me.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Lieutenant Sono ran to the desk, found the bottle, and brought it to Captain Kashiwagi, who took it in both his hands, raised it to his lips, and drank some down.


    “What happened, sir?”


    “I'm not quite sure.”


    Lieutenant Sono was perplexed. He couldn't understand why Captain Kashiwagi had wanted to talk with the American prisoner in the first place, since neither spoke the other's language. On top of that, Captain Kashiwagi was a karate expert, with fast reflexes, always alert. How could the American do this to him? Lieutenant Sono thought something fishy was going on, but decided it was best not to ask any questions.


    The medical orderly, Pfc. Yokoseki, flew into the tent. He had buck teeth, wore thick glasses, and was as thin as a stalk of bamboo. The Japanese army had trained him in the practice of medicine, which meant he didn't know much. He rushed to Captain Kashiwagi's side, looked down, and was horrified by what he saw. His commanding officer had nearly been beaten to a pulp.


    “My goodness,” said Yokoseki. “What happened?”


    Captain Kashiwagi grimaced. “Do something!”


    “Yes, sir.” He touched Captain Kashiwagi's nose, and Captain Kashiwagi screamed. “Oh!” said Yokoseki. “I do believe it's broken! I can bandage it up, but you should have a doctor set it.” He looked at the gash on top of Captain Kashiwagi's head. “That's a nasty one. Might need a few stitches. A doctor should look at it.”


    Pfc. Yokoseki cleaned the wounds and applied bandages while Lieutenant Sono watched and Captain Kashiwagi lay stiffly, trying not to flinch or show that he was in terrible pain. He'd always hated Americans, but now he hated them more. They're vicious bastards, he thought, and they can't be trusted. Nothing is sacred to them, not even friendship. I hope I'm better by the time the big battle starts. I'll tear those American soldiers apart with my bare hands.


    


    Captain Kashiwagi swiveled his eyeballs around so he could look at Lieutenant Sono. “Haven't they caught the American prisoner yet?”


    “No, sir.”


    “Why not?”


    “I don't know, sir. They're chasing him right now. He had confederates, you know. They fired at our men from the jungle.”


    “Confederates? You're sure?”


    “Yes, sir. They shot a few of our men.”


    Now Captain Kashiwagi was really confused. He decided to close his eyes and figure out later what had happened, when he felt better.


    The Japanese soldiers swept back and forth through the jungle, swinging machetes ready to shoot Americans. Longtree and Frankie La Barbara lay still on the ground, side by side and inches apart, and heard them come closer. The Japanese soldiers were headed straight for them. Longtree and Frankie exchanged worried glances.


    “I toldja we shoulda run away,” Frankie whispered.


    “Sshhhh.”


    The sound of Japanese soldiers beating the bushes became louder. They were twenty feet away, but Longtree and Frankie couldn't see them because the foliage was so dense. The Japanese soldiers had difficulty getting through undergrowth, and finally it stopped them altogether. The sergeant in charge of them didn't know what to do. He'd have to chop down all the bushes and trees if he wanted to search the area thoroughly, but he didn't have time. He didn't think Americans could be in there anyway, so he ordered his men to go around the thick brush. Soldiers will always take the easy way out if they can get away with it.


    Longtree and Frankie heard the Japanese soldiers moving away, and they both breathed more easily. Longtree looked at his watch. It was five o'clock in the afternoon; it would start getting dark in about two hours. Then he and Frankie could move out. The Japs had retreated far enough away that he felt safe enough to whisper: “Were they fixing to interrogate you back in that big tent?”


    Frankie shook his head. “You won't believe it, but that big Jap officer wanted to fuck me.”


    Longtree grimaced. “Are you kidding me?”


    “I toldja you wouldn't believe it.”


    

  


  
    EIGHT . . .


    Throughout the afternoon and evening the men in the recon platoon waited for Longtree to return. With each passing hour they fidgeted more, and then when the sun disappeared behind the trees, they had to face the possibility that he'd been killed.


    Nobody said anything about it, because they thought to say it would be to make it real. They went about their chores and details and had C rations for dinner. Then the men designated as guards went out to their listening posts and the others hit the sack.


    It had been a bad day for the recon platoon, and no one was more upset than Lieutenant Horsfall. Discipline seemed to be falling apart, everybody was at each other's throat, and nobody bothered to salute him. Even Butsko couldn't establish control, not that he tried very hard. He'd spent most of the afternoon sipping from his canteen, which Lieutenant Horsfall suspected was full of jungle juice. Horsfall had had a brief conversation with Butsko after chow, and Butsko had smelled like a brewery.


    


    Tomorrow I'm going to ask Colonel Stockton for a transfer, Lieutenant Horsfall thought. I'm not meant to be a platoon leader. I should have an administrative job someplace. Lieutenant Horsfall was exhausted, but he couldn't fall asleep. He tossed and turned inside his pup tent, worrying and slapping mosquitoes until after midnight, and then finally dozed off.


    Bannon awoke in the morning with a splitting headache. Clouds covered the sky and mists arose from the jungle floor, and he figured it was going to rain; mat's why his steel plate was hurting so badly.


    He crawled out of his foxhole, took a mouthful of water from his canteen, and went to the latrine, pissing into the big stinking hole full of flies and maggots. Then he trudged toward the foxhole of Private Gundy while the pain in his head throbbed viciously.


    Gundy was awake, sitting in his foxhole with a little red book, praying the Liturgy of the Hours like a good ex-monk. “I bet I know what you want,” he said to Bannon.


    “How about it?”


    “Butsko told me not to give you any more of that stuff.”


    “I wonder why he told you that?”


    “He thinks it's bad for you.”


    “Maybe it is, but this headache is worse.” He slid down into the foxhole with Gundy. “Listen, I can't think straight with this fucking headache. I can't even see straight. It hurts all the time. Just gimme a shot and I'll be okay. It'll just take one shot, and you know that in a few more months I won't need any more, because I'll be better.”


    Bannon pleaded with such conviction and urgency that Gundy couldn't say no, because he had a soft heart. He opened up his haversack, taking out the morphine ampules. Bannon's eyes lit up at the sight of them.


    “Quick,” he said. “My head feels like it's gonna split wide open.”


    “Roll up your sleeve.”


    Licking his chops, Bannon rolled up his sleeve while Gundy peeled the cover off the needle.


    “Ready?” asked Gundy.


    


    “Yeah.”


    “Hold steady.”


    Gundy jabbed it in and squeezed the ampule. It was an intermuscular shot, not intervenous, and would take awhile to do its work, but Bannon felt better already. He knew that in a few minutes the drug would take the pain away.


    Butsko's head appeared above the ground twenty feet away. A hole was there, and he'd been hiding.


    “Caughtcha!” he shouted victoriously, crawling out of the hole.


    He swaggered toward them, one eye half closed, his mouth set in a grim line, and stopped at the edge of Gundy's foxhole, looking down at him. “I thought I told you not to give the cowboy any more shots!”


    “He's in pain, Sarge.”


    “Yeah, I'm in pain,” Bannon agreed.


    Butsko looked at Bannon. “Who in the fuck asked you?”


    “Sarge, I need that medicine. My head hurts something awful.”


    “Better to be a live soldier with a headache than a dead soldier without a headache. That stuff makes you stupid. It slows you down. You're not combat-effective when you use that stuff.” He pointed at Gundy. “I'm gonna have your stripe.”


    “Aw, c'mon, Sarge,” Gundy replied.


    “What the hell's the matter with you?” Bannon asked. “I can't function without this stuff. At least with it I can function.”


    The morphine was taking effect, and Butsko looked as if he were blowing away in the morning breeze. Behind Butsko the trees were made of elastic. Butsko scowled at Gundy.


    “You disobeyed an order of mine and I'm gonna have your ass!”


    “I think maybe you'd better take a shot of something yourself, Sarge. You seem to be awfully emotional this morning.”


    Butsko's face turned red and then blue. He was so angry, he didn't know what to say. Bannon felt sleepy and sat down on the ground. He could see little pinpoints of light and heard dingdongs coming from the sky. So what if Butsko was mad at him? The pain in his head still hurt, but he didn't care. Nothing mattered.


    


    Butsko pointed at Bannon. “Look at him! He's drifting away again.”


    “Well, Sarge,” Gundy replied, “the headaches immobilize him and the drug immobilizes him, but at least he doesn't have any pain with the drug.”


    “A little bit of pain is good for people. It keeps them on their toes.”


    “He's got more than a little bit. He's got a steel plate in his head.”


    Bannon felt as if he were dreaming Butsko and Gundy, the jungle, everything. He heard the sound of air rushing past his ears, and closed his eyes. When he opened them, Butsko was still hollering at Gundy. Two figures emerged from the jungle directly in front of him and he blinked his eyes, because they looked like Longtree and Frankie La Barbara. Both dragged their feet, and Frankie's chest and stomach were scratched badly because he wore no shirt. Bannon really did believe he was dreaming until Nutsy Gafooley spotted them.


    “They're back!”


    All the men in the recon platoon stared for a few seconds as their two lost comrades stumbled back into the platoon area. Frankie's face still bore testimony to the bearing Bustko had given him, and a half-smile was on Longtree's face. They looked like they'd come through hell, but they were back.


    The GIs rushed toward them, gathering around, asking what had happened. Bannon, as if drawn by a magnet, stumbled toward the swelling mass of men, his helmet on the back of his head, his rifle slung over his shoulder.


    Gundy climbed out of bis foxhole. “Guess I'll go say hello too.”


    Butsko said nothing as Gundy walked away. Butsko had mixed emotions: He was glad to see Longtree back, because Longtree was great in the jungle; but he wished Frankie had got killed out there. He'd never liked Frankie much, and hated him ever since Frankie had tried to clobber him from behind with his rifle butt.


    Well, Butsko thought, if he steps out of line just once around here, I'll kill the son of a bitch.


    


    His face covered with mosquito bites, Lieutenant Horsfall entered the tent occupied by Master Sergeant Ramsay. Horsfall never knew how to deal with Ramsay, because he had more rank than Ramsay officially, but Ramsay had much more power in the regiment than Horsfall.


    “Good morning, Sergeant,” Lieutenant Horsfall said. “Is the colonel in?”


    “Nope.”


    “Where is he?”


    “Up at Division.”


    “When'll he be back?”


    “I don't know.”


    “I want to talk with him. Do you think I should wait?”


    “Do what you wanna do, Lieutenant.”


    Lieutenant Horsfall's face smarted from the brusque treatment the regimental sergeant major was giving him, and his mosquito bites itched with renewed intensity. He scratched them as he stood in front of Sergeant Ramsay's desk, embarrassed to be showing such indecision.


    “I think I'll wait awhile,” Lieutenant Horsfall said, heading toward one of the folding chairs.


    “Suit yourself,” Ramsay replied, reading over a piece of correspondence on his desk, not bothering to look up. lieutenant Horsfall sat and wished he could transfer out of the whole damned regiment and get a cushy administrative job in the rear, where he wouldn't have to deal with so many crazy people.


    At division headquarters, a wood shack hidden in the jungle near Empress Augusta Bay, Colonel Stockton entered the office of General Clyde Hawkins, commanding officer of the Eighty-first Division. “You wanted to see me, sir?”


    “Have a seat, Bill.”


    Colonel Stockton sat down, wondering why the general had called him there. Was something wrong or was something right?


    


    General Hawkins smiled. “I've got good news for you Bill. You're getting your star.”


    Colonel Stockton sat perfectly erect and his face showed no emotion, but his heart thundered in his chest. Ever since he'd been a little boy he'd wanted to become a general and wear those gold stars on his lapels and epaulettes. In recent years he'd seen many of his ex-classmates at West Point get promoted over him, and he thought he might never make general, because he was considered a hothead and his wife had disgraced him a few years back by running off with a young captain in the Air Corps.


    “Congratulations, Bill.”


    General Hawkins extended his hand and Colonel Stockton shook it.


    General Hawkins chuckled. “You look as if you don't believe it.”


    “I don't.”


    “Well, it's true. You've done damn fine work on Guadalcanal and New Georgia. You're the best fighting field commander I've got. I'm going to miss you.”


    “I'm going to miss the regiment. Do you know where I'm going next?”


    “I don't know yet. Your orders will come down in a few days. What would you like?”


    “I'd like a division of my own, but I guess I'll have to spend time on somebody's staff first.”


    “That's the normal progression. I'd like you to be on my staff. You'd make a helluva G-3. But I don't think it'll work out that way.”


    “They'll transfer me out of the division.”


    “Probably. When your orders come down, we'll have a little ceremony. I'll pin the stars on you myself. But it's definite. This is no rumor. I wanted to tell you myself, so you'd know it was on the level.”


    “I appreciate that, General.”


    Colonel Stockton (he wouldn't be a general officially until his orders came down) walked out of General Hawkins's headquarters as if he had a fifth of Jim Beam under his belt. All his life he'd dreamed about becoming a general, and he'd wheeled and dealed in the Army to get those stars. Now, just when he'd given up hope, it had happened. He had them. It was unbelievable.


    He walked toward his jeep, more elated than he'd been in his entire life—and somewhat disoriented, too, because he'd grown accustomed to being CO of the Twenty-third. Now he'd be leaving it, going on to a staff job someplace, with no troops to lead; only a desk and meetings to attend, planning operations.


    But he had his stars, and one day, if all went well, he'd get a division to command. How wonderful it would be to have a division and mount large-scale operations against the Japs. It was conceivable that he'd get a division of his own in this war, because it looked like it'd last for a few more years. The Japs weren't beaten yet by any means.


    “General Stockton,” he whispered, liking the way it sounded. “General Stockton.” He was so happy, he tore his helmet off his head, tossed it into the air and shouted: “Whoopee!”


    Soldiers nearby watched as he caught his helmet. Dreams can come true. Colonel Stockton thought. If you never give up hope, and if you keep on trying, someday you'll get exactly what you want.


    Placing his helmet back on his head, he walked jauntily toward his jeep, a new spring in his step, straightness in the set of his shoulders.


    Captain Kashiwagi lay still on his cot while Dr. Fukui bandaged his head.


    “It's not as bad as it looks,” Dr. Fukui murmured. “Your physical constitution is magnificent, and you should be ready for full duty in about thirty days.”


    Captain Kashiwagi grunted. No surgeons were available to fix his nose, so it would heal crooked; and the pain in his head was considerable. The Japanese army didn't believe in pain-killing drugs, considering them unmanly.


    “Just stay in bed and rest,” Dr. Fukui continued. “Don't do anything strenuous. Your medical orderly will change your bandages regularly. You have nothing to worry about.”


    


    “What about my company? What if the Americans attack?’


    “Lieutenant Sono will take care of everything. The less you worry, the better off you'll be.”


    Captain Kashiwagi felt demoralized. He didn't think much of Lieutenant Sono. Only he, Captain Kashiwagi, could command the company effectively.


    Dr. Fukui put his instruments and medical supplies back into his knapsack. “Well, that's all, Captain Kashiwagi. Good luck.”


    “Thank you, Dr. Fukui.”


    Dr. Fukui left the tent. Outside was Lieutenant Sono, fidgeting.


    “How is he?” asked Lieutenant Sono.


    “He'll be all right in a few weeks. Just keep him off his feet as much as you can.”


    “How can I keep him off his feet? He outranks me and will do anything he wants.”


    “Just remind him he's supposed to stay in bed.” Dr. Fukui threw a clumsy salute. “There's nothing more that I can do here. I must return to Kara. Good day.”


    “Good day.”


    Dr. Fukui walked toward his vehicle and Lieutenant Sono entered the tent. He could see Captain Kashiwagi in the dimness, lying on his cot.


    “What do you want?” asked Captain Kashiwagi.


    “I wanted to know how you're feeling, sir.”


    “How am I feeling? How am I supposed to be feeling, with wounds all over my head?”


    “Do you have any instructions for me?”


    “Yes. I don't want any more surprise attacks by Americans. Make sure guards are posted at all times and that they're alert. Report all unusual occurrences to me immediately. Except for that, leave me alone. I don't want you poking your head in here every few minutes to ask how I am. Is all that clear?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Get out of here.”


    Lieutenant Sono fled from the tent. Captain Kashiwagi went slack on his back, troubled and suffering. What a horrible turn of events he'd been through, and all because he'd thought the captured American soldier had the same samurai spirit he'd had. But he'd been wrong.


    Captain Kashiwagi suppressed the homosexual aspect of his encounter with Frankie La Barbara. Now he believed the entire incident had occurred within the context of professional soldiering. He'd been friendly with Frankie, he now imagined, because he'd thought their professionalism should transcend the war, but the American had been perfidious and sneaky and had taken advantage of Captain Kashiwagi.


    I was a fool, he thought. I should have known better than to trust an American. They're all pigs, with none of the finer attributes that we Japanese have. He thought of Frankie La Barbara and felt rage and fury. Someday I'll get even, he swore. Those Americans on that hill will pay for this. Someday soon we'll meet again on the battlefield, and then we'll see who are the true warriors and who are not.


    Captain Kashiwagi balled up his fists and gritted his teeth. “I'll kill them all,” he muttered. “I'll mash their bones and fill the valleys with their blood.”


    

  


  
    NINE . . .


    In February, Lieutenant Dale Breckenridge was in San Francisco, waiting for a boat to take him to the South Pacific. He was a wealthy young man, accustomed to the good things of life, so one night he decided to dine at one of the best and most expensive restaurants in the city, L'Aiglon, famous for its French cuisine.


    It wasn't too far from the Hotel Ambassador, where he was staying. He walked through the narrow, quaint streets of San Francisco, his hands in the pockets of his winter uniform. He passed a band of drunken sailors and then a young soldier with his arm around a blond girl, and she reminded him somewhat of Marge back in New York City.


    He missed her more than he'd thought he would. They'd known each other for so long, they were in each other's blood. She was a great beauty and a completely trustworthy, reliable woman, a rarity in his life, and it bothered him to think that someday she might get tired of waiting for him and marry somebody else.


    He wouldn't be able to blame her if she did. These were her best childbearing years, and New York hadn't made her so sophisticated that she didn't still want a home and a bunch of kids.


    He saw the awning of the restaurant straight ahead, made of blue fabric with L'Aiglon sewn on in script. Pushing open the door, he approached the little closet occupied by the hat-check girl.


    “How are you tonight?” he asked, taking off his hat.


    “Just fine.”


    “You sure look fine.” He took off his cunt cap and put it in the pocket of his trenchcoat, then let her help him take the trenchcoat off. She put it on a hanger and handed him his ticket.


    “Bon appetit,” she said.


    He took four steps and came to the maitre d’, who leaned over a big notebook full of numbers, checks, and X's. Behind the maitre d’ was the dining room, where people, all well dressed—the women in evening gowns, and many of the men in uniform—dined in candlelight.


    “One?” asked the maitre d’, who had the sad eyes of a bloodhound.


    “Yes.”


    “Pierre!”


    “Oui!”


    “Please seat the lieutenant on fourteen.”


    “Oui.”


    Pierre was one of a head waiters, a tiny man with a fastidious little mustache dyed black. “This way, please.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge followed him through the dining area, smelling the fragrance of ladies’ perfumes, seeing their elaborate coiffures, their bare backs and bosoms. On their plates were meat, sauces, fillets of fish, colorful vegetables. A war was on and food was in short supply, but the rich always got what they want.


    “This all right, sir?”


    It was a little table for two against a wall, dark, just right.


    “It's perfect.”


    “I will have the waiter bring you a menu.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge sat down. He felt cramped, because he was a tall, husky man, and he noticed that a few women glanced at him, then looked away again. He knew that women usually didn't like him on first sight, because he wasn't particularly attractive, with old acne scars on his cheeks and a hairline receding prematurely; but women often loved him once they got to know him.


    The waiter came with a menu and bent low, whispering in his ear. “A gentleman on the other side of the room would like you to join him.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge turned to look. People often picked up his checks in restaurants and bars when he was in uniform with his Combat Infantryman's Badge showing, the way it did now. He spotted a white-haired officer smiling at him, and at first didn't know who it was. Lieutenant Breckenridge's eyes widened when he realized the officer was Colonel Stockton, his former CO, sitting at a table with a young dark-haired lady.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge stood and walked eagerly across the dining room. The newly promoted General William Stockton stood and extended his hand. “Good to see you, Dale. What are you doing in San Francisco?”


    “I'm on my way back to the Twenty-third Regiment.” He noticed the stars on the epaulettes in front of him. “My God, you're a general! Congratulations!” He squeezed General Stockton's hand and pumped hard.


    “Have a seat,” General Stockton said. “This is Claudia Reynolds.”


    “Hello,” she said.


    “Hello.”


    General Stockton and Claudia Reynolds were seated across from each other, and Lieutenant Breckenridge didn't know who to sit beside. He decided it would be presumptuous for him to sit next to a general, so he dropped down beside the sloe-eyed young woman.


    “This,” said General Stockton to Claudia, “is one of the best young lieutenants who's ever served under me.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge blushed.


    General Stockton raised his hand and a waiter lurched in his direction. “A bottle of champagne please—Mumms ‘32.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    


    General Stockton turned to Lieutenant Breckenridge. “Well, it's a small world, isn't it? I never thought I'd see you again, and here you are. You're fully recovered, I take it.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Good. You can't keep a good man down. You say you're headed back to the old Twenty-third?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Volunteered to go back?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Can't stay out of the fight, eh? I know how you feel. Everything seems insignificant compared to war. I'll be away from the front for a while: They've assigned me to the staff of General Eichelberger at I Corps.”


    “Big assignment. I'll bet they give you a division before long.”


    “Let's hope so.”


    The waiter brought the bottle of champagne in a bucket on a stand. He popped the cork and poured the foamy brew into glasses, and General Stockton raised his in the air.


    “Here's to men who have the courage to speak their minds,” he said.


    “I'll drink to that any day.”


    They clicked glasses and sipped the champagne. General Stockton and Claudia Reynolds hadn't ordered yet, so everyone perused the menu as they drank, and finally decided on Chateaubriand for three. General Stockton placed the order with the headwaiter, who wrote it down and handed it to the captain, who looked it over and gave it to the waiter.


    “Well,” said Lieutenant Breckenridge, “how's everything back at the regiment?”


    “Getting ready for a big fight. We don't know who's going to attack first, us or the Japs, but it's coming, and it'll break out any day now.”


    “I hope I can get back to the recon platoon. I suppose they have a new lieutenant right now.”


    “They do, and he's not very good, between you and me. I'd give you the platoon back if it were up to me, but you'll have to convince my replacement.”


    “Do you know who he is yet?”


    


    Claudia Reynolds interrupted before General Stockton could answer. “I hope we're not going to talk about the Army all through this meal.”


    General Stockton gave her a stern smile. “Be quiet and maybe you'll learn something.”


    “I don't want to learn anything about the Army. I think I'll go to the ladies’ room and freshen up.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge rose swiftly and pulled back her chair. She walked away and hs watched her ass wiggle underneath her black silk evening dress.


    General Stockton winked as Lieutenant Breckenridge returned to his seat. “A real looker, huh?”


    “Very beautiful, sir.”


    The general smiled wistfully. “Yes, she is beautiful, but she's so damned dumb. It's difficult to talk with her. She knows practically nothing about life.”


    “What does she do for a living?”


    “She's a schoolteacher.”


    “She can't be that dumb.”


    “She's intelligent in a certain way; she's been to all the best schools, but she just doesn't know much. I'm so glad I saw you here. Now I'll have somebody to talk with.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge wondered why General Stockton would have dinner with someone like Claudia Reynolds, whom he couldn't talk with, but then realized that Colonel Stockton was primarily interested in getting into her pants.


    General Stockton laughed softly. “I'll bet you're wondering what she's doing with me.”


    “No, I can understand that.”


    General Stockton tapped his silvery hair. “My colors might be a little faded, but there's still a lot of life left in this old war dog.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge could see how a young woman could fall in love with General Stockton, because the general was a distinguished-looking, handsome old gentleman, and he really wasn't that old. Lieutenant Breckenridge wished he looked as good as General Stockton.


    “Do you know who's been given command of the Twenty-third?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked.


    


    “Colonel Bob Hutchins. Ever heard of him?”


    “Nope.”


    “He's one of the biggest drunkards in the Army, and that's saying something. They call him Hollering Bob Hutchins, because he's got a voice that can carry for miles. He's a tough old son of a bitch—came up through the ranks, won a battle-field commission and the Distinguished Service Cross in the First World War. His only problem is that he's drunk all the time.”


    “How can they assign a regiment to an officer who's drunk all the time?”


    “Because he's got a personality like a mad dog, and I guess that's what they want on Bougainville right now.”


    The jeep skidded to a stop in front of the headquarters tent, and Colonel Hollering Bob Hutchins glanced around, a cigar sticking out the corner of his mouth. “What a shithole,” he murmured. He climbed down from the jeep. He was about five feet eight inches tall, with a big belly that hung over his cartridge belt. His breath smelled of bourbon whiskey, and in his hip pocket he carried a battered metal flask that he'd bought in France during World War One. “Get my duffel bag and follow me.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins leaned toward the tent and walked in that direction. His gait showed no sign of drunkenness; he just looked angry and in a hurry, like any other officer. He walked into the orderly room and Private Levinson shot to his feet.


    “Atten-shun!”


    The men milling around in the orderly room stiffened and Sergeant Major Ramsay jumped to attention. Colonel Hutchins placed his hands on his hips and looked them over. “What a sorry-looking bunch of bastards,” he snarled. “Which one's the sergeant major?”


    “I am, sir.”


    “I'm Colonel Hutchins. Where's my office?”


    “In there.”


    “I wanna talk to you alone. Everybody else, as you were.”


    Colonel Hutchins pushed aside the tent flap and entered his office. The desk had nothing on it, the walls were bare, and the cot had no sheets. Colonel Hutchins wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I've been in jails that looked better than this.”


    The jeep driver entered the office, carrying Colonel Hutchins's duffel bag. Next came Sergeant Major Ramsay. Colonel Hutchins sat on the chair behind the desk.


    “What's your name?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “Master Sergeant Howard Ramsay, sir.”


    “I want the personnel file of every officer in this regiment on my desk immediately. I haven't eaten, so get me some chow—and I take my coffee black, with no sugar. Put the entire regiment on attack alert as of right now. Any questions so far?”


    “Are we about to be attacked, sir?”


    “What does that have to do with it? Say, do you have a soldier in this regiment named Butsko, by any chance?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins jumped two inches off his chair. “He's here?”


    “Yes, sir, in Headquarters Company. He's in charge of the regiment's reconnaissance platoon.”


    Colonel Hutchins slapped his leg with the palm of his hand. “Well, I'll be a son of a bitch! Get him in here right away!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The jeep driver set down the duffel bag next to the cot and snapped to attention.


    “What the hell are you looking at?” Colonel Hutchins hollered.


    “Nothing, sir.”


    “Then get the hell out of here!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    The jeep driver ran out of the office. Colonel Hutchins reached into his back pocket, took out his flask, and unscrewed the top. He took a few gulps—enough to settle him down. Then he laid his map on the desk and looked it over.


    His position wasn't so good. He didn't think he had enough men to hold all the high ground in his command. His regiment, deployed on hills 608 and 700, were dominated by eminences held by the Japanese, especially Blue Ridge, three thousand yards north of Hill 700, and hills 1000 and 1111, just southeast of Blue Ridge. The Japs could look down on the Twenty-third and even see the slopes on the far sides of the hills. At Corps they believed the Japs would launch a major attack soon, and somehow the Twenty-third would have to hold.


    “What a goddamn mess,” Colonel Hutchins muttered, taking another swig of whisky.


    Colonel Hutchins wasn't a shrewd strategist, and the closest he'd ever come to West Point had been the Brooklyn Navy Yard, where'd he'd shipped out for Europe in 1917. His main assets were that he was a tough combat commander who had proved himself in battles. He wasn't afraid to take chances, and he knew the army that won was the army that dug in its heels and fought hardest.


    The tent flap was pushed aside, and Butsko stomped into the colonel's office, a big smile on his face. Butsko advanced to the colonel's desk and saluted.


    “Well, I'll be a son of a bitch!” Colonel Hutchins said, and his voice boomed out of the tent and through the nearby jungle. He stood, staggered around his desk, and slapped Butsko on the back. “Well, look at you! What the hell are you doing here?”


    “Killing Japs,” Butsko replied. “Trying to keep everything on the up and up.”


    Colonel Hutchins grinned as he looked up at Butsko. They'd both been on Bataan together and had been side by side on the infamous Death March. They'd picked each other up when they'd fallen, had been in the Jap POW camp together, and had planned their escapes together. Butsko had gone first, then Hutchins, and they'd both made it back to safety.


    “Have a seat,” Colonel Hutchins said. “Want a drink?”


    “Sure.”


    Colonel Hutchins passed him the flask, then dropped into the chair behind his desk. Butsko's Adam's apple bobbed up and down as he drank the bourbon, then he wiped his lips with the back of his hand.


    “Damn good stuff,” Butsko said.


    “It's Old Forester. I brought it from Hawaii, but it's all that's left. What the hell's there to drink around here?”


    “Well, there's a mess sergeant in George Company who makes some damn fine jungle juice. His name's Snead.”


    “I guess I'm gonna have to get in touch with him.”


    “I'll talk to him, sir. I'll work it all out.”


    Colonel Hutchins smiled. “It's good to see you again, you crazy son of a bitch. It's good to know somebody when you come to a new outfit. What's this one like?”


    “It's okay. Colonel Stockton was a good man.”


    “I know him. I always thought he was kind of a fancy-pants. I hear they just made him a general.”


    “He wasn't that fancy when the shit hit the fan. He was out there with us, fighting the goddamn Japs.”


    “How're you doing here?”


    Butsko sighed. “Well, I'm not too happy. I'm in charge of the recon platoon, and they're all a bunch of criminals and maniacs who couldn't make it anywheres else in the Army. They're always doing something wrong, and they're wearing me down.”


    “You want out?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Where you wanna go?”


    “I dunno. I'll have to think about it.”


    “Well, think about it and let me know. How'd you like to be my sergeant major?”


    “I'm not too good with paperwork.”


    “You could find somebody to do your paperwork for you. I think you'd be a good sergeant major. You could keep all those damn fools out there away from me.”


    Butsko thought about being sergeant major of the regiment. It would be a big job with prestige and power, which might be just what he needed after the grim bullshit he'd been living with in the recon platoon. But who else could lead the recon platoon?


    “I'll have to run that through my mind a little more,” Butsko said.


    “You do that.” Colonel Hutchins looked at his map. “We're expecting big trouble pretty soon. You seen the Jap positions yet?”


    


    “Yep. They're in better shape than we are.”


    “I know. They can see what we're doing and what we had for breakfast. General Griswold thinks they're gonna launch a major attack damn soon. Think we're ready?”


    “We could use more ammo and machine guns. I'd hate to be outgunned in a big fight. It happened a few times on New Georgia and we nearly got wiped out.”


    “Why don't you take a truck down to the beach tomorrow and get whatever you think we need. I'll give you authorization. If they won't give you what you want, steal it.”


    “I got a couple of men who'd be real good at that, sir.”


    “Want another drink?”


    “Sure.”


    Colonel Hutchins handed over the flask, and Butsko took a swig.


    “Anything I can do for you?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “As a matter of fact, there is something, sir. I got a platoon leader who's not worth a helluva lot. I think things'd be easier in the recon platoon if we could get rid of him, and he's been trying to transfer out himself. You think you could take care of that?”


    “You think he's good for anything?”


    “He might be good behind a desk.”


    “I'll transfer him up to Headquarters. Anything else?”


    “No, sir.”


    “You think you'll have time today to have a talk with that mess sergeant you mentioned?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I wouldn't want him bringing the stuff in here himself. You know how bad that'd look.”


    “Yes, sir. I'll take care of it myself, sir.”


    “That's what I was hoping you'd say. Here, have another drink.”


    While Butsko and Colonel Hutchins talked, a council of war was being held at General Hyakutake's headquarters on the island of Erventa. All his staff members and commanders from the rank of colonel on up were in attendance. It was a sunny day and the map table was set up in the open, with General Hyakutake in the middle and the others crowded around, taking notes and concentrating on the words pouring out of General Hyakutake's mouth.


    General Hyakutake used a long stick as a pointer and looked like a schoolteacher, but his voice was deep and harsh, as uncompromising as the sound of a machine gun.


    “The attack will begin on the morning of March eighth,” he said. “Our force will be organized into three assault units. The first, under General Isawa, will capture this hill”—he pointed to Hill 700 on the map—“on the day of attack, reorganize on March ninth and tenth, and then deploy for an all-out effort on the American airfields behind the center of their line.


    “The second unit, under Colonel Muda, will attack the hill system on the east flank of the American line, and then link up with the Isawa force for the assault on the American air-fields.


    “The third unit, under Colonel Magi, will roll back the west side of the American line, then assist in the destruction of the American airfields.


    “Following those actions, the three units will press forward and converge on the American beachhead, wiping it out totally. Speed is essential to the success of the entire operation: You will have ammunition and supplies for only two weeks. Are there any questions so far?”


    No one said anything. The Japanese officers studied the map and figured out their respective roles in the attack. All were excited; they'd been anxious to attack the Americans ever since the enemy beachhead had been established at Cape Torokina, and now their chance had come.


    “Good,” said General Hyakutake. “Excellent. I know you all have been waiting for this moment and are overjoyed, now that the time has come to manifest our knighthood with the pure brilliance of the sword. It is our duty to erase the mortification of our brothers at Guadalcanal and New Georgia. When the order comes to attack, I expect you to attack hard! When the order comes to assault, I want you to assault with all the power in your bodies! Cut, slash, and mow them down! May the colors of our standards be deepened with the blood of the American rascals. Our cry of victory on Bougainville will echo resoundingly to our native land. It will gladden the heart of the Emperor and inspire our people.” General Hyakutake became thrilled by his own rhetoric. His eyes glittered and saliva flecked his lips. Raising his fists over his head, he shook them mightily. “We are invincible!” he screamed. “Always attack! Security is the greatest enemy! Always be alert! Always be silent! Move quickly! Kill resolutely! Destroy the Americans.!”


    The officers drew their swords and pistols and brandished them, thinking they could change the course of the war if they defeated the Americans on Bougainville, and bring honor and glory to the Land of the Rising Sun.


    Lieutenant General Masatane Kanda, the commander of the notorious Sixth Division, raised his hand. “May I speak, sir?”


    “By all means, General.”


    General Kanda placed his hands on his hips and opened his mouth. “This is a crucial campaign!” he said. “Let us have no doubts about that! Defeat is unthinkable! Victory must be ours, and it will be ours if we fight with every ounce of strength in our bodies! We must fight to avenge the shame of our country's humiliation on Guadalcanal and New Georgia! There can be no rest until our bastard foes are battered and bowed in shame, until their blood adds luster to the badge of the Sixth Division! Our battle cry will be heard around the world! Our courage will be spoken of for centuries to come! Our victory will change the direction of history! We must not fail! We cannot fail! There will be no retreats! There will be no surrender! Every officer and man will fight to the death!” General Kanda, his face flushed with emotion, raised his samurai sword high in the air. “Banzai!”


    The other officers shook their swords and pistols truculently. “Banzai!” they replied. “Banzai!”


    That afternoon Colonel Hutchins unpacked his duffel bag, and one of the items he pulled out was a photograph of himself as a young lieutenant in the Argonne Forest during World War One.


    


    He gazed at the photograph for several seconds, then walked ‘ across his office and set it on his desk.


    Usually officers placed photographs of their wives and children on their desks, but Colonel Hutchins had no wife and no children that he knew about. Colonel Hutchins wasn't a family man. He was a drunk, a whoremaster, and a gambler. He was married to the Army—loved it as much as any man loved his wife—and it exasperated him at times, just as men got exasperated by their wives.


    He sat at the desk, rested his chin on his hand, and studied himself in the photograph. When it was taken, he'd been only twenty-two years old, lean as a rail, full of energy and confidence, raring to go at all times, and the strongest beverage he had ever drunk was black coffee in the morning.


    Now he was forty-six, with a big beer belly; he was plagued by doubts and drunk all the time. What happened to me? he wondered. I've gone downhill so fast, it scares the shit out of me.


    Those long years of peacetime boredom had done him in. There was nothing else to do except drink and eat and go to whorehouses. Butsko had taken him to a couple of good ones in Manila before the Japs arrived. Colonel Hutchins had become lazy. The military system had ground him down. He didn't graduate from West Point and knew they'd never make him a general. He also knew that most officers looked down at him because he was such a drunken bum, without a good education or background, a redneck from Arkansas.


    The picture of himself traveled with him wherever he went to remind him of when he'd been a sharp young soldier. He might be older and thick around the middle now, but he knew that the young lieutenant was still inside him, and all Colonel Hutchins had to do was let him come out.


    The phone on his desk rang, scattering his thoughts. He picked it up. “Yes?”


    “Lieutenant Breckenridge is here to see you, sir.”


    “Who the hell's he?”


    “He used to be in this regiment, sir. He was Butsko's platoon leader.”


    


    “Was he any good?”


    “Butsko liked him.”


    “Send him in.”


    Colonel Hutchins plucked his flask off his desk and tucked it into his back pocket. The tent flap was pushed aside and big Lieutenant Breckenridge ducked his head as he entered the office. He approached the desk and saluted, and Colonel Hutchins thought: This guy looks like he could stop a tank with his bare hands.


    “Have a seat,” said Colonel Hutchins. “What can I do for you?”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge laid his records on the desk, then sat down. “Well, sir, I used to be in this outfit, and I requested a transfer back.”


    “Where you been?”


    “Training recruits at Fort Dix.”


    “How come you left this outfit?”


    “I was wounded on New Georgia, sir.”


    “Where?”


    “Stomach.”


    Colonel Hutchins grimaced. “You're okay now?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Why you want to come back here?”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge looked down toward the floor. “It's hard to explain, sir. I just felt that my place was with my men. I felt like a slacker back there in Fort Dix.”


    Colonel Hutchins nodded sympathetically. “I know what you mean. A soldier gets to thinking that he's not doing his duty. He misses his buddies and worries about them. He feels like he's not worth much. Do you drink, Lieutenant?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Good. Have one on me.” Colonel Hutchins threw him the flask. “You used to run the recon platoon, I understand.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Butsko's an old friend of mine. We fought in the Philippines together. I understand you got along with him pretty good.”


    “Butsko's a great soldier. He taught me a lot.”


    


    “I learned a few things from him too. You'll be the platoon leader of the recon platoon again, effective tomorrow morning. We're expecting a big fight pretty soon, so get yourself ready.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    ‘Toss back that flask, will you, boy? Save some for your old colonel, for Chrissakes!”


    The motorcycle and sidecar stopped in front of Captain Kashiwagi's tent, and Captain Kashiwagi climbed out of the sidecar.


    Sergeant Kato straddled the motorcycle, goggles over his eyes, twisting the accelerater handle so that the engine wouldn't conk out.


    Captain Kashiwagi pulled up his goggles. “You're dismissed!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Sergeant Kato twisted the handle and the motorcycle's engine snarled. Its rear wheel spun on the ground and it leaped away like a gazelle. Captain kashiwagi entered his tent, hung up his goggles and hat, and paced back and forth in front of his desk, because he was too excited to sit down.


    He'd just returned from a meeting at Colonel Miura's headquarters, where he'd learned the mission of his company in the upcoming major offensive. All his prayers had been answered; his company would participate in the attack on Hill 700, directly opposite his position.


    He wanted to attack Hill 700 because he believed the perfidious American soldier was stationed there. Although the wounds on his face and head were healed, the wounds to his heart and psyche were still there. He'd longed for the opportunity to attack that hill, so maybe he could confront the American soldier again and kill him this time. He'd been foolish and sentimental before. He'd thought he could be friends with the American. But now he knew better. The only way to treat Americans was to kill them before they killed you.


    Captain Kashiwagi dropped to his knees, clasped his hands together, and bowed his head. He prayed for victory over the Americans on Hill 700, and hoped the perfidious American was still stationed over there, so he could kill him this time and remove the only blemish on his otherwise pristine military career.


    Frankie La Barbara was on Hill 700 at that moment, watching Butsko carrying an OD green five-gallon can on his shoulder.


    “What the hell's he got in there?” Frankie wondered aloud. Frankie sauntered toward Butsko's foxhole as Butsko jumped into it and got real low, as if he were hiding something. Frankie slowed down as he approached the foxhole, so Butsko couldn't see him. He advanced on his tiptoes, wrinkled his nose, and snuck close enough to see Butsko pouring liquid from the five-gallon tank into his canteen.


    Butsko became aware of Frankie and glanced up, spilling some of the colorless liquid onto the ground. “What're you doing here?”


    “Nothing,” Frankie replied, sniffing the unmistakable odor of homemade booze, the highly popular jungle juice. “Whatcha got there, Sarge?”


    “None of your business. Take a walk.”


    “Smells like jungle juice to me.”


    “I said take a walk.”


    “Can 1 have some, Sarge?”


    “Get lost.”


    “But, Sarge...”


    A whoop went up at the other end of the clearing. Butsko and Frankie looked over there, and their eyes goggled at the sight of GIs crowding around their ex-platoon leader.


    “It's Lieutenant Breckenridge!” said Frankie.


    “I'll be a son of a bitch!”


    Butsko climbed out of his foxhole and took three steps toward Lieutenant Breckenridge, then stopped because he realized he'd left the can of jungle juice in there, and it wouldn't be there when he got back. He jumped back into the foxhole, picked up the can, and dragged it out, hoisting it to his shoulder. He ambled toward the crowd gathering around Lieutenant Breckenridge, and Frankie walked behind him, his nose twitching at the smell of jungle juice that had dripped onto the side of the can when Butsko was pouring.


    The men slapped Lieutenant Breckenridge on the back and told him they were glad he was back. They said he was looking great and asked if he had got any good pussy back in the States. Lieutenant Breckenridge laughed and joked with them, at ease for the first time since he woke up in that hospital bed. He was back at the front with his men, where he belonged. He saw Sergeant Butsko approaching.


    “Well, here he is,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, “the toughest soldier in the world.”


    “What're you doing back here?” Butsko asked.


    “I wanted to see how you were doing.”


    “I ain't doing so good.”


    “What's the matter?”


    “These guys are getting out of control. I been thinking about transferring out of here.”


    “You can't go now that I'm back, Sergeant. How'm I gonna run this platoon without you? What you got in that can there?”


    “This can here?”


    “Yes, that one there.”


    Butsko didn't know what to say. He couldn't admit the truth.


    Frankie knew what to say. “It's goddamn jungle juice, and he's keeping it all to himself, the chintzy bastard.”


    “Jungle juice!” hollered the Reverend Billie Jones. “Lemme have some!”


    He dived toward the can on Butsko's shoulder, and Butsko kicked him in the gut. The Reverend Billie Jones keeled over and fell to the ground.


    “See what I mean?” Butsko asked. “These guys have gone crazy.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge cleared his throat. “I want to speak with Sergeant Butsko alone! All you guys clear out of here!” He pointed toward the Reverend Billie Jones. “Somebody carry him away!”


    Homer Gladley lifted Billie Jones as if he were as light as a feather, and the men dispersed, looking back over their shoulders at Butsko and Lieutenant Breckenridge, wondering what they'd say to each other.


    “If you can't keep them under control,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, “things must be pretty bad.”


    “They are,” replied Butsko. “I nearly killed Frankie La Barbara not too long ago, and all the rest of them are acting up worse than ever. I think about the only thing that can be done with this platoon now is line ‘em up against the wall and mow ‘em down.”


    “I think I know what's the matter.” Lieutenant Breckenridge looked around at the men in the distance. “Have them stand formation at seventeen-hundred hours today, just before chow. I want to talk with them.”


    “Yes, sir, but it won't do no good. These guys are past the talking stage. The only thing they understand are fists, boots, and the barrels of guns.”


    Butsko staggered into Sergeant Major Ramsay's orderly room, carrying the five-gallon can of jungle juice. His feet were unsteady, not because the can was heavy, but because he'd imbibed too much of its contents.


    “The colonel in?” Butsko asked.


    “He said to send you in as soon as you got here.”


    Butsko pushed aside the tent flap and entered Colonel Hutchins's office. The colonel was seated behind his desk, looking at a paper containing top-secret information, and his eyes lit up at the sight of Butsko.


    “You got the goods?” the colonel asked.


    “Damn sure have.”


    “Lemme see.”


    Butsko placed the can on the floor beside the colonel, who unscrewed the cap, bent over, and sniffed the contents.


    “Smells pretty potent.”


    “It is.”


    “You sample it already?”


    “Yep.”


    “Taste okay?”


    “It's your regular white lightning, sir. Knock you right on your ass.”


    Colonel Hutchins took a small funnel out of the top drawer of his desk, inserted it into his hip flask, and lifted the can, pouring the concoction into the mouth of the funnel.


    


    “You did a good job,” Colonel Hutchins said, a big smile on his face. “How much this cost?”


    “It's on the house. The mess sergeant of George Company sent it along with his compliments.”


    The colonel filled the flask, sat behind his desk, and took a swig. He let the burning liquid roll over his tongue, then swallowed it down.


    “Not bad at all. Please convey my thanks to the mess ser-geant at George Company. What's his name?”


    “Snead. Al Snead. And he makes a helluva beef stew.”


    “Maybe I oughtta transfer the son of a bitch up here to Headquarters Company.”


    “Might not be a bad idea.”


    Colonel Hutchins wrote a message on his notepad to remind him to effect the transfer. His eyes fell on the top-secret information that he had been looking at when Butsko arrived.


    “Some bad news just came in,” Colonel Hutchins said. “Reports of major Jap troop movements all over the island. Jap patrols have been cutting our barbed wire. Our patrols keep bumping into substantial columns of Japs. Looks like the Japs are getting ready to strike. You might want to take a truck down to the beach and get one last load of supplies.”


    “I'll leave as soon as I can report back to Lieutenant Breckenridge.”


    “They'll probably attack tonight or tomorrow morning, so hurry back.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins raised his flask off the desk. “You wanna sip of this before you leave?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Butsko rushed back to the recon platoon and reported to Lieutenant Breckenridge, who sat in a foxhole, studying a map, familiarizing himself with the terrain.


    “Sir,” said Butsko, “I just came from Colonel Hutchins's office. He says the Japs might launch a major attack tonight or tomorrow morning. I'm gonna take a deuce and a half back to the beach to get some more supplies, just in case.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. It was three o'clock in the afternoon. He felt a tingling in his nerve endings, a liveliness in his mind. It was the old front-line adrenaline rushing through his body, just like in the old days on New Georgia.


    “Maybe we'd better have that formation right now,” he said.


    “I'll call the men together.”


    “You been drinking?”


    “Do I act like it?”


    “No, but you smell like the corner bar on a Saturday night.”


    “I'm at my best when I've got a few belts in me.”


    “You smell like you've got more than a few belts in you.”


    “I'll call the men together, sir.”


    Butsko climbed out of the foxhole and walked toward the center of the clearing. Lieutenant Breckenridge watched his gait and it looked steady, but he didn't want his platoon sergeant getting too looped. No one functioned better with a few belts in him.


    “All right, you guys, fall in right here! Let's go!” Butsko waved his arms and stomped his feet. “Double-time, god-damnit! I said fall the fuck in!”


    The men headed toward Butsko from all ends of the bivouac. They lined up in four squad ranks, dressed right, covered down, and stood at attention. Butsko looked them over, scowling and stinking like a distillery.


    “Report!” Butsko yelled.


    Bannon saluted sharply. “First Squad all present and accounted for, Sergeant!”


    Butsko saluted back, and then Longtree reported. Sergeant Gomez was next, and then came Sergeant Cameron. Butsko kicked back his right leg and did a smart about-face. Lieutenant Breckenridge marched toward Butsko and stopped two feet in front of him.


    Butsko saluted. “Reconnaissance platoon all present and accounted for, sir!”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge saluted back. “At Ease!”


    The men spread their legs and clasped their hands behind their backs. Lieutenant Breckenridge, his carbine slung over his right shoulder, walked toward them, seeing familiar faces and new replacements all mixed together. The old crew— Bannon, Longtree, Gomez, Shaw, and the others—had been with him during his baptism of fire on New Georgia. They had followed him trustingly and he had given them the best he had until he was shot down during the assault on Kokengolo Hill.


    He stopped, pulled back his shoulders, and opened his mouth. “First of all, I want to say that I'm glad to be back with this platoon! The rest of the division may think you're a bunch of dirty rat bastards, but I've fought side by side with many of you and I think you're the best the Army has!


    “Sergeant Butsko has told me that discipline has been lax in this platoon during the past couple of months. He's told me that some of you have been behaving like hooligans instead of soldiers. He said it's got so bad that he's been waiting to transfer out of here.


    “I know what the problem is, because I'm just like the rest of you old-timers. I've been wounded badly myself, and it scared me a little. I don't want it to happen again, but I know it might happen because a big battle is gonna bust out on this island pretty soon. We're all a little jumpy. The old-timers wonder if they still have what it takes to survive in a shooting war. You new men wonder if you'll be able to stand and fight, or whether you'll run away like dogs with their tails between ; their legs.


    “Let's face it: We're all a little scared; the old-timers because they know what can happen in a war, and the new men because they have been imagining something much worse than it'll really be. So you've been restless, fighting with each other, getting into trouble, stealing things. You're like a bunch of racehorses at the starting gate, chomping at your bits, pawing the ground, anxious to get going.


    “Well, we're going to be ass-deep in Japs pretty soon. We expect an all-out attack any time now, probably tomorrow morning. So I want you to forget your quarrels with each other and turn all your anger on the Japs. They're the ones who bombed Pearl Harbor. They're the ones who started this goddamned war. They're the reason we have to be here instead of back home with our wives and girl friends.


    “The Japs should get the hell off this island and go back to Japan, but they won't unless we make them. So when the little yellow bastards attack, I want you to kick the living shit out of them. Shoot them, stab them, step on their faces, and push them the hell off this island. If they attack, we'll attack back. If they shoot at us, we'll shoot more bullets at them, and our aim will be more accurate. If they throw hand grenades at us, we'll throw more hand grenades at them. If they try to stick us with their bayonets, we'll slice them like baloney with our own bayonets.


    “Let's get one thing straight: They are the enemy; they are the ones we're fighting. Here inside our lines, we're going to help each other from now on, not fight with each other. We're going to obey orders and follow through to the best of our ability. We're going to become a team again, instead of every man for himself. United, we'll win; but divided, we'll get our asses kicked. So we're going to pull together. We're going to fight hard. We're going to kill Japs until there aren't any more Japs to kill. And then we'll go back home, where we belong. Are there any questions?”


    Nobody raised his hand. Nobody said a word.


    “Sergeant Butsko!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Dismiss the men!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge turned and walked back to his foxhole. Behind him, Butsko called the recon platoon to attention and then told them to fall out.


    The men dispersed across the recon platoon area, lighting cigarettes, jumping into their foxholes. All of them were thinking about what Lieutenant Breckenridge had said. They'd heard rumors that the Japs were building up for a major offensive, and now they knew it was true. The attack would come soon. Lieutenant Breckenridge was right: They'd better shape up and pull together, otherwise the Japs would slaughter them.


    In the late afternoon Captain Kashiwagi led his company out of its bivouac, heading toward the Americans on Hill 700. To his left marched his executive officer, Lieutenant Sono, and to his right, Sergeant Kato.


    His men carried full field packs with two weeks’ rations and ammunition. Captain Kashiwagi had told his men that the outcome of the war hinged on the success of their attack. He'd said that to show mercy was to extend the war. They were raring to go.


    No one was more anxious to attack the Americans than Captain Kashiwagi himself. His nose was bent out of shape and he had scars on his face and scalp, but he had recovered from his encounter with Frankie La Barbara and was anxious to massacre Americans.


    He knew it was unlikely, but he prayed that somehow he could see Frankie La Barbara again. He knew he'd never rest comfortably again in his life until he killed the American soldier who'd taken advantage of his decency and kindness.


    Captain Kashiwagi was itching for battle, and he felt confident that his company, in concert with the rest of his regiment, would capture the American hill. Then they'd push forward, capture the American airfields, and destroy their beachhead. Victory would be theirs, and it would make the Emperor glad.


    Captain Kashiwagi was so happy, he burst into song. His selection was a marching song quite popular in the Japanese army at that time.


    Behind him, his men joined in the chorus. Their voices resounded across the jungle as they confidently entered the valley before the American hill.


    As Captain Kashiwagi and his company moved through the valley, Colonel Hutchins was out with his staff, inspecting his regiment's fortifications on Hill 700.


    Most of the men in the regiment were seeing their new commanding officer for the first time, and they didn't know what to think. Colonel Stockton had looked like a regimental commander: tall and lean, with superb military bearing—just what Hollywood would imagine a front-line commander to look like.


    Colonel Hutchins was the exact opposite. The men peered out of their foxholes and bunkers and saw a squat man with a beer belly. Colonel Hutchins's face looked as if somebody had squashed his forehead and chin closer together. He had wide, thick lips, narrow eyes, and the red nose of a drunkard. His skull was so big, his helmet rode high on top of his head, and his arms were too short for his body.


    At first glance he didn't look like much, but upon closer inspection the men could see that he was a bulldog, sturdy, and aggressive, ready and anxious for a fight. When he opened his mouth, his voice was like thunder and could be heard for hundreds of yards.


    Colonel Hutchins had been sipping his jungle juice, but no one knew unless they came close enough to smell his breath. He was steady, serious, and angry at the Japs. Clasping his hands behind his back, he strolled along and inspected his front, swiveling his head around, checking the depths of foxholes, kicking the walls of pillboxes, which were constructed of rocks, earth, logs, and sandbags. In front of the line, concertina and double-apron wire had been strung, and before that were minefields.


    Searchlights, flares, and cans full of sand and gasoline were dotted across the line to provide illumination in case the Japs attacked at night. Booby traps were deployed along obvious approach routes. Bangalore torpedoes, encased with scraps of metal inside oil drums, were wired for electrical detonation at long range. The jungle had been cleared—cut to the ground for fifty yards in front of the positions—to provide wide-open fields of fire for machine gunners.


    The Twenty-third had been issued extra machine guns, and every rifle squad carried two Browning automatic rifles instead of the usual one. Fall-back positions had been constructed in case the Japs overran the front line. Colonel Hutchins's engineers, administrative personnel, truck drivers, and cooks were organized into provisional infantry companies, held in reserve in case of emergency. Also behind the main lines were tanks and artillery on twenty-four hour alert, ready to move into action at a moment's notice.


    Colonel Hutchins trudged along his line, pleased by all he saw. He occupied the high ground and felt certain he could hold it against the Jap attack. Let the bastards come, he thought. They'll never get past this line as long as there's life in my body.


    


    “I've seen enough,” he said to Major Cobb. “Let's get back to Headquarters.”


    The deuce-and-a-half truck bounced over the pitted dirt road as it made its way toward the beachhead. Private Shilansky was behind the wheel, peering ahead at columns of soldiers moving toward the front. Beside him was Butsko, smoking a cigarette and looking at the map to make sure they wound up on the beach and not in the middle of a Jap regiment.


    Behind them, sitting on benches on either side of the bed of the truck, were Bannon, Shaw, Homer Gladley, Billie Jones, and Frankie La Barbara. A canvas canopy covered them. There was little light, so all they could do was hold their rifles between their legs and close their eyes, trying to get some rest before they reached the beach and had to load equipment onto the truck.


    Butsko had selected them because they were the biggest, strongest men in a platoon full of big strong men. He wanted to load the truck quickly and get back to Hill 700, because everyone expected the big battle to break out soon. Butsko had difficulty reading the map, and the trip to the beach was taking longer than he'd expected. Forty-three miles of two-way roads and thirty-six miles of one-way roads had been constructed within the American perimeter since the initial landings on November first, and many weren't on the map. Shilansky constantly had to stop and ask directions, and often the directions were wrong. The sun sank toward the horizon as the truck from the Twenty-third regiment made its way toward Empress Augusta Bay.


    In the distance, smoke and steam rose into the sky from the summit of Mount Bagana, an active volcano and the highest point on the island. The detachment from the recon platoon passed ration dumps, gasoline dumps, hospital areas, the cen-tral cemetery, sawmills, drainage ditches, and an eight-acre garden that provided fresh food for the troops. They saw air-fields with fighter planes and bombers lined up on the runways. The Twenty-third Regiment and all other troops on Bougain-ville were there to protect the airfields.


    


    Finally the truck came to the service command area near the beach. It was nearly dark, and Butsko didn't think he could find his way back to Hill 700 until morning. He decided to load up the truck and spend the night on the beach. The first thing in the morning they'd return to Hill 700.


    Butsko pointed to one of the ammunitions dumps. “Park it over there,” he said to Shilansky.


    Shilansky steered toward the crates of weapons and ammunition, while all across the beach, soldiers loaded supplies onto trucks. Every unit was stocking up for the big battle. Everybody knew their vacation on Bougainville was coming to an end.


    Shilansky braked the deuce and a half next to the ammunition dump. Butsko opened his door and jumped down to the ground. “All right, everybody out!” he yelled, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Start loading that shit over there onto the truck!”


    

  


  
    TEN . . .


    The detachment from the recon platoon spent the night in and around their truck. In the distance the sound of waves crashing against the shore could be heard, and sea gulls chirped as they flew overhead. It was a clear moonlit night, and stars blazed in the sky.


    The beach was silent and quiet. No trucks roamed about and no lights were lit to give Japanese bombers something to aim at. But no Japanese bombers would attack the beach that night. They were lined up on their airstrips at Rabaul, ready to support the assault in the morning.


    The Japanese army on Rabaul was on the move, heading toward its objectives. The American army was waiting for them, armed to the teeth, resolved to defend its airfields and give up no ground.


    Most of the Americans were asleep, but guards and listening posts were tripled in case of a night attack. Commanders in their tents studied maps and fretted. Men would live or die according to their decisions, and the officers didn't want to make mistakes. No officer wanted the disgrace of being relieved from command. Careers could be destroyed forever by such an act.


    At two o'clock in the morning Colonel Hutchins was still awake, sipping his homemade whisky, studying his maps, thinking about the deployment of his regiment. He had more to worry about than most officers, because the Twenty-third was the first regiment he'd ever commanded. A new commander didn't have much leeway. A few wrong decisions and he'd be replaced. An old commander with a successful record could get away with a few mistakes.


    Colonel Hutchins didn't want to go back to staff work. He didn't want to be sent to a desk job in Washington where he'd push a pencil around all day. That's what happened to officers who were relieved of their commands, unless they were cashiered out of the Army altogether.


    Colonel Hutchins lit a thick black cigar and blew smoke at the ceiling. I will hold on here no matter what, he said to himself. If the Japs want this hill, they'll have to kill me to get it.


    Not far away, Lieutenant Horsfall was sound asleep in his tent, snoring the night away. He'd been transferred to the regiment's personnel section, where he was serving under Major Reading.


    Lieutenant Horsfall had no troops to command, no decisions to make, and no worries at all. If the Japs got too close, he'd be evacuated along with the rest of the staff officers. He didn't think he'd even have to fire a shot in anger during the attack. That's why he was enjoying his best night of rest in months.


    No longer did he have to concern himself with earning the respect of the men in the recon platoon. No longer did he have to worry about their food, ammunition, and morale. No longer did he have to worry about them getting into trouble with the MPs.


    He slept with a smile on his face. As far as he was concerned, the war was over.


    On the beach the recon platoon slept soundly also. Exhausted from loading the truck, and accustomed to taking advantage of every opportunity for rest, they sprawled out on the sand while their chests rose and fell with their deep breathing. It was four o'clock in the morning, and daybreak was only an hour away. Butsko slept on the crates in the back of the truck, his head resting on a box of Thompson submachine guns. His feet lay on a pile of flamethrowers. His middle was supported by crates of M 1 rifles and ammunition.


    Meanwhile, high in the sky to the northwest of Bougainville, Japanese bombers and fighter planes were only fifty miles from their targets. Their commander radioed General Hyakutake's headquarters on Erventa Island and told them their position.


    General Hyakutake was wide awake, in full dress uniform, sitting at his desk. He knew that the day would be crucial to him, because his career could not afford another defeat at the hands of the Americans. His troops had to win. That was all there was to it.


    He looked at his watch. Zero hour was approaching. His air support would be over the island soon. His troops were deployed for attack. All was in readiness.


    His face like stone, he turned to Lieutenant Oyagi. “Transmit the order to begin the artillery bombardment!”


    Lieutenant Oyagi saluted. “Yes, sir.”


    Barooooommmmmmmmm!


    Butsko jumped two feet into the air. The shell sounded as if it had exploded less than a hundred yards away, and bits of shrapnel zipped through the canvas that covered the rear of the deuce and a half. Butsko crawled around and leaped out the rear of the truck as shells exploded sporadically across the beachhead.


    He landed on the sand, looked around, and heard the whistle of incoming shells. In the distance he saw a gasoline dump on fire, sending huge tongues of flame licking at the sky. Soldiers ran for shelter as more artillery shells slammed down on the beachhead. The Japs had the range and poured in the explosives.


    “Let's get out of here!” Butsko screamed.


    The men from the recon platoon were scattered around on the sand underneath and around the truck, hanging on to their helmets, their teeth chattering with fear. They jumped up and dived into the rear of the truck. Shilansky crawled into the cab and started up the engine, his hands trembling. Butsko yanked open the side door and scrambled onto the seat.


    “Let's go!”


    Shilansky shifted into gear and stomped on the gas pedal. The big truck rumbled forward, rocking from side to side on its springs, while in the back, Bannon and Homer Gladley pulled up the tailgate and pushed in the bolts that would keep it up.


    On the beach, GIs ran for cover as Japanese shells rained down. The ground shook with the violence of the explosions. One of the shells landed on an ammunition dump, blowing it to smithereens. The men in the truck could feel the heat from the blast, and the ground heaved underneath them as if an earthquake had hit.


    “Get off this fucking beach!” Butsko shouted at Shilansky. “Let's fucking move it out!”


    Shilansky was hunched over the wheel, moving it from side to side in sudden, jerky movements, steering around piles of crates, trying to avoid the shell craters that were suddenly appearing all around him. Shrapnel whizzed through the air and fires blazed on the beach and in the jungle ahead.


    Ka-POW—a shell slammed to earth in front of the truck, blinding Shilansky and Butsko for a few seconds, and a piece of shrapnel as big as a fist smashed through the windshield between them, burying itself in the metal at the rear of the cab. Shilansky couldn't avoid the shell crater; all he could do was ram the gas pedal to the floor.


    The truck accelerated, crashed into the far side of the crater, climbed up its wall, and kept going. In the rear of the truck the GIs fell all over each other, clawing each other's clothes, the benches, and the crates to right themselves.


    “Holy fuck!” said Frankie La Barbara, climbing out from underneath Homer Gladley. “What am I doing here?”


    “Settle down!” hollered Bannon. “Everybody grab on to something!”


    Butsko heard the ominous sound of airplane engines. “Uh-oh,” he mumbled. He looked up and saw a formation of Japanese planes skim the top of the jungle, machine guns blazing in their wings.


    Shilansky lowered his head and stomped on the gas. He couldn't see where he was headed, but he was going there anyway. The Japanese planes swooped down, strafing and dropping bombs. Machine-gun bullets stitched across the sand and over the left front fender of the deuce and a half. Shilansky and Butsko heard the bullets mangling the metal and thought they were finished. Shilansky swung the wheel to the right and careened across the sand, the rear wheels skidding, and crashed into a huge pile of C rations.


    The deuce and a half came to a sudden stop, and Butsko's head whammed into the dashboard. If he hadn't been wearing his helmet, he would have split his head wide open, but he was only dazed silly. Shilansky felt as if all his ribs had been broken against the steering wheel. In the rear of the truck the men were sprawled over the crates and benches.


    A bomb exploded nearby, and shrapnel zipped through the canvas covering the rear of the truck. One piece of shrapnel the size of a thumb flew through a rear tire and it went flat in five seconds. A Zero plane zoomed overhead, all machine guns firing; its bullets missed the gas tank of the deuce and a half by inches.


    Butsko came to his senses. He looked around and saw fires everywhere. Japanese planes dived, climbed, and circled in the sky. Artillery shells and bombs fell on all sides of the deuce and a half. Squadrons of Japanese planes strafed the beach back and forth. American soldiers lay dead and wounded all over the sand. It looked like hell on earth.


    Butsko pounced on Shilansky and shook him with both hands. “Wake the fuck up.’”


    Shilansky flailed his arms in the air. “I'm awake! I'm awake!”


    “Get this fucking truck moving!”


    The engine stalled and steam rose from the front end. Shilansky turned the lever and the engine rolled over several times, finally catching the sparks and roaring to life. He gunned the accelerator, shifted into reverse, and let out the clutch.


    The big tires gripped the sand and pulled the vehicle backward. In the rear of the truck the GIs untangled themselves and looked fearfully through the shredded tarpaulin. Bannon pulled out his bayonet and stabbed it into the canvas.


    “Cut this stuff down!”


    The men grabbed their bayonets and tore down the canvas as the truck backed away from the pile of C rations.


    Shilansky stopped, shifted into first, cut the wheel, and stepped on the accelerator. The truck rolled toward the jungle. The sky was full of planes, and shells crashed onto the beach. Butsko was sure they'd never get out alive, but the jungle ahead didn't seem safe either. Trees were being blown into the air by bombs, and fires burned everywhere.


    In the rear of the truck Bannon tore open a crate cf Thompson submachine guns. “Everybody, take one of these! Let's shoot us a fucking plane!”


    Shilansky's teeth chattered as he drove the big lumbering truck toward the jungle. It was three hundred yards away across sand strewn with dead Americans and piles of debris. Butsko felt like a rat in a trap. He couldn't fire his rifle; he couldn't do anything except look at all the devastation.


    “I'm getting out of here!” he said.


    “Where you going?”


    “In back! You just get us the fuck out of here, crook!”


    “But—”


    Butsko pushed opened the door and jumped to the sand. He waited for the truck to roll past him, then leaped up onto the tailgate. He saw the men in back loading up Thompson submachine guns.


    “Help me!”


    They turned around and saw Butsko trying to crawl over the tailgate. Shaw and the Reverend Billie Jones were the closest and they pulled him into the back with them.


    “Gimme one of them fucking guns,” Butsko said.


    Frankie La Barbara handed him a Thompson and a clip of ammunition. Butsko worked the bolt and rammed in the clip as the truck rocked from side to side and bounced up and down.


    In the cab Shilansky felt alone and scared shitless. Something told him he'd never make it to the jungle. There was noplace to run and noplace to hide. He looked up and saw a Zero coming toward him, low and steady, its machine guns spitting death.


    “Look out!” Shilansky screamed.


    Butsko saw the Zero out of the corner of his eye. He spun around, gritted his teeth, and pulled the trigger. The big .45-caliber bullets streamed into the sky, but the Zero kept coming, adjusting its angle so that the bullets from the machine gun in its left wing would strike the deuce and a half.


    “Shoot that fucking plane clown!” Butsko yelled.


    Bannon and Frankie La Barbara jumped onto the roof above Shilansky's head, and Bannon stood with his legs wide apart while Frankie dropped to one knee. They aimed their Thompson submachine guns at the onrushing Zero and opened fire. The Zero came closer and the machine gun in the left wing stitched a straight line toward the truck.


    Bannon and Frankie La Barbara held their positions on the roof of the cab and kept firing. Behind them the other men in the recon platoon braced themselves and shot at the Zero, which became larger every moment. The air was filled with bullets, and then suddenly an end of the Zero's propeller cracked off. Smoke spewed from its engine back toward the cockpit, and the pilot couldn't see what he was shooting at. Shilansky cut the wheel hard to the left and steered out of the path of the Zero's machine-gun bullets. The men from the recon platoon leveled their submachine guns at the plane as it flew over their heads, black smoke enveloping the cockpit and most of the fuselage.


    “We got him!” Bannon shouted.


    The men watched, transfixed, as the plane glided lower instead of pulling up. It was headed toward Empress Augusta Bay, losing altitude every second. The GIs jumped into the air I and whooped for joy as the plane crashed into the water and 1 toppled over.


    In the cab Shilansky heard the cheering and didn't know what the other men were so happy about. He didn't have any-thing to be happy about. The jungle was still far away. He steered around a pile of smoking debris and drove over a dead American soldier whose legs were missing in action. Glancing up, he saw another Japanese plane diving down for a strafing run.


    “Oh, my God!”


    Shilansky didn't think he could handle another strafing. He lowered himself in the seat and was about to duck his head when he saw another plane rushing toward the Zero from the side. The other plane was painted OD green and had white stars on its wings and fuselage. It was an American plane! The Army Air Corps was in the air!


    The American P-38 fighter plane opened fire and attacked the Japanese Zero. Shilansky saw the tracer bullets stopped by the Japanese Zero, and then the Zero exploded with a loud thunderclap, pieces of its superstructure flying all over the sky.


    “Wowie!” screamed Shilansky, jerking the wheel from side to side, sitting upright in the seat again.


    Butsko and the others in back saw the American plane shoot down the Zero. They looked around and saw squadrons of American planes converging on the beachhead, hitting the Japanese planes from all angles. The Japanese pilots pulled back their sticks and rose to meet them. Dogfights broke out all over the sky. The Japanese pilots had their hands full and couldn't strafe the beach anymore. Shilansky shouted for joy and stomped the gas pedal down to the floor. The battered old deuce and a half sped toward the jungle, bouncing up and down, while in back the GIs hung on, watching the dogfights in the sky.


    In his headquarters not far from the beach, General Griswold looked down at his gigantic map table. He was commander of the XIV Corps, which comprised every soldier on Bougainville, and reports were coming in from all over the beachhead that the big Japanese attack was under way.


    He'd already made the first countermoves, ordering his planes into the air and directing forward observers to locate the positions of the Japanese artillery. These countermoves had been carried through: The American Air Corps was hounding Japanese planes away from the beach, and the Japanese artillery had been spotted. American artillery and planes were bombarding Japanese artillery sites with considerable effectiveness. Smoke shells were dropped on suspected enemy observation posts to hamper their vision.


    Now there was less pressure from Japanese artillery and aircraft, but much damage had been done already. The Americans had been shaken up by the suddenness and ferocity of the attack. General Griswold knew that the Japanese ground troops would attack soon and try to break through the American lines. He looked down at the map and waited for news of first contact with Japanese troops.


    “Attack!” shrieked Captain Kashiwagi. “Tenno heika banzai!”


    He waved his samurai sword in one hand, brandished his Nambu pistol in the other, and ran up the side of Hill 700. Behind him came the men of his company, bayonets gleaming on the ends of their Arisaka rifles. Ahead of them were the devastated bunkers of Baker Company, Twenty-third Infantry.


    The American bunkers had been subjected to a severe artillery and mortar barrage. Their walls had been blown down and soldiers lay dead on sandbags and logs. Smoke rose from the Baker Company area, and the smell of gunpowder was heavy in the air.


    Forward!” yelled Captain Kashiwagi. “Kill them all!”


    The frenzied Japanese soldiers charged up the hill, dodging around trees and shell craters, jumping over rocks and fallen trees. At their head, Captain Kashiwagi swung his sword through the air, running as fast as his long legs would carry him, hoping and praying he'd run into the American soldier who'd beaten the shit out of him.


    Meanwhile the men from Baker Company who were still alive crawled dazedly out of their holes, fixing their bayonets, hoping to receive an order to retreat, but their company commander was dead, buried under six feet of dirt; the executive officer had been wounded and was unconscious; and confusion reigned everywhere.


    The sergeants still alive tried to establish order as best they could. They ordered their men to hold fast, because they'd received no order to pull back and didn't want to take the responsibility on themselves. The frightened soldiers saw a huge number of Japanese soldiers rushing toward them, screaming at the tops of their lungs. In front of them was a tall, muscular Japanese officer swinging a samurai sword around. A GI with a BAR dropped down to his stomach and fired a burst at Captain Kashiwagi.


    The bullets flew all around Captain Kashiwagi. Their whistle was like music to his ears. He loved the sound of battle, the thrill of the attack, and in his warped, perverted mind he almost wished one of the bullets would strike him so that he could experience the ultimate final orgasm of death.


    “Banzai!” he shrieked. “Slaughter the pigs!”


    Directly in front of him were American soldiers trying to organize a skirmish line. Their sergeants ordered them to hold their ground. The platoon leader of the Second Platoon, the only officer still alive in the company, was trying to reach his battalion commander on the walkie-talkie to find out what to do.


    Captain Kashiwagi ran toward the American soldier in front of him. The American soldier was tall and skinny, his face covered with freckles, and he was only sixteen years old; he'd lied about his age when he'd enlisted. The kid looked with terror at Captain Kashiwagi bearing down on him, swinging his sword around over his head, screaming and hollering.


    The kid wanted to run away or fall down on the ground and make believe he was dead. He wished he'd never joined the Army, because it wasn't turning out to be the great adventure he'd thought it would be. He raised his rifle to his shoulder and fired a shot at Captain Kashiwagi, but his aim was wide and then Captain Kashiwagi was on top of him.


    “Banzai!” screamed Captain Kashiwagi, swinging his samurai sword sideways with all his strength.


    The razor-sharp blade sliced through the young soldier's neck. The force of the blow sent the young soldier's head flying through the air, and blood rushed out of his throat like a geyser. He dropped to the ground and Captain Kashiwagi jumped over him, firing his Nambu pistol at an American sergeant, hitting him in the chest. The sergeant was thrown backward by the impact of the bullet, and Captain Kashiwagi spun around, burying his samurai sword in the rib cage of an old American corporal, a career GI who'd been busted up and down the ranks countless times.


    Captain Kashiwagi pulled his samurai sword loose and saw a big, husky American private running toward him. For a moment he thought the soldier was the one who'd beaten him up, and new adrenaline crackled through his veins, but then he realized that this soldier was different; only his build and complexion were like the American soldier who'd clobbered him from behind.


    “Banzai!”


    The American soldier thrust his rifle and bayonet at Captain Kashiwagi's heart, and Captain Kashiwagi nimbly jumped to the side, got set, and swung his samurai sword down. The blade struck the American soldier on the collarbone, snapped it in two, and buried itself deep inside the American's rib cage.


    Captain Kashiwagi tugged at his samurai sword, but it wouldn't come loose. He tugged again, but it was stuck in the American soldier's bones and gristle. Another American soldier suddenly appeared in front of Captain Kashiwagi. The American soldier raised his rifle and bayonet to his shoulder, took aim, and fired point-blank at Captain Kashiwagi.


    Captain Kashiwagi's karate-trained instincts sent him diving toward the ground. The bullet flew over his head. Captain Kashiwagi rolled over twice, stopped suddenly, aimed his Nambu pistol, and pulled the trigger. His bullet hit the American soldier in the face and blew his head apart.


    Captain Kashiwagi returned to his samurai sword and placed both his feet on the bloody chest of the dead American. He grasped the handle of his sword, pulled hard, worked it from side to side and back and forth, and pulled again. This time it came loose.


    “Banzai!”


    Swinging the samurai sword over his head, he saw an American soldier on his hands and knees on the ground, bleeding from a head wound. The American had been knocked cold and was now trying to get up. Unsteady, blood in his eyes, the poor, unfortunate GI was looking around for his rifle when Captain Kashiwagi struck. He swung his samurai sword down at an angle and chopped the American soldier's spine in half. The American soldier jackknifed and toppled sideways onto the bloody ground.


    Captain Kashiwagi looked around, his samurai sword dripping blood. He saw his soldiers overpowering the Americans and pushing them back. Some Americans were running for their lives. Captain Kashiwagi saw a big tent in the woods in front of him. That must be their command post, he thought.


    “Banzai!”


    Captain Kashiwagi swung his samurai sword in a circle over his head as he ran toward the tent. In his left hand was his Nambu pistol, ready to fire. Exhilarated, because he knew his men were taking their objective, he felt invincible. He charged the tent. Suddenly an American soldier came out from behind a tree, holding a machete in his hand. It was Company B's first sergeant, a World War One veteran named Albert Marr, from Biloxi, Mississippi, and he was a friend of Butsko's.


    “Banzai!”


    “Banzai your ass!” muttered Sergeant Marr.


    Captain Kashiwagi swung his samurai sword downward diagonally at Sergeant Marr, and the old sergeant, who was forty-four years old, raised his machete and blocked the blow. Sparks flew into the air when steel met steel, and Captain Kashiwagi drew back to swing again.


    Sergeant Marr kicked at Captain Kashiwagi's balls. Captain Kashiwagi leaped to the side so quickly, he was a blur. Sergeant Marr backed off, because he could see that this Japanese officer was fast. The sergeant wished he had a gun, but he'd fired his .45 until it ran out of ammunition and then thrown it away.


    Captain Kashiwagi grinned as he stalked Sergeant Marr, who wished he had a hand grenade or any weapon other than a machete. Captain Kashiwagi feinted a blow at Sergeant Marr's head, and Sergeant Marr raised his machete to protect himself, opening up his lower body. Captain Kashiwagi swung sideways, his eyes glittering with joy. Sergeant Marr dropped to the ground and the blade whistled over his head. Sergeant Marr rolled over, grabbed Captain Kashiwagi's ankles, and heaved.


    Captain Kashiwagi's legs bent to the side and sent him crashing to the ground. Sergeant Marr jumped on top of him and grabbed him by the neck, pressing his thumbs against Captain Kashiwagi's Adam's apple.


    Captain Kashiwagi made a V with the fingers of his right hand and jabbed them into Sergeant Marr's eye sockets. Ser-geant Marr saw a flash of lightning and felt incredible pain deep inside his head. Instinctively he raised his hands to his face, and Captain Kashiwagi bucked like a wild horse, knocking Sergeant Marr off him.


    Captain Kashiwagi scrambled to his feet and picked up his samurai sword. Sergeant Marr heard him, but he was confused by pain and blindness and couldn't do anything. He knew he was going to die at any moment, but the old war dog wasn't afraid. He couldn't fight and he couldn't see, so he opened his mouth and bellowed defiantly at Captain Kashiwagi.


    Raising his sword, taking aim at the bloodied old soldier in front of him, Captain Kashiwagi swung down with all his strength. Sergeant Marr had lost his helmet, and the blade split his head in two like a coconut. Blood and brains flew through the air, and the old sergeant was hurled to the ground by the force of the blow.


    Captain Kashiwagi pulled his samurai sword loose and looked at the tent. He picked up his Nambu pistol and walked toward it. As he drew closer he heard someone talking, but didn't understand English. Captain Kashiwagi leaped through the tent flap and saw a young officer seated at a desk, talking on a walkie-talkie.


    “Banzai!”


    The lieutenant dropped the walkie-talkie and reached for his Colt .45, lying on the desk. Captain Kashiwagi swung his samurai sword down and chopped the American officer's hand off. The lieutenant looked with disbelief at his wrist pumping blood onto the desk, and Captain Kashiwagi fired his Nambu pistol at the American officer, hitting him in the chest.


    The bullet's impact blew the lieutenant against the wall of the tent. He slid down the canvas and lay on the floor, still alive, blood and the air from his lungs burbling out of the hole in his chest.


    Captain Kashiwagi stood over him and looked down, smiling, watching the American soldier suffer. Captain Kashiwagi had sadomasochistic tendencies in addition to his other tendencies , and the sight thrilled him. The American officer looked up at him but didn't ask for mercy, and none was given. Captain Kashiwagi raised his sword and chopped off the American officer's head.


    He heard footsteps behind him and spun around. Sergeant Kato burst into the tent. “Sir, we've captured our objective! All the Americans here are dead!”


    “Excellent,” said Captain Kashiwagi. “Magnificent. Order the men to occupy the American bunker system. Tell Lieutenant Sono to have heavy machine guns and mortars sent up here. All men must set to work immediately, repairing fortifications to withstand an American counterattack!”


    Sergeant Kato ran out of the tent to carry out his orders. Captain Kashiwagi looked down at the American officer lying on the floor, decapitated. He bent over and wiped the blood off his samurai sword with the American officer's shirt.


    

  


  
    ELEVEN . . .


    In their bunkers and foxholes the recon platoon watched Japanese soldiers charge up the hill toward them. They fired their rifles and machine guns, and their mortars lobbed shells down the hill, but the Japs kept coming anyway.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge sat in one of the forward foxholes, peering down the hill, his Colt .45 in his right hand. His men had been mortared and bombed, but they'd stayed put. The air was redolent with the smell of cordite, and shell craters were everywhere. Many bunkers had been destroyed. He had eight casualties already.


    The Japanese soldiers came closer, shrieking, brandishing their weapons. American machine guns cut them down like wheat before a scythe, but other Japanese soldiers jumped over the dead and wounded bodies of their comrades and maintained their wild banzai charge.


    Japanese officers and sergeants urged their men on. Lieutenant Breckenridge knew it would be hand-to-hand and gruesome as hell in just a few seconds. He'd already given the order to fix bayonets. Now it was time to see whether he and his men still were fighters.


    


    There was no sense in letting the Japs have all the momen-turn. It would be better to smack into them and fight them on the go. Lieutenant Breckenridge climbed out of his foxhole and raised his pistol hand high in the air.


    “Up and at ‘em, recon platoon! Follow me!”


    He jumped forward and ran down the hill toward the Japanese soldiers. Behind him the men from the recon platoon scrambled out of their holes and emerged from their bunkers. They saw Lieutenant Breckenridge on his way down the hill and fell in behind him, stretching out into a long skirmish line, howling and bellowing, knowing it would be do or die in just a few moments.


    “Forward!” yelled Lieutenant Breckenridge.


    “Banzai!” shrieked the Japanese officer leading his men up the hill.


    The two sides came together and clashed near the summit of Hill 700. Men grunted as they tried to stab each other with bayonets. Shots rang out from the rifles and pistols of those who had time to take aim. Soldiers howled as their guts were torn out of their stomachs. GIs swung machetes, and Japanese officers and sergeants wielded samurai swords. Soldiers tried to kick each other's balls and gouge out each other's eyes. Bodies fell to the ground, dripping blood.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge fired his Colt .45 point-blank at a squat, round-faced Japanese soldier. The bullet made a little hole going through the Japanese soldier's chest, but when it blew out his back it took the Japanese soldier's lungs and heart with it. Lieutenant Breckenridge fired at another Japanese sol-dier at close range and the big bullet tore most of the Japanese soldier's head off his shoulders.


    Crouching, gritting his teeth, Lieutenant Breckenridge fired at a Japanese sergeant holding a samurai sword over his head with both hands, and the Japanese sergeant caught the bullet in his lower abdomen, scattering his shit all over the landscape. Swinging to the side, Lieutenant Breckenridge shot down a Japanese soldier charging with rifle and bayonet. The Japanese soldier tripped over his feet and tumbled to the ground, his intestines hanging out of his back.


    Blam!


    


    A Japanese bullet zipped through the fleshy part of Lieu-tenant Breckenridge's upper leg; it felt as if a flaming shaft had been thrust into him. So sudden and terrible was the pain that he hollered and dropped to his knees on the ground. He looked up and saw a Japanese officer holding a Nambu pistol in both hands, aiming at him for another shot.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge raised his Colt .45 quickly and pulled the trigger. His bullet went over the Japanese officer's head but it made him flinch, and at that moment Longtree came out of nowhere, thrusting the bayonet on the end of his rifle into the Japanese officer's left kidney.


    The Japanese officer shrieked and reached back to cover the hole with the back of his hand. Longtree yanked out his bayonet and thrust forward again, burying it to the hilt into a Japanese private who'd run within range to help his wounded commanding officer. Blood gushed out of the Japanese private's chest and Longtree pulled back, freeing the bayonet for more fighting.


    Two Japanese soldiers attacked him from his blind side. Longtree heard them coming and spun around. He parried aside the rifle and bayonet of the Japanese soldier on the left, dodged the bayonet of the one on the right and kicked him in the balls, then dodged a thrust from the Japanese soldier on the left and bashed him in the face with his rifle butt.


    The Japanese soldier sagged to the ground, unconscious but not dead, and Longtree turned his attention to the one he'd kicked in the balls, because he wanted to run him through. He angled his rifle to accomplish this, and suddenly a shot rang out. The bullet came so close, Longtree could feel its heat as it passed his cheek. Longtree looked up and saw a Japanese soldier aiming a rifle at him, its butt tucked into his shoulder. Longtree stretched his legs and charged the Japanese soldier. He expected the Japanese soldier to shoot him down, and Longtree let out an Apache war whoop. The Japanese soldier pulled the trigger on his Arisaka rifle.


    Click!


    The clip was empty. The Japanese soldier's eyes opened wide with horror, because the tables had suddenly turned. Longtree, still war-whooping, spitting, and sweating, rammed his bayonet into the chest of the Japanese soldier with such force that the tip of the bayonet protruded from the Japanese soldier's back.


    The Japanese soldier hung, gasping, from the end of Longtree's bayonet. The Japanese raised his hands and tried to pull the bayonet out of his chest as Longtree held him in the air and watched with fascination. Blood dripped like ribbons around the Japanese soldier's fingers as he struggled with the blade of the bayonet. Blood flowed out his mouth and suddenly he went limp, his hands dropping to his sides. Longtree let out a victorious shout and heaved the dead Jap over his shoulder like hay on the end of a pitchfork.


    The ground was covered with the bodies of dead Japanese soldiers. The men still standing stumbled around on limbs and torsos in the press of the struggle as they tried to kill each other. Private Jimmy O'Rourke lost his footing when he put his fist into the armpit of a dead Japanese soldier and fell on his ass just as he was about to bash a live Japanese soldier in the face.


    The Japanese soldier couldn't believe his good fortune. A moment ago he had been sure he was about to die; the next moment his attacker lay at his feet.


    “Banzai!” screamed the Japanese soldier, raising the butt of his rifle in the air, about to harpoon Jimmy O'Rourke.


    The ex-movie stuntman rolled to the side and the bayonet sank into the chest of a dead Japanese soldier who had been lying underneath O'Rourke. The Japanese soldier attacking O'Rourke tried to pull his bayonet loose, but it was stuck in the ribs of the dead Japanese. O'Rourke saw a Ka-bar jungle knife lying on the ground nearby. He picked it up and jumped to his feet, taking a swipe at the Japanese soldier.


    The blade of the Ka-bar knife ripped open the Japanese soldier's biceps. He turned around to grab O'Rourke's wrist, but O'Rourke was too fast for him, punching upward with the knife, burying it into the Japanese soldier's breakfast. The Japanese soldier's eyes rolled into his head, and O'Rourke pulled his knife out, letting the Japanese soldier crumple onto the ground.


    “Banzai!”


    


    O'Rourke dodged to the side and narrowly missed being stabbed by a Japanese bayonet on the end of an Arisaka rifle. The Japanese soldier who'd made this play was off-balance, and O'Rourke pounced on him from behind, wrapping his left arm around the Japanese soldier's throat, stabbing the knife into his bladder. Blood and piss spewed out and Jimmy O'Rourke darted backward to get out of the way.


    Wildly excited, O'Rourke danced around on the balls of his feet like a prizefighter. He saw a Japanese officer lying on the ground, blood dripping from his mouth and chest, holding a Nambu pistol with both his shaky hands, trying to draw a bead on him as he bobbed and weaved.


    Blam!


    The bullet struck the dirt at Jimmy O'Rourke's feet and O'Rourke jumped into the air, landing with both feet on the Japanese officer's head, mashing the Japanese's face into the muck. Dropping to his knees on the Japanese officer's back, Jimmy jabbed the knife into his neck. Then Jimmy hopped to his feet and looked around for someone else to kill.


    To his astonishment, he could see no more Japanese soldiers.


    Blood poured down Lieutenant Breckenridge's leg as he limped over the bodies of dead Japanese soldiers. He carried his Colt .45 in his right hand and a Nambu pistol in his left hand; both of them were smoking. He was woozy from loss of blood as he tried to focus his blurred vision on what was going on. It appeared as if the Japs were running away.


    Then he blacked out from loss of blood.


    “Medic!” cried Craig Delane, who was Lieutenant Breckenridge's runner and always near him.


    Private Gundy jumped over a stack of dead Japanese soldiers and landed beside Lieutenant Breckenridge. He dropped to his knees and saw the wound in Lieutenant Breckenridge's leg. He didn't seem to be bleeding anywhere else. His pulse was weak but steady.


    Gundy cut open Lieutenant Breckenridge's pants and examined the ugly, bloody gash. Nearby, Sergeant Cameron realized he was senior man in the recon platoon.


    


    “Everybody, back to the ditches!” he shouted. “Take the wounded with you!”


    The GIs grabbed their wounded buddies and dragged them up the hill. Craig Delane helped Private Gundy with Lieutenant Breckenridge, who moaned softly as his head lolled from side to side. They dumped him into the first empty foxhole and dived in with him. Gundy opened his haversack, realizing the Japs would counterattack at any moment. He took out blood coagulant and poured it on the wound. The flowing blood washed much of it away, but Gundy kept sprinkling and the blood slowed down.


    “He looks terribly pale,” said Craig Delane, who had been a rich playboy before the war.


    “He'll be okay,” Gundy replied.


    Sergeant Cameron ran around the recon platoon positions like a wild man. “Load your weapons! The Japs are coming back! Get ready!”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge opened his eyes to halfway. “What's going on?”


    Gundy was tying on a big bandage. “You'll be okay, sir.”


    “Where am I?”


    “On Hill 700, sir.”


    “Where are the Japs?”


    “They retreated, sir, but we expect them to come back.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge blinked as he recalled recent events. He looked around and focused on the recon platoon, which was getting ready for the next Jap attack.


    “Delane, call Colonel Hutchins!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Delane pushed the button of the walkie-talkie, spoke some code words, waited, and heard some static. Finally Lieutenant Harper came on. Lieutenant Harper had been one of Colonel Stockton's aides, then Colonel Hutchins had inherited him. Craig Delane passed the walkie-talkie to Lieutenant Breckenridge.


    “Harper,” said Lieutenant Breckenridge, “you'd better tell Colonel Hutchins that we need reinforcements. We've repulsed one Jap attack, but I don't think we can hold them again.”


    “T'll tell the colonel!”


    


    Lieutenant Breckenridge listened to static and whistles. Suddenly Colonel Hutchins's voice boomed inside his head.


    “What the hell do you mean, you don't think you can hold your position?”


    “Sir, we pushed the Japs back once, but only barely. I've lost a lot of men. I'm wounded myself. You've got to send us reinforcements, because if the Japs come up here again, they'll wipe us out.”


    “They'll wipe you out only if you let them wipe you out! I've got no reinforcements to send you! You're gonna hold that line, young Lieutenant, I'm dependin’ on you to hold that line. Over and out!”


    The connection went dead. Lieutenant Breckenridge handed the walkie-talkie back to Craig Delane, thinking of how much Colonel Hutchins sounded like his old coach at the University of Virginia. “Hold that line!” This is just like a football game, Lieutenant Breckenridge thought, bending and raising himself unsteadily. The main difference is that you don't get killed if you lose a football game.


    “I don't think you should stand up, sir,” cautioned Gundy.


    “Take care of the other wounded! That's an order!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge limped across his line and looked down the hill. The free-fire zone was littered with dead Japanese soldiers and some corpses from the recon platoon. Beyond the free-fire zone was the jungle, and Lieutenant Breckenridge suspected it was full of Japs.


    “Sergeant Cameron!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Lay a mortar barrage on that jungle down there!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge took out a cigarette and lit it up, but it only made him woozier. He held the cigarette between his fingers and examined his line. Foxholes that had held two soldiers were now empty or held just one. Sandbagged bunkers that had sheltered four men now sheltered two or three. Much ammunition had been exploded. The men were tired.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge drew his Colt .45 and waved it over his head. “We're gonna hold this line! The Japs are not passing this line! We stopped them before and we'll stop them again!”


    The bloody, battered men of the recon platoon watched Lieutenant Breckenridge rant and rave and wave his service pistol around. They saw the big bandage on his leg and knew he was half out of his mind, but so were they. Angered by pain, their hearts pumping wildly, they swore to stay put and fight until they couldn't fight any more.


    “Here they come!”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge squinted and saw bunches of Japs debouching from the jungle below.


    “Open fire!”


    American machine guns chattered and M 1 rifles rapid-fired. Japs in the front wave dropped to the ground, but more Japs poured out of the woods. Lieutenant Breckenridge realized the Japs were serious about taking the hill, because they were sending in a great number of troops.


    “Mow ‘em down!” screamed Lieutenant Breckenridge.


    “I think you'd better take cover, sir,” said Craig Delane, lying a few feet away.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge dropped into the foxhole with Delane and peered over the rim. A horde of Japanese soldiers advanced on the run, shaking their rifles and screaming fanatically. Japanese soldiers were shot down and their comrades jumped over their bodies, scrambling toward the top of the hill. Tommy Shaw from the First Squad manned one of the .30-caliber machine guns and swung it from side to side on its transverse mechanism, mowing down Japanese soldiers, but still they came. The other machine gunners in the platoon raked the charging Japanese soldiers while GIs with M 1s killed them one at a time, but they couldn't stop the seething mass of soldiers.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge loaded .45-caliber bullets into the clip of his Colt. He tapped the clip into the butt of the pistol and pulled back the top to ram a round into the chamber. Looking up, he saw that the Japs were only a few yards away.


    “Up and at ‘em!” Lieutenant Breckenridge screamed.


    He jumped out of the foxhole and collapsed on his wounded leg, falling to his side. A Japanese soldier appeared over him, holding his rifle and bayonet like a lance. Lieutenant Breckenridge fired up at him. The bullet pierced the soft meat under the Jap's chin, burrowed through his brain, and blew out the back of his skull, carrying just about everything inside with it.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge tried to stand, but his wounded leg gave no support. He perched himself on one knee and shot at a Jap running toward him. The Jap was killed instantly by Lieutenant Breckenridge's bullet, because the bullet made a hole through the Japanese soldier's heart. The Japanese soldier tumbled to the ground and slid to a stop in front of Lieutenant Breckenridge, who looked up to see three Japanese soldiers charging him shoulder to shoulder. He aimed at the one on the left and squeezed the trigger.


    Blam! Blam! Blam!


    The three Japanese soldiers collapsed onto the ground and made a small human wall of flesh in front of Lieutenant Breckenridge, who held his Colt .45 steady and pulled the trigger again.


    Blam! Blam!


    Two more Japanese soldiers tripped over their feet and landed asshole over teakettle on the ground.


    Blam!


    Lieutenant Breckenridge fired another shot and sent a Japanese soldier on the journey to meet his ancestors, but Lieutenant Breckenridge realized that Japanese soldiers were passing him on the left and right. Glancing around, he saw his men fighting hand-to-hand with the Japanese soldiers, but most of the enemy was getting through! The position was overrun! He had not held the line!


    A stout Japanese sergeant ran toward Lieutenant Breckenridge, and the lieutenant took aim. The Japanese soldier had a mustache and a bandage wrapped around his head. He didn't see Lieutenant Breckenridge kneeling there until it was too late. Lieutenant Breckenridge squeezed the trigger of his Army-issue regulation Colt .45.


    Click!


    It was empty. “Son of a bitch!”


    The Japanese soldier aimed his rifle and bayonet at Lieutenant Breckenridge and pushed forward. Lieutenant Breckenridge dropped his pistol and grabbed the barrel of the Japanese soldier's rifle. The barrel was hot, because the Jap had been firing it, but Lieutenant Breckenridge hung on.


    The Japanese soldier tried to yank his rifle loose. Lieutenant Breckenridge pulled the other way. The two struggled to gain control of the rifle, grunting and gritting their teeth. Lieutenant Breckenridge was the stronger man, but he was lying on the ground in a position that didn't give him much leverage, and loss of blood was making him weaker.


    The Japanese soldier could see that Lieutenant Breckenridge was having trouble. With a murderous gleam in his eye, the Japanese soldier pushed his rifle and bayonet forward, leaning on it with all his weight.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge pushed back, sweating running in rivulets down his face, but the bayonet came closer to his heart. He tried to deflect it but he couldn't do that, either. Slowly, gradually, the distance diminished between the tip of the bayonet and Lieutenant Breckenridge's chest, and Lieutenant Breckenridge realized he was a goner. He pushed harder, trying to save his life, but he didn't have the leverage or strength. The tip of the bayonet came to within two inches of Lieutenant Breckenridge's chest.


    Blam!


    A bullet entered the side of the Japanese soldier's neck and exited the other side, taking blood and throat tissue with it. The rifle went slack in Lieutenant Breckenridge's hands, and he pushed it away. The Japanese soldier fell on his ass, blood squirting out of his demolished jugular vein.


    A short, husky GI jumped over the dead Japanese soldier, carrying a Colt .45 in one hand and a Nambu in the other. Lieutenant Breckenridge didn't recognize him immeidately from the back; then the GI turned to the side and Lieutenant Breckenridge recognized Jimmy O'Rourke from Hollywood, California.


    Jimmy O'Rourke swaggered across the battlefield like John Wayne on location in Dodge City. Japanese soldiers swarmed all around him and O'Rourke shot them down, one after the other, firing the Colt with his right hand and the Nambu with his left.


    


    A Japanese sergeant with samurai sword raised in the air ran toward him, and Jimmy O'Rourke shot him in the mouth. Two Japanese soldiers with rifles and bayonets charged him and Jimmy O'Rourke gunned them down. A Japanese officer with a Nambu pistol appeared through the smoke and confusion. Both men aimed at each other, but Jimmy beat the Japanese officer to the trigger.


    Blam!


    The bullet hit the Japanese officer on the chest and spun him around, blood gushing from the hole. The Japanese officer collapsed and Jimmy felt fantastic, as if nothing could harm him. Firing the pistols, shooting down Japanese soldiers, he wished a movie camera could be focused on him, because he was giving the performance of his life. His legs spread apart and bent like a gunfighter, he shot a Japanese soldier with the Nambu, raised the barrel, blew the smoke away, and shot another Japanese soldier with the Colt, blowing the smoke from that gun also.


    I could be such a star, he thought excitedly. If only those big movie producers could see me now. I could be the next Clark Gable, or Errol Flynn, or Gary Cooper. I'd be so rich. Girls would love me.


    Blam!


    Jimmy felt a firestorm in his stomach. It lifted him up and threw him on his back. He blacked out for a few moments, and when he opened his eyes he was looking up at the bayonet on the end of an Arisaka rifle. A Japanese soldier was standing over him, about to stick it in.


    Whump!


    A rifle butt came from nowhere and clobbered the Japanese soldier on the top of his head, caving in his skull. Blood squirted out of the Japanese soldier's nose, eyes, ears, and mouth, and the force of the blow threw him to the ground.


    Jimmy narrowed his eyes and tried to focus, but the battlefield was covered with diaphanous black curtains. It was hard to see anything, and he had the worst stomachache of his life. He wished the camera could move in for a close-up of his face, which was covered with dirt, sweat, and suffering. He could win an Academy Award for his performance. He saw the big gold Oscar float before his eyes, and then it and the battlefield faded away, along with his pain.


    His savior had been Sergeant Gomez, wielding his M 1 rifle like a baseball bat. He was working in tandem with Sergeant Cameron, who carried his M 1 the same way. They hollered and rampaged across the battlefield, Gomez hitting them low and Sergeant Cameron hitting them high.


    Japanese soldiers charged toward them. The two noncoms from the recon platoon waded through them, slamming them to shit. Cameron was tall and lanky and Gomez was on the short side, a former pachuco from Los Angeles. Five Japanese soldiers ran toward them, bayonets fixed on the ends of their rifles. One Japanese soldier fired a shot that missed the two noncoms, and the rest charged, screaming “Banzai!”


    Gomez swung from the side and broke the arm of a Japanese soldier. The Japanese soldier gritted his teeth in pain. Gomez danced back, darted forward, and smashed a Japanese bayonet away from him, whacking a Japanese soldier in the face, fracturing the front of his skull. With the next swing, Gomez slugged a Japanese soldier on the shoulder, knocking him off-balance, and then slugged him on the side, fracturing three ribs.


    Meanwhile, Sergeant Cameron was clobbering Japanese soldiers left and right. His long, sinewy arms enabled him to shellac them before they came close enough to kill him. With a firm downward motion he hit a Japanese soldier on top of his head, flattening his skull and mashing his brains. Swinging upward and slightly to the side, he hit a Japanese soldier on the chin, nearly tearing the Jap's head off his shoulders. Swinging to the side, he landed the butt of his rifle on a Japanese soldier's ear, mangling eardrum, ear bones, and skull into a bloody mess.


    A Japanese bayonet ripped across Sergeant Cameron's shoulder, but that didn't stop him; it only made him madder. He glared at the Japanese soldier, who reversed the position of his rifle and punched the butt toward Sergeant Cameron's face. Sergeant Cameron ducked, swung his elbow up, and buried it in the Japanese soldier's groin. The Japanese soldier bellowed, dropped his rifle, and grasped his family jewels in both his hands. Sergeant Cameron swung his rifle and smashed the Jap on the side of his head, giving him a concussion and making him fall to the ground.


    Meanwhile, behind the Twenty-third Regiment's main line, Nutsy Gafooley was digging a new latrine for Colonel Hutchins. He heard the sound of fighting in the distance but had no idea the Japs had breached the line in several places. No one told him to stop digging the latrine, so he kept digging it. In the heat of the battle, everyone had forgotten about Nutsy Gafooley.


    Nutsy had been a hobo in civilian life, riding the rails during the Depression, sleeping in flophouses and on park benches, begging for handouts on street corners. He hadn't been able to find a job, and now that he had one, he tried to do everything well. Colonel Hutchins wanted his latrine deep, wide, and airy. He didn't want to use the same latrine Colonel Stockton had used, because it was getting filled up. Colonel Hutchins didn't mind smelling his own shit, but he didn't want to smell Colonel Stockton's shit.


    As Nutsy dug the hole he thought about a certain mission house in Atlanta, Georgia, where he'd listened to a sermon from a sexy woman preacher before they'd let him eat the watery, stenchy beef stew. He was snapped out of his reverie by shouts nearby. Nutsy was hidden by bushes, because Colonel Hutchins wanted his latrine to be completely private. Parting the leaves with his fingers, Nutsy saw Japs running through the headquarters area, chasing American soldiers!


    Nutsy thought he was having a nightmare. He pinched himself but he didn't wake up. How did the Japs get all the way back here? Why didn't somebody stop them? Nutsy wondered what to do.


    His hair stood on end when he realized that a Japanese soldier was pointing at him. The Japanese soldier alerted three others and they ran in Nutsy's direction. One of them fired a wild shot that flew high over Nutsy's head, making him flinch.


    Where's my fucking rifle? Nutsy thought. He dashed back to the hole he was digging and saw his rifle leaning against a tree. As he was reaching for it the four Japanese soldiers burst into the clearing. They looked at Nutsy, paused for a moment, and then charged him all at once.


    Nutsy picked up his rifle but he knew he didn't have a chance against the four Japanese soldiers. He threw his rifle at them and ran away, but his rifle was knocked to the ground by their rifles and they chased him. Something told him he wasn't going to get away, and then he saw the pitchfork.


    He picked it up and turned to face them. The pitchfork was much longer than their rifles and bayonets, and that helped even everything out. But one of the Japs thought he'd be cute. Licking his chops, the Jap lowered his rifle and aimed it at Nutsy, working the bolt.


    Nutsy threw the pitchfork like a harpoon, and two of the tines went all the way through the Japanese soldier's neck, rocking him back on his heels. Nutsy picked up his shovel, swung to the side, and slammed a Japanese soldier on the ear. He lunged forward and thrust the blade of the shovel into the throat of the next Japanese soldier, severing his windpipe, and then tried to do the same with the last standing Japanese soldier, but the Japanese soldier parried the shovel to the side and brought his rifle butt around, zooming it toward Nutsy's head.


    Nutsy leaned backward and the Japanese soldier's rifle butt whizzed past his nose. Nutsy swung the shovel sideways and its blade clipped the Japanese soldier on the cheek, opening a cut three inches long but not enough to stop him.


    Bleeding from the wound, the Japanese soldier turned to face Nutsy Gafooley. Nutsy held the shovel tightly in his hands. Both men looked into each other's eyes. The Japanese soldier held his rifle and bayonet at chest level. Each man wanted to run away but couldn't, because he knew the other one would cut him down from behind. They couldn't talk the whole thing over because they didn't speak each other's language. They had to fight it out.


    The Japanese soldier stomped his left foot on the ground, hoping to fake Nutsy out, but Nutsy was an old faker from way back, and you can't fake a faker. Nutsy twisted his shovel around swiftly and poked the Japanese soldier on the cheek with the handle. This sudden move took the Japanese soldier by surprise, and Nutsy poked again, this time harder.


    It was a lucky poke, because the handle of the shovel hit the Japanese soldier in the eye, pushing his eyeball an inch into his head. The Japanese soldier screamed in pain, and Nutsy kicked upward, burying the front of his combat boot into the Japanese soldier's balls, flattening them like two little pancakes.


    The Japanese soldier shrieked and was lifted six inches off the ground by the force of Nutsy's kick. Nutsy swung the shovel downward diagonally and its blade severed the Jap's neck and shoulder muscles. The Jap staggered, blinking his eyes in pain, trying to hold his rifle and bayonet up to protect himself, when he really wanted to reach down and hold his poor aching balls.


    Nutsy smashed the handle of the shovel into the Japanese soldier's mouth, knocking out the Japanese's front teeth and sending him reeling. The Jap leaned to one side and then to another. He rocked forward and then fell backward. Nutsy jumped onto his face with both combat boots and stomped him to death.


    Sergeant Major Ramsay ran into Colonel Hutchins's office. “Sir, Japs have broken into the Headquarters Company area!”


    Colonel Hutchins looked up from his map. He'd heard the sounds of fighting but hadn't thought the Japs were that close. He couldn't believe they were in the Headquarters Company area. “Are you sure?”


    A Japanese bullet zipped through a wall of the tent, passed between Sergeant Major Ramsay and Colonel Hutchins, and exited through the opposite wall. The sergeant major and the colonel looked at each other for a long, pregnant moment, the awareness of looming catastrophe confronting them. Colonel Hutchins drew his Colt .45 and rammed a round into the chamber.


    “Let's go, Sergeant!”


    Colonel Hutchins was half drunk, but that didn't make him stupid. He stormed out of the tent and saw Japs running through the Headquarters Company area, shooting and bayoneting American soldiers, ripping down tents, outnumbering and overwhelming Colonel Hutchins's men.


    


    Some Japs noticed Colonel Hutchins and veered toward him. Colonel Hutchins dropped to one knee, held his Colt .45 in both hands, and squeezed off the rounds one after another. He couldn't miss at such close range, and Japanese soldiers were knocked off their feet by the big .45-caliber bullets.


    “Stop the bastards!” Colonel Hutchins yelled. “We can do it!”


    Sergeant Major Ramsay, carrying a carbine, joined Colonel Hutchins and raised the butt of the carbine to his shoulder, aiming at a Japanese soldier.


    Blam!


    The Japanese soldier fell backward. Other Japanese soldiers in the area saw the two Americans and veered toward them. Colonel Hutchins and Sergeant Major Ramsay became surrounded by charging Japanese soldiers, and knew they couldn't hold out much longer. One of the more intelligent Japanese soldiers stopped charging and fired a shot at Colonel Hutchins. The bullet smacked into the ground near Colonel Hutchins's knee, but the colonel didn't change position and barely flinched. Calmly and coolly, he leveled his .45 at the Japanese soldier and shot him down, then moved the pistol an inch to the right and fired at another Japanese soldier.


    Click!


    His pistol was empty. He unsnapped his cartridge pouch, took out another clip of bullets, ejected the empty clip, and slapped the new clip in. The Japs came closer and he fired point-blank at one only ten feet away. The Jap's knees buckled and Colonel Hutchins thought he'd be dead within the next minute.


    Moving his pistol to the left, he shot another Japanese soldier and then a third. Japs swarmed around and drew closer. One was an officer with a Nambu pistol; he fired at Colonel Hutchins, hitting him in the shoulder. Colonel Hutchins's torso was rocked back three inches, but he was so drunk and excited, he felt no pain. Sergeant Ramsay was shot in the chest by another Japanese soldier, into whose face Colonel Hutchins's steady hand fired a bullet from only six feet away. Ramsay collapsed onto the ground, and Colonel Hutchins got to his feet, blood oozing out of a hole in his shoulder. He fired his Colt .45 as fast as he could pull the trigger, spinning and ducking through the Japs all around him. So intense was the action that he didn't hear the truck coming.


    Butsko and the men in the battered duece-and-a-half truck heard the fighting when they were halfway up Hill 700.


    “Step on the gas!” Butsko said to Shilansky.


    Butsko looked at the speedometer: The truck was traveling at only thirty miles an hour. Steam spewed out of the radiator and the engine kept missing. A trail of black oil drops followed the vehicle.


    In the back, Bannon and the others heard the fighting on top of the hill. They gripped their Thompson submachine guns and looked around the cab, trying to see what was going on.


    The truck neared the top of the hill and leveled off. The GIs saw tents but no soldiers. They passed a field kitchen, but no cooks were there. The sound of rifle shots came closer. The truck burst into a clearing and the GIs saw Japs running wild near Colonel Hutchins's tent.


    “Head right for the middle of them!” Butsko yelled, then opened the door. He stepped out onto the running board, hooked his arm around the mirror, and fired his submachine gun into the thick of Japs.


    Behind him, Bannon and Frankie La Barbara perched on the roof of the cab and fired down at the Japs. In back, on both sides of the bed, the other GIs fired their Thompson submachine guns at the Japs.


    Eight GIs with automatic weapons had tremendous firepower, and a hail of bullets flew into the Japanese soldiers. Behind the wheel of the deuce-and-a-half, biting his lower lip, Shilansky steered toward them. The Japs ran to get out of the way. The GIs on the truck chopped them down with machine-gun bullets.


    Shilansky saw a crowd of Japs near Colonel Hutchins's tent and yanked the wheel around, stomping the gas pedal and heading for them. As he drew closer he could see they were converging on two Americans. One of the Americans was prostrate and motionless on the ground.


    Shilansky recognized Colonel Hutchins bobbing and weaving, firing his Colt .45 at the Japs. Butsko saw him, too, and aimed his Thompson submachine gun into the sea of Japanese soldiers. So did the men in back of the track. Shilansky drove directly at Colonel Hutchins, and the Japs who still were alive fled for their lives, but many of them weren't fast enough and joined their fallen comrades on the ground. The GIs on the truck mowed down huge bunches of Japs running to get away, and those killed or wounded were mashed beneath the big wheels of the two-and-a-half-ton truck.


    Colonel Hutchins saw the Japanese soldiers running away from him. He turned and saw the deuce and a half bearing down on him. Two men stood on the roof of the cab, firing submachine guns; Butsko was on the running board; and more were in back. They'd blanketed the clearing with dead Japs, and the truck screeched to a stop beside Colonel Hutchins.


    Butsko jumped down from the running board. “You all right, sir?”


    Colonel Hutchins tried to get a grip on reality. He had been ready to die, and now he was alive, talking to Sergeant Butsko, his old drinking buddy from his days in Manila. “Where've you come from?”


    “The beach. What the hell are all these Japs doing back here?”


    “They've broken through.”


    “Where's everybody?”


    “Dead or wounded or run out.”


    “Where's the recon platoon?”


    Colonel Hutchins pointed toward the front. “That way, last thing I heard.”


    “I'll send a medic back here.”


    Butsko jumped up on the running board of the truck and pointed in the direction Colonel Hutchins had indicated. “That way!”


    Shilansky kicked the gas pedal and the truck lumbered away. Colonel Hutchins looked at his left shoulder; it was covered with blood, which dripped down his arm.


    “Good God,” he muttered. “I think I need a drink.”


    He reached into his pocket and took out his flask, unscrewing the top and raising it to his lips. Leaning back, he let the burning liquid trickle down his throat. While in that position, he passed out from loss of blood and the shock of the alcohol entering his system. He collapsed onto his back and the flask fell out of his hand, landing on the ground beside him, its contents spilling onto the ground.


    Private Shilansky drove away from the headquarters area and into the jungle. The road twisted and turned; then he came to another clearing where GIs and Japanese soldiers were locked in hand-to-hand combat. Shilansky drove his truck straight toward them, blowing the horn and shouting at the top of his lungs. The GIs and Japanese soldiers stopped what they were doing for a few seconds to see what was happening as the truck bore down on them. Shilansky hit the brakes and the truck skidded to a stop.


    The men from the recon platoon jumped down from the truck and ran toward the melee. The Japs turned toward them and charged. Butsko and the others ran into the middle of the fight, firing their submachine guns at close range so that they wouldn't hit any Americans. The Japanese soldiers wilted before the shower of submachine-gun bullets, and those who tried to flee were shot in the back. The air was filled with the roar of submachine-gun fire; the sound was so loud that it made everybody's ears ring.


    In a few minutes all the Japs were dead or wounded. Lieutenant Atkins of Charlie Company looked at Butsko in amazement.


    “You showed up in the nick of time.”


    “Anybody seen the recon platoon?”


    Lieutenant Atkins looked at Butsko and the others. “Aren't you the recon platoon?”


    “We're only part of it.”


    “I haven't seen the other part.”


    Butsko looked around, trying to orient himself. He determined where the recon platoon's position had been and pointed in that direction.


    “Go that way!” he said to Shilansky. “Everybody else back in the truck!”


    The men jumped into the rear of the truck. Butsko took his position on the running board and Shilansky got behind the wheel. Shilansky shifted into gear, let up the clutch, and hit the gas. The old deuce and a half careened across the clearing and entered the jungle. Shilansky steered around trees and easing over shell craters. The jungle thinned out after fifty yards and the truck roared into another clearing being overrun by Japs. The Americans in the area had already fled and the Japs were speeding toward the American rear. They were led by an officer waving a samurai sword in the air.


    “Banzai!”


    Shilansky steered toward the mass of Japanese soldiers, and the ones on the right became aware of the truck bouncing toward them. When they turned to see what was going on, the GIs on the truck opened fire with their machine guns, wiping out most of that flank. Shilansky continued to aim the truck at the biggest groups of scattering Japanese. The GIs fired their submachine guns from behind the cab, cutting a swathe through the Japanese detachment.


    The Japs fled in all directions, trying to escape from the path of the truck. A few brave ones stood their ground and raised their rifles to fire at the GIs, and a few managed to get off some wild shots, but then they were ripped apart by submachine-gun fire. Shilansky drove over the dead and wounded Japs, crunching their bones as the withering hail of submachine-gun fire blew down still more of the enemy. Shilansky headed toward a road at the other end of the clearing, leaving behind stacks of dead Japs.


    Shilansky stepped on the gas when he reached the road. He took the first corner with the truck listing hard to the left. A column of Japs appeared on the road in front of him, heading in his direction. The Japs saw the truck, stopped, blinked, and leaped into the woods. The truck roared past and the GIs fired at the backs of the fleeing Japs, shooting down about a third of them. Shilansky accelerated as they rumbled down the straightaway. He cut the wheel and turned the next corner, skidding around it on two wheels, while the soldiers in back held on for dear life.


    Ahead was the M Company area, where the Americans were making a gallant last stand in a network of bunkers dug into a ridge. The Japs were attacking up the side of the ridge, exchanging fire with machine gunners in the bunkers. The old deuce and a half drove up behind the Japs, who turned around to see what was making all the horrible noise.


    They saw the truck speeding toward them, with Butsko hanging on to the right running board, firing his submachine gun; Bannon and Frankie La Barbara on top of the cab, standing up and holding their submachine guns tight to their waists, spraying out lead; and the other GIs in back of the truck, their submachine guns also blazing.


    The first bursts of submachine-gun fire stopped the Japanese charge cold in its tracks. The Japs couldn't go up and they couldn't go down. All they could do was stand in the middle of the murderous crossfire or get down on their stomachs; but that didn't do any good, because when they lay full-length on the hill, their bodies became easy targets for the submachine guns.


    Shilansky stopped the truck at the base of the hill and the GIs poured bullets into the Japs, while the soldiers in the bunkers ripped them up from the other side. It was a massacre. When all the Japs were dead or wounded, Butsko turned to Shilansky.


    “Move it out!”


    Shilansky jerked the wheel to the left and hit the gas. The truck rolled onto a road, passed through some thick jungle, and emerged in the George Company area, which was swarming with Japanese soldiers looting tents.


    George Company had retreated, leaving everything behind, and the Japs were looking for souvenirs. Some had American walkie-talkies hanging from their necks. A few had US Army Colt .45s tucked into their belts. Several had found American food and were gobbling cake and canned fruit. One Japanese soldier stared at a picture of a blond American girl and thought she was the strangest-looking creature he'd ever seen in his life.


    Shilansky drove the deuce and a half into the middle of the George Company area, taking the Japs by surprise. The GIs fired at the Japs from the truck, mowing them down, and Shilansky gleefully drove up and down the rows of tents, circling around to make sure no Japs could get away. The Japs ran one way and then the other, weighed down by their loot, and the GIs leveled streams of .45-caliber bullets at them. A few Japs made it to safety in the jungle, but the rest were wiped out.


    Shilansky found a road heading south. He steered onto it and kicked the gas pedal. The truck bounced and rolled through a forest, then came to the L Company bivouac. Near the command post a detachment of Japanese soldiers were lining up twenty American prisoners of war, who stood with their hands clasped behind their backs, many of them bloody from wounds and beatings.


    Butsko became enraged. It reminded him of the Bataan Death March, the most horrific experience of his life. “Charge!” he screamed.


    Shilansky sped toward the Japanese soldiers and their prisoners. The Japanese soldiers hid behind their prisoners and fired at the GIs on the truck, and the GIs ducked as Shilansky steered toward the Japs and American POWs. Shilansky saw a Japanese soldier raise his rifle and take aim at him. The ex–bank robber ducked down in the seat and the bullet exploded through the windshield, burrowing into the metal behind the place where his head had been.


    The Japanese soldiers and their prisoners ran out of the way of the truck. Shilansky slammed on the brakes and crashed into the big walled L Company CP, knocking down tent poles and running over the company commander's desk. The truck came to a stop and the GIs jumped down, chasing the Japanese soldiers, gunning them down. The American POWs picked up the Arisaka rifles belonging to the dead Japanese soldiers and helped the men from the recon platoon. Some Japs stood their ground and fought, but the firepower of the Thompson submachine guns was too much for them. A few ran away. The L Company area was won back in five minutes.


    “Who's in charge here?” Butsko asked.


    An old sergeant, bleeding from a cut on his cheek, stepped forward. “I am.”


    “You think you can hold this area?”


    “I think so.”


    


    “Anybody know where the recon platoon is?”


    The sergeant pointed. “I believe they were yonder.”


    Butsko jumped back onto the running board. “Let's get out of here!”


    The rest of the recon platoon men dived into the rear of the truck and loaded their Thompson submachine guns as Shilansky steered around trees and made a wide turn past the L Company latrine. Standing on top of the cab, Bannon and Frankie La Barbara looked down into the latrine and saw a dead American soldier lying on top of all the shit.


    “What a way to go,” Frankie said.


    Shilansky came to a road. “Should I take it?” he asked Butsko.


    “Might as well.”


    Shilansky turned onto the road and stepped on the gas. The truck gained speed but the ride was rough, due to two flat tires and an engine that was skipping badly. The needle on the temperature gauge moved closer to the danger zone. Shilansky didn't think the old truck had many more miles in it.


    The road snaked through the jungle and the GIs were vigilant, looking around for Japs, but they didn't see any. Butsko didn't know whether the Japs had gone past that point yet. The road curved to the left and Shilansky followed it, coming to a large open area that had been cleared for the construction of the regimental motor pool. The clearing was bounded by jungle on all four sides. Piles of construction equipment were everywhere, and a bulldozer sat beside one of the piles. Several roads led away from the clearing, and Shilansky didn't know which one to take.


    “Which road?” he asked Butsko.


    Butsko scratched his chin with his fingernails. He'd never been on that part of Hill 700 and didn't know where the roads led. He took a cigarette out of his pack and lit it up, realizing how tired he was. It'd been a helluva morning and it wasn't even over yet.


    They heard a fusillade of gunfire in the distance. Butsko looked in the direction from which it was coming and saw a road with a sign that had a red cross and an arrow on it, indicating the regimental aid station.


    


    “That way!” Butsko said, pointing.


    Shilansky shifted into gear and kicked the gas pedal. The truck shot forward and Shilansky steered it onto the road, then shifted into higher gear. The road was smooth, almost like a highway. The truck reached a speed of forty miles per hour; Shilansky couldn't make it go any faster. Bannon and Frankie La Barbara held on tightly to the top of the cab, the wind buffeting their faces. They could hear the sounds of an intense gun battle ahead. In the back of the truck, Shaw, Gladley, and Billie Jones bounced around on the seats. Gladley tried to drink some water from his canteen and spilled it all over his face and shirt.


    The road wound through the jungle. The engine lugged up the hills and the truck slowed down to twenty miles an hour, then sped down the other sides with the transmission in top gear and Shilansky pushing the accelerator to the floor. Branches scraped the side of the truck, and a thick one whacked Frankie La Barbara on the head, but he was wearing his helmet and he only saw stars for a few moments.


    The sounds of battle grew louder. Shilansky steered the big truck around a corner and roared into a large clearing, the centerpiece of which was the regimental aid station, where a fierce battle was taking place. Japs surrounded the Americans, who were defending the hospital tents behind a hastily erected barrier of sandbags, jeeps, trucks, and crates of supplies. The Americans were outnumbered, and as Butsko leaned forward on the running board, it appeared that the Japanese soldiers had just breached one side of the barricade.


    Butsko pointed to the breach in the wall. “That way!”


    Shilansky hunched over the wheel and steered toward the breach. Behind the cab, Bannon and Frankie La Barbara stood and fired their submachine guns from their waists, spraying the Japanese soldiers with .45-caliber bullets. The Japanese soldiers turned around and couldn't believe their eyes. The GIs in the back of the truck fired their submachine guns at the Japs through the slats on both sides of the truck's bed, and Butsko crouched on the running board, his cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth.


    


    Japs melted away before their withering fire. The truck rumbled toward the breach in the barricade and Shilansky hit the brakes. Butsko jumped off the running board, lost his balance, fell down, rolled over, and jumped to his feet, firing his submachine gun. Bannon and Frankie La Barbara dropped down from the roof of the cab and followed Butsko, waving their submachine guns from side to side, mowing down Japanese soldiers. The GIs in the back of the truck leaped over the slats and hit the dirt running, their submachine guns roaring.


    Butsko led them in a counterclockwise direction around the barricade, gunning down Japanese soldiers. Their firepower was tremendous, while the Japanese soldiers were armed only with rifles and bayonets. A few Japanese officers and sergeants had Nambu pistols and samurai swords. They didn't have a chance against the rampaging GIs, but they stood their ground and fought bravely until those big .45-caliber slugs put them out of action.


    Some fired lucky shots. One bullet from an Arisaka rifle nicked Homer Gladley's leg and really pissed him off. He leveled a stream of fire at the Japanese soldier who'd shot him, and the Japanese soldier's head disintegrated, torn apart by the big bullets, blood and brains and bits of bone flying in all directions.


    Another lucky shot grazed Butsko's helmet, making a crease in the metal and knocking him off his feet. He thought for sure he had a serious head wound, but he touched his hand to the sore spot and felt no hole or blood. Putting on his helmet back on his head, he rejoined the charge around the barricade.


    Bannon saw a Japanese officer carrying a samurai sword. The Japanese officer's jaw hung open and he appeared dazed by the appearance of this machine-gun platoon. He raised his samurai sword in a half-hearted aggressive motion, and Bannon pulled the trigger of his submachine gun, blowing the Japanese officer's chest, heart, and lungs all over the landscape.


    The submachine gunners from the recon platoon worked their way around the barricade, shooting down Japanese soldiers. The air was filled with the roar of guns and the smell of smoke. Behind them was a trail of bloody Japanese soldiers filled with holes. The GIs attacked on the double, and when one had an empty clip, the others covered him while he reloaded.


    They shot their way around the barricade and then came to piles of dead Japanese soldiers in front of the breach that had been made. Nearby was the two-and-a-half-ton truck, smoke trailing into the sky from the engine compartment. They'd fought their way around the barricade and were back at the place they'd started from.


    The GIs inside the barricade ran out, cheering and jumping for joy. The Japs had been wiped out, and among the defenders was the other part of the recon platoon. Longtree and Nutsy Gafooley hollered happily and jumped on top of Butsko, hugging him and knocking him to the ground. Craig Delane, Sergeant Cameron, and Sergeant Gomez slapped Bannon on the back. The men from the recon platoon had a joyful reunion, laughing and yelling, and the other GIs who'd been trapped behind the barricade joined in the celebration. A grim, deadly situation had been turned around by the sudden appearance of Butsko and his men. Everybody lit cigarettes and drank water from their canteens. Private Gundy led Butsko back to Lieutenant Breckenridge, who was lying on the ground, his thigh bandaged and a copious amount of morphine in his bloodstream.


    Butsko knelt beside Lieutenant Breckenridge. “How're you doing, sir?”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge stared at him as if he weren't there. “Not bad, I don't think. I should be ready for duty in a little while.”


    Butsko looked at Gundy for confirmation, but Gundy shook his head.


    Butsko tapped Lieutenant Breckenridge on the shoulder. “You'll be okay, buddy, Just take it easy for a while.”


    “What the hell's going on out there, Butsko?”


    “It's a big fucking mess, sir.”


    

  


  
    TWELVE . . .


    In the late afternoon Colonel Hutchins stood behind his desk, looking down at the map of Hill 700, trying to figure out what he still held and what the Japs had taken away from him. Standing at his side was Major Cobb, his operations officer, and Lieutenant Harper, his aide.


    Reports from the front indicated that the regiment had been hit hard and knocked off balance, but it had recovered and reoccupied the line it had held that morning except in one area.


    That was a saddle between the summit of Hill 700 and a rise to the west that was nicknamed Pat's Nose. Baker Company had been pushed off Pat's Nose, and a Japanese unit now occupied all the bunkers, pillboxes, and foxholes there. The Japs had brought up light and heavy machine guns and strengthened the fortifications, and now had a staging area for further assaults on Hill 700.


    Colonel Hutchins placed his forefinger where Pat's Nose was indicated on his map. “We've got to take this back.”


    “First we have to know how many Japs are there,” Major Cobb said.


    


    “I know how many Japs are there. They can't have more than a battalion, because Pat's Nose isn't that big. Plan on beating a battalion. I want the Japs out of there by this time tomorrow.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Major Cobb. “Did you see what Butsko did today?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “He and his men were damned effective, don't you think?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I think we should arm the entire recon platoon with submachine guns, give them a few trucks, and use them as shock troops. Let them lead the attack on Pat's Nose.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins sat on his chair. His shoulder wound bothered him and he was so full of morphine, he didn't feel like drinking.


    “God, what a day it's been.”


    “Yes, sir, but we still control ninety percent of this hill.”


    “Tomorrow at this time we'll have it all again.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Get to work on it. I want to see your battle plan no later than two thousand hours.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    On Pat's Nose, Captain Kashiwagi walked along his line, inspecting fortifications. He was in a great mood, because he'd discovered that his company was the only one that had achieved its objective on Hill 700. All the other Japanese companies had been pushed back. Colonel Muda had told him to expect an attack in the morning and to hold his ground at all cost.


    Captain Kashiwagi intended to follow those orders to the letter. He vowed to hold his network of fortifications or be killed in them. There would be no retreat or surrender.


    Walking along with his hands clasped behind his back, he watched his men rebuild a pillbox, shoveling stones and dirt onto the roof. Inside the bunker a heavy-machine-gun crew was laying out its field of fire. Behind the bunker a squad of soldiers was setting up a mortar in a trench. A column of soldiers walked by the trench, carrying packs of food and ammunition to the position.


    Captain Kashiwagi was elated. Colonel Muira was giving him what he needed to hold the hill. If he was successful, they'd probably make him a major. If he failed, he'd commit hara-kiri.


    He stepped behind a bush to take a leak and saw a dead American soldier lying there. The soldier had the same build as Frankie La Barbara. Captain Kashiwagi kicked his boot under the dead American soldier, flipping him over.


    A terrible stench rose to his nostrils and made him step back. The American soldier's guts had been ripped out and maggots swarmed over them. The American's face was wrenched in pain; it wasn't the face of Frankie La Barbara. Captain Kashiwagi took out his wang and peed on the maggots.


    Stuffing his member into his pants, he walked out from behind the bush. Lieutenant Sono was standing there with Sergeant Kato.


    “Have somebody bury the American behind that bush,” Captain Kashiwagi said. “He's starting to stink. I want to address the company right now in front of my bunker. Have them assemble there without delay.”


    “Yes, sir!” Lieutenant Sono and Sergeant Kato said in unison.


    Captain Kashiwagi marched toward his bunker, bouncing along energetically. The killing he'd done that morning still envigorated him. How wonderful it was to be a winner again, like in the good old days at Nanking.


    He went inside his bunker and asked if any messages had arrived for him. There were none. He lit a cigarette and watched as Lieutenant Sono and Sergeant Kato lined up the men in six platoons consisting of five squads each. The men stood at attention while he continued smoking his cigarette leisurely. He thought it was good for the men to stand in the hot sun for a while. Suffering produced better soldiers, he believed.


    He smoked his cigarette down to the butt and went outside. He approached his men, stopped in front of them, and shouted: “At ease!”


    The men relaxed. Captain Kashiwagi raised his right fist in the air and shook it. “The Americans will attack us soon! They will not let us stay here if they can help it! They will try to dislodge us, but we will stay where we are and fight until we can't fight any more! There will be no retreat! There will be no surrender! There will be only victory or death! The time has come to show what we are made of! Good luck to all of you!” He reached down and pulled out his samurai sword. “Banzai!”


    “Banzai!” replied his men, waving their rifles and pistols in the air. “Banzai! Banzai!”


    As the sun sank on the horizon Butsko entered Colonel Hutchins's office. “You wanted to see me, sir?”


    “Have a seat, Butsko.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You can smoke if you want to.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    Butsko sat in the chair and took out a cigarette. His helmet was off and the bandage around his head could be seen. No blood showed on the bandage, but it was already smudged with dirt.


    “Want a drink?”


    Butsko tapped his canteen. “Just had one.”


    Colonel Hutchins lit a fat black cigar, and his head disappeared in a vast cloud of smoke. The main light in the tent came from the kerosene lamp on his desk, which was strewn with maps, communiqués, and orders.


    “You saved my life today, Butsko.”


    Butsko shrugged and puffed his cigarette.


    “Don't think I don't appreciate it.”


    Butsko felt embarrassed. His face turned red.


    “Can I do anything for you?”


    “Like what?”


    “If you wanna transfer out of the recon platoon, I'll take care of it.”


    Butsko shook his head. “Things are settling down there. I think I'll stick around for a while. It's too much trouble getting used to a new bunch of nitwits.”


    “I can authorize a furlough. Have you got time coming?”


    


    “I got a whole month coming to me.”


    “I can see that you get it.”


    “I'll take it whenever you can get it for me.”


    “The clerk'll do the paperwork tomorrow, but it might take a few weeks to clear.”


    “I can wait.”


    “I got something else you might want to think about. How'd you like to become an officer?”


    “I don't want the responsibility.”


    “You've got a lot of responsibility already.”


    “I don't like paperwork.”


    “Neither do I.”


    “I can't handle it. I fuck everything up.”


    “So do I.”


    “I think I'd rather keep the rank I got.”


    “Okay. Anything you say.” He glanced at a map showing Pat's Nose in detail. “You know that the Japs occupy part of this hill, don't you?”


    “Yep.”


    “We're going up there and taking it back. I'd like the recon platoon to lead the attack in trucks, carrying machine guns like today. I'm having .50-caliber machine guns mounted on the roofs of two trucks right now.”


    “Ground's too steep for trucks.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I already checked the approach with some of my men. No trucks will make it up there, and neither will tanks.”


    “You're sure?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “On the map it looks like it can be done.”


    “It can't be done. The guy who made the map fucked it up.”


    “Okay, no trucks. We'll attack on foot first thing in the morning, then. After an artillery bombardment.”


    Butsko puffed his cigarette thoughtfully. “Why not go up there at night?”


    “At night?”


    “The Japs won't be expecting us and they won't see us. We'll attack quick and hard, toss bangalore torpedoes into their bunkers, and use flamethrowers. We'll know where they are, but they won't know where we are. If we attack at daybreak behind an artillery barrage, they'll be ready for us. I don't think artillery will hurt them anyway, because they're really dug in up there.”


    “When you say we, I take it you mean the recon platoon.”


    “Yes, sir. And there should be two or three companies echeloned behind us to follow up.”


    Colonel Hutchins looked down at his map. “Sounds like it might work. You got it all figured out pretty good. I still think you oughtta become an officer. I could use one like you.”


    “You already got me. What do I have to be an officer for?”


    It was dark and the jeep stopped in front of the recon platoon area. Lieutenant Breckenridge climbed down from the jeep and limped toward his old foxhole. He found Craig Delane sleeping inside it.


    “Get up!” he said to Delane.


    Delane opened his eyes. “Is that you, sir?”


    “Yes. Pitch my tent, because it's going to rain.”


    Delane looked up at the sky; clouds blanketed the stars and moon. He climbed out of the foxhole, and Lieutenant Breckenridge dropped inside. Opening his pack, he took out pencil and paper, then his poncho. He covered his head with the poncho, turned on the flashlight, and scribbled on the paper. It was a letter to Marge. He'd been thinking about her all afternoon at the hospital.


    
      Dear Marge,


      Here I am with my men again, and everything's going fine. My only regret is that I didn't marry you before I left New York. I won't make that mistake again. Next time I see you, we're getting married—if you'll have me. I know I have a lot of bad qualities, but you're the only girl I've ever loved and I'll always love you. I want you to be my wife. If I survive the war, we'll raise a family. If I don't, I'd rather die as your husband, the big advantage of which is that you'll get my GI insurance.

    


    


    Lieutenant Breckenridge looked up. “Where's Sergeant Butsko?”


    “He's at Regiment, sir.”


    “What's he doing there?”


    “He's with Colonel Hutchins, sir.”


    “How long's he been there?”


    Delane looked at his watch. “About three hours, sir.”


    ‘Tell him I want to see him when he gets back.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    It was 2200 hours on Bougainville. A heavy downpour pounded the ground, filling foxholes with water, making rivers where none had existed before. Roads were seas of mud, shit flowed out of latrines and into the jungle, and everybody in tents got wet.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge's clothes were soaked but he slept soundly, thanks to the morphine that Gundy had shot him up with. He didn't hear the approach of Butsko's big combat boots, or the sound the tent flap made when Butsko opened it. Butsko grabbed Lieutenant Breckenridge's ankle and shook it.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge opened his eyes. “What is it?”


    “It's Butsko.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge took a deep breath and tried to wake himself up. He rubbed his eyes and groaned. His tent leaked in four places and water dripped onto him. A stream fell on Butsko's helmet and trickled onto his shirt. Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at Butsko's silhouette in the darkness.


    “I wanted to talk with you,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


    “That's why I'm here.”


    “I forget what I wanted to say.”


    “That's all right, sir. Just lie down and get your rest.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge ruffled his brow and tried to think. “Oh, yes, I remember. I wanted to know if anything important happened while I was in the hospital this afternoon.”


    “We're attacking the Japs on Pat's Nose at oh-one-hundred hours, sir.”


    “Who's we?”


    “The recon platoon, followed by Easy Company and Fox Company.”


    


    “In the middle of the night?’


    “The Japs won't be able to see us, but we know where they are because they're occupying our old pillboxes on Pat's Nose. They won't expect us at this time of night either.”


    “When are you leaving?”


    “Right now.”


    “Wait for me!”


    “You'd better stay here, sir.”


    “I'm not staying here.”


    “You've lost a lot of blood today, and—”


    “They gave me a blood transfusion. I'm coming.”


    “Can you walk on your leg?”


    “Sure.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge reached for his combat boots in the dark and put them on, lacing them up. “It makes me mad to think you'd leave without me.”


    “I didn't think you were well enough to travel.”


    “I can travel. Don't worry about me.”


    “You think that leg will take you up to Pat's Nose with us?”


    “If it can't, I'll wait at the bottom of the hill for you to come back.”


    Butsko looked at his watch; the hands glowed in the darkness. “We're forming up in front of my tent, sir. Can you be there in five minutes?”


    “I'll be there.”


    Butsko withdrew from the tent, turned around, and walked through the mud to his own tent. Rain pelted his helmet and shirt, and with every step his combat boots went into the mud up to his ankles. He saw the shape of his tent in the darkness, and the huddled forms of the men in the recon platoon behind it.


    “Squad leaders, over here!” Butsko said.


    Bannon, Longtree, Gomez, and Cameron detached themselves from the group and slogged toward Butsko. Each of them wore a poncho with the hood up and his rifle slung upside down underneath it. Rain dripped from their noses and covered their grim faces.


    “Hold up your ponchos so my map won't get wet.”


    The squad leaders raised their ponchos and held them up with both hands as Butsko unfolded his map.


    “Nutsy!”


    “Yes, Sergeant!”


    “Hold my flashlight underneath here!”


    “Yes, Sergeant!”


    Nutsy ducked under the ponchos and shone the flashlight on the map. Butsko pointed to a network of circles drawn with a pencil. “These are the locations of the pillboxes and foxholes on Pat's Nose. You can see that they're numbered one to twelve. The First Squad will knock out number one, the Second Squad will knock out number two, the Third Squad will knock out number three, and the Fourth Squad will be in reserve. I'll go in with the First Squad. Any questions so far?”


    Bannon spoke: “The Japs'll have guards posted. What'll we do if we run into any?”


    “Knife them before they sound the alarm, and if you can't knife them, shoot them. Just keep moving fast to your objectives. Don't fuck around. Easy Company and Fox Company will follow us, so it won't be as dangerous as it looks. Any questions?”


    Nobody said anything.


    “Explain this stuff to your men. Get ready to move out.”


    The men lowered their ponchos and returned to their squads. Butsko wanted a cigarette, but a light would travel in the dark. “Nutsy, you got any of that snuff with you?”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    “Gimme some.”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    Nutsy Gafooley took out his tin of snuff and passed it to Butsko, who removed the lid, took a pinch, and dropped it behind his lower lip, Saliva formed and he spit it out. It wasn't as good as a cigarette, but it was tobacco. The squad leaders explained the plan to their men. Gundy prayed silently for the success of the operation. A big hulking form limped toward them.


    “Here I am,” said Lieutenant Breckenridge. “What's the latest?”


    “We're moving out in about five minutes. How's your leg feel?”


    


    “Not bad at all.”


    The men stood around as rain fell on their ponchos. Only Butsko didn't wear a poncho, because it'd hamper his movements. The rain didn't bother him. If he wore a poncho he'd be wet with sweat, so what was the difference?


    “Everybody ready?” he asked.


    The men nodded or said that they were. Lieutenant Breckenridge saw dots of color in the rain. He was feeling no pain.


    “Let's move it out!” Butsko said. “First Squad, take the point!”


    The men peeled off into a column of twos and trudged into the jungle. Butsko took his position behind the First Squad, and Lieutenant Breckenridge limped a few feet behind Butsko, looking around with his mouth hanging open.


    

  


  
    THIRTEEN . . .


    They arrived at the bottom of Pat's Nose at midnight and sat around beneath the trees, waiting for zero hour. Lightning flashed in jagged lines across the sky, followed by reverberations of thunder. The rain fell heavily, hissing against the leaves of trees, turning everything into mud. Visibility was poor. They'd have difficulty finding the bunkers, but at least the Japs wouldn't be able to see them until it was too late.


    After a while Easy Company showed up, commanded by Captain Rutledge, and then Fox Company came through the mud, led by Captain Ferrara. Butsko conferred with the two officers while Lieutenant Breckenridge listened. It annoyed him that Butsko was running the recon platoon instead of him. Butsko didn't even consult with him. Captain Rutledge and Captain Ferrara kept glancing at him curiously, wondering why he was letting Butsko take charge.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge limped toward Butsko after the meeting was over. “You're embarrassing me,” he said.


    “I am?”


    “You make it look as if I'm your aide or something.”


    


    “I didn't think you were well enough to run this show.”


    “I'm not.”


    “Well, what am I supposed to do?”


    “Maybe I should have stayed behind.”


    “I told you you should.”


    “It's too late now.”


    “Them other officers can see you're in bad shape.”


    “I'm going up that hill.”


    “I don't think you can make it.”


    “Sure I can.”


    “Excuse me. I gotta take care of something. I'll be back in a while.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge watched Butsko walk away and disappear into the darkness and rain. He sat down at the base of a tree, watching the little colored lights dance around. His leg didn't hurt at all. I'm gonna lead my platoon up that hill, he thought. I'll show ‘em how it's done.


    He angled his face upward and let the rain wash it. He felt pretty good.


    Butsko walked up to Private Gundy. “Go give Lieutenant Breckenridge a shot.”


    “I just gave him a shot a little while ago.”


    “Give him another one.”


    “Okay.”


    Gundy lugged his haversack through the darkness and found Lieutenant Breckenridge lying beside a tree, his hands folded on his belly, looking up at the big, wide leaves on the branches of the trees. A raindrop fell on his cheek and he winced.


    “How're you doing, sir?” Gundy asked, kneeling beside him.


    “Not so bad. How're you doing, Gundy.”


    “Okay.” Gundy opened his haversack. ‘Time for another shot, sir.”


    “Another shot? Didn't you just give me one?”


    “That was quite a while ago, sir.”


    “You're sure about that?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “I don't feel like I need another shot.”


    


    “You do, sir. Take my word for it.”


    Gundy rolled up Lieutenant Breckenridge's sleeve, exposing the full contour of his biceps muscle. He daubed the muscle with alcohol, then jabbed the needle in it. It wasn't a full shot—just enough to knock Lieutenant Breckenridge out.


    Warm black waves rolled over Lieutenant Breckenridge and he went slack on the ground. He closed his eyes and moaned. Gundy closed his haversack as Lieutenant Breckenridge sank into dreamland. He felt Lieutenant Breckenridge's pulse; it was okay.


    Colonel Hutchins, accompanied by Major Cobb and Lieutenant Harper, strolled toward the gathering of men. The colonel wore a poncho with the hood up, covering his steel helmet, and an extinguished black cigar hung out the corner of his mouth like a turd.


    “Where's Butsko?” he asked the first soldier he saw.


    “Over there,” replied Private Horace Dobson from Tupelo, Mississippi.


    Colonel Hutchins made his way through the soldiers and saw Butsko conferring with some soldiers beside a tree. Butsko pointed up the hill with his left hand and made a fist with his right. Colonel Hutchins walked up to him. “Everything all set, Sergeant?”


    “Yes, sir. We're just waiting to jump off.”


    “Good luck up there.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins shook Butsko's hand and slapped his shoulder. Then he shook the hand of Corporal Bannon who was standing next to Butsko.


    “Good luck, Corporal.”


    “Thank you, sir.”


    “I want Pat's Nose back.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins walked among the men, shaking hands and wishing them well. They knew this was no ordinary assault, because colonels didn't come out in the rain to shake your hand before ordinary assaults. This was a big one. Butsko looked at his watch; it was fifteen minutes to jump-off time.


    


    “Okay, let's get ready.”


    The recon platoon got into formation, and behind them companies E and F coalesced into their positions. Butsko checked each of his squads personally and ordered the men to lock and load. They tapped clips into their Thompson submachine guns and slid the bolts forward easily so that they wouldn't make noise. In the First Squad, Shaw and Shilansky carried bangalore torpedoes, and Homer Gladley had the flamethrower strapped to his back.


    “You guys all set?” Butsko asked.


    They grunted and nodded.


    “Just a few more minutes.”


    Butsko looked at the second hand of his watch ticking around the dial. He was tense, because the bullet with his name on it might be waiting for him at the top of the hill. He knew that the Japs up there had slaughtered Baker Company, and many of his friends were missing in action. He remembered the Bataan Death March and the big POW camp in northern Luzon, where the Japs had beaten and starved him before he had escaped. The only thing that had kept him going during those bitter days and nights was his craving for revenge, a craving that was still fresh and raw in his heart and probably always would be, because there are some things a man can't forget or forgive.


    On his watch the second hand touched the twelve. “Let's move it out,” he said. “Keep your heads down and don't make any more noise than you have to.”


    In a column of twos the recon platoon began its climb toward Pat's Nose. Colonel Hutchins, chewing his unlit cigar, watched them disappear into the black, wet night. Then Easy Company and Fox Company moved out, leaving Colonel Hutchins alone with Major Cobb, Lieutenant Harper, and a few other men from Headquarters Company. Nearby, Lieutenant Breckenridge slept under a tree, a smile on his face as he dreamed about his girl friend, Marge, back in New York City.


    Captain Kashiwagi awoke suddenly, blinking his eyes in the darkness. It was dark and silent in the bunker, and the two machine-gun crews, plus the riflemen, slept nearby, some snoring, others wheezing. Captain Kashiwagi wondered what had awakened him.


    “Is anything happening out there?” he asked the sentries.


    “No, sir.”


    “You're sure?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Stay alert.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Captain Kashiwagi rolled over and closed his eyes. He lay on a bed of leaves whose fragrance was clean and pleasant. He tried to figure out what had disturbed his sleep and then remembered that he'd been dreaming about himself dressed as a geisha girl, performing the tea ceremony for a group of clients. The dream had disturbed him and he'd awakened. Now he was angry. What rubbish dreams are, he thought, squinching his eyes shut, trying to force the return of sleep.


    The recon platoon reached the first row of concertina wire. It was American wire captured by the Japs and used by them to protect their position. The recon platoon could use their bangalore torpedoes to blow holes in the wire, but that would alert the Japs. It would be better to cut their way through.


    Bannon and Jimmy O'Rourke had the wirecutters, and they went to work on the twined steel wire. It was difficult to see what they were doing in the darkness, and a wrong move could produce a nasty gash. The wires sprang apart every time they cut through a strand, sending tremors back and forth along the barbed-wire barrier. Concertina wire was tangled back and forth around itself, and a lot of cutting had to be done. It was slow, tedious work.


    “Can't you go any faster?” Butsko asked.


    “I'm going as fast as I can,” Bannon replied.


    Jimmy O'Rourke turned around. “You think you can go faster, you take the cutters.”


    “Don't get smart with me, fuck-up.”


    Bannon and Jimmy O'Rourke snapped the wires apart and finally made two clear passageways. Gingerly they pushed the wires to the side, then motioned with their hands. The men from the recon platoon filed through silently, crouched over, holding their weapons on both their hands. Now they were inside the Japanese defense perimeter on Pat's Nose, halfway up the hill. The terrain was wide open, all the trees and bushes having been cleared away to make clear fields of fire. From then on there'd be no talking. They advanced stealthily up the hill as companies E and F approached the concertina wire.


    The rain poured down upon them, and now they were glad it was falling hard, because its sound muffled the noise they made. They forgot their wet clothes and soaking feet. Ahead were the Japanese bunkers and pillboxes. Butsko raised his hand and they all stopped. He pointed to Longtree, then pointed up the hill toward the bunker that the Second Squad was supposed to attack. He did the same with Sergeant Gomez of the Third Squad. He indicated that Sergeant Cameron should stay put with the Fourth Squad. Then he motioned for the First Squad to advance with him toward the first bunker.


    The recon platoon split apart and climbed the hill. Water dripped down Butsko's face and off the tip of his nose. He walked hunched over with his knees bent, trying to make a low silhouette. Visibility was poor; he could see only eight feet ahead of him. Ahead lay shell craters, tree stumps, rocks, and puddles of water. He couldn't even see the horizon.


    The recon platoon advanced up the hill. The men lowered their feet gingerly to the ground so they'd make little noise. Butsko eased toward the left, where the first bunker was. He knew it wasn't far away.


    The ground was a murky, muddy mess that blended into the rainy night. Butsko strained his eyes, trying to locate the bunker. Something moved in front of him and he held his hand up, stopping himself and the First Squad. Then he tiptoed forward. A hole was ahead, and inside it was a Japanese sentry leaning forward to get a clearer look. Butsko and the Japanese soldier figured out who each other was at the same moment. The Japanese soldier opened his mouth and screamed and Butsko dived on top of him, bashing him in the mouth with the butt of his Thompson submachine gun.


    “Shit!” Butsko said, slitting the Japanese soldier's throat. The Japanese soldier was unconscious and lay supine under Butsko's knife. Butsko wiped it off on his pants and stuffed it back into its scabbard. “The Japs know we're here. Let's move it out.”


    He jumped out of the hole and ran up the hill toward the first bunker, and the First Squad followed him, expecting hell to break loose at any moment. In the distance they heard a rifle shot and then a machine-gun burst. Japanese soldiers babbled to each other on the top of the hill, as US Army combat boots rumbled up the side of Pat's Nose.


    Captain Kashiwagi jumped to a sitting position. He'd just heard the shout of the sentry who'd seen Butsko.


    “What's that?”


    “I don't know, sir!”


    “Go outside and find out!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    The sentry ran out of the bunker, clutching his rifle. Shots and a machine-gun burst were heard.


    “Everybody up!” yelled Captain Kashiwagi. “Battle stations!”


    The soldiers already were awake, lurching toward their machine guns. Captain Kashiwagi strapped on his samurai sword and rushed toward the opening in the front of the bunker, peering outside, but he couldn't see anything. More shots and machine-gun bursts reverberated over the hill.


    Captain Kashiwagi licked his lips nervously. He hadn't expected an attack at night, and realized the Americans knew where his bunkers were. He wished he'd built new bunkers in different places, but it was too late for that now.


    “Sergeant Kato!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Send two men out back to make sure the Americans don't sneak up on us.”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Sergeant Kato shouted the orders, and two men opened the door at the rear of the bunker and went outside. Captain Kashiwagi turned to Private Hashimoto, who sat with the field telephone. “Notify all commands that we're under attack!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Captain Kashiwagi stepped back from the opening and lit a cigarette where his flame couldn't be seen from outside. Actually he didn't know for sure that he was under attack. It might just be a little harassing nighttime raid, like the ones he used to launch. But he didn't think it was minor. If he were an American, he'd try to get that part of Hill 700 back before it was fortified too strongly.


    “Keep your eyes open, men,” he said. “If you see anything move out there, shoot it.”


    Butsko and the First Squad charged up the southwest side of Pat's Nose, heading toward the bunker they were to knock out. Butsko couldn't see it, but he knew the Japs inside would hear him sooner or later and open fire. That would give the bunker's position away, but he hoped it wouldn't kill him or any of his men in the process. Wind and rain whipped him as he ran up the hill. He slipped on a patch of mud, fell on his ass, scrambled to his feet, and resumed his charge.


    A machine gun opened fire in front of him, seventy-five yards away. Butsko and his men dropped down to the muck as the machine-gun bullets flew wide of their mark. Butsko grinned. Now he could see where the bunker was. “Stay down and follow me,” he said softly.


    He crawled toward the bunker, keeping his chin close to the ground. His men followed him, lugging their weapons.


    Lieutenant Sono was in that first bunker, and his ears rang with the bursts of the machine gun.


    “Did you hit anything?”


    “I don't know, sir!”


    “Did you see anything?”


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Where?”


    “Over there!”


    The machine gunner pointed and Lieutenant Sono looked out into the darkness. He couldn't see anything except night and rain. A chill passed over him as he realized that the Americans knew where he was but he didn't know where they were. He drew the same conclusion that Captain Kashiwagi did: The Americans might try to take him from behind.


    


    “Corporal Nishi!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    ‘Take your machine gun out back and bring three riflemen with you!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    Corporal Nishi gathered his men together. The telephone rang. Lieutenant Sono picked it up. Captain Kashiwagi's voice came over the wire.


    “What's going on over there?”


    “One of my machine gunners fired at Americans!”


    “Did he hit any?”


    “I don't know, sir!”


    “Why don't you know?”


    “He couldn't see.”


    “If he can't see, what the hell was he firing at?”


    “My machine gunner heard something and opened fire without consulting me.”


    “Are you aware that the Americans know where you are now?”


    “Yes, sir, and I've posted half of my men and one of my machine guns outside, in case they try to take us from the rear.”


    “Notify me of any new developments. Over and out.”


    Lieutenant Sono hung up the phone, feeling dread drop over him like a wet, cold blanket. The Americans knew where he was and were sneaking up on him. It gave him an eerie feeling to think about it. Somehow he'd have to stop them. Somehow he'd have to spot them first.


    He put on his helmet and stepped outside into the pouring rain. His machine gunner set up his weapon and the riflemen were in position. He crouched inside the trench and looked over the parapet, but couldn't see anything.


    “Stay alert!” he said. “We have to see them before they see us!”


    Lieutenant Sono was too late; Butsko and the First Squad already saw him. The GIs were crawling silently in the mud and were only ten feet from the side of the bunker. The pouring, roaring rain muffled whatever sounds they'd made, and they were close to the ground, difficult to see.


    


    “Okay,” Butsko muttered as the men huddled around him, “this is how it's gonna be: I'm gonna count to three and then we're gonna charge that goddamned bunker. Bannon, Jones, and Frankie will grenade that rear trench and then mop it up while the rest of us take the front. Shaw and Shilansky, get ready with them bangalore torpedoes. This is it. Everybody ready?”


    They all nodded. Bannon, Jones, and Frankie pulled hand grenades from their lapels and yanked the pins.


    “One . . . two . . . three . . . go!”


    Bannon, Jones, and Frankie hurled the hand grenades, which sailed through the rain, dropping into the trench with Lieutenant Sono, his machine-gun section, and his three rifle soldiers. Lieutenant Sono and his men heard the grenades plop down all around them. One of the grenades landed on the helmet of one of the rifle soldiers.


    “Get those grenades!” Lieutenant Sono screamed.


    The soldiers clawed at the mud, trying to find the grenades, but it was dark and they bumped shoulders and heads. The grenades exploded nearly simultaneously, and Lieutenant Sono saw a blinding white flash. He was racked with pain for a split second as the grenade blew his body apart, and then he was dead.


    Bannon, Jones, and Frankie La Barbara charged the trench, firing their submachine guns. A few of the Japanese soldiers were maimed and bloody but still alive, and the GIs stood on the edge of the trench, firing down at them, making sure all the Japanese soldiers were dead. Butsko led the rest of the GIs toward the front of the bunker.


    They approached from an oblique angle, so that the machine gun inside the bunker couldn't swing far enough to hit them. Butsko threw his back against the wall of the bunker and looked at Shaw. “Go get ‘em.”


    Shaw armed the bangalore torpedo. He cradled it like a baby as he inched sideways toward the front opening of the bunker. Meanwhile, at the rear of the bunker, Bannon, Jones, and Frankie fired their submachine guns at the log door, trying to rip the latching mechanism away. The Japanese soldiers inside the bunker turned around, wondering what to do about that threat, when Shaw chucked the bangalore torpedo through the opening in the front.


    The bangalore torpedo was long and heavy, and the Japs could barely see it in the darkness. They reached down to pick it up as hand grenades came flying through the opening. The Japanese soldiers panicked, shrieking at the tops of their lungs, and ran toward the rear door, which was being splintered by submachine-gun bullets. Some of the bullets pierced the door and struck the Japanese soldiers. Then the bangalore torpedo exploded, followed by bursts from the hand grenades.


    The roof of the bunker blew into the air, followed by a reddish-orange flash. The Japanese soldiers were blown to bits, and smoke swooshed out the rear door and front opening of the bunker. Butsko and his men hugged the ground as sand and chunks of logs blasted over their heads. The walls of the bunker imploded, covering the mangled bodies of the Japanese soldiers, and rain hissed against hot rocks and burning wooden embers.


    Butsko waited a few moments, then stood and approached the bunker, followed by his men. The bunker was utterly destroyed; no Japanese soldiers were alive. Lieutenant Sono, dismembered, lay beneath a film of dirt and sand that was soaked by his blood.


    “Let's go,” Butsko said. “We're not finished yet.”


    Holding his Thompson submachine gun in his right hand, Butsko headed toward the bunkers to the east of the one he and his men had just knocked out. In the distance he heard explosions and weapons fire. His men followed, checking their weapons, taking deep breaths of the damp night air. They'd taken their first objective, but there were many more to go.


    “Lieutenant Sono doesn't answer, sir,” said Private Ugo, holding the telephone against his face.


    “Try again,” replied Captain Kashiwagi.


    “Yes, sir.”


    Private Ugo turned the crank on the telephone box and spoke into the mouthpiece while Captain Kashiwagi paced back and forth, puffing a cigarette. He'd heard the explosion and machine-gun fire; several bunkers had reported being under attack and then hadn't been heard from again. Evidently the Americans were knocking them out one by one in the night.


    Captain Kashiwagi realized he'd made a serious mistake, one that could cost his life and the lives of his men. He should have established a skirmish line farther down the hill to stop Americans before they got to the bunker system. He hadn't because he didn't think the Americans would attack at night. Japanese soldiers believed Americans were afraid of fighting at night. Captain Kashiwagi now realized that that wasn't necessarily so.


    He wondered what to do. Under ordinary circumstances bunkers were the safest places to be, especially when they had mutually supporting fields of fire, as did the bunkers he and his company occupied. But at night it was a different story: He couldn't see anything, and a bunker could be assaulted from the two sides that had no windows or doors. Captain Kashiwagi knew that if he stayed where he was, he'd be knocked out by Americans he couldn't see. The only thing to do was order all his men into the open and form a defensive perimeter. No Americans would be able to sneak up on his troops that way and he'd have the advantage of interior lines, so that he could shift forces to wherever the Americans attacked.


    There was one other alternative: He could retreat; but he'd never retreated in his life, and never would. A Japanese officer led his men to victory or death, but never in retreat. His men looked at him, aware that he was making significant decisions.


    “Sergeant Kato!” he said.


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Order all the men to pull back to this bunker and form a defensive perimeter.”


    “You want to abandon all the bunkers, sir?”


    “That is correct. Hurry. We don't have much time.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Butsko and the First Squad of the recon platoon were crawling toward another Japanese bunker, when suddenly the rear door was flung open and Japanese soldiers poured into the trench behind the bunker. They climbed out of the trench and ran west.


    


    Butsko jumped up and ran after them, firing his submachine gun from the waist, swinging its barrel from side to side, mowing down the retreating Japs. His men followed him, shooting at the Japs, who turned around and tried to fight back. They fired wildly at the American soldiers, but the Americans had the element of surprise on their side. The Americans charged the Japanese soldiers and peppered them with lead. Many of the Japanese carried heavy machine guns and equipment on their shoulders and couldn't return American fire. The GIs caught up with them and killed them all except for two who managed to disappear into the night.


    Butsko looked down at the Japanese soldiers lying on the ground, his submachine gun smoking. One of the Japs moved and Butsko pulled the trigger of his gun, blasting the Jap's back apart. When Butsko released his finger, the Jap stopped moving.


    “I wonder where these slant-eyed bastards were going,” Butsko said.


    Shaw answered him. “Looks like they were retreating.”


    “I don't think so. Japanese soldiers don't usually retreat.”


    “Maybe they are this time.”


    “And maybe they ain't. Proceed with caution, you guys. Keep your eyes open. Let's go!”


    Captain Kashiwagi stood beside his bunker and watched his remaining men form a defense perimeter around him. He could hear automatic-weapons fire in the distance, which told him that some of his men had been caught by the Americans. Sergeant Kato reported that seventy-three of his men had made it back to Captain Kashiwagi's command bunker. They were digging holes in the ground and setting up their machine guns. No Americans would be able to sneak up on any Japanese soldiers now. He looked at his watch: It was three o'clock in the morning. He'd already radioed back for reinforcements and had been told they were on the way, but they wouldn't arrive for hours. Captain Kashiwagi wasn't sure he could hold out that long, but he'd try.


    He stepped away from the bunker and headed for a group of men setting up a heavy machine gun. “Hurry!” he told them. “We don't have much time! Work fast, and remember that your ancestors are watching you! Good luck!”


    He patted them on the shoulders and moved toward a group of riflemen nearby, knelt beside them, and gave them a pep talk calculated to raise their morale, because battles were usually won by the side that had the highest morale, or at least that's what Captain Kashiwagi wanted to believe as the American soldiers closed in on him and his men at the top of Pat's Nose.


    

  


  
    FOURTEEN . . .


    It took a half hour for the GIs on Pat's Nose to realize that the Japs had moved back toward a final defensive perimeter, and it took another half hour of probing patrols to determine where the defensive perimeter was located.


    GIs ringed the Japanese position while Butsko, Captain Rutledge, and Captain Ferrara held a meeting underneath a tree to decide what to do. The heavy downpour was easing off but showed no indication that it would stop altogether.


    “I think we should mortar the shit out of them,” Captain Ferrara said, “and then attack from all sides.”


    “Sounds good to me,” replied Captain Rutledge.


    “Me too,” said Butsko.


    The two officers had their heavy-weapons platoons with them on Pat's Nose, and the mortar sections set up their tubes and zeroed in on the Japanese position while American soldiers kept the Japanese soldiers pinned down with rifle and machine-gun fire. The American officers coordinated their activities and passed down orders to move all troops back when the mortars were ready to open up. The soldiers retreated and the mortars began lobbing rounds toward the Japanese position. They fired overs and unders until they were dropping the shells onto the Japs, and then they laid down their barrage, the air filling with the thunder of mortar explosions as the Japanese position was blasted back and forth and from end to end.


    The recon platoon lay together uphill from the Japanese position, watching the shells explode. Smoke and orange flashes obscured the Japanese perimeter. It didn't appear as if any Japs could survive the barrage.


    “Boy,” said Homer Gladley, “I'd sure hate to be in there.”


    Frankie La Barbara gritted his teeth, remembering when he'd been a prisoner of the Japs. “Give it to the bastards!”


    Butsko looked at his watch. It was 0412 hours, and the barrage was supposed to end at 0430 hours. Then Easy Company, Fox Company, and the recon platoon would attack together and wipe out the Japs who were still alive. Butsko took a sip from his canteen, then drew a cigarette from his pack and lit it up.


    It wouldn't be long now.


    Inside the bunker Captain Kashiwagi pressed his back against a wall as his men crowded inside. The bunker shook with the violence of the explosions, and Captain Kashiwagi's ears rang with the noise.


    “Get back!” he shouted. “The bunker can't hold any more men!”


    His men couldn't hear him well and didn't care anyway. The mortar barrage was horrifying and they wanted to get away from it. Pushing, scratching, and elbowing, they fought their way into the bunker until no one inside could move any more, but still they tried to push their way in.


    “That's enough!” yelled Captain Kashiwagi. “Get back! Sergeant Kato, close the door!”


    “I can't get near the door!” replied Sergeant Kato on the other side of the room.


    Captain Kashiwagi felt panic and claustrophobia rising inside him. “Get back, I said! Close the door!”


    Nobody obeyed him; anarchy had broken out in his command. The mortar barrage had destroyed their discipline, and Captain Kashiwagi's arms were pinned to his sides by the press of men. He couldn't even draw his samurai sword.


    “I'll have you all shot!” he screamed.


    Barrooooooommmmmmm!


    A mortar round landed in the trench behind the door and blew the soldiers there to hamburger. Shrapnel from the round traveled sharp and fast, cutting down Japanese soldiers, including some already inside the bunker. The shock wave was so fierce, it burst Captain Kashiwagi's eardrums, nearly knocking him unconscious. Blood dripped out of his ears and he blinked his eyes, trying to make sense out of what had happened. When the smoke cleared, he saw heaps of dead soldiers in the trench outside and in the bunker.


    “Close the door!”


    The soldiers near the door kicked the dead and wounded out of the way and slammed it shut. Captain Kashiwagi had room now and pushed his way to the corner of the bunker, where the telephone was. He sat down and picked up the receiver, holding it against his face, but heard nothing. The line was dead. Evidently a mortar blast had severed the wires.


    Captain Kashiwagi tried to make plans as mortar rounds fell on his position. The sound was deafening and interfered with his thinking, but he knew the Americans would attack as soon as their barrage ended. The only sensible response would be to lead his men outside and fight to the death.


    He looked around and counted eighteen men lying on the ground or pressing their backs against the walls of the bunker, gazing fearfully at the ceiling. He'd started out the day before yesterday with nearly three hundred men, and doubted whether many survivors were outside.


    But he was a samurai, and samurai fight to the death. He drew his sword and swung it through the air. “Listen to me!” he shouted. “The Americans will attack as soon as they finish their barrage! We will go outside and kill as many as we can! We will die with our weapons in our hands like good Japanese soldiers! We will die fighting the enemies of our Emperor! Banzai!”


    At that moment a mortar round landed directly on the roof of the bunker and exploded ferociously. The shock wave knocked Captain Kashiwagi off his feet and he fell down, nearly cutting off his leg with his samurai sword. The roof caved in and dirt fell on Captain Kashiwagi and his remaining men. Some of his men screamed in terror, and Captain Kashiwagi choked on the dust and smoke. Another mortar round landed beside the east wall of the bunker and it collapsed onto Captain Kashiwagi, burying his legs. He clawed at the sand and chunks of wood and clambered to his feet. His men coughed and spat, digging themselves out of the debris.


    Captain Kashiwagi forced a laugh. “Lucky shots!” he said. “But now we have nothing to worry about! A shell never lands in the same spot twice!”


    Barrrroooooommmmmmm!


    Another shell landed on top of the bunker and blew in the roof. Sandbags and logs fell on Captain Kashiwagi and his men, and they struggled to work themselves loose. Captain Kashiwagi pushed the debris off himself and exposed his head to the night air. Rain and American mortar rounds continued to fall all around him. The landscape was ghostly, with explosions everywhere in the sea of darkness. Captain Kashiwagi climbed out of the wreckage and lay on the ground, holding his samurai sword in his fist. He realized that it wasn't raining so hard and that there was a faint glow on the horizon. The rest of his men crawled out of the bunker's wreckage and shivered on the mud nearby.


    Captain Kashiwagi buried his face in the crook of his arm and waited for the barrage to end. He knew he would die soon and was almost happy about it, because the tribulations of being a human being would soon be over forever. He'd have no more worries about who he was and no more horrible nightmares. He'd suffer no more remorse over past mistakes, such as the one he'd made during the night in not protecting his bunkers adequately. All he hoped for was a glorious death while killing American soldiers. He thought of his mother and father back in Kobe, and how sad they'd be when they found out he'd been killed in action. Probably they wouldn't even receive the little white box full of his ashes, because it was unlikely that his body would ever be recovered by his own army. He wondered what life would be like in the hereafter, and hoped that Shinto theology was correct. A samurai soldier who fought and died for his Emperor was supposed to go to heaven.


    The mortar barrage was tapering off. The Americans would attack at any moment. “Get ready! The Americans are coming! Kill as many as you can! Banzai!”


    A few more mortar rounds landed on his former defense perimeter, and then the barrage ended. Captain Kashiwagi gripped his samurai sword tightly and got to his knees, peering through the smoke and rain, getting ready for the Americans. He saw his men rising from the rubble of his demolished position. There only were eleven in his immediate vicinity, plus a few dozen more clambering out of holes in other parts of the defense perimeter.


    “Banzai!” Captain Kashiwagi shrieked, getting to his feet. “Tenno heika banzai!”


    He stood with his samurai sword in his right hand and his legs spread apart, an angry, resigned expression on his face. In the distance he heard the battle cries of the attacking American soldiers.


    The recon platoon swooped down toward the Japanese position like angels of death, firing their submachine guns. The Reverend Billie Jones let out a rebel yell, and Corporal Longtree made weird Apache war whoops. Bannon screamed at the top of his lungs and Frankie La Barbara contributed Bronx cheers. The recon platoon charged the Japanese position and in the dim dawn light saw the ground pockmarked with shell craters and littered with with dead Japanese soldiers. The Japanese soldiers who were still alive stood to fight with their rifles and bayonets, but the men from the recon platoon shot them to pieces while soldiers from Easy and Fox Companies attacked from the other three sides.


    The Japanese were outnumbered six to one and were still numb from the mortar bombardment. The Americans swarmed over them, wreaking vengeance for their friends in Baker Company who'd been slaughtered by this very Japanese unit the day before. The GIs showed no mercy, machine-gunning the Japs, stabbing them with bayonets, kicking them in the balls, and stomping on their faces. The Japanese soldiers fought back as best they could, killing a few GIs and wounding several, but were soon overwhelmed.


    Captain Kashiwagi saw the Americans approach. He stood solidly, his legs far apart, his samurai sword in his right hand, his body tense. He was approaching the most glorious moment of his life, when he would die with his sword in hand, killing the enemies of his Emperor. Smoke and mist rose all around him in the first gray glow of rainy dawn. He turned to face four American soldiers charging him, firing submachine guns. “Banzai!” he screamed, running toward them, raising his sam urai sword high in the air.


    He only went three steps, and then their bullets hit him in the face and tore his head apart. Another burst mashed his heart and lungs into sausage meat. Two more bursts ripped up his intestines, spleen, and gall bladder. Captain Kashiwagi was dead before he hit the ground. The GIs ran over him, being careful not to get his blood on their combat boots. They looked around and split up, charging the few remaining Japanese soldiers nearby and machine-gunning them to death.


    Butsko stood in the center of the Japanese position and could see no more enemy soldiers to kill. He heard sporadic gunfire as the other GIs finished off the remaining Japs. It looked as though they'd retaken Pat's Nose, but now they had to dig in and get ready for a Japanese counterattack.


    Butsko saw Captain Rutledge talking on his walkie-talkie and headed toward him. Bannon joined Butsko, the barrel of his submachine gun still smoking.


    “We did it,” Bannon said wearily.


    “We damn sure did.”


    Captain Rutledge turned off his walkie-talkie. “I just told Colonel Hutchins we've secured the hill.”


    “What he say?”


    “He said he'd be right up.”


    The men from the recon platoon gathered around Butsko and Bannon, grim smiles on their faces. They patted each other on their backs and placed their arms around each other's shoulders. Cigarettes were lit up and the men drank from their canteens. They looked around at the dead Japs lying nearby.


    


    “We'd better get dug in up here,” Butsko said. “Let's hit it.”


    The men from the recon platoon trudged toward the top of the hill. Private Nutsy Gafooley looked at a dead Japanese officer who was shot to shit, his samurai sword lying nearby.


    The grungy ex-hobo bent over and picked up the sword, looking at it in the dim light. “This'll probably come in handy one of these days,” he said. He pulled the scabbard off the dead Japanese officer, inserted the sword into it, and jammed the scabbard into his belt.


    He caught up with the others, and together the men from the recon platoon climbed toward the top of Pat's Nose, as dawn broke on Bougainville.
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