
  [image: Cover Page]


  
    “Forward!” hollared Captain Mason.


    “Charge!” screamed Sergeant Plunkett.


    “Rip out their guts!” said Frankie La Barbara.


    “Send them to hell!” hollared the Reverend Billie Jones.


    The recon platoon charged the Japs who were attacking them from the front, and then suddenly more Japs debouched from the jungle on both flanks of the Americans, surrounding them on three sides. The Japs closed in and the Americans rushed forward. Butsko was leading the way.


    “Kill them all!” he screamed . . .

  


  


  Also by Len Levinson


  The Rat Bastards:


  Hit the Beach


  Death Squad


  River of Blood


  Meat Grinder Hill


  Down and Dirty


  Green Hell


  Too Mean to Die


  Hot Lead and Cold Steel


  Do or Die


  Kill Crazy


  Nightmare Alley


  Go For Broke


  Suicide River


  Satan’s Cage


  Go Down Fighting


  The Pecos Kid:


  Beginner’s Luck


  The Reckoning


  Apache Moon


  Outlaw Hell


  Devil’s Creek Massacre


  Bad to the Bone


  The Apache Wars Saga:


  Desert Hawks


  War Eagles


  Savage Frontier


  White Apache


  Devil Dance


  Night of the Cougar


  
    


    Tough Guys Die Hard

    


    Book 13 of the Rat Bastards


    



    by


    Len Levinson

  


  
    


    Excepting basic historical events, places, and personages, this series of books is fictional, and anything that appears otherwise is coincidental and unintentional. The principal characters are imaginary, although they might remind veterans of specific men whom they knew. The Twentythird Infantry Regiment, in which the characters serve, is used fictitiously—it doesn't represent the real historical Twentythird Infantry, which has distinguished itself in so many battles from the Civil War to Vietnam—but it could have been any American line regiment that fought and bled during World War II.


    These novels are dedicated to the men who were there. May their deeds and gallantry never be forgotten.


    



    



    


    TOUGH GUYS DIE HARD


    Copyright © 1985 by Len Levinson. All Rights Reserved.


    EBook © 2013 by AudioGO. All Rights Reserved.



    Trade ISBN 978-1-62064-854-4


    Library ISBN 978-1-62460-195-8


    


    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner


    whatsoever without written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief


    quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


    



    Cover photo © TK/iStock.com.

  


  
    


    Tough Guys Die Hard

    

  


  
    


    ONE . . .


    It was June 29,1944. The jeep bounced up and down and from side to side as it rolled over the jungle road. Lieutenant Dale Breckenridge sat on the jump seat in back beside Pfc. Frankie La Barbara, bumping shoulders, nearly falling out of the jeep. Both had been wounded during the night and were covered with bloody bandages. They were on their way to the medical station to have bullets removed and wounds sewn up.


    It was early morning, and the hot tropical sun shone through the thick, tangled vegetation. Columns of soldiers marched on the shoulder of the road, heading toward the front. Sergeants shouted orders and officers spoke over walkie-talkies. They were near the Driniumor River in New Guinea, the scene of bloody fighting for the past three days. Lieutenant Breckenridge and his platoon had been trapped behind enemy lines for the past twenty-four hours, with only eight men still alive out of forty.


    But they weren’t alive by much. Lieutenant Breckenridge had lost a lot of blood. Frankie La Barbara was cut badly and his nose was broken. He was exhausted and dazed by the morphine the medics had shot into his ass. He was still trying to adjust to the fact that he was safe behind his own lines now, and he hoped he had that million-dollar wound that would get him shipped back to the States. The jeep lurched to the side and he nearly fell out, but he hung on to the metal beside the jump seat and managed to stay put.


    The jeep veered to the left, and Lieutenant Breckenridge grasped the back of the front seat so that he wouldn’t topple onto Frankie La Barbara. The jeep rumbled past big walled tents, and Lieutenant Breckenridge realized he was in a headquarters area. He didn’t know the jeep driver, and the passenger seat contained Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey, a blond nurse who’d been trapped behind enemy lines also. She had her arm in a sling and a cut on her cheek, because she’d had to fight for her life against the Japs too.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge was six foot four and weighed 250 pounds. He’d been a first-team fullback at the University of Virginia before the war, but now he was just another lieutenant in the South Pacific war, and they said the road to Tokyo would be paved with young lieutenants. He’d been wounded badly once before and sent back to the States, but he had volunteered to return to the front after he recovered.


    The jeep stopped, and Lieutenant Breckenridge was so slack, he fell forward and hit his head against the back of the driver’s seat. He crumpled against the front seat for a few seconds, then cleared his head and sat back again. Frankie did nothing to help him because Frankie didn’t particularly like him. He and Lieutenant Breckenridge had quarreled when they were trapped behind enemy lines, and they’d even had a fistfight, which Lieutenant Breckenridge won. Frankie had thought of shooting Lieutenant Breckenridge in the back a few times, but he hadn’t done it because he realized that Lieutenant Breckenridge was the only one who could get them through the mess they were in, and in fact Lieutenant Breckenridge had brought them through.


    The driver stepped down from the jeep and walked back to Lieutenant Breckenridge, holding out his hand. “I’ll help you down, sir.”


    “I can get down myself,” Lieutenant Breckenridge muttered. “Help the nurse.”


    “I’m okay,” Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey said.


    


    Lieutenant Breckenridge pushed the jeep driver’s hand out of the way and climbed down from the jeep. His feet touched the ground and the scenery spun around. He blinked and saw the big tent with the red cross painted on the side. Taking a deep breath, he headed toward the tent. The jeep driver took his arm, but Lieutenant Breckenridge shook him off. He didn’t think he was hurt that badly.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge shuffled toward the tent. Soldiers lay on stretchers on the ground in front of it, and orderlies scurried about. Some orderlies carried soldiers into the tent, and other orderlies carried soldiers out. Lieutenant McCaffrey walked on the left of Lieutenant Breckenridge.


    “You all right?” she asked.


    “I’m fine.”


    “You don’t look so fine.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge turned to her and began to say I can get along by myself, but then a roaring filled his ears and ink covered his eyeballs. His knees wobbled and he collapsed onto the ground.


    The jeep driver bent over to pick up Lieutenant Breckenridge, but Lieutenant Breckenridge was heavy and the jeep driver wasn’t particularly strong. Lieutenant McCaffrey turned to Frankie La Barbara, who was walking behind her.


    “Help him, will you?” she asked.


    Frankie didn’t feel like helping Lieutenant Breckenridge, but he bent over and grabbed one of Lieutenant Breckenridge’s arms. The jeep driver held the other arm, and together they picked Lieutenant Breckenridge up.


    “Jesus, he’s heavy!” wheezed the jeep driver.


    “That’s because he’s full of shit,” Frankie replied.


    They dragged him a few steps forward, and an orderly noticed them.


    “What’s wrong with him?” the orderly asked.


    Lieutenant McCaffrey replied: “He needs medical assistance right away.”


    “So do all these other men around here. Lay him down someplace and we’ll get to him when we can.”


    Frankie La Barbara let go of Lieutenant Breckenridge’s arm, and the jeep driver couldn’t hold him up by himself. Lieutenant Breckenridge was still unconscious and he fell toward the ground, landing on his forehead, rolling onto his side.


    Lieutenant McCaffrey gazed harshly at Frankie La Barbara. “You’re a bastard!” she said.


    “Fuck you,” he uttered loud enough so she’d hear him but not so loud that someone else might hear him.


    She wanted to punch him in the mouth with her good hand, but she was an officer in the Army, and the Army was the Army. She knelt beside Lieutenant Breckenridge and tried to make him more comfortable. The jeep driver rolled Lieutenant Breckenridge onto his back. Lieutenant McCaffrey felt Lieutenant Breckenridge’s pulse, and it was slow. Her eyes darted to the bloody bandages on his leg, chest, arms, and face. He needed medical attention, but so did everybody else in the vicinity.


    Frankie La Barbara’s main problem was that his nose was mashed in. He’d broken it once before on Guadalcanal, and then Lieutenant Breckenridge broke it again in their fistfight. In addition he had numerous cuts and gashes all over his body from the hand-to-hand fighting that had been taking place sporadically during the past three days.


    Frankie La Barbara sat cross-legged on the grass not too far from Lieutenant McCaffrey and looked at her ass. She wore baggy fatigues, but she still had a nice round little ass, and her legs were long and slim. Frankie lit a cigarette and thought of how nice it would be to stick his dick into her. He hadn’t been laid since leaving Hawaii nearly two weeks ago. He thought Lieutenant McCaffrey was a good-looking piece of ass, but the dumb bitch was always making a big fuss over Lieutenant Breckenridge instead of Frankie La Barbara.


    “Hey, buddy, got another butt?”


    Frankie glanced to his side and saw a GI lying on a stretcher, wearing a turban of bandages streaked with blood. The soldier was unshaven, with sunken cheeks and hollow eyes. Frankie took out his pack of Chesterfields, placed one in the soldier’s mouth, and lit it with his Zippo.


    “Thanks,” the soldier said.


    “Don’t mention it.”


    Frankie puffed his own cigarette and looked around. The ground was covered with wounded men moaning and groaning, looking as though they were dead already. Frankie closed his eyes and relaxed, leaning forward, resting his arms on his knees. In the distance he could hear artillery explosions and small-arms fire. He felt weird, as if he were losing his mind. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept. The fighting had been intense for the past three days, and you couldn’t call a time-out. It was kill or be killed, stay awake or have your throat cut by a sneaky Jap.


    Frankie still was trying to calm down after the ordeal of being trapped behind enemy lines. It had been touch and go many times back there. Frankie doubted that he’d ever get out alive. He thought for sure he’d be killed in a filthy jungle he didn’t even give a shit about, but a big American attack had pushed the Japs back again, and he’d been rescued.


    I can’t take this shit anymore, he said to himself. I’ve got to get out of this fucking war before something really bad happens to me. He turned around and looked back at the jungle, thick and vast. He knew it covered the entire island of New Guinea, and New Guinea was the second largest island in the world. A man could disappear in that jungle, and no one would ever find him. He could live off the land and wait until the war was over, then return and say “I got lost” or something like that.


    Frankie didn’t ever want to go through what he went through last night. He didn’t want to stand toe to toe with any more Japs and try to stab them before they stabbed him. It was too gruesome and horrible. I’ll have to find somebody to go with me, Frankie thought. Got to have somebody to shoot the shit with.


    He turned face front and saw medics rolling Lieutenant Breckenridge onto a stretcher. They picked him up and carried him into the big medical tent, and Lieutenant McCaffrey followed, her arm in a sling.


    Frankie puffed his cigarette. He was in a rotten mood, and whenever he was in a rotten mood he wanted to punch somebody in the mouth; but around him were wounded soldiers, most of them wounded more than he. He clicked his teeth and wondered what he’d look like when the pill-rollers and sawbones got through with his nose. He used to be a good-looking guy back in New York City, and women often told him he looked like the actor Victor Mature. He’d had a wife and a million girl friends, but now his face was scarred and his nose bent out of shape. He didn’t think he’d ever be able to breathe out of his nose again, but it might come in handy for opening beer bottles someday.


    The roar of a truck’s engine snapped him out of his reverie. He looked up and saw a deuce-and-a-half driving toward the medical headquarters. The truck stopped, turned around, and backed up, stopping twenty feet in front of Frankie. The driver got out, walked to the back of the truck, and let down the tailgate.


    Pfc. Morris Shilansky, the former bank robber from Boston, jumped down. He was in Frankie’s platoon, and Frankie waved to him. Shilansky waved back. He wore a big square bandage over the left side of his rib cage, and no shirt. He walked toward Frankie, and then Victor Yabalonka jumped out of the truck. He’d been a former longshoreman in San Francisco and walked with a limp because a bullet was embedded in his thigh muscle. Behind Yabalonka came the Reverend Billie Jones, who’d been an itinerant preacher in Georgia before the war. Billie Jones wore a bandage on his head and another on his stomach. He was shot full of morphine and didn’t know whether he was coming or going.


    Medics approached the rear of the truck and unloaded Pfc. Craig Delane and Pfc. Jimmy O’Rourke, who were unconscious on stretchers. They were rushed into the medical tent, while the others sat on the grass around Frankie La Barbara. Finally, being helped down from the truck were Lieutenant Dorothy Pagano from River Rouge, near Detroit, and Lieutenant Laura Jones, from New Haven, Connecticut. They also had been trapped with the reconnaissance platoon behind enemy lines. Limping, bloody, their uniforms torn, they were escorted by the medics into the tent.


    Frankie spat at the ground. “Ladies first,” he said derisively.


    “Well,” said Shilansky philosophically, “rank has its privileges.” Shilansky took off his helmet and ran his fingers through his kinky black hair. “Ouch,” he said, because the movement caused the wound on his side to hurt, but it didn’t hurt that much because he’d been shot up with morphine also. He was six feet tall, of average build, and he reached into his pant pocket for his pack of cigarettes.


    “Have one of these,” said the Reverend Billie Jones, who was six foot two and a real heavyweight. He had blond hair thinning on top, and held out his package of Camels to Shilansky.


    “Thanks,” said Shilansky, picking one cigarette out of the pack.


    The Reverend Billie Jones lit it with his Zippo, and Shilansky took a deep puff. On the other side of Shilansky, Private Victor Yabalonka lit a Camel of his own. He was even bigger than the Reverend Billie Jones, and was one of the newest members of the recon platoon. New Guinea had been his baptism of fire, and he didn’t like it one bit.


    The four men smoked their cigarettes and waited for something to happen. Other soldiers were carried into the medical tent, and trucks and jeeps arrived carrying more wounded soldiers. They could see the road where soldiers wearing fresh green fatigues marched toward the front, their backs bent under the weight of their full field packs. Intense fighting could still be heard in the distance, and a squadron of fighter planes flew overhead, heading toward the front.


    “I hate this fucking war,” Frankie said. “I never asked to go to this fucking war. This fucking war don’t mean shit to me. I shoulda hid out in somebody’s cellar and waited for this fucking war to end.”


    Nobody replied. Everybody was used to Frankie’s complaints, and what he’d just said was one of his standard remarks. They’d all heard it many times before, and besides, they were all pretty stoned on morphine, seeing flickering lights dancing in front of their eyes, hearing the faint tinkling of bells.


    A medic wearing thick glasses like the bottoms of Coke bottles walked up to them. “What’s wrong with you guys?”


    Frankie pointed to the bandage on his nose. “Whataya think I’m wearin’ this for?”


    The medic knelt in front of Frankie and moved his fingers toward Frankie’s nose. Frankie grabbed the medic’s wrist. “What the fuck you think you’re doin’?”


    “I’m gonna examine your nose.”


    “It’s broke,” Frankie said. “I gotta see a doctor.”


    “What about you?” the medic said to Shilansky.


    Shilansky pointed to the bandage over his ribs. “I need some stitches.”


    The medic looked at the Reverend Billie Jones.


    


    “I need some stitches too,” Billie Jones said.


    Yabalonka pointed to the bandage on his thigh. “I got a bullet in there.”


    “Can you walk all right?” the medic asked.


    “More or less,” Yabalonka replied.


    The medic stood up. “Come with me.” He glanced at Billie Jones. “You too.”


    “Hey!” Frankie said. “What about me?”


    “What about you?”


    “I’m wounded!”


    “So’s everybody else around here. Wait your turn.”


    Frankie got to his feet. “I’ll kick your fucking ass, you talk to me that way, pill-roller!”


    Shilansky stood and held Frankie’s arm. “Calm down.”


    “I am calmed down. You calm down.”


    The medic strolled off, followed by Victor Yabalonka and the Reverend Billie Jones. Frankie sat down and took out another cigarette. Shilansky sat beside him.


    “I can’t take this fucking war anymore,” Frankie said.


    “You think I can?”


    “Just as soon as I get myself patched up, I’m going AWOL.” Frankie lit the cigarette and gazed into Shilansky’s eyes. “You coming with me?”


    Shilansky snorted. “I remember what happened last time I went AWOL with you. We got caught.”


    “That wasn’t my fault.”


    “It wasn’t my fault either.”


    “It was nobody’s fault,” Frankie said. “That was in Honolulu, and how can you go AWOL in Honolulu, where there’s a fucking MP on every streetcorner? Here there’s nothing but jungle. This is a big fucking island. They’ll never catch us.”


    “What if the Japs catch us?”


    “The Japs are to the east of us. There ain’t no Japs to the west of us between here and Hollandia. They’ll never find us.”


    Shilansky’s brow wrinkled in thought. “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”


    “Don’t think about it too long,” Frankie said. “Our best chance to bug out is now. When we’re back at the regiment, it’ll be harder.”


    “I know,” Shilansky said. “I’ll tell you when the doctors are finished with me. I don’t think I’m healthy enough to go AWOL right now.”


    “If you go back to the regiment, how healthy you think you’ll be then? They’ll just throw you back into the fucking meatgrinder again.”


    “Shut up and lemme think,” Shilansky said.


    

  


  
    


    TWO . . .


    Major General Clyde Hawkins, the commanding officer of the Eighty-first Division, was jubilant. His soldiers had pushed the Japs back to the Driniumor and were now advancing beyond it, encountering scattered resistance. It appeared to General Hawkins that the Japs had shot their wad in the fighting of the past few days, and they were defeated in the region around Aitape for the time being.


    General Hawkins had blond hair and a blond mustache. He was a graduate of West Point and had been first captain during his senior year. Ambitious, steeped in military tradition, he wanted to become general of the Army someday. This victory was important to him, because three days earlier the Japs had kicked his ass and made him look bad to his superiors. They’d criticized him for waiting too long before launching his counter-attack against the Japs.


    But now he was a winner again. His division was pressing forward. General MacArthur would read his name in the communiqués and remember who he was. General Hawkins was the son of a general and the grandson of a general, both of whom knew MacArthur. General Hawkins hoped to be famous and great like General MacArthur someday.


    


    Master Sergeant Abner Somerall, the sergeant major of the division, pushed aside the tent flap and poked his head into General Hawkins’s office. “Colonel Hutchins is here to see you, sir.”


    “Oh, no,” muttered General Hawkins, because he hated Colonel Hutchins with a passion. Colonel Hutchins was a drunken old stumblebum as far as he was concerned, a constant thorn in his side. “Send him in.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Sergeant Somerall withdrew his head. General Hawkins frowned as he stuffed an Old Gold cigarette into his ivory cigarette holder. General MacArthur smoked a corncob pipe, and General Hawkins used an ivory cigarette holder for his trademark. He lit the cigarette at the end and took a puff. The tent flap was pushed to the side again, and Colonel “Hollerin’ ” Bob Hutchins entered the office. He strolled to the front of the desk and saluted.


    “Morning, sir,” he said.


    Colonel Hutchins was five feet eight, and his big beer belly hung over his cartridge belt. He had the florid complexion of the alcoholic, and a button nose. On his forehead was a bandage, and he appeared as though he had tits because there was a big bandage over his chest. He was commanding officer of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment.


    “What can I do for you?” General Hawkins asked.


    “I need replacements bad.”


    “So does everybody else around here.”


    “When’ll we get replacements?”


    “How should I know?”


    “You’re a fucking general. You’re supposed to know something.”


    General Hawkins puffed his cigarette and glowered at Colonel Hutchins. General Hawkins hated the son of a bitch. They argued constantly. Colonel Hutchins had no respect for General Hawkins’s rank, and General Hawkins couldn’t relieve Colonel Hutchins of command because Colonel Hutchins was a tough front-line commander who always came through when the chips were down.


    “I don’t know everything,” General Hawkins replied, not inviting Colonel Hutchins to sit down. “I can’t predict the future.”


    


    “I need soldiers,” Colonel Hutchins said. “I’m down to about forty percent of my full strength. My regiment took the brunt of that Jap attack, you know.”


    “I know, but I don’t have anything for you. Is that all?”


    “Naw, it’s not all. Have you got anybody in the stockade?”


    “Don’t tell me you’ll take prisoners from the stockade!”


    “I’ll take any warm bodies I can get.”


    “I don’t think you want anybody in the stockade. There’s men there who’ve tried to kill officers, who’ve gone AWOL, who’ve stolen stuff, and who’ve turned tail and run in the face of the enemy.”


    “I can make soldiers out of them. Can I have them?”


    “If I give them to you, you’ll have to take full responsibility for anything they do.”


    Colonel Hutchins smirked. “Don’t worry about that part. I don’t pass the buck, like some people I know around here.”


    General Hawkins’s face became stony, because he knew Colonel Hutchins was talking about him. “You can have anybody you want in the stockade,” he said. “Just be careful that one of them doesn’t shoot you in the back.”


    “The only person around here who’d shoot me in the back would be you.”


    Their eyes met and hatred beamed between them. Colonel Hutchins wanted to jump over the desk and punch General Hawkins in the mouth, while General Hawkins wanted to pull out his Colt .45 and shoot Colonel Hutchins in the head.


    “Anything else?” General Hawkins asked.


    “Can I have it in writing?” Colonel Hutchins said.


    “Can you have what in writing?”


    “Your authorization for me to take anybody I want out of the stockade.”


    “Tell Sergeant Somerall to type it up and I’ll sign it. Anything else?”


    “No.”


    “Don’t you ever say sir?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Get out of my office.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins saluted smartly, did an about-face, and marched out of the office. General Hawkins puffed his cigarette and frowned unhappily. Back at West Point they’d never taught him that someday he’d have to deal with an officer like “Hollerin’ ” Bob Hutchins.


    Frankie La Barbara was all alone, sitting cross-legged on the ground. All his buddies from the recon platoon had gone inside the medical tent, and none of them came out yet. Other soldiers had arrived in trucks and jeeps and were carried into the tent, but still he sat there with his broken nose, which he couldn’t breathe out of.


    I’m gonna be disfigured for life, Frankie thought. No broad will ever look at me again. I used to be a good-looking guy, and now I’m a fucking geek.


    A medic walked up to him. “C’mon.”


    Frankie stood, wiped the dust from the seat of his pants, and followed the medic into the tent. Tables were lined up on two walls, and medical personnel examined soldiers. Some soldiers were carried into the adjacent room, where operations were performed. It was dark and hot inside the tent, although the lower part of the walls were rolled up. The medic pointed to an empty table.


    “Lay down over there.”


    Frankie leaned his M 1 rifle against the side of the tent and sat on the table. The air smelled like chemicals mixed with blood. Men groaned and moaned under the influence of morphine. He heard the voices of doctors and nurses in the operating room. A nurse with a big fat ass was examining a soldier on the other side of the tent. A few medics looked at another soldier. A nurse peeled bandages off a third while a doctor looked on.


    A nurse walked up to Frankie, and he thought she looked familiar. She had pale blond hair and blue eyes, and was quite pretty.


    “Don’t I know you from someplace?” the nurse asked.


    “I think so,” Frankie replied. “Are you from New York by any chance?”


    “No, I’m from Ohio.” She wrinkled her nose, and then suddenly a smile broke out on her face. “You’re Frankie La Barbara, aren’t you?”


    “That’s my name.”


    “I’m Betty Crawford.”


    


    “Oh,” Frankie said, “yeah, I remember now.”


    “You were one of Sergeant Butsko’s men, right?”


    “That’s right.”


    Frankie remembered her now. He’d met her at the hospital on New Caledonia after he’d been stricken with malaria on Guadalcanal. He’d gone to visit Sergeant Butsko, who’d been wounded in the gut, and she’d been one of Butsko’s nurses.


    Betty remembered that hospital in New Caledonia too. She’d had a brief affair with Butsko before he returned to his outfit on Guadalcanal. She’d never forgotten Butsko because she thought he’d given her the best fuck of her life. She and Butsko kept the affair a secret, because she was an officer and he wasn’t. Such relationships were frowned upon in the Army.


    “Where’s Sergeant Butsko now?” she asked.


    “He was wounded on Bougainville. Last thing I heard, he was in a hospital on Hawaii.”


    “Was he wounded badly?”


    “He got hit in the leg. They were gonna cut it off, but then they decided not to.”


    “My goodness,” she said. She couldn’t imagine Butsko without a leg.


    “I imagine he’ll show up again someday, like a bad penny.”


    “Sounds like you’re mad at him.”


    “I hate the son of a bitch.”


    “Why?”


    “Because I hate him—that’s why.”


    “What’d he do?”


    “Because he’s a rotten son of a bitch.” He looked up at her. “What’re you gonna do about my nose?”


    “Is that your main problem right now?”


    “The war is my main problem, and then comes my nose.”


    “Lie down and I’ll look at it.”


    Frankie lay on the table and stretched out. Betty bent over him and brought her face close to his; he felt like grabbing her and sticking his tongue down her throat. She was beautiful in his opinion, although she looked worn out, like all nurses in combat zones. Even the young ones acquired bags under their eyes and lines around their mouths.


    “This might hurt,” she said, moving her fingers toward his nose.


    


    “Can you give me a shot?”


    “Haven’t you already had one?”


    “No.”


    “Yes you have. Don’t lie.”


    “Well, I can always use another one.”


    “Lie still.”


    “No shot?”


    “I said lie still.”


    She gripped the edge of the bandage in her chewed-down fingernails, and pulled it away from his skin.


    “Ouch,” he said.


    “Ssshhhh.”


    “Ouch!”


    She removed the adhesive part of the bandage, but the bloody gauze stuck to his nose. She tugged, but it wouldn’t come loose.


    “That hurts,” he said.


    “I know it hurts. Just keep your mouth shut and you’ll be all right.”


    Frankie closed his mouth. She took a deep breath and yanked the bandage off his nose. He shouted in pain.


    “Take it easy,” she said, dropping the used bandage into a tin can on a tray being held by the orderly beside her.


    She bent over Frankie’s nose and examined it. It was just about the most mangled nose she’d ever seen in her life. Bones and cartilage stuck out of skin that was caked with blood. The flesh of his nose was torn to shreds. It looked as though he’d require major plastic surgery.


    He saw the expression on her face and knew what it meant. “Pretty bad, huh?”


    “I won’t lie to you,” she replied. “It is pretty bad.”


    “I’ll be disfigured for life, right?”


    “They can perform miracles with plastic surgery these days. You’ll probably be shipped out to a hospital where they have a special plastic-surgery team.”


    “Back to the States?” Frankie asked hopefully.


    “Oh, no,” she said. “Probably Hollandia. Actually, they might be able to do it here.”


    “Shit,” he said.


    “I’ll have to clean it now. I think I’d better give you a shot.”


    


    “It’s about time.”


    She didn’t have to roll up his sleeve, because he didn’t have one. He’d torn off both his sleeves days ago in order to keep cool in the torrid jungle. She dabbed his right biceps with alcohol on a piece of cotton, then took the needle from the tray, squirted a drop into the air, and jabbed it in.


    “I look like a clown,” Frankie muttered. “No woman will ever fuck me again.”


    “Sssshhh,” she said.


    Frankie closed his eyes and felt as though he were floating in the air.


    The wheels of the cargo plane touched down on the runway, and Master Sergeant John A. Butsko from McKeesport, Pennsylvania, felt relieved. He hated to fly and always worried that the plane he was on would crash.


    But the plane hadn’t crashed. It had been an uneventful journey from Henderson Field on Guadalcanal to Tadji Field on New Guinea. No Jap Zeros had hurtled out of the sky at twelve o’clock high to shoot down the cargo plane. No Jap antiaircraft batteries tried to blow it out of the air. Now Butsko was home. He’d never been on New Guinea before, but his regiment was somewhere in the vicinity, according to what he’d heard on Hawaii.


    Butsko wore new Army-green fatigues, new combat boots, and a new stiff fatigue cap, similar to a baseball hat. He carried his few belongings in a light field pack between his legs. Also in the field pack were his orders, not made out in his own name. The orders were forged with a phony name. Butsko was technically AWOL from his hospital on Oahu in the Hawaiian Islands.


    The cargo plane rumbled and roared as it sped down the runway. Butsko looked out the window and saw tents, quonset huts, and stacks of supplies under tarpaulin wraps. Soldiers were all over the place, wearing helmets and carrying rifles. He was back in a war zone again, and felt the old tensions creep onto him like lizards and beetles.


    The cargo plane slowed down. Butsko looked around at other soldiers sitting on the benches that lined each side of the fuselage. Crates full of supplies were stacked in the center of the deck, and the light was dim because the portholes were small.


    Butsko wanted to light a cigarette, but there was no smoking during landing. His leg ached slightly, but he could walk on it pretty good. He thought he must be crazy for going through so much trouble to return to the war, but he couldn’t help himself. He hated the war and all the bloody, brutal killing that went with it, but he’d felt like a slacker and a coward in the hospital, taking it easy and getting blowjobs from nurses while other soldiers were fighting and dying at the front. He reached a point where he loathed himself, and that’s when he started paying bribes and falsifying documents. The doctors said he wasn’t ready to return to the front yet, but what’d they know? He couldn’t double-time five miles, but neither could they. Those doctors all looked like they were ready to keel over at any moment. A good piece of ass and a cold breakfast would kill them all, Butsko thought.


    The cargo plane rolled to a stop. Butsko and the other soldiers unfastened their seat belts. Butsko stood and stretched, then bent over and looked out the window. A ground crew rolled a ladder toward the plane, and in the distance he could see a building with a wind sock on the end of a pole. Beyond the building was the vast jungle.


    The door to the cargo plane opened.


    “All right, everybody out!” somebody shouted.


    The soldiers lifted their bags and lined up in front of the door. Butsko took his place among them, wondering where in hell the Twenty-third Regiment was in all that jungle out there.

  


  
    


    THREE . . .


    The stockade was near the beach and consisted of a quonset hut surrounded by a barbed-wire fence ten feet high. MPs guarded the gate and the perimeter. Colonel Hutchins approached the stockade, with Sergeant Frick at his side. Sergeant Frick was an MP, the NCO in charge of the stockade.


    “I don’t think you’re gonna want any of these men,” Sergeant Frick said. “They’re a bunch of rotten eggs.”


    Colonel Hutchins grunted. He was sure General Hawkins referred to him, Colonel Hutchins, as a rotten egg from time to time. Colonel Hutchins believed rotten eggs sometimes made the best front-line soldiers, because they were usually nasty, violent sons of bitches. His recon platoon was full of bad eggs, and they had done a fine job until they were just about wiped out during the past few days.


    Sergeant Frick went forward and spoke with the MP-guards. One of them opened the gate. Sergeant Frick beckoned to Colonel Hutchins.


    “This way, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins followed Sergeant Frick into the stockade. Colonel Hutchins wore his steel pot on his head and his Colt .45 in a holster fastened to his cartridge belt. The sleeves of his shirt were rolled up, and he carried a thin switch of wood in his right hand like a swagger stick, slapping it against the side of his leg.


    The stockade area wasn’t very large, and Colonel Hutchins couldn’t see any prisoners outside. He figured they must be in the quonset hut, hiding from the heat. Four MPs double-timed into the stockade, holding their carbines at high port arms, slowing down when they reached Sergeant Frick.


    The door to the quonset hut was open, and the MPs went inside first, hollaring “Attention!” Colonel Hutchins heard rushing and bustling inside the quonset hut. Then Sergeant Frick went inside.


    “Let’s go, you sons of bitches!” he bellowed. “Move your fucking asses! Look smart! Shape the fuck up!”


    Colonel Hutchins walked into the quonset hut, and his eyes fell on the tallest man he’d ever seen in his life. Colonel Hutchins estimated that the giant was nearly seven feet tall and weighed at least three hundred pounds. His feet were immense and he had a head like a basketball whose sides had been flattened in. He must be hell in hand-to-hand combat, Colonel Hutchins thought.


    Colonel Hutchins stepped in front of the man and looked up at his face. The man had the expression of a little boy trying to appear serious and grown up. He had a nose like a big fat sausage, and his dark brown hair was thick and curly on top of his head. Sergeant Frick sidled up to Colonel Hutchins.


    “That one doesn’t have all his marbles,” Sergeant Frick said.


    “What’s your name, soldier?” Colonel Hutchins asked the giant.


    “My name, sir?” the soldier asked in a goofy singsong voice.


    “You’re the one I’m talking to, ain’t I?”


    The soldier looked to his left and right to determine whether or not Colonel Hutchins might be talking to somebody else. Then he grinned. “I guess yer talkin’ to me.” Now he became confused. “What was it you wanted to know?”


    “Your fucking name.”


    He smiled again. “Name is Joshua Edward McGurk.”


    “Where are you from, McGurk?”


    “The Eighteenth Regiment, sir.”


    


    “I mean where in the States?”


    “Maine, sir.”


    “Where in Maine?”


    “Town of Skunk Hollow, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins grinned. There was something about this big goofball that he liked. “What’re you doing in here, McGurk?”


    McGurk frowned. “Hit somebody,” he said in a low voice.


    Sergeant Frick butted in. “That’s like saying the Titanic hit an ice cube. McGurk hit an officer and fractured his skull. The officer is still trying to figure out who he is and what freight train ran over him.”


    Colonel Hutchins looked up at McGurk. “What’d you hit the officer with?”


    “My hand.”


    “What’d you hit him for?”


    “What I hit him for?”


    “Yes McGurk—what was the reason you hit him?”


    “Reason I hit him?”


    “Yes—the reason you hit him.”


    McGurk’s face clouded over. “Was mean to me. Said I was too dumb to live.”


    “Can you fire a rifle, McGurk?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Do you remember your score on the firing range?”


    McGurk smiled proudly. “Won the Marksman’s Medal, sir.”


    If McGurk won the Marksman’s Medal, that meant he was an average shot. That was good enough for Colonel Hutchins.


    “Can you fieldstrip an M 1?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “Yes, sir. Learned how to do that at Fort Campbell, Kentucky.”


    “How do you feel about Japs, McGurk?”


    McGurk turned down the corners of his mouth. “Hate Japs.”


    “Why?”


    “Japs bombed Pearl Harbor.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Sergeant Frick. “I’ll take this man.”


    “But he’s a moron!”


    “He’s not a moron, and don’t ever say that to him again!”


    Sergeant Frick swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”


    


    Colonel Hutchins turned to the side and looked at the other men. They were lined up on both sides of the quonset hut, standing at attention in front of their cots, six of them in all. Colonel Hutchins stepped to the side and looked into the face of the next prisoner.


    The prisoner had a long, thin nose and a haughty manner. His light hair was clipped close to his head and his eyebrows were raised in disapproval. He was a six-footer, built on the bony side.


    “What’d this one do?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “He’s yeller,” Sergeant Frick replied. “He won’t fight.”


    “Won’t fight?” Colonel Hutchins said to the soldier. “What’s your name.”


    “Theophilus Hampton, sir.”


    “Why won’t you fight, Hampton?”


    “Because the war is stupid, and so are the officers directing operations.”


    “Where you from, Hampton?”


    “I lived in England before the war.”


    “But you’re an American, aren’t you?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Where are you from in America?”


    “New York City, sir.”


    “How’d you like to have the Japs take over New York City?”


    “They’ll never take over New York City.”


    “Why not?”


    Hampton appeared flustered. “Well, I suppose because the United States armed forces will stop them before then.”


    “You’re damned right we will, and you’re going to do your part too!” Colonel Hutchins turned to Sergeant Frick. “I’ll take him.”


    Hampton scowled. “I won’t fight. I refuse to participate in the madness of this war.”


    “You’ll either fight or you’ll die,” Colonel Hutchins said, “but you’re not going to spend the rest of this war in a nice comfortable stockade someplace, you son of a bitch!”


    Colonel Hutchins sidestepped in front of the next prisoner, who was five feet tall and five feet wide.


    “What’s your name!” Colonel Hutchins demanded.


    “Schlegelmilch, W.J.,” the man said.


    


    “What are you doing in here?”


    “I was framed.”


    Colonel Hutchins looked at Sergeant Frick. “What’s he doing in here?”


    “He raped a nurse.”


    “You raped a nurse!” Colonel Hutchins yelled at Schlegelmilch. “Why, you stinking son of a bitch!”


    Schlegelmilch grinned and wiggled his ears. “She liked it, sir.”


    “You’re disgusting, Schlegelmilch!”


    “She was playing hard to get, sir. I know it when a woman’s playing hard to get.”


    Sergeant Frick cleared his throat. “The son of a bitch had her tied against a palm tree, with a gag in her mouth.”


    Schlegelmilch shrugged. “She liked to get tied up, she told me.”


    Sergeant Frick said: “He gave her a black eye too.”


    Schlegelmilch winked. “She told me she likes to get manhandled a little.”


    Colonel Hutchins looked Schlegelmilch in the eye. “Are you as tough with the Japs as you are with women?”


    “Killing Japs is almost as much fun as fucking nurses,” Schlegelmilch said.


    “I’ll take him,” Colonel Hutchins told Sergeant Frick.


    Colonel Hutchins turned around and faced a man of medium height with a fresh scar on his swarthy cheek and a harelip. “What’d you do?” Colonel Hutchins demanded.


    “I shot my company commander,” the man said in a surly voice.


    “Jesus Christ, what for?”


    “Because he was a dumb prick.”


    “Sir,” Sergeant Frick prompted.


    “Because he was a dumb prick, sir.”


    “What’s your name?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “Joseph Tronolone, sir.”


    “Where are you from?”


    “Minneapolis.”


    “You don’t like officers, eh?”


    “I hate their fucking guts.”


    “I’ll take him,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    


    “But, sir!” Sergeant Frick protested. “He shot his company commander! Next time he’s liable to shoot you!”


    “If an enlisted man shoots an officer, it proves the officer was a poor leader. I said I’ll take him.”


    Colonel Hutchins swaggered in front of the next prisoner, who was of medium height and had a baby face.


    “What’re you in for?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    The young man smiled in an engaging manner. “I didn’t do it,” he said.


    “What didn’t you do?”


    “I don’t remember.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Sergeant Frick. “What’d the scumbag do?”


    “He stole his buddy’s wallet.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned up the right corner of his lip. “You stole your buddy’s wallet!”


    “I didn’t do it, and he wasn’t my buddy anyway.”


    “You’re a lowlife!” Colonel Hutchins said.


    “I’m innocent. I’d never do a thing like that.”


    Sergeant Frick thought he should clarify matters. “The wallet was found inside his pack.”


    “How’d the wallet get inside your pack?” Colonel Hutchins asked the young man.


    “I don’t know.”


    “A little bird put it there?”


    “Maybe.”


    “What’s your name, thief?”


    “Clement R. Bisbee, sir.”


    “I’ll take him,” said Colonel Hutchins.


    “But he’s a crook!” Sergeant Frick said.


    “If we catch him stealing anything, we’ll shoot him.”


    Colonel Hutchins stepped in front of the last man, who was pale and skinny, with sloping shoulders and a long, gawky neck.


    “What’s your name?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “Crow, Phillip T., sir.”


    “What’re you in for?”


    Crow averted his eyes. “I’m a coward, sir.”


    “You are?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    


    “What the hell you wanna be a coward for?”


    “I don’t wanna be a coward sir. I just am, that’s all.”


    Sergeant Frick put in his two cents. “Whenever he sees a Jap, he runs the other way.”


    “You do?” Colonel Hutchins said to Crow.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You got piss in your blood, Crow?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Well we’ll wring it out of you.” Colonel Hutchins glanced at Sergeant Frick. “I’ll take him.”


    “But he ain’t worth a fuck!”


    “Sir.”


    “But he ain’t worth a fuck, sir!”


    “He’ll either fight the Japs or fight me, but either way he’ll fight.”


    “No I won’t,” said Crow.


    “Yes you will, you son of a bitch!”


    Sergeant Frick was greatly agitated. “But, sir, you’re taking every man out of my stockade!”


    “So what?”


    “I won’t have a job anymore!”


    “Grab a rifle and shoot some Japs. That’s what you should be doing anyway.” Colonel Hutchins looked at the prisoners. “All right, men, from now on you’re in the fighting Twenty-third Regiment, the best goddamned regiment in the entire fucking Army, and my name’s Hutchins—Colonel Bob Hutchins. I’m your new boss and when I say go I want you to go, and if I say shit I expect you to say how much, what color, and where. Now fall outside in a column of ducks—go!”


    The men sauntered casually toward the door, and Colonel Hutchins reared back his leg and kicked Crow in the ass, lifting Crow six inches into the air, sending him crashing against Bisbee. Tronolone turned around and looked at Colonel Hutchins as if Colonel Hutchins was out of his mind, and Colonel Hutchins punched him in the mouth, splitting his lip and bending back four teeth. The other men turned on the quicks and rushed out of the door. Bisbee picked himself up off the floor and lurched outside, followed by Crow. Tronolone scrambled to his feet and glared at Colonel Hutchins as if Tronolone was going to attack Colonel Hutchins.


    


    Colonel Hutchins beckoned with his finger. “C’mon, you son of a bitch.”


    Tronolone bared his teeth and dived toward Colonel Hutchins, who timed him coming in and kicked him in the face. That reversed Tronolone’s forward motion and sent him sprawling out the door.


    Sergeant Frick shook his head sadly. “Sir, I don’t think you appreciate what you’re letting yourself in for.”


    “They’ll make a great bunch of soldiers,” Colonel Hutchins replied, wiping his hands on each other, strolling toward the door.

  


  
    


    FOUR . . .


    Twenty-five miles east of the Driniumor River, deep in the sweltering jungle, the headquarters of the Japanese Eighteenth Army was being set up.


    Soldiers pitched the huge walled tents that would constitute the offices and residences of the officers. Other soldiers strung camouflage netting over the area. Trucks rumbled about, carrying radios, desks, file cabinets, food, and ammunition. Sergeants shouted orders and the soldiers worked frantically, because General Adachi had ordered that the headquarters be operational by twelve o’clock.


    Lieutenant General Hatazo Adachi was the commanding officer of the Eighteenth Army, comprised the Twentieth, Forty-first, and Fifty-first divisions. He was fifty-four years old and wore a thick slanted mustache that made him look almost Hispanic. A graduate of the Japanese Military Academy (1910) and the Japanese War College (1922), he had been commander of the Eighteenth Army since November 1942.


    General Adachi sat underneath a tree and drank a cup of tea as his headquarters was being established in front of him. He’d just arrived from Wewak, the site of his previous headquarters, so he could better direct the battle to retake Aitape.


    General Adachi was not supposed to retake Aitape. His orders were to bypass Aitape and move his Eighteenth Army through the jungle to the western part of New Guinea, to meet American attacks there.


    But General Adachi knew from bitter experience that a long withdrawal through hundreds of miles of jungle would destroy his army, which was in bad enough shape as it was. He’d decided he’d lose fewer men in an attack on Aitape than in the bypass operation.


    On the other hand, if he’d stayed in Wewak, his army would rot on the vine. It would lose morale and honor. It would be disgraced. So he’d decided to go all out in one titanic effort to recapture Aitape from the Americans.


    Maps were spread out at his feet. He knew that stupid mistakes had been made during the past few days. Japanese units had made foolish piecemeal attacks against the Americans and had suffered huge casualties. The local Japanese commanders had been too anxious and reached too far with their available resources.


    But now General Adachi would personally direct the fight. He looked down at his maps, formulating tactics and strategy as he sipped his cup of tea. He’d been working on this master plan for weeks, and he still wasn’t finished. He wanted the plan to be perfect. He had to win a great victory, and if he didn’t, it would be better to die with honor than be ground to pieces by the cruel jungle.


    His situation was desperate, and he knew it. The Americans defending Aitape and the Tadji airfield could be resupplied from the sea and air, while he had with him all the supplies and troops he’d ever get. He had been able to concentrate twenty thousand soldiers for the attack, but only eight thousand were trained infantrymen. He was low on food, ammunition, and other supplies. His communications equipment was practically nonexistent. He had few trucks. Some of his forward units were subsisting solely on sago palm starch.


    But General Adachi believed Japanese fighting spirit could conquer the weak, cowardly Americans despite all their disgusting material advantages. The Imperial Army would prevail. The gods would smile on them.


    


    His executive officer, General Tatsunari Kimura, approached and saluted. “All work is proceeding on schedule,” he reported.


    “Good,” said General Adachi. “Sit down and have a cup of tea.”


    The big deuce-and-a-half truck came to a stop in front of the Twenty-third Regiment’s command post. Colonel Hutchins opened the front door on the passenger side and jumped down to the ground. He walked around to the rear of the truck and let down the tailgate.


    “Everybody out!” he said.


    The six men from the stockade moved toward the rear of the truck and jumped to the ground, glancing around suspiciously, wondering what would become of them.


    “Fall in over here!” Colonel Hutchins said.


    The men lined up behind the truck and stood at attention. Colonel Hutchins walked to the side of the truck, where the driver could see him.


    “Take it back to the motor pool!”


    The driver shifted into gear and drove away. Colonel Hutchins returned to the six men from the stockade and placed his hands on his hips, looking at them from left to right and right to left.


    “You’re the scum of the earth,” Colonel Hutchins told them, “but I’ve given you a chance to redeem yourselves. You can get an honorable discharge if you do as you’re told and live through the war, and if you don’t live through the war, tough shit. Any questions?”


    Nobody said anything. Private Tronolone, the one with the harelip who’d shot his company commander, snickered.


    “You say something, Tronolone?”


    “No.”


    “No, what?”


    “No.”


    “You don’t say sir, Tronolone?”


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I don’t feel like it.”


    “You don’t?”


    


    “No, I don’t.”


    “You wanna bet you start feeling like it?”


    “How much you wanna bet?”


    “A hundred dollars.”


    “You’re on,” Tronolone said.


    Colonel Hutchins took ten steps backward. “Private McGurk, front and center!”


    McGurk pointed his thumb at his chest. “Me?”


    “Your name’s McGurk, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Front and center—goddammit!”


    The giant stepped out of ranks and marched to a spot in front of Colonel Hutchins. “Private McGurk reporting, sir!”


    “McGurk—do you know who I am?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Who am I?”


    “The colonel.”


    “And what am I to you?”


    “You tell me what to do and I do it.”


    Colonel Hutchins pointed at Tronolone. “Who’s that?”


    “Tronolone.”


    “You like him?”


    “No.”


    “I want you to go over there and stand beside Tronolone,” Colonel Hutchins said, “and whenever he doesn’t say sir to me or any other officer, I want you to beat the piss out of him, understand?”


    “Beat the piss out of him, sir?”


    “That’s right. Do you know what that means?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “You think you can do it?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “You know what’ll happen to you if you don’t do it?”


    “No, sir.”


    “I’ll have you put back in the stockade, and you’ll get a dishonorable discharge. You don’t want that, do you?”


    “No, sir.”


    “You want an honorable discharge, don’t you?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    


    “You want to be a good soldier, don’t you?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Go over there in the ranks and take your place beside Private Provolone—I mean Private Tronolone.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    McGurk kicked out his gigantic leg and did an about-face. He marched toward the ranks, and the others made way from him. Stopping beside Private Tronolone, he did another about-face. Colonel Hutchins swaggered toward Private Tronolone and came to a stop, a mischievous smile on his face.


    “You hear what I just told Private McGurk?”


    “Yeah,” said Private Tronolone.


    Colonel Hutchins looked up at Private McGurk, who grabbed Tronolone by the front of his shirt with his left hand and raised him in the air while drawing back his massive fist.


    Tronolone kicked his feet and waved his arms around hysterically. “Let me down, you big goofball!”


    McGurk looked at Colonel Hutchins, who nodded. McGurk shot his fist forward and connected with Tronolone’s nose. There was a sickening splat sound, and Tronolone flew backward through the air, landing on his back at the foot of a tree.


    “Good work,” Colonel Hutchins said to McGurk.


    McGurk beamed with pride. It was the first time anybody had congratulated him since he’d been drafted. “Thank you, sir!”


    Colonel Hutchins glanced at his watch; and it was nearly twelve noon. “All right, men,” he said, “you might as well go to the mess hall now and get some chow. Report back here when you’re finished. McGurk—you take Tronolone along with you and make sure he behaves himself, got it?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Fall out!”


    The men broke ranks and headed toward the mess hall, and each had a lot to think about. McGurk lifted Tronolone as if Tronolone weighed a few pounds, and dragged him along by his collar. Colonel Hutchins grinned as he took out a cigarette, lit it, and headed toward his command post. My new recon platoon is coming together real good, he thought. That bunch is just what I need.


    He pushed aside the tent flap and entered the regimental orderly room. Master Sergeant Koch, the regimental sergeant-major, sat behind his desk to the left, and Pfc. Levinson, the regimental clerk, sat behind a desk to the right. Both looked up at Colonel Hutchins.


    “At ease,” said Colonel Hutchins. “Anything happen while I was gone?”


    Sergeant Koch had a long, crooked neck and a prominent Adam’s apple, plus a hooked nose and balding head that gave him the appearance of a plucked turkey. He lifted a piece of paper from his desk.


    “This is the latest casualty list,” he said.


    Colonel Hutchins plucked it out of his hand and walked past the next tent flap to his office. It had a desk, three chairs, and a cot where he slept at night. Taking off his steel pot, he threw it onto the cot, then sat behind his desk, puffing his cigarette.


    He opened the top drawer of his desk and took out a bottle of GI gin, a cold medicine made primarily of alcohol and codeine with a sugar flavoring that made it taste remotely like real saloon gin. He held up the bottle to the light; it was only a quarter full. Unscrewing the top, he raised the bottle to his lips, threw his head back, and drained it dry.


    He held the empty bottle up to the light. There was nothing sadder than an empty bottle. Colonel Hutchins would have to call the regimental pharmacist and get more GI gin, but that would be a problem because the regimental pharmacist was stubborn and insubordinate. He didn’t want Colonel Hutchins to guzzle down all his cough syrup, because it was in short supply on the island.


    Colonel Hutchins hadn’t always had problems like that. His mess sergeant had made illegal whiskey in a still before the war, which he’d been able to duplicate in the jungle out of potato peelings, coconut meat, and other garbage lying around. But Sergeant Snider was missing in action. He’d been trapped behind enemy lines and presumably been killed. Colonel Hutchins couldn’t help feeling a keen sense of loss.


    This was because Colonel Hutchins was a full-blown alcoholic. If he didn’t drink regularly he started shaking and hallucinating, but he was okay as long as he had a few belts in him. He never overdid it, but he couldn’t underdo it either. He was an unusual alcoholic in that his appetite wasn’t affected very much. He still ate like a hone, and that was probably keeping him alive.


    But he needed more GI gin right away. “Koch!” he shouted.


    “Yes, sir!”


    “Get your ass in here!”


    “Yes, sir!”


    The tent flap was pushed aside and Sergeant Koch rushed into the office, stopping in front of the desk and standing at attention.


    “I want you to do something for me,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    “I bet I know what it is,” Koch replied.


    “What?”


    “You want me to see Lieutenant Rabinowitz and get you some more GI gin.”


    “That’s right. Get the fuck going. If he gives you any shit, tell him I want to see him. He’s only a second looie, and if he doesn’t do what I say, I’ll blow his fucking head off.”


    Sergeant Koch winked. “You didn’t look at that casualty list yet, did you?”


    “As a matter of fact I didn’t.”


    “Maybe you’d better take a look at it before you send me to see Lieutenant Rabinowitz. Check out the S’s first.”


    Colonel Hutchins’s eyes widened as he pointed his finger at the paper and looked for the S’s. He found them and ran his finger down the names. Halfway through them his finger came to a stop beside the name of Snider, Morris L.


    “My god—they’ve found him!”


    Colonel Hutchins read the entry beside the name, and it said that Sergeant Snider had been wounded. “He’s not dead!” Colonel Hutchins said. “It’s a miracle! He’s only been wounded! I hope it’s not too bad. Any word yet?”


    “Not yet.”


    “I’d better go see him. We can’t let poor old Sergeant Snider lie all alone in the hospital tent without any of his chums, buddies, and pals around to cheer him on, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Tell Bombasino to bring my jeep around.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins felt elated. Maybe he could bring old Sergeant Snider back to the regiment and have Lieutenant Rabinowitz nurse him to health. He stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray, lit a fresh one, and put his steel pot on his head. In the distance he heard rifle fire and a few machine guns, but it wasn’t much. The battle finally was coming to an end, but it wasn’t over. One side or the other would attack again soon. War was like boxing: The one who got off first would have the best chance of winning.


    Colonel Hutchins walked into his orderly room. Sergeant Koch sat behind his desk and Pfc. Levinson was gone, presumably to chase down Pfc. Nick Bombasino, who was Colonel Hutchins’s jeep driver.


    “If anything happens,” Colonel Hutchins said, “refer it to Major Cobb.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins stepped outside. His command post was in a clearing with other tents belonging to his headquarters staff. Soldiers attached to those staffs ran back and forth with pieces of paper in their hands, or on other errands. Jeeps and trucks drove in and out of the clearing, resupplying the regiment.


    Colonel Hutchins’s eyes fell on a big burly soldier approaching on the shoulder of the road leading to the clearing. Somebody in a truck waved at the soldier, and the soldier waved back.


    “It can’t be,” mumbled Colonel Hutchins.


    The soldier walked with a limp and carried a light field pack in his right hand. His uniform was brand new and his boots gleamed in the sunlight. A fatigue cap was on his head and his face was grayish black, which meant he was in need of a shave.


    “My god!” said Colonel Hutchins.


    He stepped forward as if in a dream. The soldier approaching looked like Master Sergeant John A. Butsko, who’d been the platoon sergeant of the recon platoon before being wounded during the last days of fighting on bloody Bougainville.


    The soldier raised his hand and waved. “That you, Colonel?”


    “Butsko!”


    Everybody turned in the direction of Colonel Hutchins’s voice. They saw the mighty hulk of a soldier coming at them, limping slightly whenever his right foot came down. They couldn’t believe their eyes. It was Butsko, the meanest man in the regiment, meaner even than Colonel Hutchins, returning to the old righting Twenty-third.


    Colonel Hutchins was overjoyed. At last his favorite sergeant was back. He and Butsko had known each other for a long time, even in the States, when they used to go drinking and whoring together. Colonel Hutchins smiled broadly and Sergeant Butsko grinned fiendishly as he held out his hand.


    They shook hands as the other men crowded around and slapped Butsko on the back, asking him how he was and where he’d been. Butsko pushed them away. “Get your fucking dick-skinners off me!” he growled.


    They all took a step back.


    “Ain’t you guys got work to do?” he asked. “Well, do it!”


    The GIs moved away. They realized Butsko was back and he hadn’t changed a bit. Butsko was alone with Colonel Hutchins at the edge of the clearing, and Butsko looked around at the bivouac.


    “Welcome back,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    “I got a problem,” Butsko replied. “I’m AWOL.”


    Colonel Hutchins wrinkled his brow. “How can you be AWOL if you’re back here with your regiment?”


    “Because I’m supposed to be in that hospital on Oahu where you saw me last. The fucking bastards wouldn’t turn me loose, and I was starting to get crazy.”


    “You all right, Butsko?”


    “Yeah, I’m all right. I walked all the way here from the airfield, so how can’t I be all right?”


    “I thought I saw you limping a little.”


    “Ain’t nothing I can’t handle.” Butsko looked at the bandage on Colonel Hutchins’s head and the one on his chest. “You look like you been through a little shit yourself.”


    “The Japs’ve been acting up around here. We’ve lost a lot of people. Remember your old recon platoon? Well, there ain’t any of the old-timers still fit for duty.”


    “Lieutenant Breckenridge is dead?” Butsko asked.


    “He’s in the division field hospital. So’s Sergeant Snider.”


    “That’s really bad news.”


    “I was on my way up there to see how he’s doing. I hope he hasn’t been hurt too bad.”


    


    “I got something in here to kind of tide you over.” Butsko raised his pack in the air and winked.


    “What is it?”


    ‘Two fifths of Old Forester Kentucky straight bourbon whiskey, one hundred proof.”


    “Butsko, you’re a good man.”


    The other soldiers in the clearing stood around and watched Butsko talking with Colonel Hutchins. Some of the officers among them were jealous, because it didn’t seem right that the colonel should be so chummy with a mere enlisted man. An engine’s roar could be heard, and then Pfc. Nick Bombasino from Philadelphia drove his jeep into the clearing, cutting the wheel hard, skidding sideways and coming to a stop near Colonel Hutchins and Sergeant Butsko.


    “Let’s go,” said Colonel Hutchins.


    Butsko climbed into the jump seat, and Colonel Hutchins sat in front beside Pfc. Bombasino.


    “The division field hospital,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    Pfc. Bombasino let out the clutch, and the wheels spun around in the muck that was the jungle floor. Then the tire treads grabbed and the jeep moved forward, bouncing up and down. Colonel Hutchins turned in his seat and looked at Butsko.


    “You’d better get one of them there bottles ready,” he said.


    “Yes, sir,” replied Butsko, opening up his field pack.

  


  
    


    FIVE . . .


    Frankie La Barbara lay on the ground outside the hospital, seeing pinwheels of light before his eyes, hearing bells and birds. The work on his nose was finished, and he wore a clean white bandage over it. An Army doctor had pushed the bones together and sewn up the skin. It wasn’t a complex plastic-surgery job—only enough to give Frankie the semblance of a nose so he could return to the front.


    Frankie was stoned on the various drugs they’d administered to put him to sleep and kill the pain. He wasn’t unconscious, but neither was he conscious. He was in that intermediate twilight zone where it was hard to know what was real and what was not.


    He knew he was lying outside the hospital tent, but he thought he might be in his bed at home, sick with the flu, while his wife Francesca was in the kitchen, preparing lasagna.


    “Francesca!” he said. “Get your ass in here!”


    She didn’t reply. Frankie thought she was ignoring him, and that made him mad. Who did she think she was, ignoring him? He’d go out there to the kitchen and kick her ass, but somehow he couldn’t get up from the bed.


    


    He thought of Francesca, the dark-haired, olive-skinned girl he’d married when he was nineteen and she was eighteen years old. She was short, with a big ass and big boobs, and she spent much of her spare time in church, saying rosaries. She was quiet, reserved, and shy among strangers, and the only time she really cut loose was when she was naked in bed. Then all her pent-up emotions and frustrations exploded out of her, and she became a really hot piece of ass.


    “Francesca!” he said. “Where the hell are you!”


    He saw her walking toward him. She knelt beside him and smiled. “How’re you doing, champ?” she asked in the voice of Pfc. Morris Shilansky.


    Frankie blinked, and indeed it was Morris Shilansky kneeling beside him. “What the fuck are you doing here?” Frankie snarled.


    “Whataya mean—what am I doing here? I’m here to see how you are.”


    “Well, take a look and beat it.”


    “Boy—ain’t you in a good mood today.”


    “Fuck you where you breathe, you bastard. I’m gonna be disfigured for life, and I’m supposed to be happy about it?”


    “C’mon, Frankie, you always exaggerate. You won’t be disfigured for life. You just got a broken nose, that’s all. Big fucking deal. They’ll do some plastic surgery and then you’ll have a better nose than the one you started out with.”


    “I could never have a better nose than the one I started out with. The broads used to say I looked like Victor Mature. Now they’re gonna think I look like a fighter who got hit too many times.”


    “How do you know what you’ll look like? You won’t know until the bandages are taken away. Want a cigarette?”


    “Don’t mind if I do.”


    Shilansky lit two cigarettes, put one between Frankie’s lips, and puffed the other himself.


    “How’re you feeling?” Frankie asked.


    “I’m okay. I got a few stitches here, here, and here.” Shilansky pointed to his head, arm, and stomach. “I’ll have to stay around the hospital for a few days, and then I’ll go on light duty. I decided that I don’t wanna go AWOL with you.”


    “Chickenshit son of a bitch.”


    


    “Fuck you.”


    “Fuck you too. I always knew you had piss in your blood.”


    “Shaddup, Frankie, before I break your fucking nose again.”


    “You wouldn’t say that to me if I was up and around, you Jew cocksucker.”


    “Kiss my ass, you wop son of a bitch.”


    “Get away from me, you prick. I’m tired of looking at you.”


    “I hope you croak, you bastard.”


    Shilansky stood and walked away between rows of wounded soldiers. Frankie puffed the cigarette between his lips, vowing to murder Shilansky first chance he got.


    Shilansky walked toward the front of the hospital tent complex, where trucks and jeeps arrived bringing more casualties. He walked in a stoop, because pain from his stomach wouldn’t let him straighten up. Finding a comfortable-looking spot, he sat and leaned back against a thick jungle tree.


    He puffed the cigarette and watched orderlies carry wounded men in and out of the tents. He knew that dead men were being lined up on the other side of the tent, awaiting shipment to the nearest grave site.


    If that Jap bayonet had intruded another inch or two into his gut, he would have been a dead man too. Or if it had stuck about eight inches higher, it might have punctured a lung or even ripped open his heart. The part of war that scared Shilansky most was its uncertainty. No matter what you did, or how careful you were, it didn’t matter. A bomb might fall on you when you least expected it. A stray ricocheting bullet could shatter your skull. You might slip while fighting hand-to-hand with a Jap and he’d cut you wide open.


    Shilansky hated the war and wished he could get out of it somehow. And it wasn’t just the Japs; it was the American Army, too, that got him down. The officers were always pushing you, always making the next battle sound as if it was crucial, keeping you in a constant state of tension and worry, never treating you like a human being, always making everything harder than it had to be.


    A jeep drove into the parking area, and Shilansky recognized Pfc. Nick Bombasino behind the wheel. Colonel Hutchins sat beside him, and in the jump seat in back was a tanklike soldier who resembled old Sergeant Butsko, but it couldn’t be Butsko because Butsko was in a hospital in Hawaii, right?


    The big tanklike soldier, nearly as wide as he was tall, jumped down from the jeep and walked in a shuffling, bearlike gait toward the tent with Colonel Hutchins. Shilansky would know that gait anywhere. Evidently, Butsko had returned. Shilansky scratched his big nose and closed his big brown eyes, a groan escaping from his throat.


    Shilansky felt demoralized, because Butsko was a nightmare. Butsko didn’t go by the book and would kick the shit out of you at the drop of a hat. During the final days on Bougainville, Butsko had got so out of control that the men in the recon platoon had been ready to shoot him in the back. Butsko seemed not to have any decent human feelings. He was a rotten, cruel, vicious son of a bitch through and through.


    But Shilansky had to admit Butsko was a first-rate soldier and a helluva fighting man. He could outsmart the Japs any day, and a soldier had a better chance of returning alive from a patrol with Butsko than with any other asshole. Butsko understood small-unit tactics better than most officers, and he tried his best to keep his men alive, probably because he wanted to kick the shit out of them himself.


    Shilansky had mixed feelings about Butsko. On one hand he hated him, and on the other hand he respected and even admired him. It was perplexing, and on top of all that he wasn’t even completely sure the soldier he’d just seen was Butsko. It could have been somebody else who resembled him. It was difficult to tell at that distance. The only way to be sure was to go over and have a talk with Pfc. Nick Bombasino.


    Shilansky got to his feet and experienced a few moments of dizziness due to drugs and his wounds. He shook his head to clear out the cobwebs, took a last puff on his cigarette, and fieldstripped it, scattering the grains of tobacco to the wind, balling up the white paper, tossing it over his shoulder.


    He limped toward the parking area and approached the jeep where Pfc. Bombasino slumped in the front seat, his helmet over his face, copping a few Z’s while he had the chance.


    “Hey Bombasino,” Shilansky said.


    Bombasino opened his eyes and tipped back his helmet, leveling a withering stare at Shilansky, who’d had the gall to wake him up. “Whataya want?”


    


    “Was that Butsko I just saw?”


    “Well, it wasn’t his mother.”


    “It really was him?”


    “I just told you it was him, and you’d better watch out, because him and the colonel just polished off a half-fifth of Old Forester on the way over here.”


    “No shit?”


    “No shit.”


    “They didn’t take the bottle in with them, did they?”


    “No, it’s right in back there in Butsko’s pack.”


    “I need a drink,” Shilansky said, reaching into the backseat.


    Bombasino turned around and grabbed Shilansky’s arm. Shilansky winced, because he had five stitches in that arm.


    “Ouch!” said Shilansky.


    “Hit the fucking road, scumbag.”


    “Lemme have a drink. I’m wounded, for Chrissakes.”


    “You’re gonna be dead if you touch that bourbon, and I will be too, so hit the fucking road, scumbag.”


    “Thanks a lot,” Shilansky said.


    “Get the fuck outta here, nitwit.”


    Shilansky turned up his nose and limped away, heading toward the tree where he’d been sitting before. When he was halfway there, he heard Colonel Hutchins’s voice bellowing inside the hospital tent.


    “There he is!” shouted Colonel Hutchins, pointing to a body lying on the floor. Colonel Hutchins’s eyes glittered with excitement as he stepped over wounded soldiers, nearly kicking one in the head, nearly stepping on another’s balls. He knelt beside Sergeant Snider, whose eyes were closed and whose complexion was ashen. Butsko knelt beside Colonel Hutchins, who grabbed Sergeant Snider’s wrist and felt for his pulse.


    “I think he’s dead,” Colonel Hutchins said, thinking about all that white lightning he’d never drink.


    “If he’s dead,” Butsko replied, “they woulda carried him out back.”


    “But he doesn’t have a pulse.”


    “Lemme see.”


    Colonel Hutchins passed Sergeant Snider’s wrist to Butsko, who touched his forefinger to the spot where he thought Sergeant Snider’s pulse was supposed to be.


    “I don’t feel nothing either.”


    “The sons of bitches let him die,” Colonel Hutchins said. “Fucking Army doctors wouldn’t know their asses from a hole in the ground. I guess I’ll have to drink that fucking GI gin for the rest of my life.”


    At the sound of the word gin, Sergeant Snider groaned.


    “He’s alive!” Colonel Hutchins hollared.


    Colonel Hutchins bent over Sergeant Snider, praying that Sergeant Snider would open his eyes, and then, to Colonel Hutchins’s amazement, Sergeant Snider opened his eyes.


    “Oooooohhhhhhhh,” Sergeant Snider said.


    “Are you all right?” Colonel Hutchins asked anxiously.


    “Ooooohhhhhhhh.”


    “Medic!” Colonel Hutchins yelled. “I need a goddamned medic over here right this goddamned minute!”


    “Quiet over there!” replied a medic from another part of the tent.


    “Who said that?” Colonel Hutchins demanded.


    “I said that!” replied the medic.


    “You’d better have more on your collar than I have, you son of a bitch!”


    The medic was a spindly, dopey-looking character who thought he was king shit because he worked with doctors and nurses all day long, but now his confidence in his acquired status was shaken. He was only a corporal and wore his rank on his sleeve. Officers wore their rank on their collars. The stout man raising hell on the other side of the tent must be an officer.


    “Can I help you, sir?” the medic said in a quavering voice.


    “Get your ass over here!”


    The medic made his way among the dead and wounded, heading toward the officer with the potbelly and the sergeant who looked like a professional wrestler.


    “Yes, sir?” the medic asked.


    “What’s wrong with this man?” Colonel Hutchins demanded, pointing down at Sergeant Snider.


    “Ooooohhhhh,” said Sergeant Snider.


    The medic shrugged. “I really don’t know, sir.”


    “He looks like he needs medical attention right away!” Colonel Hutchins declared. “You’d better get somebody over here to help him right fucking now!”


    “But, sir—”


    “Get moving!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The medic rushed away. Colonel Hutchins knelt beside Sergeant Snider again and held his hand. “Just take it easy there, Old Sarge. I’ll get somebody to take care of you.”


    Butsko looked down at Colonel Hutchins, amazed. He’d never seen Colonel Hutchins demonstrate such tenderness before, but Butsko understood the reason. Sergeant Snider made the best white lightning in the entire Southwest Pacific. Sergeant Snider had to be returned to vibrant good health one way or the other.


    The medic returned a few minutes later with a man in a white uniform with red splotches and flecks all over it. He had curly black hair and wore eyeglasses also flecked with blood.


    “What’s the problem here!” the man said.


    “Who the fuck are you!” Colonel Hutchins demanded.


    “I’m Captain Granger. I’m a surgeon.”


    “I’m Colonel Hutchins, and I’m the commanding officer of the Twenty-third Regiment!”


    “Ah yes,” Captain Granger said with a faint smile. “I know who you are now. What can I do for you, sir?”


    Colonel Hutchins pointed down to Sergeant Snider. “What’s wrong with this man?”


    Captain Granger squinted his eyes at Sergeant Snider’s face, then knelt and read the information taped to his left leg. “He’s been shot in the buttocks and stabbed in the stomach, among other things, but those are his main problems.”


    “Shot in the buttocks!” Colonel Hutchins roared. “You mean he’s been shot in the ass!”


    “Well . . . yes.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Butsko. “The son of a bitch was running away and they shot him in the ass.”


    Butsko shrugged. “That’s the way it goes.”


    Colonel Hutchins looked at Captain Granger again. “How bad is he hurt?”


    “Bad enough to get shipped out of here.”


    “What!”


    


    Captain Granger smiled as he stood. “He’s got his million-dollar wound. He’ll go back to the States on the first boat leaving.”


    “Like hell he will!” Colonel Hutchins screamed.


    Captain Granger wrinkled his nose. “What are you talking about?”


    “This man isn’t going anywhere!”


    “Why the hell not?”


    “Because he’s absolutely indispensable to the functioning of my regiment.”


    Captain Granger pointed to Sergeant Snider. “Him?”


    “That’s right!” Colonel Hutchins said belligerently.


    “What does he do that makes him so indispensable?”


    “He’s my mess sergeant!”


    Captain Granger blinked. He hadn’t slept much last night and couldn’t handle this. “You’ll have to speak to Major Sawyer about this,” he said.


    “Which way is he?”


    Captain danger pointed to the rear of the tent system. “That way.”


    “I’ll talk to him right now.”


    Sergeant Snider managed to pull together his energy reserves and say: “No!”


    Colonel Hutchins looked down at him. “Shaddup!”


    “No!”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Butsko. “Stay with him while I go speak to that asshole Sawyer.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins stomped away to the rear of the tent. Butsko kneeled beside Sergeant Snider.


    “No,” Sergeant Snider wheezed.


    “Take it easy Sarge,” Butsko said. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”


    Sergeant Snider raised his hand laboriously, his entire body shaking, and motioned for Butsko to get closer. Butsko crouched down and moved his ear close to Sergeant Snider’s mouth.


    “Wanna get shipped out,” Sergeant Snider whispered hoarsely. “Wanna go back to the States.”


    Butsko shook his head and smiled. “Uh-uh, Sarge. We need you here.”


    


    “Please,” said Sergeant Snider, barely able to move his lips.


    “If you go back to the States, who’ll keep the colonel in white lightning? The colonel needs his white lightning. You know that, Sarge.”


    Sergeant Snider gritted his teeth and pulled his energy reserves together one last time. “Wanna go back to the States.”


    “Sorry, Sarge, but the needs of the service come first.”


    Sergeant Snider closed his eyes and passed out. The exertion had been too much for him. He was only a fat old mess sergeant and hadn’t been prepared for the fighting of the past few days.


    Butsko leaned back, looking at Sergeant Snider, feeling sorry for him, but mixed with his sorrow was the perverse satisfaction of knowing that Sergeant Snider wouldn’t be shipped back to the States, although he deserved it. Butsko thought that if he had to be on New Guinea, swatting mosquitoes and sleeping in foxholes full of mud, so should everybody else.


    Butsko leaned back and sat on his ass, taking out a Camel cigarette and lighting it up. He puffed the cigarette and looked around at all the wounded soldiers. It must have been a helluva fight out there during the past few days, Butsko thought. He was glad he’d missed the action. He hoped enough Japs had been killed so that the fighting would be easy from now on. Butsko didn’t want any tough fights if he could avoid them, but if he couldn’t, he’d kill and maim with the rest of them.


    A nurse entered the tent from the opposite entrance, and Butsko’s eyes were drawn to her. She was a blonde, average height, nothing special at long range, but he felt better looking at her anyway. There was something about women that always had a healing effect on Butsko—at long range. At close range they could be bitches, but the wilder they were, the better Butsko liked them. His wife Dolly back in Hawaii was the worst bitch he’d ever met, and that’s why he’d married her. He couldn’t let one like that get away.


    The nurse on the opposite side of the tent knelt beside a soldier, and Butsko thought there was something familiar about her; but he’d seen so many nurses during the past few months, there was a certain sameness about all of them.


    The nurse stood up and looked around. She touched her finger to her chin, evidently trying to figure something out. The gesture was typically feminine, but Butsko thought there was something singular about it. The gesture prodded his memory. He knew a woman once who touched her forefinger to her chin whenever she tried to figure something out. Who the hell was she?


    She moved toward him. The closer she came, the more familiar she appeared to be. He could see her face more clearly. No, it can’t be, he said to himself. It couldn’t be her.


    Slowly he arose like a boxer who’d just been knocked down, but there were no ropes to lean against. His jaw hung open and his eyes goggled, while his cigarette smoked between the fingers of his right hand.


    She saw him stand and stopped cold, because she recognized him instantly. Something had drawn her to this side of the tent, and she hadn’t known what it was. She’d thought a soldier over here needed her, but now she saw what had been drawing her. It was him.


    She couldn’t move. He pulled himself together and stalked toward her, taking a puff from his cigarette and inhaling real deep. He wished he could take a drink, but the bottles were out in the jeep. He hadn’t seen her since New Caledonia, where he’d been in the hospital with the chest wound. She’d been his nurse and he’d played her like a speckled trout, gradually reeling her in, and finally, on the night before he shipped out, he’d got into her pants in a cheap hotel near the waterfront.


    He stopped in front of her, and neither one knew what to say. They looked into each other’s eyes and examined each other’s face. They’d fucked like wild animals all night long, and it had been a heavy experience for both of them.


    “Hello, Butsko,” she said finally.


    “Hi, Betty.”


    There were a few more moments of silence. He looked at her pert breasts, on which he’d sucked like a maniac on that magic night so long ago. He saw her pretty face, which he’d smothered with kisses. Glancing down at the juncture between her legs, he recalled with some embarrassment that he’d gone down on her too. He didn’t often do that with women, but she’d been something special.


    “How’ve you been, Betty?” he asked.


    “I’ve been all right,” she replied. “I ran into La Barbara a few hours ago, and he told me you were in a hospital on Oahu. When’d you get back?”


    “A few hours ago.”


    “You feeling all right?”


    “Yeah—I guess so.” He looked around to make sure nobody could hear. “It’s nice to see you, Betty.”


    “It’s nice to see you, too, Butsko.” She smiled faintly, a little afraid of him because she was a nice girl from the Midwest, and he’d turned her into a screeching, scratching wildcat during that night in the hotel. She blushed slightly, remembering all the nasty things they’d done together. She’d done things with him that she’d never done before or since.


    “Let’s get together sometime,” he said.


    “When?”


    “I don’t know. I’ll have to see when I can get away.”


    She shrugged. “I’ll be here. I’m sure as hell not going anywhere.”


    “You still engaged to that Navy guy?”


    “No,” she said. “He’s missing in action.”


    “Sorry to hear that. Maybe they’ll find him.”


    “The ship he was on was sunk. I don’t think they’re gonna find him.” She looked back toward the part of the tent complex where operations were performed. “I’ve got to get back to work. Talk to you soon?”


    “Yuh,” Butsko said.


    They looked at each other and wanted to kiss good-bye, but they couldn’t. An officer couldn’t kiss an enlisted man in full view of everybody. It simply wasn’t done. Butsko had a hard-on just looking at her. She was ready to rip off her clothes and jump on him.


    But they had to behave. It was still the Army. She turned around and walked away, her mind tumultuous with raunchy thought. She always figured she’d bump into Butsko again someday, and now it had happened. There he was behind her, and she could feel his eyes burning like hot coals into her back. She knew damn well that he was looking at her, undressing her with his eyes, checking out her ass, and she hoped it hadn’t got too much bigger in the past two years.


    She recalled how he had held her ass in his hands and pumped her so hard, she thought the top of her head would blow off. She wrapped her legs around him and drooled like somebody having an epileptic fit. It had been a scary experience, but she was ready for another. She thought she was perverse but didn’t care. She wanted more.


    She passed through the tent where the operations were being performed, and saw soldiers lying bloody on the tables, knocked out by ether, being operated upon by doctors. One team of doctors was sawing off a soldier’s leg. She’d seen it all hundreds of times before. Entering the next tent, she looked at soldiers recovering from operations. All of them were unconscious and heavily bandaged. These were the serious cases.


    Betty felt weird. She leaned up against the side of the tent and closed her eyes. Butsko’s face glowed against her eyelids. She could still see him grinning at her. She thought he was the sexiest man in the world, although most women didn’t think he was attractive at all. Most women thought he was a big ugly brute, and she had to agree with them, but he turned her on anyway.


    She still couldn’t believe she could fall for a man like Butsko. She’d always liked light-skinned blond men with slim builds, the poetic types, and when she first met Butsko he was just another wounded GI to her, but slowly she became intrigued with him. It happened so subtly that she hadn’t been aware of it, but finally, on the night before he shipped out, she realized it and made a play for him.


    “You all right, Betty?” asked Captain Smith, passing by.


    “Just resting a minute,” she replied.


    “There’s coffee in Captain Epstein’s office. Maybe you’d better get some.”


    “Maybe I’d better,” she agreed.


    She stepped away from the wall of the tent and headed toward the next tent, where Captain Epstein’s office was. She wondered when Butsko would get in touch with her again.


    She hoped it would be soon.

  


  
    


    SIX . . .


    It was chowtime in Headquarters Company of the Twenty-third Regiment, and everything was screwed up because of Sergeant Snider’s sudden departure from his post. On top of that, rations had been destroyed or stolen by the Japs during the ebb and flow of battle during the past three days. Corporal Dinkel, the new acting mess sergeant, was feeding the regiment scraps of food that he scrounged as best he could. He hoped the supply situation would settle down soon, because the current situation was driving him nuts.


    The chow line was outdoors, and he stood behind it to make sure nobody got more than he was supposed to get. His cooks were lined up with their pots of food, and the men streamed past, holding out their messkits. They got tomato soup, spaghetti and meatballs, two slices of bread each, and a few slices of canned peaches. At the end of the line they filled up their canteen cups with coffee that tasted like kerosene. They could kill the taste with sugar, but Dinkel had run out of powdered milk.


    Dinkel was tall and slim and had a mustache. His face was covered with red pimples and he had bushy black eyebrows over suspicious evil eyes. He wished he had a cup of Sergeant Snider’s white lightning to drink, so he could steady his nerves. He’d become accustomed to drinking the stuff every day, and now was undergoing mild alcohol withdrawal.


    The soldiers from Headquarters Company continued to move past the cooks, and Corporal Dinkel scrutinized each soldier carefully, because he didn’t want any soldiers from other units eating up his rations. He knew that some soldiers drifted from unit to unit at chowtime, trying to eat as many meals as they could, outsmarting cooks throughout the division. Corporal Dinkel hated to be outsmarted. It was a major blow to his honor to be outsmarted, and whenever it happened he stayed awake nights tossing and turning, trying to figure out all the things he should have said and shouldn’t have said, so that he wouldn’t be outsmarted in that particular way again.


    Corporal Dinkel hated the roving chowhounds who ate unauthorized rations. That’s why he stood behind his row of cooks, his hands on his hips and his fatigue cap low over his eyes, examining every trooper who came through the chow line.


    A little burglar alarm went off inside his head when he saw a group of strange men at the end of the Headquarters Company chow line. He’d never seen the men before and hadn’t received any orders on them. Therefore he hadn’t drawn rations for them. They were roving chowhounds, he figured, and if they thought they were going to eat his rations without being authorized to do so, they had another think coming.


    Corporal Dinkel frowned as he walked toward the beginning of the chow line. Those soldiers were the ugliest-looking sons of bitches he’d seen in a long time. One was nearly seven feet tall, another appeared demented, a third had a harelip and a black eye, the fourth looked like a buzzard, the fifth had a sickly baby face with big eyes that turned down at the corners, and the sixth looked like an arrogant son of a bitch.


    Corporal Dinkel walked up to Private McGurk, the first man in line, and held up his hand. “Hold on there! Who the hell are you?”


    Private McGurk looked at Corporal Dinkel with confusion, because Private McGurk always became confused by sudden changes in his environment. Private McGurk blinked. He tried to think of an appropriate response to what Corporal Dinkel had said.


    


    Corporal Dinkel interpreted Private McGurk’s confusion as lack of respect. This was one of Corporal Dinkel’s major personality problems: He didn’t think he received the respect he was entitled to as a cook. He believed combat soldiers thought he was a sissy and a coward, because he made soup all day in safe places while they were out getting their asses shot off by Japs. Corporal Dinkel was very sensitive about this, and there is nothing in the world more dangerous than a man who is overly sensitive.


    Corporal Dinkel made his face more ugly and bared his teeth as he stepped forward and pushed his hand against the mighty barrel chest of Private McGurk. “What the hell are you doing here!” Corporal Dinkel demanded.


    “Food,” replied McGurk, looking down with desire into the big pot of tomato soup.


    “You ain’t in this company!” Corporal Dinkel said. “You ain’t getting none of my rations!”


    “Food,” said McGurk.


    Private Schlegelmilch, the demented rapist, leaned around the massive body of Private McGurk. “We’re in this company now,” he said.


    “I never got any orders on you.”


    The commotion in front of the soup pot attracted the attention of everybody in the vicinity. Corporal Dinkel knew that his reputation would rise or fall according to how well he handled himself during the next few minutes. He was so ego-centered that he had not paid proper attention to the fact that Private McGurk was a gigantic, powerful human being who was getting red in the face, a sure sign of onrushing anger.


    McGurk held out his mess kit. “Food!” he demanded.


    Now Corporal Dinkel really became tense, because no chowhound had the right to make any demands on him.


    “Go back to your own company,” Corporal Dinkel said, stepping between McGurk and the soup pot. “You’re not getting any food here.”


    McGurk became confused again, because he thought he was in his own company. “Food!” he said, rattling his mess gear.


    “Get the hell out of here!” Corporal Dinkel said forcefully. “I got no orders on you!”


    Private Hampton, the upper-class snob, decided the time had come for him to restore sense and reason to the deteriorating situation. “You haven’t received the orders yet,” he said, “because we’ve just been assigned to the company not more than two hours ago.”


    Corporal Dinkel thought Private Hampton was trying to con him, and Corporal Dinkel was the kind of lunatic who’d rather be shot than conned, because he thought being conned was the ultimate humiliation and act of disrespect.


    “Bullshit!” said Dinkel. “You fuckheads can’t fool me! Get the hell out of here!”


    Now Tronolone thought he’d get into the act. “Whataya mean—get out of here! We’re in this company now and we want to eat!”


    “You’re not in this company until I got orders that say you’re in this company!” Corporal Dinkel said.


    McGurk shook his mess kit again. “Food!”


    “Get the fuck out of here!” Corporal Dinkel replied.


    Private Bisbee smiled like an innocent babe. “You can check with headquarters,” he said pleasantly. “They must know we’re here!”


    “I ain’t got the time!” Dinkel said, pushing McGurk. “You guys get the hell out of here and let the others through.”


    McGurk rattled his mess kit. “Food!”


    Corporal Dinkel pushed him again. “I said beat it, you stupid son of a bitch!”


    That was a very foolhardy thing to say, but Corporal Dinkel didn’t realize it at the time. McGurk’s eyes widened to the size of saucers, and his face went from a beet red color to deep purple. He snarled like a wild animal, and his voice sent shivers up the spines of every soldier and cook in the vicinity. Leaning forward, he grabbed Corporal Dinkel by the shirt.


    “Hey!” said Dinkel. “Take your hands off me! Who do you think you are?”


    McGurk roared like a lion, lifted Dinkel in the air, turned him upside down, and plunged him headfirst into the big pot of tomato soup. Dinkel kicked his feet and struggled to get loose, but McGurk held him in the pot.


    “Bastard!” said McGurk.


    Private Hampton put his hand on McGurk’s arm. “Maybe you’d better turn him loose, old man. There’ll be terrible repercussions if you don’t.”


    


    “Food!”


    Dinkel’s face and eyes were scalded by the soup, and he choked and coughed underneath the rich broth. Soldiers from Headquarters Company rushed toward the soup pot, but none of them had the guts to jump on McGurk. They watched Dinkel’s legs kicking in the air. They knew that Dinkel was drowning in his own soup.


    Nobody took charge because most of the personnel in Headquarters Company were technicians and specialists. However, Sergeant Plunkett, who’d recently been transferred to the company from an infantry unit, realized he’d better do something fast. He sized up the situation quickly and realized that McGurk wasn’t dealing from a full deck. Moreover, McGurk was too big to be responsive to force.


    “Now, take it easy, there, son,” said Sergeant Plunkett, who was from Tennessee. “I think you’d better turn the mess sergeant out of there.”


    “Food!” said McGurk.


    “Have all you want,” Sergeant Plunkett said. “Go ahead. Take your mess kit down the chow line.”


    McGurk smiled and took his hands off Dinkel. “It’s okay?”


    “Help yourself,” replied Sergeant Plunkett, indicating the mess line with a beneficent wave of his hand.


    McGurk bent over and picked up his mess kit and canteen cup. Sergeant Plunkett grabbed Corporal Dinkel’s legs and pulled him out of the soup. Corporal Dinkel collapsed onto the ground, coughing and sputtering. McGurk pushed his canteen cup into the soup and filled it to the rim. He drank half the cup down, then filled it up again.


    “Good soup,” he said. “Very good soup.”


    He walked down the line and held out his mess kit in front of the next cook. The cook’s teeth chattered with fear as he ladled spaghetti and meat balls onto McGurk’s mess kit.


    “More!” said McGurk.


    “Right,” replied the cook. “You got it.”


    The cook filled McGurk’s mess kit to overflowing, and McGurk walked down to the next cook, who was in charge of passing out bread.


    “Food!” said McGurk.


    The cook grabbed eight slices with one hand and dropped it onto McGurk’s spaghetti and meatballs.


    “Enough?” asked the cook, who would have given McGurk every slice of bread he had to keep him calm.


    McGurk closed one eye and examined the bread on his mess kit. Finally he reached a decision.


    “Enough,” he said, moving down the chow line toward the cook in charge of the canned peaches.


    The other former prisoners from the stockade followed him, filling their mess kits liberally with food, while Sergeant Plunkett rolled Corporal Dinkel onto his stomach and proceeded to administer artificial respiration as Corporal Dinkel vomited tomato soup onto the ground.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge lay on a cot in a small tent full of wounded officers. He was drowsy from all the drugs they’d shot into him, but his wounds were sewed up and he’d been given a blood transfusion. The gash on his chest and shoulder required forty-two stitches. They told him he’d have to stay in the hospital for a while.


    Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey approached from his rear, her mind filled with doubt. She wanted to talk with Lieutenant Breckenridge and find out how he was, but she didn’t want him to think she was being too forward, or that she liked him as much as she did.


    She’d developed a crush on him when they were trapped behind enemy Lines together, and they’d had a number of serious conversations, but she thought he might not be interested in her anymore, now that the danger was over, and she hated to make a pest of herself with men.


    Lieutenant McCaffrey had known many men in her life. She’d always been pretty and always had men chasing after her. They’d promise her the world and say anything to get into her pants, and she couldn’t help it if she had a normal amount of hormones and liked to fuck.


    She found that problems develop when you fuck too many men and when you’re too easy. Men don’t respect you. They fuck you and then never call you again. Now she had a complex about men and didn’t fuck nearly as much as she used to. She’d rather go without sex than have her feelings hurt constantly. But yet she couldn’t help liking men, although they were such rotten bastards. It was a real dilemma for her, but she was a brave young woman and put one foot in front of the other until she was standing beside Lieutenant Breckenridge’s cot.


    “Hi,” she said, making herself sound cheerful. “How’re you feeling?”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge rolled his head to the side and looked up at her. “Okay,” he said with a smile. “How about you?”


    “My arm wasn’t broken like I thought,” she replied, holding it up. “It was only sprained. I’ll be able to use it in a little while.” She held out a copy of Yank magazine. “I brought you something to read.”


    “Thanks,” he said, taking it from her. “I appreciate it.”


    There was silence. She didn’t know what to say next, and neither did he.


    “Well,” she said, a catch in her voice, “I guess I’ll be moseying along. Just wanted to see how you were.”


    “Are you on duty?”


    “No,” she said.


    “Can’t you stay and talk with me awhile longer?”


    She couldn’t suppress a smile. “Sure, if you want me to.”


    Again there was awkward, uncomfortable silence. It was difficult to talk with other officers lying on cots nearby. Lieutenant Breckenridge liked her but was too much of a southern gentleman to take advantage of a woman. Sometimes when a woman was friendly with a man, the man would think the woman was in love with him, and he’d try to seduce her. Lieutenant Breckenridge knew that women were often leery of becoming friendly with men for that reason. He didn’t want to take advantage of the friendship and closeness that had developed when they were trapped behind enemy lines.


    “Well,” he said, trying to make conversation, “there were times when I thought we’d never get back here alive.”


    “We were lucky,” she replied.


    “You really were a wildcat back there in that cave. I never saw a woman kill a Jap before.”


    She shrugged. “I did what I had to. I never thought I could ever kill somebody, but I did. All my training has been to help people, and there I was, killing Japs. I never realized I wanted to live so badly.”


    


    “Yes, I understand,” he said.


    “I’m sure you do. You’ve done a lot more of that than I.” She looked down at the edge of the cot. “Mind if I sit down?”


    “Not at all.”


    He moved over and she sat on the edge of the cot. Her thigh touched his, and she felt his warmth. He felt her warmth, too, and started to get a hard-on.


    “I wonder what I’ll be like after this war is over,” she said. “I wonder if I could ever be normal again.”


    “What makes you think you’re not normal now.”


    “You can’t kill people and remain normal.”


    “You don’t think I’m normal?”


    She looked at his face. “In a way you are and in another way you’re not.”


    “In what way is it that I’m not normal?”


    “I don’t know,” she said. “A certain roughness that you have. A coldness, maybe.”


    “The war has changed me a lot, I guess. I know I used to be different from the way I am now. I’ve got awfully cynical since I’ve been in the war.”


    “So have I.”


    “You don’t seem so cynical.”


    “You should have seen me before.”


    “I wish I had known you before.”


    “Do you really?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    Before he could answer, a voice came to them from the other side of the tent. “Anybody know if there’s a Lieutenant Breckenridge in here?”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge raised his head and looked across the tent at Sergeant Butsko. “My god!” he whispered. “That’s my old platoon sergeant over there! Hey, Butsko!”


    “Well, I’ll be damned!” said Butsko.


    Butsko walked toward Lieutenant Breckenridge and the blond nurse standing beside his cot. A connoisseur of women, Butsko couldn’t help comparing the blond nurse to Betty Caldwell, who was also a blonde. This nurse was tall and busty, whereas Betty was short and cute. Betty looked like the girl next door, whereas this one looked as though she’d spent two weeks in a saloon that sold mostly shots and beers.


    “When did you get back?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked, as Butsko drew closer.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” Butsko said almost simultaneously.


    They shook hands.


    “This is Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said, making introductions. “And that bruiser over there is Master Sergeant Johnny Butsko.”


    “Hi,” said Beverly with a smile.


    “How ya doin’?” replied Butsko with a wink.


    “All right,” she said.


    “Glad to hear it.” Butsko took her hand and pumped it. “What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?” Before she could answer, Butsko looked down at Lieutenant Breckenridge again. “What the hell happened to you?”


    “A few minor cuts,” Lieutenant Breckenridge replied.


    “He’s got forty-six stitches in his chest,” Beverly said.


    “That all?” Butsko asked. “That’s not so bad. I hear some of the guys from the old recon platoon are pushing up daisies.”


    “That’s right,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said.


    Beverly looked at her watch. “I’ve got things to do,” she said. “I’ll leave you two alone.”


    “Hey—don’t go,” Butsko said. “I don’t wanna interrupt anything.”


    “No, I’ve really got to be going,” Beverly said. “I’ll see you later, Lieutenant Breckenridge.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey walked away, and Butsko studied the swing of her booty.


    “You getting any of that?” Butsko asked.


    “C’mon,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “She’s a nice girl.”


    “Nice girls fuck the best,” Butsko said. “How come you’re not getting any of that?”


    “Give me a break,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “I just met her.”


    “I just saw Pfc. La Barbara back in there someplace,” Butsko said. “He seems even crazier than usual.”


    “I had to kick the shit out of him yesterday, or was it the day before yesterday? It’s hard to keep track of those things. Anyway, every time I told him to do something, he gave me backtalk, so I had to kick his ass.”


    “That’s the only thing he understands. How many men from the old platoon are still alive.”


    “Not too many. I’m not sure of the exact number.”


    “Jesus,” Butsko said, the strength going out of his legs. He sat on the edge of the cot, thinking of all the men in the recon platoon who were gone. “The wounded guys’ll come back to the platoon when they get better, right?”


    “Right,” agreed Lieutenant Breckenridge. “I’ll probably go back myself as soon as they take these stitches out.”


    “Anybody ever hear anything about old Bayonet Bannon?”


    “Last thing I heard, he was in a hospital stateside.”


    The two men were silent for a few moments, thinking about old battles and lost comrades, the time they took Kokengolo Hill on the island of New Georgia, the day they hit the beach on bloody Bougainville.


    “Jesus,” said Butsko, “when’s this fucking war ever going to end?”


    “Maybe it’ll never end.”


    “There ain’t even a recon platoon anymore.”


    “There’ll be another one,” Lieutenant Breckenridge said. “It’ll just have new men, that’s all, and some of us old-timers’ll go back, one after the other, pretty soon.”


    “I hate new men,” Butsko replied. “You have to take time to figure them out, and that’s a pain in the ass. I’d rather be stuck with the fuck-ups I know rather than the fuck-ups I don’t know.”


    “You can handle it. You always have.”


    Butsko sighed. “Yeah, I know. I always do, but I don’t like it. When I meet this new bunch I’m really gonna kick ass and break balls until they shape up, and if they don’t shape up, I’ll ship their asses out.”

  


  
    


    SEVEN . . .


    At two o’clock in the afternoon a jeep and a truck came to a stop in front of the command post of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. Pfc. Nick Bombasino drove the jeep, and beside him sat Colonel Hutchins. In the backseat was Butsko, who climbed out with his field pack, which was now lighter than before because half a fifth of Old Forester was gone.


    Colonel Hutchins stepped to the ground, adjusting his steel pot on his head, and Sergeant Koch ran out of the command post tent.


    “What the hell’s the matter with you?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “We’ve had a mess here while you were gone, sir! One of your new men nearly drowned Corporal Dinkel in a pot of tomato soup!”


    Colonel Hutchins couldn’t suppress a grin. “What new man?”


    “McGurk. The big one.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Butsko. “He’s in the recon platoon.”


    “What he do?” Butsko asked, not sure that he heard right.


    “He threw Dinkel into a pot of tomato soup.”


    


    “Jesus,” Butsko said.


    “Oh he’s a real tough one,” Colonel Hutchins said. “Where's McGurk now?”


    “He’s with Sergeant Plunkett and the rest of the recon platoon in their platoon area.”


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Butsko again. “Maybe you’d better go over there and take charge.”


    “Yes sir,” said Butsko, but he didn’t sound too happy about it.


    Butsko slung his pack over his shoulder and walked away.


    “Hey—wait a minute!” Colonel Hutchins said. “Ain’t you forgetting something?”


    “What?” asked Butsko.


    “Your pack.”


    “Oh yeah,” said Butsko.


    “Take it into my office.” Colonel Hutchins turned to Sergeant Koch. “Get your clerk out here and tell him to help the driver carry Sergeant Snider into my office.”


    Sergeant Koch’s jaw dropped open. “You’ve got Sergeant Snider on that truck?”


    “You bet your ass I have.” Colonel Hutchins looked at Butsko. “Let’s go.”


    Colonel Hutchins entered his command-post tent and pushed aside the flaps to his office. He went inside and sat behind his desk. Butsko followed and opened the pack, taking out the full bottle of Old Forester.


    “This one’s for you, sir.”


    “You’re a good man, Butsko. Now get on out there and pull that recon platoon together. I want to send out a patrol tonight.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Butsko turned and walked out of the office, passing a medic and Pfc. Levinson carrying the unconscious Sergeant Snider on a stretcher. They laid the stretcher on the floor and lifted Sergeant Snider, placing him on top of the cot Colonel Hutchins usually slept on. Pfc. Levinson returned to his desk in the outer office, and the medic, whose name was Lamm and whose rank was corporal, bent over Sergeant Snider, feeling his pulse.


    “He really should remain in the hospital, sir,” Corporal Lamm said.


    “Get outta my way!” Colonel Hutchins said.


    


    Corporal Lamm stepped back. He was soft-muscled with short, spiky blond hair and a pink complexion. Colonel Hutchins opened the bottle of Old Forester and walked to the cot. He dropped to one knee beside Sergeant Snider and poured a small quantity of bourbon onto his lips.


    “Sir,” said Corporal Lamm, “you really shouldn’t—”


    “Shaddup,” said Colonel Hutchins. “When I want your opinion I’ll ask for it.”


    Corporal Lamm stepped back. He was in a very strange situation, unique in fact in his military career. Colonel Hutchins had virtually hijacked him out of the division medical headquarters. On the cot Sergeant Snider opened his mouth and Colonel Hutchins poured more bourbon inside. Sergeant Snider moaned and opened his eyes.


    “Where am I?” he asked, slurring the words.


    “You’re with the people who care about you the most,” Colonel Hutchins replied, patting Sergeant Snider tenderly on his shoulder.


    Butsko walked toward the recon platoon area, clicking his teeth together. The sun was high in the sky and the heat was unbearable. Sweat poured off Sergeant Butsko’s body, plastering his uniform to his skin. His sleeves were rolled up over his massive bicepses and the top four buttons of his shirt were undone. Slung from his shoulder was the M 1 rifle he’d picked up from the armorer.


    Butsko was in a shitty mood. He knew he had to transform a bunch of losers and criminals into the new recon platoon, and he didn’t relish the task. The only reason he’d returned to the recon platoon was so he could be with his old buddies, but they all were gone. He had nothing but new men to work with, and had to take charge immediately if he wanted to be effective; but he was in rotten physical condition due to three months of inactivity in the hospital on Oahu. He wasn’t sure he had the strength to whip the new men into line.


    He came to the recon platoon area and stormed past the tents. In the center of the clearing was a bunch of men sitting around cleaning weapons.


    “Who’s in charge here?” Butsko hollared.


    Everybody looked up at him, trying to figure out who he was. Sergeant Plunkett lazily drew himself to his feet. He was short and heavyset, and his helmet was too big for him; hanging low over his ears and eyes. Butsko recognized him immediately as being one of the sergeants in the Twenty-third Regiment, although he couldn’t place his company.


    “What are you doing here!” Butsko demanded.


    “I’m the acting platoon sergeant,” Plunkett replied.


    “Oh yeah?” Butsko said. “Well you ain’t the acting platoon sergeant anymore, because we don’t need an acting platoon sergeant around here! We got a regular platoon sergeant, and that’s me!”


    Everybody looked Butsko up and down. Private Tronolone sneered. Sergeant Plunkett and a few other men who’d been transferred to the recon platoon yesterday from other units in the regiment knew who Butsko was, because Butsko had a reputation for getting into trouble. The new men from the stockade had never heard of him before. He was just another mean, ugly-looking sergeant to them.


    “Who threw Corporal Dinkel into the soup today?” Butsko demanded.


    Private McGurk raised his hand. “Me.”


    “On your feet!”


    Private McGurk drew himself to his full height, and Butsko was amazed because McGurk just kept coming. When McGurk was erect, Butsko had to look up at him. It gradually dawned on Butsko that McGurk could kick the shit out of him, but Butsko was committed to his course of action and couldn’t turn back now.


    Butsko placed his fists on his hips and leaned toward McGurk. “Who do you think you are, McGurk!”


    “Was hungry,” McGurk replied, looking down at Butsko.


    Butsko felt like David facing Goliath. “This is the United States Army, McGurk. We don’t throw cooks in the soup in the United States Army. Got it?”


    “Was hungry,” said McGurk. “Wouldn’t gimme food.”


    Butsko had dealt with many soldiers of all kinds during his Army career, and realized McGurk was a giant without a brain in his head. The only way to deal with such a person was treat him like a big attack dog, and that meant giving him simple commands, patting him on the head when he did a good job, and scolding him when he fucked up. Butsko would have to gain the big monster’s confidence.


    “Well,” said Butsko, “a soldier needs his chow so’s he can go on killing Japs. That cook shoulda fed you, but you shouldn’t’ve thrown him in the soup. Next time something like that happens, you come see me, and I’ll take care of it. Got it?”


    “Yup,” said McGurk.


    “Good. Make sure you remember it. Siddown.”


    McGurk blinked stupidly and dropped onto his ass.


    “All right,” Butsko said, “pay attention, you rotten fucks. This is the way it’s gonna be from here on out. I’m in charge here and I’m not taking any shit. Any man who gives me any shit will be in a whole world of trouble. When I tell you to do something, I want you to do it immediately, without any back talk, without any fiddle-fucking around. If I say go, I want you to go, and if I say stop, I want you to stop. From now on, your ass is grass and I’ve got the lawnmower. I don’t believe in MPs and court-martials. Fuck MPs and court-martials. If I have any trouble with you guys, I’ll take care of you myself, hand to hand and man to man.” Butsko looked directly at Private McGurk. “And if I can’t take care of you hand to hand and man to man, I’ll take care of you with this.”


    Butsko unslung his M 1 rifle and leveled it at the men sitting before him on the ground. He swung the barrel from side to side so it would aim at everybody personally at least once.


    “You guys get the picture?” Butsko asked.


    Nobody said anything.


    “I just asked if you got the picture!”


    They all nodded or made affirmative grunts. Butsko lowered his M 1 and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. He looked away for a moment and somebody snickered.


    Butsko snapped his head back. “Who did that?” Butsko asked.


    Nobody answered.


    Butsko looked at Sergeant Plunkett. “You hear who did that?”


    “Nope.”


    “Well,” Butsko said, turning back to the others, “it appears we got a scumbucket here. We’ve got somebody here who doesn’t have the guts to stand up and speak his mind like a man. We got somebody here who’s like a snake in the grass, or a weasel, or a fucking sewer rat. We got somebody here who probably jerks off too much and his mind’s gone soft. He’s probably a fucking fairy. He probably likes to play drop-the-soap-in-the-shower and hide-the-baloney.”


    Butsko went on, insulting the man who’d laughed at him behind his back. He knew the man would start squirming before long, because the man knew the other guys close to him had heard him and would consider him a coward for not identifying himself.


    “He’s probably the kind of guy,” Butsko continued, “who sniffed girls’ bicycle seats in civilian life. He’s the kind of fucking creep who couldn’t get laid in a whorehouse even if he had a fistful of twenties. I got no respect at all for a man who’d insult another man behind his back. I hate weaklings and cowards. I’d rather have one man like McGurk here, who isn’t afraid to throw a cook into a pot of soup, than have a hundred weaklings and cowards like the man who just laughed behind my back.”


    Private Tronolone’s face was red with embarrassment and anger. Butsko’s tactics were working, and Tronolone knew that several of the other guys were aware Butsko was talking about him. And Butsko wouldn’t stop. He kept hurling out the insults.


    “The guy who just laughed at me behind my back is probably a Jap at heart,” Butsko said. “He’s the kind of fucking skunk that bombed Pearl Harbor and bayoneted unarmed American soldiers on the Bataan Death March. Back in the States he probably fucked his mother and went down on his father. He eats shit and barks at the moon. I bet when he goes out on a three-day pass he wears ladies’ clothes, because he isn’t a man.”


    Butsko spotted the heightened color on Tronolone’s face. Tronolone shifted position uneasily, bit his lips, sniffed the air nervously. Butsko was putting him down worse than he’d ever been put down in his life, and it was extremely embarrassing. Tronolone knew he had to do something fast if he wanted to salvage his reputation among his buddies. Every word out of Butsko’s mouth undercut Tronolone’s status as a tough guy and a slick dude. Finally Tronolone could take it no more.


    “Aw, blow it out of your ass,” Tronolone said to Butsko. “Who the fuck do you think you are anyway, just because you got all those stripes on your sleeve. You’re so full of shit, it’s coming out of your ears.”


    Words cannot express how happy Butsko was at that moment, because Butsko was a frustrated man. For the past few months he’d been in an Army hospital, and he had to be a nice guy. But that wasn’t his true nature. Deep down he was angry and violent. And now at last he had a chance to express all the rage pent up inside him.


    “Well,” Butsko said, “it looks like I finally smoked the rat out of the woodpile.” Butsko looked menacingly at Tronolone. “What’s your name, ratface!”


    “That’s for me to know and for you to find out, you ugly son of a bitch.”


    Butsko turned to Sergeant Plunkett. “What’s his name?”


    “Tronolone.”


    “Did you say Provolone?”


    “No, I said Tronolone.”


    Butsko returned his gaze to Tronolone. “On your feet, cock-sucker.”


    “Fuck you,” Tronolone said.


    “Fuck me?” said Butsko.


    “Yeah, fuck you.”


    “You’d better get on your feet, Provolone, or I’ll start kicking your ass where you are right now.”


    “Throw away that rifle and then I’ll get up.”


    Butsko unslung his gun and held it up. “I don’t need this to fuck you up. I could fuck you up with one hand tied behind my back.”


    “Big talk.”


    Butsko clicked the M 1 on safety, so it wouldn’t go off by mistake. Then he walked a few steps toward Sergeant Plunkett and handed it to him.


    “Hold this for me, willya, Plunk.”


    Sergeant Plunkett nodded and accepted the rifle. Butsko took off his fatigue cap and handed it to Plunkett too, then hitched up his belt and walked toward Tronolone.


    “Let’s get this over with, creep.”


    


    Tronolone smiled wickedly as he rose to his feet, his harelip making him appear grotesque and fearsome. He was shorter than Butsko, with hard, compact muscles, and he wasn’t a nice guy. He was a tough guy and something of a sadist. He was the one who’d shot his company commander, but luckily for him his company commander didn’t die.


    “How do you want it?” Tronolone asked.


    “Rough and tumble,” Butsko replied. “No rules.”


    “You must be crazy.”


    “Anytime you feel froggy, Provolone, you just go ahead and jump.”


    “My name ain’t Provolone,” Tronolone snarled, bending his knees and pointing them outward, stalking toward Butsko.


    Butsko watched through narrowed eyes, his heart filled with joy. Now at last he’d have a chance to kick some ass and get rid of the tension building in his chest and zapping across his mind. He’d rather fight a Jap, but Tronolone would have to do.


    Tronolone raised his fists and turned sideways, presenting a smaller target to Butsko, who measured him and decided he’d be no problem. Tronolone advanced sideways, not dancing, not on the balls of his feet. He was the kind of fighter who liked to keep both feet planted solidly on the ground, so he could put more power into his punches.


    Butsko was the same kind of fighter. He didn’t dance or fuck around either, because tough guys don’t dance. They wade in and get things over with, one way or the other.


    Butsko waited for Tronolone to come to him. His right foot was planted behind him, and his fists were chest-high. Butsko’s heart beat wildly, and he felt alive for the first time since he’d been wounded two months ago on Bloody Bougainville.


    Tronolone closed the distance. His harelip was a bad one and made him look positively hideous. On top of that he had a mustache like black steel wool. His eyes were bloodshot and looked like the insane eyes of a man-eating ape. Butsko waited for Tronolone to come closer, hoping Tronolone would throw the first punch, because Butsko preferred to lay back and counterpunch.


    Tronolone feinted with his left hand, and Butsko raised his right hand to protect his head, but Tronolone went downstairs with his left and hammered Butsko in the kidney, an extremely sensitive spot. Butsko expelled air and lowered his elbow to protect that region from another blow, and Tronolone smacked him upside his head.


    My timing’s off, Butsko thought as he threw a left jab to stop Tronolone from coming in, but Tronolone dodged to the side and hooked Butsko in his left kidney. Again Butsko expelled air and lowered his elbow to cover up, and again Tronolone punched him in the face.


    Butsko had a head like a block of concrete, and he wasn’t dazed at all, but he was disgusted with himself for being a punching bag for Tronolone. He decided to go on the offensive, throwing another jab at Tronolone’s head, but Tronolone leaned to the side and slipped the punch, then shot forward a jab toward the pit of Butsko’s stomach.


    Butsko’s stomach didn’t have its normal musculature, because he’d been lying around a hospital for the past couple of months, and Tronolone’s fist sank in almost to the wrist. Butsko doubled over with pain, hugging his stomach with both his arms, and Tronolone put everything he had into a big looping uppercut, catching Butsko full on the mouth, straightening Butsko up. Then Butsko fell backward onto his ass, sprawling flat on the ground.


    Butsko had a head like a block of concrete, but he wasn’t invincible. He’d taken a powerful shot and his head was full of cobwebs. He tried to get up, but somehow his body wouldn’t do what he wanted it to. He wondered what had gone wrong.


    “Stomp him!” shouted Schlegelmilch, the rapist.


    Butsko opened his eyes and saw Tronolone’s boot raise in the air above his face. He knew he had to do something fast. The boot came down, and Butsko spun away. Tronolone leaped after him, kicking him in the ass, on the back of the head, and as Butsko rolled over, kicking him in the stomach.


    Now Butsko was getting mad, and fresh adrenaline pumped into his arteries. He bared his teeth and growled like an animal, willing his mind into hot focused concentration, jumping to his feet.


    Butsko still was dizzy as he raised his hands and saw Tronolone advance toward him.


    “Shit,” Tronolone said, “you ain’t tough at all.”


    


    Tronolone threw a left jab, hoping to set up his right hook, but this time Butsko ducked underneath the blow, and the jab flew over his head. Butsko hooked Tronolone in the left kidney, then the right kidney, and then the left kidney again. He stepped back, jabbed Tronolone in the face once—twice—three times, snapping back Tronolone’s head every time. Butsko brought his right cross over Tronolone’s left fist, connecting with his forehead, and now Tronolone back-pedaled, dodging his head from side to side as Butsko threw more punches, connecting with half of them. When Tronolone raised his fists to protect his head, Butsko went downstairs and pounded his ribs.


    Tronolone realized the fight was taking a turn for the worse, so he lashed out with his foot to kick Butsko in the balls. Butsko jumped backward and grabbed Tronolone’s foot in his hands, then raised it up in the air.


    Tronolone collapsed onto his back and Butsko leaped forward, intending to land with both of his size twelve combat boots on Tronolone’s face, but Tronolone rolled out in the nick of time and Butsko landed on the grass instead.


    Tronolone jumped to his feet. Blood trickled out the corner of his mouth. He wished he still had his switchblade, but the MPs took it away when they locked him up in the stockade. He looked around on the ground for something to use as a weapon, but nothing was there. He hadn’t been issued a bayonet yet, so he couldn’t use that.


    Butsko moved in on him, set to finish him off. He threw two quick jabs at Tronolone’s head, but Tronolone managed to avoid both of them. While they were close together, Tronolone tried to knee Butsko in the balls, but Butsko sidestepped and received the blow on his thigh. Then Tronolone got smart and tried for a more modest target. Butsko punched him in the mouth at the same moment he kicked Butsko in the shins.


    The punch knocked Tronolone on his ass, while Butsko jumped up and down on his right foot, holding his left foot in his big hands. Tronolone shook his head and tried to wake up, and Butsko tried to determine if he could walk on his left foot. He found that it hurt every time he took a step.


    Meanwhile, Schlegelmilch was sneaking up on Sergeant Plunkett from behind. Plunkett, like the rest of the GIs, was watching the fight intently. Schlegelmilch reached down and pulled Plunkett’s bayonet out of its scabbard, tossing it to Tronolone.


    “Use it!” Schlegelmilch shouted.


    Tronolone focused on the bayonet lying on the ground beside him. He picked it up and rolled over onto his hands and knees, preparing to stand. Butsko tested his foot again and found that it would hold him up reasonably well. Tronolone stood and waved the bayonet in the air. It caught a ray of the sun and glinted as if a diamond was studded on its blade. Butsko saw the bayonet in Tronolone’s hand.


    “Why, you sneaky fucking cocksucker,” Butsko said.


    Tronolone beckoned for Butsko to come closer. “C’mon,” he said. “I’m gonna carve you a new asshole.”


    Butsko reached to his cartridge belt and pulled out his Ka-bar knife. “I’m gonna kill you,” he said matter-of-factly.


    Sergeant Plunkett stood up on the sidelines. “I think you two’d better stop this shit before somebody gets hurt.”


    Butsko replied out the corner of his mouth. “Stay out of this, Plunkett.”


    “If you kill him, they’ll court-martial your ass.”


    “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.”


    Tronolone sniggered. “He ain’t gonna kill me anyways. I'm gonna kill him.”


    Both men circled each other, waving their blades from side to side. Tronolone believed he had an advantage, because he considered himself a great shiv artist. He’d been stabbing people since he was fourteen years old. He threw the bayonet from his left hand to his right hand and back again, trying to fake Butsko out.


    Butsko watched him carefully as he circled around like a panther. Tronolone didn’t know it, but Butsko was a far more accomplished shiv artist than he. Butsko had killed countless Japanese soldiers with knives. It had been his job for a long time.


    Tronolone was happy. He was certain he’d kill Butsko. He danced around on the balls of his feet, because speed was more important than power in a knife fight. It really didn’t take much strength to push a knife into a man’s stomach. Position was everything. Tronolone bounded from side to side, and Butsko watched him like a hawk, making minute movements with his hands, shifting his weight slowly.


    Tronolone darted in close to Butsko and took a swipe with his bayonet, but Butsko bounded backward, and the point of the bayonet swished past his cartridge belt.


    “Almost gotcha that time,” Tronolone said gleefully.


    “Almost don’t mean shit,” Butsko replied.


    They reversed direction and circled the other way. It was a deadly dance of death, and Sergeant Plunkett wanted to call for help, but Butsko had told him not to and he didn’t want to countermand orders. Plunkett was sure somebody would be killed soon, and then they’d be hell to pay. The platoon area would be crawling with officers and MPs. The shit would really hit the fan.


    Tronolone thought he’d get cute again. He tossed the bayonet from his right hand to his left hand and then back again, but he didn’t fake Butsko out. Butsko’s mouth was set in a grim line and his eyes were like the slits in the turret of a tank. Tronolone shifted direction and tossed the knife into his left hand, and Butsko whipped out his foot, kicking the knife into the air. Tronolone looked up helplessly, watching his knife fly away, and a split second later he felt the cold blade of Butsko’s knife against his throat.


    “Hi there,” Butsko said.


    Tronolone’s eyes bugged out of his head. He saw Butsko standing in front of him, holding the point of his blade against Tronolone’s Adam’s apple.


    “I said hi there,” Butsko said.


    Tronolone didn’t know whether to shit or go blind.


    “Remember me?” Butsko asked. “Didn’t you say you were gonna carve me a new asshole.”


    Tronolone didn’t answer. Butsko applied pressure to the knife, and a dot of blood appeared around the blade.


    “I just asked you a question,” Butsko said.


    “I forgot what it was,” Tronolone replied, and he wasn’t lying.


    “Aren’t you the guy who said you were gonna carve me a new asshole?”


    “Who me?” asked Tronolone.


    “Yes you.”


    Tronolone swallowed hard. Butsko chortled.


    “You know what I oughta do now?” Butsko asked.


    


    “No,” Tronolone replied.


    “I oughta carve you a new mouth.”


    Sweat poured down Tronolone’s face. He thought he was going to die. He wondered if he could knee Butsko in the balls, but realized Butsko could cut his throat first.


    “You wanna die?” Butsko asked.


    “No,” said Tronolone, a catch in his voice.


    “What you got to live for, scumbag?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Well, if you don’t know, I guess I’ll just have to kill you.”


    “Pussy,” said Tronolone.


    “Who’d fuck you?” Butsko asked.


    In ordinary circumstances Tronolone would have said Your mother, but he wasn’t in ordinary circumstances. “Somebody,” Tronolone said.


    “What else you got to live for, scumbag?”


    “Baseball.”


    “You like baseball?”


    “Yeah.”


    “What else you like?”


    “Lasagna.”


    “No shit?” Butsko said, still holding the knife to Tronolone’s throat.


    “No shit,” Tronolone replied.


    “You’re awfully close to not having any of those things anymore, you know that?”


    Tronolone nodded.


    “Can’t hear you,” Butsko said.


    “I know it,” Tronolone replied.


    “What is it that you know?”


    Tronolone coughed, because his throat was so dry. “I know that I’m awfully close to not having any of those things anymore.”


    “Now you’re getting smart,” Butsko said. “If you had this knife right now, would you kill me?”


    Tronolone didn’t dare lie, but he didn’t dare tell the truth either. Butsko prodded the point of the knife into his throat.


    “I just asked you a question,” Butsko said.


    Tronolone was so scared he was ready to faint. “I’d kill you,” he admitted.


    “I know that,” Butsko said, “but guess what?”


    


    “What?”


    “I ain’t gonna kill you.”


    “No?”


    “No. Ask me why not.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I need you, Tronolone. Your country needs you. There’s a war on. I’m going out on patrol tonight, and you’re coming along with me, because you just volunteered, right?”


    “Right.”


    “There’s one more thing, Tronolone. Ask me what it is.”


    “What is it?”


    “I don’t think you learned your lesson yet, have you?”


    “Yeah,” said Tronolone, watching Butsko’s knife arm warily. “I learned my lesson.”


    “Naw, I don’t think you have, because I really haven’t made you afraid of me, have I?”


    Tronolone didn’t want to admit it, but he figured he had to. “Yeah, I’m afraid of you.”


    “No you’re not, because I haven’t really hurt you yet. I’m gonna have to hurt you so you’ll respect me, right?”


    “Wrong,” said Tronolone.


    “Naw,” Butsko told him. “If I turn you loose right now, you’ll think you got away with something, won’t you.”


    “No I won’t.”


    “Yes you will, and you’ll probably try some shit with me again sometime when my back is turned, won’t you?”


    “Who me?” asked Tronolone, although that was exactly what he had in mind.


    “Yes you,” Butsko said, “and that’s why I can’t let you off easy, because if I hurt you, you’ll think twice about starting some shit up with me again. But if I don’t hurt you, you’ll think maybe you can get away with something.”


    “Naw,” said Tronolone, “I’m not that way.”


    “You fuck-up,” Butsko said, “I can read you like a book.”


    Butsko stepped to the right and lowered the knife while hurling a short, hard punch into Tronolone’s stomach. The punch landed in the softest, most delicate part of Tronolone’s stomach, doubling him over, and Butsko then kneed him in the face, knocking him dizzy. Tronolone dropped to his knees and shook his head, trying to wake up, and Butsko kicked him in the face, causing Tronolone to fall onto his back.


    


    Tronolone tried to get up, and Butsko kicked him in the ribs. Butsko stomped him on the nose, kicked him in the ear, and jumped with both feet on his stomach. He jumped back to the ground and kicked Tronolone in the ribs, and when Tronolone rolled onto his stomach to protect himself, Butsko kicked him in the ass. Tronolone groaned and whined, and Butsko didn’t like the sound of it so he kicked him in the head again, and that put out Tronolone’s lights for the time being.


    Tronolone lay still on the ground. Blood from the cuts on his face dribbled onto the ground. Butsko looked up at the others.


    “Now there’s one other person around here who needs to get his ass kicked,” Butsko said.


    His eyes fell on Private Schlegelmilch, who’d thrown Sergeant Plunkett’s knife to Tronolone, and Schlegelmilch got the picture real fast.


    “No!” screamed Schlegelmilch, turning around, preparing to run away.


    But Butsko was already charging like a wildman. Schlegelmilch took three steps and was just picking up speed, when Butsko dived through the air and tackled him, bringing him down.


    Schlegelmilch kicked and squirmed and tried to get away. Butsko rolled away from him, leaped to his feet, grabbed Schlegelmilch by his shirt, and held him up in the air.


    “No!” said Schlegelmilch.


    Butsko’s fist smashed into Schlegelmilch’s face, and Schlegelmilch heard bells and birds. He was flung backward by the force of the blow and landed against the trunk of a tree. Butsko was on him like stink on shit. He punched Schlegelmilch in the mouth. He punched him in the stomach. He punched him in the mouth again, and Schlegelmilch fell to the ground. Butsko stomped his face and kicked his ribs a few times, then took a step back. Schlegelmilch lay still on the ground as if he was dead.


    Butsko turned around and faced the others. “Who’s next?” he asked.


    Nobody said a word. Nobody moved a muscle.


    “Good,” Butsko said, “because I get tired of kicking the shit out of nitwits and scumbags. Sergeant Plunkett!”


    “Yes Sergeant!”


    


    “Take these guys to the armorer and get them weapons. Get a BAR for McGurk, an M 1 for yourself, and everybody else gets an M 1 too. Any questions?”


    Plunkett looked at Tronolone and Schlegelmilch. “What about them two?”


    “Take ‘em with you. I don’t wanna look at ‘em anymore.”


    Plunkett told McGurk to carry Tronolone, and McGurk lifted him as though he were a feather.


    “Can carry the other one too,” McGurk said.


    “Okay—carry him,” Sergeant Plunkett said.


    McGurk lifted Schlegelmilch and carried him under his left arm. Tronolone was under his right arm. McGurk followed Sergeant Plunkett toward the armorer’s tent, and the rest of the platoon fell in behind McGurk. Butsko watched them go, lighting up a cigarette.


    Butsko sat against a tree, and felt pretty good. It always did wonders for him whenever he beat the shit out of somebody. He felt ten years younger, and knew he hadn’t lost any of his fighting spirit in the hospital. That was good to know. He’d also established himself as someone to be feared among the new men in the recon platoon, and Butsko learned long ago that rule by fear and intimidation was always the best way to control young soldiers.


    “You fuck with the bull—you get the horns,” Butsko muttered with satisfaction as he puffed his cigarette.


    At the Eighty-first Division Medical Headquarters, Pfc. Frankie La Barbara entered a small office inside a tent and saw a curly-haired officer wearing thick spectacles sitting behind a desk. Frankie marched up to him, stopped, saluted, and said: “Pfc. Frank La Barbara reporting, sir.”


    “Ah yes, La Barbara,” Captain Granger said, shuffling papers on his desk. “We’re returning you to your unit for light duty.” He found the document he wanted, stamped it, and handed it to Frankie La Barbara.


    Frankie refused to take it. “Light duty!” he yelled. “But I’m too sick for light duty! I lost a lotta blood! I can barely walk around!”


    “You’re dismissed,” Captain Granger said. “Get the hell out of here.”


    “But sir,” Frankie pleaded, clasping his hands together as if praying in church, although he never went to church, “please sir—I’m not ready to go back to my platoon, because they ain’t gonna care whether or not I’m on light duty. They’re gonna put me on full duty, and I’m too weak. I’ll get killed.”


    “I said you’re dismissed,” Captain Granger told him, not bothering to look up from the papers he perused on his desk.


    “Please sir—please gimme one more day here, so’s I can recuperate. Just one day. That’s not asking too much, is it?”


    Captain Granger looked up at him. “Get out of here, will you, La Barbara?”


    “Just one more day, sir,” Frankie begged. “I been fighting Japs for years. When I sleep at night I dream about Japs coming at me. During the day Japs really are coming at me. I got combat fatigue and shell shock and everything else. Just gimme one more day to recuperate. That ain’t much to ask, is it?”


    Captain Granger sighed. He wasn’t a career officer, having been drafted just as Frankie had been. What the hell, he thought. Why not?


    “Okay La Barbara,” Captain Granger said. “Give me the chit back.”


    Frankie handed him the piece of paper. Captain Granger changed the date with his pen and initialed the change. He gave the paper back to Frankie.


    “Stay out of trouble, La Barbara.”


    “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I’ll never forget this, sir.”


    Frankie turned around and ran out of the office before Captain Granger changed his mind. I’m so fucking smart, Frankie said to himself when he got outside. I can con anybody out of anything.


    Frankie didn’t have to return to the recon platoon until noon the next day. He wondered what to do with himself. How great it was not to be with the recon platoon, doing dangerous things. Maybe I should try to fuck a nurse while I got the chance, he said to himself.


    He knew where the nurses’ quarters were: a complex of walled tents just northwest of where he was. He took three steps in that direction, when a familiar voice called out to him.


    “Frankie!”


    Frankie turned around and saw the Reverend Billie Jones. “Hi, Reverend.”


    “Hi, Frankie. Where you going?”


    


    “Just taking a walk. How ya doing?”


    “I’m on my way back to the company. The doctor sewed me up and put me on light duty. Hey, you hear about what happened to Shilansky?”


    “No, what happened to him?”


    “They’re shipping him out. He’s got blood poisoning.”


    “He has? But I was just talking to him a little while ago and he was fine.”


    “He ain’t fine now. He’s got blood poisoning. I just saw him. He’s sick as a dog.”


    “You’re shitting me.”


    “No I ain’t.”


    “Where’s he at now?”


    The Reverend Billie Jones pointed in back of him. “Second tent over.”


    “Jesus, I can’t believe it,” Frankie said. “I was just talking to him and he was okay. I’d better go see him.”


    Frankie walked off swiftly, walking through the jungle beside the medical tents. Jeeps and trucks drove back and forth through the area, delivering medical supplies and wounded soldiers. An army of orderlies swarmed about, and so did an army of nurses. Under normal circumstances Frankie would’ve paid closer attention to the nurses and perhaps tried to get into somebody’s pants, even though his nose had a gigantic bandage on it and made him look like a clown. But he wasn’t in the mood for hanky-panky; he was worried about Morris Shilansky, who’d been his closest friend in the Army ever since they met in basic training at Ford Ord, California.


    It was true that Frankie and Shilansky fought all the time, but they were friends anyway. They had even gone AWOL together in Honolulu before getting shipped to New Guinea. Frankie had come to depend on having Shilansky around. They were buddies and looked after each other. Frankie didn’t want Shilansky to get shipped out.


    Finally, Frankie came to the tent where the Reverend Billie Jones told him Shilansky would be. Frankie entered the tent. It was hot inside and smelled of newly dyed canvas. He grabbed the first orderly he saw.


    “You know where Pfc. Morris Shilansky is?” he asked the orderly.


    


    “Never heard of him,” the orderly replied.


    “He’s supposed to be in this tent.”


    “Look around, then.”


    Frankie swept his eyes over the rows of men lying on the ground, and could see these were the severe casualties. Most were covered with bandages. Some were minus legs and arms. Many were motionless, as if dead. The air was filled with the strong odor of death and medicine.


    “Shilansky!” Frankie said in a loud voice. “You in here?”


    “Over here!” replied the voice of Shilansky on the other side of the tent.


    Frankie looked in the direction of the voice and saw a hand rise in the air. Frankie headed toward the hand, stepping over bodies. Shilansky was lying next to the wall of the tent; the wall had been rolled up to let the fresh air in. The guy to the left of Frank had his head totally encased in bandages, except for a red hole where his mouth should be. The guy to the right of Frankie was minus two legs.


    Frankie knelt beside Shilansky. “What the fuck happened to you?”


    “I don’t know,” Shilansky said.


    “Whataya mean you don’t know?”


    “I mean I don’t know. I was just walking around here, and I felt dizzy. I told a nurse and sometime around then I passed out. When I woke up they told me I got blood poisoning and they got to ship me out.” Shilansky grinned. “I got my million-dollar wound, buddy. I’m shipping out of here. The war is over for me.”


    “You fucking bastard!” Frankie replied. “You’re gonna leave me here all alone.”


    “You won’t be alone. You’ll have the whole rest of the platoon to keep you company.”


    “Big fucking deal. They’re all a bunch of demented degenerate eight balls. Who wants to be with them? Even Butsko’s back.”


    “Butsko’s back?”


    “Yeah, Butsko’s back.”


    “Say good-bye to him for me.”


    “You lucky son of a bitch,” Frankie said. “You’re getting out of here.”


    


    “Your fucking A-well-John,” Shilansky replied with satisfaction. “Now I don’t have to go AWOL with you.”


    “You fucking bastard.”


    “Gimme a cigarette.”


    “I wouldn’t give you the time of day, you cocksucker.”


    “C’mon Frankie—gimme a cigarette. I’m out.”


    “You oughta be out, you bastard. How come you got blood poisoning and I didn’t? How come you got all the luck?”


    “The pill-roller said one of them Jap bayonets that cut me must’ve had some poison on it. Maybe the Jap pissed on it or something.”


    “You lucky son of a bitch.”


    “Gimme a cigarette, Frankie, for old time’s sake.”


    “Fuck you,” Frankie replied.


    “C’mon.”


    Frankie reached into his shirt pocket and took out his pack of cigarettes. He handed one to Shilansky, placed one between his own lips, and lit both up.


    “Gee that tastes good,” Shilansky said.


    “Kiss my ass,” Frankie replied.


    “What are you so pissed off about? I’m getting out of here. You should be happy for me.”


    “Fuck you,” Frankie said. “I hope you croak, you bastard.”


    “No you don’t.”


    “Yes I do. I wonder how I can get blood poisoning?”


    “You gotta put some kinda poison on a blade and cut yourself with it, but you gotta be careful because you can die of it.”


    “Some guys got all the luck. You’ll get out of here in one piece, and I got that maniac Butsko back.”


    “You’ll be all right, Frankie. Just keep your head down and don’t volunteer for anything.”


    “I never volunteer for anything. I may be a little crazy, but I ain’t that crazy.”


    “Why don’t you gimme your address back in the States. I’ll stop in and say hello to your wife, tell her how you’ve been.”


    Frankie scowled. “You stay away from my wife, you son of a bitch.”


    “What’s the matter with you? I just thought it’d be nice to say hello to her and tell her how you been.”


    “You wanna fuck her—that’s what you wanna do!”


    


    “Naw Frankie—c’mon.”


    “Oh yes you do. I know how sick you are in your mind. You’d fuck a snake if somebody would hold it for you. I’m not giving you my wife’s address. That’d be like throwing her into a cage with a hungry lion.”


    “You got me wrong, Frankie.”


    “Bullshit, I got you wrong. I ain’t got you wrong. I got you right, you bastard.”


    “Forget I asked.”


    “Bullshit. I’ll never forget it.”


    “C’mon Frankie—they’ll be shipping me out pretty soon. Let’s not say good-bye this way.”


    “You wanna fuck my wife and I’m supposed to be happy about it?”


    “I don’t wanna fuck your wife.”


    “Oh yes you do. I seen the look in your eyes whenever I showed you a picture of her. Don’t gimme that shit.”


    “Well she is a good-looking broad.”


    “You see what I mean?” Frankie said. “Don’t tell me you don’t wanna fuck my wife.”


    “Hey—I’m not the kind of guy who’d try to fuck his best buddy’s wife.”


    “Oh yes you are. I oughta fucking shoot you right now, before you do something you shouldn’t do.”


    “Hey c’mon Frankie—let’s not get carried away.”


    Frankie looked around. He actually was wondering whether he could shoot Shilansky and get away with it, but the tent was swarming with nurses and orderlies.


    “You’d better never go near my wife,” Frankie said.


    “I promise I won’t.”


    “You lie like a rug, you bastard.”


    Shilansky rolled his eyes. “I’m not feeling so good, Frankie. If this is all you got to talk about, why don’t you get the fuck out of here.”


    “Okay,” Frankie said. “If that’s the way you feel about it—I’ll hit the fucking road.” He reached into his shirt pocket, took out his pack of cigarettes, and dropped it on Shilansky’s chest. “Here, take these. They oughta hold you till the Red Cross bitches catch up with you.”


    Frankie stood and walked away.


    


    “So long Frankie,” Shilansky called out. “Thanks for coming.”


    “Fuck you!” Frankie replied, not bothering to look back.

  


  
    


    EIGHT . . .


    The battle that had been raging for three days settled down and came to an end during the course of the afternoon. The battle lines that solidified were the same battle lines that existed before the battle began. Japanese soldiers were on the east side of the Driniumor River, and American soldiers were on the west side. Nothing substantial had happened except that many Japanese and American soldiers had been killed.


    Deep in the jungle, approximately twenty-five miles east of the Driniumor, the new field headquarters of the Japanese Eighteenth Army was set up and fully operational. General Hatazo Adachi sat behind his desk, sipping green tea, studying maps, tabulating lists of equipment and supplies.


    General Adachi was an old war dog. He’d commanded the Eighteenth Army since November 1942 when it was formed, and had been fighting Americans and Australians on New Guinea ever since. He had no illusions about war and was a coldblooded realist. It was hard to bullshit him.


    He couldn’t bullshit himself either. Taking a hard, objective look at his situation, he knew that his supply problems had defeated him already. Yet he felt that he couldn’t surrender or withdraw from the field of battle. He’d have to fight the Americans with what he had. The odds were against him, but small outnumbered units had won great victories in the past, and perhaps he could too.


    A commander had to rely on superior strategy and tactics when outnumbered and lacking sufficient supplies for large-scale operations. General Adachi knew he could order no wild headlong banzai charge across the Driniumor River. He would have to be more subtle. He would have to fake the Americans out.


    But how? he wondered. What should he do? Ten plans immediately bubbled to the surface of his mind, and he had to choose one of them. The terrain was difficult: a thick steaming jungle full of insects and snakes. Fortunately for him the Americans couldn’t deploy tanks. In that jungle out there the battle would boil down to soldier versus soldier at close range, probably hand to hand much of the time.


    He would have to seize the initiative and surprise the Americans, catch them off guard, hit them in a weak spot and achieve a breakthrough. That was his only hope. It was not an even fight, and he had to make up for the men and equipment he lacked with superior brainpower and a fiercer fighting spirit.


    He wanted to attack the Americans soon, within the next week or so, and that meant he’d have to formulate his order of battle within the next two or three days. It would be difficult to figure everything out that quickly, but he owed it to his Emperor and his men.


    He wondered what the Americans were doing just men. Were they preparing to attack too? He’d have to keep tabs on the Americans. He didn’t want any last-minute unpleasant surprises.


    “Lieutenant Ono!” he shouted.


    “Yes sir!” replied a voice on the other side of the tent flap.


    “Report to me immediately!”


    “Yes sir!”


    The tent flap was pushed aside and a young clean-shaven man with puffy beaver-like cheeks entered the office, marching to General Adachi’s desk and saluting.


    “Lieutenant Ono,” General Adachi said, “I want to know what the Americans in front of us are doing at all times. Please notify all front-line commanders to patrol their sectors thoroughly on a twenty-four-hour basis. Direct them to furnish my headquarters with their reports no later than nine o’clock every morning. Put the order in writing and bring it here for my signature as soon as you can.”


    “Yes, sir. Will there be anything else, sir?”


    “That’s all for now.”


    Lieutenant Ono saluted, did an about-face, and marched out of the office. General Adachi returned his attention to his maps, trying to figure out how to catch the Americans off guard and then defeat them in battle.


    It was midafternoon, and Butsko stomped through the jungle, heading back to the recon platoon. He’d spent the past two hours at regimental headquarters, studying the personnel records of the new men in his platoon. It had been a discouraging two hours, because every record he looked at was worse than the last. The men Colonel Hutchins sprang from the stockade were even worse than what the recon platoon had before, and as far as Butsko was. concerned, he’d had the dregs before.


    The only bright spot in an otherwise bleak picture was Sergeant Plunkett and his five men. During the past few days, when the recon platoon had been trapped behind enemy lines, Colonel Hutchins had devised a new provisional recon platoon out of the best men in his regiment. Five squads had been sent out on patrol, and only one had come back. That one had been commanded by Sergeant Plunkett and had proved itself, as far as Butsko was concerned. Sergeant Plunkett and his men would be the nucleus of the new recon platoon.


    Jesus, Butsko thought, so many men have been killed, so many wounded. Out of the forty men in the recon platoon, he was the only one fit for duty, and he’d escaped a hospital. Butsko remembered all the good men who were gone. They weren’t all dead, and he hoped a few would return from hospitals someday, as he’d returned from a hospital.


    He entered the clearing where the new recon platoon was encamped, and saw the men cleaning their new weapons. McGurk had his BAR apart and was coating the recoil spring guide with a thin film of oil. The men looked up at Butsko as he approached.


    


    “As you were!” he bellowed.


    The men returned to work. Butsko looked them over and wished he had his old bunch back. His old bunch was no fucking good, but at least he knew their weaknesses and strengths. He didn’t know very much about this bunch yet, except what he’d read on their personnel records and seen with his own eyes. He knew from experience that it took a while to figure a man out, and just when you’d finished the job, he got killed or wounded.


    “Sergeant Plunkett!” Butsko said. “C’ mere!”


    Sergeant Plunkett looked at his carbine dissembled on the ground. “What’ll I do with my carbine?”


    “Leave it where it is. I’ll only need you for a few minutes.”


    Plunkett stood and approached Butsko, and Plunkett’s head was cocked to one side, with his left eye half closed. He looked suspicious as he came closer.


    “What’s the matter with you?” Butsko asked when Plunkett was in front of him. “You look like you’re afraid of me. Are you afraid of me?”


    “No,” said Plunkett, who was short and stocky, and spoke with a southern accent.


    “Then stop looking at me that way. If you do what I say, you’ll have no problems with me. Got it?”


    “Got it.”


    “Good. From now on, you’re in charge of the First Squad, which’ll consist of the five men you brought with you into the recon platoon. They’re your responsibility. Don’t worry about the others: I’ll worry about them.”


    “Who’s gonna be their squad leader?”


    “Me, I guess, until somebody else comes along.”


    “When you think that’ll be?”


    “How the fuck should I know? Anything else?”


    “Not right now.”


    “Go back to what you was doing.”


    Sergeant Plunkett turned around and walked back to his disassembled carbine. Butsko looked at the faces of Tronolone and Schlegelmilch, which were battered and bruised. They looked pretty awful but they were cleaning their weapons, beaten into submission for the time being.


    Butsko’s eyes turned to Private Theophilus Hampton, the snob from New York who’d been in the stockade because he’d refused to fight on several occasions, arguing with officers and noncoms all the time.


    “Hampton!” Butsko shouted.


    Hampton looked up. “What?”


    “Get your ass over here.”


    Sullen and surly, Private Hampton got to his feet and walked toward Butsko. Hampton was tall and slim with a long neck and sloping shoulders. His face was a long oval with a straight well-formed nose and high cheekbones. He stopped in front of Butsko and looked at him fearfully, because he’d seen Butsko kick the shit out of Tronolone and Schlegelmilch. But Hampton wasn’t that fearful, because he was from the upper classes. Butsko might be able to kick the shit out of him, but that didn’t mean that Butsko was better than he was.


    “Siddown,” Butsko said.


    Hampton looked at the ground as if expecting to see a Chippendale chair there, but it was only the jungle floor. He wrinkled his nose and sat down fussily like a girl.


    Butsko frowned as he dropped to the ground. He took out a cigarette and lit it up, then puffed and looked Hampton over. Hampton wasn’t puny. He had the frame and enough muscles to be a good fighter. Somehow Butsko would have to transform him into an American soldier.


    “So you’re Theophilus Hampton,” Butsko said with a snicker. “What a fucking name.”


    “Is Butsko supposed to be such a wonderful name?” Hampton asked, raising his eyebrows.


    “Yeah,” Butsko said, a tone of menace in his voice.


    Hampton felt like making a smart-aleck remark, but he remembered how Butsko had kicked and stomped Tronolone and Schlegelmilch, and the remark died someplace in his throat.


    “You’re the guy,” Butsko said, “who thinks he’s better than everybody else, right?”


    “In a manner of speaking,” Hampton replied.


    “You think you’re better than me?”


    “In a manner of speaking.”


    Butsko looked him in the eye. “In what manner of speaking, you little fucking prick?”


    “Sensitivity, you might say.”


    


    “You think you’re more sensitive than me?”


    “That’s right,” Hampton said in his infuriatingly condescending manner.


    “Does that mean you feel more things than I do.”


    “In a manner of speaking.”


    “You mean when you fuck it feels better for you than it does for me?”


    Hampton wrinkled his brow. “Well, I don’t know about that.”


    “Have you ever been fucked in your life?” Butsko asked.


    “Of course!” Hampton said.


    “When was the last time?”


    Hampton didn’t have to think very hard. The last woman he’d screwed had been a society woman in San Francisco twenty years older than he was. That was four months ago, and embarrassing to think about because she was the aunt of a friend of his.


    “Back in San Francisco,” Hampton said. “Four months ago.”


    “When was the time before that?”


    Hampton blushed, because he couldn’t remember the time before that immediately. In point of fact, Hampton didn’t fuck that much. The people in the class he represented generally did it only on special occasions.


    “You can’t even remember, can you?” Butsko said with a grin.


    “It was back in New York—maybe six months ago.”


    “You think it felt better for you than it does for me?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Then what makes you think you’re more sensitive than me?”


    “It’s more of an intellectual sensitivity.”


    “Intellectual?” Butsko asked, having difficulty pronouncing the word.


    “That’s right.”


    “In other words, you think you’re smarter than I am.”


    Now it was Hampton’s turn to look Butsko in the eye. “To be perfectly honest with you Sergeant, that’s exactly what I mean.”


    “You’re sure?”


    “I’m sure.”


    


    “Well,” Butsko said, “if you’re smarter than me, I guess I should let you take out the patrol tonight.”


    Hampton went pale. “Me?”


    “Why not?”


    “But I don’t know anything about taking out a patrol!”


    “But you just said you’re smarter than me!”


    “I am!”


    “Then take out the patrol!”


    “I can’t.”


    “Why not?”


    Something was caught in Hampton’s throat, and he coughed. “Because I don’t know what to do.”


    “You don’t?”


    “No.”


    “I know what to do,” Butsko said. “Does that mean I’m smarter than you?”


    Hampton tried to smile. “Maybe when it comes to taking a patrol.”


    “How about when it comes to attacking a Jap bunker. How do you attack a Jap bunker, Hampton?”


    Hampton shrugged. “I don’t know.”


    “I know,” Butsko said. “I done it a million times. Does that mean I’m smarter than you again?”


    Hampton appeared perturbed. “Well, I suppose you know more about your specialty than I do?”


    “What’s your specialty?” Butsko asked.


    “My specialty?”


    “Yes, your specialty.”


    “Um, I don’t have a specialty.”


    “You don’t have a specialty?”


    “No.”


    “Then what the fuck good are you?”


    “Well,” said Hampton, “I studied philosophy in college.”


    “What philosophy is that?”


    “Kant, Hegel, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche.”


    “Sounds like a comedy team to me.”


    “They’re famous philosophers.”


    “What did they say?”


    “Well, they explained life.”


    “They did?”


    


    “Yes.”


    “Then explain life to me.”


    Hampton smiled as if talking to a child. “Well, it’s very complex.”


    “That’s your story,” Butsko replied. “It ain’t complex to me.” Butsko picked up his M 1 rifle and aimed it at Hampton. “Life is when you don’t get hit with the bullet. How about that, philosopher?”


    “That’s an enormous simplification.”


    “In a way life is simple, but let’s go back a few steps. Can you make money outta philosophy?”


    “If you have a Ph.D. you can.”


    “You got a Ph.D.?”


    “No.”


    “Then you don’t make money off it.”


    “No.”


    “Can you kill Japs with it?”


    “With what?”


    “Philosophy.”


    “That’s a stupid question.”


    “You’ll find out how stupid it is someday when a Jap is coming at you and all you got to fight him off with is your philosophy.”


    Hampton raised his eyebrows. “You’re so elemental, Butsko. You know nothing of the finer things.”


    “What finer things?”


    “Philosophy.”


    “I got my philosophy,” Butsko said.


    “You do?”


    “Yes I do.”


    “What is this philosophy of yours that you have, Sergeant?”


    “Tough guys die fast,” Butsko said.


    “What was that?”


    ‘Tough guys die fast. You know what that means?”


    “I’m afraid I don’t.”


    “Then I’ll explain it to you. Tough guys die fast, and weaklings like you die slow. Tough guys die fast because they’re not afraid and they’re always in the thick of the fight. When they get hit they get hit hard and they die fast. Cowards and weaklings like you are afraid every day and you die a little bit every hour. You die slowly, in bits, shitting your pants, wishing your mama could save you. And when the shit hits the fan, cowards like you lay back and never die clean. You get the weird oddball wounds that hurt the most. Guys like you usually get shot in the back because they’re running the wrong way. Tough guys die fast, so I guess you don’t ever have to worry about dying fast. You’ll die real slow, Hampton, and after you’re gone I’m gonna write your mother a letter and tell her you died running in the wrong direction, and she was the mother of a coward.”


    There was silence for a few moments. Butsko had made his little speech with passion, and now he wiped the spit off his lips. Hampton’s face was red with anger.


    “I’m no coward!” Hampton said vehemently.


    “Prove it,” Butsko replied.


    “I don’t have to prove anything to you!”


    “Then prove it to yourself.”


    “I know I’m not a coward!”


    “How do you know?”


    “I know!”


    Butsko leaned toward him. “You don’t know a fucking thing, you goddamned sissy. All you can do is think you’re better than everybody, but you’re not. The men you think you’re better than have got more guts than you ever did or ever will have, and they know more about war than you’ll ever know. You think you’re smarter than they are? All you know that they don’t is what wine is better than what other wine, as if anybody gives a shit about that piss-water in the first place. You probably know how to order fancy twelve-course dinners in sissy restaurants, but that don’t amount to shit out here. This is a place where people live or die according to how smart they really are, and how lucky they are.” Butsko pointed at Hampton. “You’ll be a casualty before long. Wanna know why?”


    Hampton was so mad he wouldn’t answer. He refused to cooperate with Butsko any more.


    “I’ll tell you anyway,” Butsko said. “You’re gonna be a casualty before long because I’m gonna make a point of putting you wherever the fighting is the hardest. You’ll either learn to be a man and a soldier, or the Japs’ll kill you. And if you try to run away, I’ll kill you. I won’t kill you fast, either, because only tough guys die fast. I’ll shoot off your kneecaps or put a bullet in your stomach, where it’ll hurt the most. Understand what I’m saying?”


    Hampton’s lips trembled with rage, but he still refused to answer.


    Butsko lunged forward and grabbed the front of Hampton’s shirt. “You little fucking piece of shit!” Butsko said, his teeth bared and eyes glittering with hate. “You think you’re smarter than me? Well lemme tell you something! Out here in this stinking jungle I can think rings around you any day of the week! Out here you belong to me and I’ll do anything with you I want!” Butsko punched Hampton in the chest, then let his shirt go. “You’re going out on a patrol with me tonight,” Butsko said, “and if you fuck up in any way, I’m gonna kill you, understand?”


    Hampton clenched his jaw shut and refused to respond.


    “I asked you if you understood!”


    Again Hampton wouldn’t say anything.


    Butsko felt his temperature rise. “Do you want me to kick the shit out of you right now? Do you want me to do to you what I did to Tronolone and Schlegelmilch?”


    Hampton thought of the bloody mangled faces of those two soldiers, and shuddered. Hampton thought he was very handsome, and didn’t want to become an ogre.


    “No,” Hampton said.


    “You know who you remind me of?” Butsko asked. “You remind me of another rich society guy from New York who used to be in the recon platoon, only he was a fighter. He wasn’t a big guy but he did his best. He didn’t like this war any better than anybody else around here, but he followed orders and did his duty. He wasn’t a great soldier but he tried at least, and I respected him for that. If he was here right now he’d put you to shame.”


    “What was his name?” Hampton asked.


    “Craig Delane.”


    “Craig Delane!”


    “You know him?”


    Hampton nodded. “Yes, I knew him rather well. Where is he now?”


    “Last thing I heard, he was at the division medical headquarters I think he got his million-dollar wound last night.”


    “May I go see him?”


    Butsko pinched together his eyebrows and examined Hampton for a few moments. “No,” he said finally. “There isn’t enough time. Tell Bisbee I wanna talk to him, and go back to cleaning your rifle.”


    Private Hampton stood up and walked away. Butsko watched him go, feeling revulsion inside. Butsko hated snobs, and he especially hated Hampton because he was such a prissy, fussy son of a bitch. I’ll make a man out of him or I’ll kill him, Butsko thought.


    He watched Hampton walk up to Private Clement R. Bisbee, the one with a baby face. Bisbee stood, smiled, and sauntered toward where Butsko was sitting. Butsko figured Bisbee was no more than eighteen years old, and might even be sixteen. He looked sweet and innocent, but he was the one who stole the wallet from somebody in his outfit.


    “You wanted to see me, Sergeant?” Bisbee asked politely.


    “Siddown.”


    “Yes Sergeant.”


    Bisbee sat down and smiled. He looked like a decent young man, but Butsko perceived a wicked, treacherous gleam in his eye. This one has to be watched like a hawk, Butsko thought.


    “You’re the one who stole a wallet from your buddy, right?” Butsko asked.


    “I didn’t do it, Sergeant. Really I didn’t.”


    “I don’t believe you.”


    Bisbee shrugged. “Nobody believes me.”


    “That’s because everybody can see right through you. Everybody’s not as dumb as you think. Anyway, I don’t have time for crooks. I don’t care what you do when you’re not in this platoon, but if you steal anything from anybody in this platoon, I’m gonna cut your fucking hands off, got it?”


    Bisbee went pale. “I got it.”


    “I don’t believe in court-martials because they take too much time,” Butsko continued. “I don’t like stockades either because they just take up space. The only way to stop a thief is cut off his hands. That’s what the Ay-rabs do, and that’s what I’m gonna do with you. Think about it next time you see a chance to steal somebody’s wallet, got it?”


    


    “Uh-huh.”


    “Go back to what you were doing, and tell Crow I wanna talk to him.”


    “Yes Sergeant.”


    Bisbee walked to the other side of the clearing and said something to Private Phillip T. Crow, the pale, scrawny one with the long, gawky neck. Crow stood up and looked fearfully at Butsko, then walked hesitantly toward him. As Crow drew closer Butsko could see his eyes darting nervously around in their sockets. Crow looked as though a strong wind would blow him over.


    Crow stopped in front of Butsko and fidgeted with his hands. “Private Crow reporting, Sergeant,” he said in a tremulous voice.


    “Siddown, Crow.”


    Crow sat down and chewed his lips. His whole body quaked with fear. This guy is really spooked, Butsko thought.


    “What are you so afraid of, Crow?” Butsko asked gently.


    “I don’t know,” Crow said.


    “Yes you do. Think about it for a few minutes. I got time.” Butsko took out his package of cigarettes. “Want one?”


    “I don’t smoke.”


    “Maybe it’s time you started.”


    Crow shrugged. “I don’t know.”


    “Is there anything you do know, Crow?”


    “I’m afraid of you,” Crow said.


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m afraid you’re gonna beat me up like you beat up Tronolone and Schlegelmilch.”


    “I don’t expect a whole lot from my men,” Butsko explained patiently. “I just expect them to do as they’re told, to the best of their abilities. If you do that, you’ll have no trouble with me, okay?”


    “Okay,” Crow said.


    “What else are you afraid of beside me?”


    Crow looked down shamefacedly at his hands in his lap. “I don’t like to suffer and I don’t want to die.”


    “You’re suffering right now, ain’tcha, Crow?”


    “Yes.”


    “You suffer every time somebody calls you a coward, right?”


    “Yes.”


    


    “So why don’t you be a man, so you won’t suffer so much?”


    “I can’t.”


    “Why can’t you?”


    “Because I’m afraid, and I can’t pretend I’m not afraid.”


    “Where you from, Crow?”


    “A little town in Nebraska.”


    “What’d you do before the war?”


    “I was a schoolteacher.”


    “How old are you, Crow?”


    “Twenty-eight.”


    Butsko lit a cigarette and puffed it. The older ones like Crow were always the most afraid. They had a clearer picture of what life and death were all about. The young kids were too dumb to know what life and death were all about, and some of them even liked war.


    “Listen Crow,” Butsko said, “everybody here is afraid. Even I’m afraid to some extent. But we all have to learn to conquer our fear, and the best way to conquer fear is to understand what it is we’re afraid about. First of all, if you’re afraid of pain, you should understand that if pain is really bad, you go into shock. It’s the body’s automatic mechanism for stopping the worst pain. You don’t feel it when you’re in shock, and I know what I’m talking about because I’ve been wounded a few times and I’ve been in shock. Do you think I’m lying to you?”


    “No Sergeant.”


    “Your other main fear is about dying, right?”


    “Yes Sergeant.”


    “You don’t wanna die, right?”


    “That’s right.”


    “You think life is so great?”


    “Life may not be so great, but I don’t want to die.”


    “Neither do I, but I’m not afraid of dying. Wanna know why?”


    “Why?”


    “Because I’m gonna die anyways, so what’s the difference? I mean, it happens to everybody. Nobody gets out of this mess alive. Even women die. I figure it’s like going to sleep, only you never wake up. If there’s any pain, you’ll be in shock, so you won’t feel it. So what’s the problem?”


    “What about after you die?”


    “What do you mean?”


    


    “What happens after you die?”


    “How the fuck should I know, but it can’t be any worse than this, can it?” Butsko indicated the battlefield with a sweeping motion of his hand. “What could be worse than this?”


    “I don’t know,” admitted Crow.


    “Think about it. Go back to what you were doing. We’re going out on a patrol tonight, so get ready.”


    Crow turned paler than he was already. “I’m going out on the patrol too?”


    “You bet your ass.”


    “I won’t go.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because I’m afraid.”


    “So am I, but I’m going. So are all the other guys, but they’re going. And you’re going too.”


    Crow shook his head. “No I’m not.”


    Butsko leaned toward Crow and said softly: “Crow, lemme tell you something, and I’m not bullshitting you: It’s easier to be an ordinary soldier than a coward. If you’re a coward everybody treats you like shit. If you keep on the way you’re going, you’ll wind up back in the stockade. They’ll put you before a firing squad or they’ll give you a dishonorable discharge. If they give you a dishonorable discharge, you’ll be a disgrace to your family. You’ll never be able to go home again. You’ll wander the face of this earth like a lost soul, afraid people will find out about your past. You’ll die a little bit every day.” Butsko made his right hand into a fist and held it in front of Crow’s face. “But if you conquer your fear like all the rest of us around here, you can walk around like a man, without anything to be ashamed about. You’ll be able to look any other man in the eye and say ‘I’m as good as you are.’ And if you die, at least you’ll die clean. Shit, I think I’d rather be dead than put up with the insults and shit you put up with. I mean, c’mon Crow, are you a man or a woman? I’ve known women who’ve got more guts than you. Be a man, Crow. Stand tall. Okay?”


    “I don’t know if I can do it,” Crow said.


    “Will you try?”


    Crow thought for a few moments. “Okay, I’ll try.”


    “If you have any trouble, just talk to me, okay?”


    “Okay.”


    


    “Go back to what you were doing.”


    “Yes, Sergeant.”


    Crow stood, dusted himself off, and walked back to the other side of the clearing. Butsko puffed his cigarette and thought about Crow. Somehow I’m gonna have to make him mad enough to fight, Butsko figured. He’ll never make it unless he gets mad enough to fight.


    The young dark-haired soldier walked up to Colonel Hutchins’s desk and saluted. “Pfc. Dunphy reporting sir!”


    Colonel Hutchins looked Dunphy up and down. Dunphy was the next ranking cook after Corporal Dinkel, who was up at the division medical headquarters, being treated for scalded eyeballs.


    “At ease,” Colonel Hutchins said in a cordial manner. “Have a seat, Dunphy.”


    Dunphy sat on one of the chairs in front of Colonel Hutchins’s desk. He was seventeen years old and had enlisted when he was sixteen, lying about his age. Numerous adolescent pimples were on his face, and he was ill at ease because he wasn’t accustomed to sitting around with full bird colonels.


    Colonel Hutchins folded his hands on his desk and leaned forward. “I have an important job for you, Dunphy—a very important job. Will you do it for me?”


    Dunphy was so intimidated all he could say was “Yes sir.”


    “Good,” replied Colonel Hutchins. “Take a look at that corner over there.”


    Colonel Hutchins pointed and Pfc. Dunphy saw a man lying on a cot with a medic sitting beside him.


    “Do you know who’s on that cot?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “No sir.”


    “That’s Sergeant Snider.”


    Dunphy’s eyes widened. He’d heard that Sergeant Snider was on his way back to the States with his million-dollar wound.


    “Sergeant Snider’s been hurt bad,” Colonel Hutchins said, “but now and then he’s able to talk. He’s been talking real good for the past half hour. Do you remember that medicine he used to make for me?”


    “Yes sir,” replied Dunphy, knowing that Colonel Hutchins was talking about Sergeant Snider’s special Kentucky white lightning.


    


    “Well Dunphy,” Colonel Hutchins continued, “Sergeant Snider has kindly consented to return here to give you the recipe for his special medicine, so you can make it up for me and anybody else who might need it.” Colonel Hutchins winked. “Get my drift?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Good. Come on over here and say hello to Sergeant Snider.”


    Colonel Hutchins rose and staggered across the room toward where Sergeant Snider was lying. Pfc. Dunphy followed him and looked down at his old mess sergeant, bandaged and pale, his eyes shut.


    “He looks like he’s sleeping,” Pfc. Dunphy said.


    “Nah, he ain’t sleeping,” Colonel Hutchins said. “He’s just resting.”


    “What’s wrong with him?”


    “The silly son of a bitch got shot in the ass.” Colonel Hutchins looked at Corporal Lamm. “Give him a nudge.”


    “I think we ought to let him sleep, sir.”


    “He can sleep later.” Colonel Hutchins bent over and shook Sergeant Snider’s shoulder. “Hey, wake up!”


    Sergeant Snider opened his eyes to half-mast and moaned.


    “How’re you feeling, Sergeant?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    Sergeant Snider moaned.


    “Can you hear me all right?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    Sergeant Snider nodded slowly.


    “Good. Listen. You remember Pfc. Dunphy here, don’t you?” Colonel Hutchins put his arm around Pfc. Dunphy’s shoulders.


    Sergeant Snider looked up at Dunphy and said in a low voice: “Yes.”


    “I want you to tell Pfc. Dunphy here your recipe for white lightning okay Sarge?”


    “Never,” Sergeant Snider said.


    Colonel Hutchins shrugged. “In that case, you’re never going back to the hospital, Snider. And you know that if you go back to the hospital, they’ll ship you back to the States because you got a million-dollar wound. But you’re not going anywhere until you spill the beans.”


    “Bastard,” said Sergeant Snider.


    “Ain’t the first time I’ve been called that, and won’t be the last time.”


    


    “I ain’t gonna tell you,” Sergeant Snider said.


    “Then you’re gonna stay here with me.”


    “I need a doctor.”


    “Tell Dunphy here how to make white lightning and you’ll get all the doctors you want.”


    “This is blackmail,” Sergeant Snider wheezed.


    “You’re fucking right it is.”


    “I guess I got no choice.”


    “You’re fucking right you ain’t.”


    “But this is a family secret and I never told it to anybody in my life.”


    “There’s always gotta be a first time for everything.”


    “I hope you fucking choke on it.”


    “Now now, Snider, don’t be bitter. Think of it as helping the war effort. And if I do choke on it, by the way, I’ll figure you gave Dunphy here a trick recipe, and I’ll just have to track you down and kill you.”


    Corporal Lamm couldn’t believe his ears. He’d never heard a colonel talk the way Colonel Hutchins was talking. Ever since he’d been with the Twenty-third Regiment, he’d been wondering if he was still in the same United States Army he was in before.


    “You drive a hard bargain,” Snider said in a whisper.


    “Start talking,” Colonel Hutchins replied.


    “Lemme think for a moment.”


    “Don’t take too long.”


    Pfc. Dunphy took out his notebook and pen, getting ready. Sweat prickled on Sergeant Snider’s forehead.


    “Okay,” Sergeant Snider said. “First of all you start with as much edible garbage as you can get, and do you remember that big old pot I used to use?”


    “Yes,” said Dunphy, writing furiously.


    “Well, you put it all in that, and then you mix in about two blocks of yeast.”


    Colonel Hutchins smiled with satisfaction, as Sergeant Snider recited the recipe for his famous white lightning. Colonel Hutchins intended to make numerous copies of the recipe, so it would never get lost. Then he’d never have to worry again about having enough medicine on hand to help him get through the rigors of war.


    

  


  
    


    NINE . . .


    It was night on New Guinea, and owls hooted in the trees. Monkeys chattered as they jumped from branch to branch, and millions of insects buzzed and chirped, drowning out sounds made by the footsteps of men trying to be quiet.


    Frankie La Barbara was one of the men trying to be quiet. He crawled on his belly, closing the distance between himself and the big walled tent where the nurses lived. It was just ahead, through the thick, tangled foliage. He could see the glow of kerosene lamps and hear the laughter of women. He licked his lips in anticipation of actually catching a glimpse of one naked.


    Frankie felt almost as though he were on patrol. Many times at night like this he’d snuck close to Japanese ammunition dumps or motor pools, and fear had been in his heart; but on this night lust was in his heart. His ultimate goal was to find a lonely horny nurse and entice her to come into the bushes with him.


    He was off limits, but didn’t care. Frankie didn’t live according to the ordinary boundaries of the world. Military rules and regulations didn’t mean shit to him. And he wasn’t concerned about the bandage on his nose, which made him look like a buffoon. Frankie believed he could bullshit his way into any woman’s pants no matter what the circumstances.


    Frankie ducked his head underneath a low-hanging branch and crawled through a puddle of brackish water. A cloud of mosquitoes arose from the surface of the water and swarmed all over him, biting and sucking blood. He crushed them gently, not wanting to smack them and make noise.


    On the other side of the puddle he thought he could smell perfume, and his heart raced like the engine of a Studebaker. He couldn’t be sure it was perfume—it might be tropical flowers in his vicinity—but he became excited anyway. He thought of silk stockings and brassieres. He wanted to press his lips against the smooth curve of a woman’s neck, while grabbing a handful of her ass.


    Twitching his nose, licking his chops, Frankie crept closer. He could see the tent clearly now, light glowing at its bottom. Women’s voices wafted to him on the hot, sultry night air. He moved toward those voices like a moth to a flame.


    Finally he came to within six feet of the rear of the tent. He lurked in the bushes, so near and yet so far away from the nurses inside. He thought of them in there, walking around in their underwear, and nearly had an orgasm on the spot.


    Something in the back of Frankie’s mind told him he shouldn’t be doing what he was doing. It said he was in grave danger, because the more excited he became, the more likely he’d do something he might regret later. But Frankie ignored the voice in the back of his mind. He was a lusty young man with more hormones than he could handle. He was a catastrophe getting ready to happen.


    Six feet from the nurses’ tent, he didn’t know what to do. He didn’t have any definite plan when he’d started out, and nothing had occurred to him since then. He looked at the nurses’ tent with longing. He wished he could go inside and fuck them all.


    A nurse inside the tent laughed uproariously, and Frankie was sure someone had told her a dirty joke. Then he flashed on a different fantasy, of nurses rolling around naked on the floor, having a big lesbian sex orgy. The fantasy became more elaborate in his mind. He saw nurses going down on each other, sucking each other’s boobs, screwing each other with big rubber dicks.


    Frankie’s common sense told him that such a thing really wasn’t happening, but the nasty, horny billygoat part of his mind thought maybe it was. It would be an incredible sight, and he had to see it. He looked down at the bottom of the tent, where canvas loops were attached to nails used as tent pegs.


    1 bet 1 could look right under there, Frankie thought. All he had to do was creep forward, pull the canvas back, and look inside at the orgy. It would be easy. If sharp-eyed Jap guards never spotted him on his numerous patrols, how could a bunch of broads?


    Sniffing the air, looking to his left and right and up in the air in case somebody was sitting on the branch of a tree, Frankie slithered forward. He emerged from the bush and crawled forward until he had reached the tent. Feeling along the bottom of the wooden platform for one of the canvas loops, he heard the low murmur of women’s voices inside. He imagined hordes of beautiful young nurses frolicking naked inside the tent, although he knew that most of the nurses in the division medical headquarters were neither beautiful nor young.


    He found a loop. Deftly and silently he removed it from the nail. His heart pounding, he looked to his left and right and then up in the air again. A mosquito bit him on the leg but he didn’t care. He lowered his head and raised the bottom of the tent. The crack widened, and then he saw them.


    It wasn’t what he expected. There was no big orgy with scores of naked nurses going down on each other. One half of the tent was dark, and he could make out nurses sleeping on their cots, and some of them snored worse than men. On the other side of the tent, a group of nurses sat on their cots and chatted with each other. A kerosene lamp on a crate of C rations provided illumination. They were talking mostly in medical jargon, which Frankie couldn’t understand. Some of the nurses had their Army shirts unbuttoned, and he could see their brassieres, but that was all.


    Frankie was extremely disappointed. He’d expected so much, and got so little. His only hope was that one of the nurses would stand up and take off her clothes. He decided to wait awhile and see if that would happen.


    


    “What the hell are you doing there, soldier?”


    It was a woman’s voice, and it came from behind Frankie, who nearly shit a brick. He swung his head around and saw a nurse standing behind him in the darkness, her hands on her hips. She wore regular Army fatigues.


    “Huh?” said Frankie.


    “I said what the hell do you think you’re doing?”


    A voice shouted inside the tent: “What’s going on out there?"


    “Another peeping Tom!” said the nurse behind Frankie.


    “Not another one!"


    Frankie scrambled to his feet and smiled, holding out his hands. “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not true. I’m not a Peeping Tom. I thought I saw a Jap over here, and came to investigate.”


    “No kidding?” said the nurse.


    “I wouldn’t lie to you,” Frankie replied.


    The nurse had frizzy red hair tied into a ponytail. She wasn’t bad-looking at all, a big-boned woman with a decent shape. “You wouldn’t lie to me?” she asked.


    “Never,” Frankie said.


    “And you were looking inside the tent because you thought the Jap was in there?”


    “You got it,” Frankie said.


    “Well if there’s a Jap in there, maybe we’d better call the MPs.”


    “No no no,” said Frankie. “Don’t call the MPs.”


    Frankie heard footsteps and turned around. The nurses who were inside the tent talking approached in the darkness.


    “This him?” one of them asked.


    “Yup,” said the redheaded nurse.


    “Well, at least he’s better-looking than the last one.”


    “I think we should call the MPs,” another nurse said.


    “No, I think that’s a little extreme. They’ll probably put the poor son of a bitch in the stockade.”


    “Maybe if a few of these perverts get sent to the stockade, they’ll stop bothering us.”


    Frankie cleared his throat. “I’m not a pervert,” he said.


    “Then what are you doing sneaking around here?” asked a short, stout nurse with a terrible acne condition.


    “I thought I saw a Jap over here,” Frankie said.


    


    “Liar!” said the stout nurse.


    “Don’t call me a liar!” Frankie replied indignantly.


    “This one’s a wise guy,” the stout nurse said. “I think we should really teach him a lesson.”


    A new voice was heard. “I know this guy. He’s Frankie La Barbara.”


    A tall, slim nurse stepped forward, and she was Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey.


    “Hi,” Frankie said to her.


    “I think you’d better get lost,” she said.


    Frankie didn’t know what to do. He thought he’d appear guilty if he just walked away, but on the other hand he didn’t want to hassle with MPs.


    “I’m not a pervert and I’m not a liar!” he said.


    “Of course you’re not,” Nurse McCaffrey replied. “You’re just a red-blooded American boy, right?”


    “Right.”


    “But you’re someplace you’re not supposed to be, so maybe you’d better get a move on, okay?”


    “Okay.”


    Frankie grumbled and snarled to let the nurses know they couldn’t push him around, and then turned around and walked away swiftly. The night swallowed him up.


    The stout nurse with the acne was pissed off. “I still think he should’ve been put in the stockade,” she said.


    “Oh come off it,” Beverly McCaffrey said. “He’s just another lonely guy far away from home. Soldiers have a hard life, and we shouldn’t make it any harder. After you’re around here awhile longer, you’ll understand that, I hope.”


    The stout nurse shook her head. “I still think he’s a pervert,” she said.


    The jeep approached the Eighty-first Division command post. The top halves of the headlights were painted black, and the bottom halves shone through the night mists that arose from the jungle floor. Pfc. Nick Bombasino stopped the jeep in front of the tent beside the other jeeps already there. Colonel Hutchins climbed down from the front seat of the jeep and entered the big tent, slapping a long, thin branch against his leg. Major Cobb followed Colonel Hutchins into the tent.


    


    They made their way past the orderlies and clerks and entered the office of General Hawkins. The officers crowded around the map table, and Colonel Hutchins carried with him a cloud of bourbon fumes that made everybody turn around.


    “Sorry I’m late, gentlemen,” Colonel Hutchins said. “Had a little problem that needed my attention.”


    General Hawkins looked at his watch. “We can begin now,” he said coldly.


    The officers clustered around the map table. A kerosene lamp hung over it, bathing everybody’s face in an orange glow.


    “The events of the past few days have caused chaos throughout this area,” General Hawkins said. “We have no goddamned idea at all of what the Japs have got in front of us. We might’ve defeated them completely or they might have reserves we don’t even know about. On top of that, this division is badly disorganized right now. Units are still trying to disentangle themselves from other units. If the Japs attacked us right now, we’d be in a whole world of trouble.”


    General Hawkins paused and looked into the eyes of his officers, one by one. He wanted to make sure they understood the seriousness of the situation before he proceeded, and his words sank deeply into their minds. They knew how confused matters were, and the supply problems they’d been having. Many commanders had been unable to add up their number of combat-effectives, because men who’d been reported missing in action kept turning up all the time.


    General Hawkins drew his Ka-bar knife and traced a line along the Driniumor River. “All the fighting of the past few days hasn’t added up to any important gains for the Japs or for us. We’re still on the west bank of the Driniumor, and they’re on the east bank, except for a few little incursions we’ve made on their side. We’ve got to find out what they’ve got out there, and we’ve got to find out fast.” General Hawkins looked down at the map and ran his forefinger over his blond mustache. “There’s only one way to find out what they’ve got and that’s to conduct a reconnaissance in force. We can’t wait long: We’ve got to get it rolling right away.” General Hawkins pointed his Ka-bar knife at the center of his division’s line. “The Twenty-third Regiment is here,” he said, “and this will be the jump-off for the reconnaissance in force. Colonel Hutchins, is your regiment capable of this operation?”


    


    Colonel Hutchins sniffed, because his left nostril was full of snot. “Depends on how big the operation has to be. I figger I only got half the men I had three days ago.”


    “I think you should send a company across the Driniumor. That should be enough to draw out a Jap response, if there are any Japs there to make a response.”


    Colonel Hutchins leaned forward and pushed through other officers until he came to the edge of the map table. He looked down at the long squiggly line that represented the Driniumor River and saw the location of his regiment, holding the center of the line.


    “I can put together a company of good men to do the job,” he said, “and if they get in trouble I can follow up with another company, but I can’t keep doing that forever: My regiment took the brunt of the action during the past few days, and they’re plumb tuckered out.”


    “I understand,” General Hawkins replied, “and if there was time I’d pull you back and put you in reserve, but time is a luxury we don’t have right now. Can I depend on you?”


    “You can depend on me,” Colonel Hutchins said. “When do you want us to jump off?”


    “The crack of dawn.”


    “You got it,” Colonel Hutchins said, “but there’s just one thing.”


    “What’s that?”


    “The Japs might be stronger than we think on the other side of the river. They might be echeloned in depth all the way back to Wewak. If my men get in trouble, I expect help. I don’t wanna let ‘em get cut off out there and destroyed. I don’t want ‘em to be pawns in anybody’s cute fucking strategy. Get the picture?”


    There was silence in the room. The other officers were amazed that Colonel Hutchins dared talk to General Hawkins that way. General Hawkins’s face turned red, and anger flashed in his eyes.


    “I don’t like your attitude,” General Hawkins said, staring into Colonel Hutchins’s eyes.


    “I don’t much give a fuck,” Colonel Hutchins replied. “My men’ve had a bad time these past few days, and I’m not sending them out there unless I have your guarantee that they’ll get all the protection they need.”


    


    “I resent your implication that they wouldn’t get that protection, Colonel.”


    “Well sir,” Colonel Hutchins said, “your conduct these past few days hasn’t exactly given me any great confidence in you. My regiment was nearly wiped out before you had the common sense to reinforce it. A lot of my men died because you couldn’t make up your mind for a few crucial hours, and I don’t want it to happen again.”


    Nobody said anything. The only sounds in the tent were gulps as officers swallowed down their astonishment. From outside they heard the cackle of birds and the chatter of monkeys high in the trees. General Hawkins turned redder and his forehead was covered with furrows of concern. Colonel Hutchins had touched a sore spot. General Hawkins knew he’d made a mistake by waiting so long to reinforce the Twenty-third Regiment. General Hall had called him onto the carpet and chewed him out for waiting so long.


    General Hawkins stood erect behind the map table and squared his shoulders. “It’s easy to say in hindsight what should’ve been done,” he said. “The attack on the Twenty-third might’ve been a feint, and if I’d made a major commitment to stopping it, the division might’ve been hit someplace else, with devastating consequences to all of us. Hindsight is bullshit, as far as I’m concerned. What matters is making the right decision at the right time, while the pressure is on and all the facts aren’t in. It’s true that the Twenty-third bore the brunt of the fighting in its initial hours, but ultimate results are more important to me than hindsight, and ultimately we beat the Japs and pushed them back to where they started from. I suspect we’ve caused them sufficient casualties and difficulties so that they won’t cause us much trouble in the future. If you ask me, I think they’ve shot their wad out there. I don’t think they’ve got much left. Battles ebb and flow, gentlemen, and there will always be casualties, but what matters most is who wins in the end. Now as far as I’m concerned, this matter’s closed, and I don’t want to hear about it anymore. Let’s get back to the reconnaissance in force. Are there any questions so far?”


    Numerous hands went up. Before General Hawkins could indicate which officer should ask the first question, Colonel Hutchins opened his big mouth, and a cloud of alcohol fumes issued forth from it.


    


    “Hindsight bullshit!” he said. “I told you right off the bat that you had to reinforce my regiment!”


    General Hawkins narrowed his eyes as a cold rage came over him. “I thought I said this subject was closed, but evidently Colonel Hutchins didn’t hear me. Or maybe he did hear me but still doesn’t want to let me forget that he was right and I was wrong three days ago when the Japs attacked his regiment. All right, let’s open the matter one more time. Let’s let Colonel Hutchins here try to convince us of his superior tactical skill. Is that what you want, Colonel Hutchins?”


    Now Colonel Hutchins was on the defensive, and he didn’t know what to say. Basically he was mad at General Hawkins for not reinforcing him when reinforcements were needed, but he hadn’t wanted to stage a contest over who was the best frontline tactician, because how could that be proved?


    “I ain’t trying to convince you of anything,” Colonel Hutchins said. “You think you know everything anyway, so how could I convince you? But I still say you waited too goddamn long to make up your mind a few days ago, and you don’t have to be MacArthur to know it.”


    “Sure,” General Hawkins said. “Of course you’d think that. Every unit commander wants to be reinforced as soon as the going gets tough. What’s so unusual about that? But in this division, the buck stops with me. I have to make the final decision. I have to allocate resources so that victory can be achieved. I have to say no because I can’t give everybody what he wants.” General Hawkins glowered at Colonel Hutchins. “When you wear these stars on your collar—if you ever wear them on your collar—then you can make the decisions, but until then, I’ll make them and I expect my officers to carry them out without any bullshit or back talk. This is the last discussion of this sort that I’m going to have. The next time an officer starts arguing tactics with me, I’ll relieve him of command, because I don’t have the time. Is that clear?”


    The officers nodded or grunted their assent. But Colonel Hutchins didn’t open his mouth or move anything. General Hawkins focused with white hot intensity on him.


    “Is that clear with you, Colonel Hutchins?”


    Colonel Hutchins wanted to argue some more, but he realized the time had come to give in to the two stars on General Hawkins’s collar. “Yes sir,” he said.


    “Do you think you can lead this reconnaissance in force under my direction, or shall I get somebody else?’


    “I’ll do it,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    “You’ll do it what?”


    “I’ll do it sir.”


    “Good,” General Hawkins said. “Let’s get on with this meeting.”

  


  
    


    TEN . . .


    Butsko lay on the damp ground trying to get some sleep, but he couldn’t. It was his first night back at the front, and he wasn’t accustomed to sleeping on the ground, with bugs flying around him, biting him everywhere and even through his uniform. He hadn’t taken a shower since last night and smelled like a pile of shit. His crotch itched from perspiration and grit. The ground was hard. And he couldn’t stop thinking of Lieutenant Betty Crawford.


    He wanted to sneak back to the hospital and put it to her, but he couldn’t. He had to go out on a patrol in the middle of the night. It was possible that he wouldn’t return alive from the patrol, which meant he’d never be able to put it to Betty Crawford again. He felt jumpy and nervous, because he had to get used to the front lines all over again.


    He heard a footstep not far away, and sat up. “Who’s there?” he called out.


    “Me!” said Frankie La Barbara, walking into the clearing, moonlight shining on his helmet and shoulders.


    “Oh shit,” Butsko said, recognizing Frankie’s voice. “I’d kind’ve hoped you got killed by now.”


    


    Frankie approached Butsko. “I heard you was back, but I hoped it wasn’t true. I guess it is.”


    “How ya doing, Frankie?”


    “Not so good. How about you?”


    “Not so good either. Siddown and tell me what’s been going on.”


    Frankie sat cross-legged beside Butsko, who held out his pack of cigarettes. Frankie took one, then Butsko placed one in his own mouth. Frankie lit both with his Zippo lighter. The bandage on his nose made him look comical.


    “Your leg better?” Frankie asked.


    “Nearly. How’re you feeling?”


    “I’m supposed to be at the hospital until tomorrow, but I come back here anyway. I got tired of being at the hospital. Nothing to do there except get in trouble.”


    “I’m glad you’re back, Frankie. I got a patrol I want you to go on with me.”


    Frankie groaned. “Jesus, I didn’t know when I was well off.”


    “Neither did I, but here we are and we got to make the best of it. You know what’s in this platoon now?”


    Frankie looked around at the bodies lying on the ground. “No.”


    “The worst,” Butsko said. “The lowest. The shittiest.”


    “Worse than us?” Frankie asked.


    “Much worse. You guys were angels compared to what’s here now, and you’re the only one of the old bunch that’s left.”


    “I think you got a couple coming in from the hospital tomorrow.”


    “Which ones?”


    “Billy Jones and Victor Yabalonka.”


    “Who?”


    “A guy named Victor Yabalonka came here since you been gone. He’s a good man, though, a big son of a bitch—used to be a longshoreman before the war. Shilansky’s got blood poisoning and he’s gonna ship out. Craig Delane and Jimmy O’Rourke are at death’s door. Lieutenant Breckenridge is all fucked up.”


    “I saw him at the hospital,” Butsko said. “He should be back in a few days.”


    


    “Naw,” said Frankie. “I don’t think so. The son of a bitch could barely walk last time I saw him.”


    “He wasn’t so bad when I talked to him. I think he’ll be back pretty soon, but what do I know? Anyway, Frankie, I’m gonna need you tonight on this patrol?”


    “Shit,” Frankie muttered. “Why me?”


    “Because you got experience.”


    “You used to tell me you hated my guts.”


    “I do, but that don’t mean I don’t need you.”


    “You wanted to leave me behind when I got malaria on Bougainville.”


    “You wanna leave everybody behind all the time, so what’s the difference?”


    Frankie didn’t know what to say because it was true: He always wanted to leave behind the sick and wounded. He puffed his cigarette and looked at Butsko’s grizzled face. Butsko hadn’t shaved for twenty-four hours, and already he had a thick growth of beard that made him resemble a gorilla.


    “Sarge,” Frankie said, “I can’t handle this war anymore.”


    “That’s what you think,” Butsko replied.


    They heard footsteps and turned around. Pfc. Levinson, the clerk from regimental headquarters, approached. “Sergeant Butsko?” he said.


    “Whataya want?” said Butsko.


    “The colonel wants to see you right away on the double.”


    “What for?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You know, you skinny little fuck. You just don’t wanna tell me.”


    “It’s something about a reconnaissance,” Pfc. Levinson said.


    “I’ll be right there,” Butsko replied.


    Pfc. Levinson turned and walked off into the darkness. Butsko fieldstripped his cigarette and sprinkled the grains of tobacco over the ground.


    “Sergeant Plunkett is in charge while I’m away,” Butsko told Frankie: “Take your orders from him.”


    “Where the fuck did he come from?” Frankie asked.


    “I don’t know. Someplace in the regiment. See you later.”


    Butsko stood, slung his M 1 rifle over his shoulder, and trudged off in the direction of Colonel Hutchins’s command post. Frankie remained where he was, puffing his cigarette, pissed off at the world.


    Far away in the jungle, General Adachi sat behind his desk, his eyes blurring as he studied the maps in front of him. He was so tired he couldn’t distinguish details on the map, and decided it was time to go to bed.


    He stood and took off his shirt, revealing his bony chest and arms. A mosquito dive-bombed out of nowhere and bit his shoulder, and General Adachi slapped it, but the mosquito got away. He stepped out of his pants and had short skinny legs. Wearing only a skimpy white garment that resembled a jockstrap, he blew out the kerosene lamp on his desk and crawled beneath the mosquito net that covered the thin futon mattress on which he’d sleep. He didn’t know it but that pesky mosquito had flown underneath the mosquito net with him.


    General Adachi lay flat and rested his head on the tiny pillow. He heard the mosquito buzz around his ear, and it made him grit his teeth. The mosquito flew closer and then veered away. General Adachi wondered where the mosquito would land. He poised his hands and waited. The mosquito stopped buzzing, and a few seconds later General Adachi felt the sting on his left arm. He swung at it, and felt the tiny insect crush against the palm of his hand.


    General Adachi smiled. He was glad he killed the mosquito, otherwise he’d be up all night, listening to its incessant buzz. Now he could think about the big offensive he was planning. He’d worked out many of the details during the course of the day but still wasn’t satisfied. The plan needed something he hadn’t given it yet, some little ingredient that would catch the Americans off guard and provide the Eighteenth Army with an edge.


    General Adachi knew that his main problem was the diversionary attack. It would have to be swift and decisive, and really fake the Americans out, forcing them to commit the bulk of their forces to the wrong place. That was the part he’d have to work on further.


    He closed his eyes, but the map of the front was engraved on his mind. He studied terrain features and troop dispositions, trying to figure out what to do, because he knew the fate of the Eighteenth Army depended upon his final decision.


    The map floated through his mind, until his mind grew too fatigued to continue conjuring it up. Then, gradually, General Adachi drifted off to sleep.


    Butsko entered the orderly room in Colonel Hutchins’s command post, and saw Master Sergeant Koch seated behind his desk.


    “What’s going on?” Butsko asked.


    Koch held his finger in front of his mouth, indicating that Butsko should be quiet. Then Koch pointed to Colonel Hutchins’s office. “They’re waiting on you,” Koch said.


    Butsko nodded. He pushed aside the tent flap and saw Colonel Hutchins’s office full of officers. The four battalion commanders were there plus a few company commanders and countless staff officers. There was barely room to move around. What the hell’s going on here? Butsko wondered. Butsko thought Colonel Hutchins had called him for a briefing about the patrol the recon platoon was supposed to go on, but it appeared that something bigger was cooking.


    Colonel Hutchins sat behind his desk, looking at his map. The unmistakable odor of booze was in the air, and everybody knew where it was coming from. Butsko looked at his watch, and it was 2200 hours—ten o’clock in the evening. Nobody was smoking, so he didn’t want to be the one to take out a cigarette. He was sandwiched in between Captain Browne of Love Company and Major Girard from the staff of the Third Battalion. Butsko realized that an attack of some kind was in the offing. He could smell it in the air.


    A few more officers arrived. After a while Colonel Hutchins looked up from his desk. “Are we all here?” he asked.


    The officers looked at each other. Some wondered what Butsko, a mere enlisted man, was doing at the meeting.


    “Everybody’s here,” said Major Cobb, the regiment’s G-3 (operations) officer.


    Colonel Hutchins stood. “Then let’s get started.” A Japanese samurai sword with bloodstains on the hilt lay on his desk, and he picked it up, moving toward a large map mounted on a stand near his desk. General Hutchins stood beside the map and let the sword hang loosely in his right hand. “I know that your men are tired,” he said, “and I know you’re tired, too, but we got something we gotta do and we’re gonna do it.” He pointed the samurai sword at the map. “This is us,” he said, “from here to here.” The tip of the samurai sword described the line held by the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. “General Hawkins wants us to conduct a reconnaissance in force across the Driniumor first thing in the morning.”


    There were groans and moans all over the room. Everybody was exhausted, and the last thing they wanted to do was look for trouble on the other side of the Driniumor. Butsko know who would be the point for the reconnaissance in force: the recon platoon. That’s what he was doing at the meeting, he realized at last.


    Colonel Hutchins frowned. “That’ll be enough of that!” he said. “I don’t want no more of that bitching and farting in here. We’ve got our orders and we’re gonna carry them out. Is that clear?”


    Nobody said anything, but the grumbling continued. Officers wearing bandages looked at each other grimly. Other officers were exhausted and unshaven, their eyes at half mast. It was always this way. They never gave you enough sleep when they wanted you to do something big. It was as though you were a machine.


    “Shaddup in here!” Colonel Hutchins shouted. “I just toldja I don’t wanna hear this pissing and moaning anymore!”


    The room became still. Nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of their commanding officer, especially when he was drunk.


    “Okay,” said Colonel Hutchins. “That’s better. Now let’s get on with this goddamned fucking meeting. Basically, General Hawkins wants to know what the Japs’ve got on the other side of that river. For all we know they’ve played their last hand out, but maybe they haven’t. So we’re going across unit by unit to see how they respond. If they just let us go, we’ll know they’re finished. If they fight back, we’ll know they still got a lot of piss and vinegar left in them. First we’ll send over the reconnaissance platoon with Easy Company and see what happens. Fox Company will be right behind Easy Company, just in case. George Company will be in reserve and will thin out to occupy the positions held by Easy Company and Fox Company. How Company will travel with Fox Company to provide heavy-weapons support in case of trouble. The Third Battalion will hold itself in readiness to cross the Driniumor in case things really get hot out there. The First Battalion will be in reserve. Any questions so far?”


    Lieutenant Colonel Lechler, the commanding officer of the Second Battalion, which comprised Easy, Fox, George, and How companies, raised his hand. “Do we get any artillery support?”


    Colonel Hutchins shook his head. “No. We’re not going to telegraph our approach. We’re just going to feel them out. This is not a major attack. It is a reconnaissance in force. All of you ought to know what a reconnaissance in force is by now. Any more questions?”


    Captain Phil Mason, commanding officer of Easy Company, raised his hand. “What time do we cross the Driniumor?” he asked.


    “Oh-four-hundred hours, while it’s still dark,” Colonel Hutchins replied. “Easy Company and the recon platoon have to get across before sunup, because you don’t want to be sitting ducks out there in broad daylight, right gentlemen?”


    Butsko looked at his watch. Oh-four-hundred hours was only five and a half hours away. That wasn’t much time. He wouldn’t get much sleep that night, if any.


    Fucking war, he said to himself. Here I go again.


    Meanwhile, Colonel Hutchins was discussing the logistics of the reconnaissance in force. He pointed out routes on the map so that companies wouldn’t collide with other companies during their moves. He warned about never leaving an area undefended.


    “Stay on your toes out there,” Colonel Hutchins said. “You never know what the Japs are going to do. We might’ve wiped them out pretty much these past few days, or we might not even have dented the bastards’ total strength.” Colonel Hutchins scratched his nose. “We believe they’re low on supplies, but we don’t even know that for sure. We don’t know anything for sure—that’s the reason for this reconnaissance in force. We have to expect the worst from them until we know every goddamned one of them is dead. Any questions?”


    There were many questions. Some officers asked for information that had great strategic significance for them, or at least that’s what they thought. Other officers asked questions just to ask questions, so Colonel Hutchins would know they were awake and paying attention. Butsko said nothing but heard everything. He was an old dogface and could figure out pretty much what he had to do.


    The question-and-answer period continued. Colonel Hutchins asked his staff officers to respond to some of the questions that were in their areas of expertise. The time dragged on. Butsko thought a lot of stupid questions were being asked, because the moves described by Colonel Hutchins were fairly simple. In war, Butsko knew it was always best to keep everything simple, because there were so many stupid assholes around.


    Butsko wished he could unbuckle his canteen and take a sip of bourbon whiskey. He wondered how Pfc. Dunphy was progressing with his manufacture of fine white lightning. He’d heard Sergeant Snider had already been sent back to division medical headquarters and was awaiting shipment back to the States.


    Finally there were no more questions. Colonel Hutchins looked around at the stolid faces of his senior commanders and staff officers.


    “That it?” he asked.


    Nobody said anything.


    “Go out and do what you gotta do,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    The meeting broke up. Colonel Hutchins sat down at his desk and lit a cigarette. Major Cobb leaned over and whispered something in his ear. Colonel Hutchins nodded. Butsko looked around and saw Captain Mason walking toward him. Mason was about five feet ten inches tall, with long legs and a short torso. He had black hair and bore a faint resemblance to the popular film actor John Garfield.


    Captain Mason had a faint grin on his face. “So you’ll be coming with me,” he said in a friendly voice that came from deep inside his chest.


    “Guess so,” Butsko replied.


    “Looks like I’ll be giving the orders, huh?”


    “Yup.”


    “How do you feel about that?”


    “I don’t give a shit.”


    “We won’t have any trouble, then. You might as well bring your platoon to my company as soon as you can, and sack out with us. Got it?”


    “Where are you?”


    “Don’t you know where the Second Battalion is?”


    “More or less.”


    “That’s where we are. When you get to the Second Battalion, just ask for Easy Company. Got it?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “You might as well get going. The sooner you link up with us the better.”


    “Yes sir.”


    Butsko saluted and headed toward the tent flap. He stepped out into the orderly room and then was in the humid night air of New Guinea.


    A reconnaissance in force, he thought as he headed toward the recon platoon area. Just what I need on my first night back.


    “Halt—who goes there!” said the voice in the darkness.


    “Sergeant Butsko!”


    “Advance to be recognized!”


    Butsko stepped forward. Private Schlegelmilch came out from behind a bush, holding his M 1 rifle.


    “Halt!” said Schlegelmilch.


    Butsko stopped.


    “Orphan,” said Schlegelmilch.


    “Annie,” replied Butsko.


    “Pass on,” said Schlegelmilch.


    Butsko walked up to Schlegelmilch and slapped him on the shoulder. “That was a good challenge. Keep up the good work.”


    Schlegelmilch nodded. His face was mangled, bruised, and cut. Butsko walked past him, and Schlegelmilch was tempted to raise the rifle and shoot Butsko in the back, but thought he’d better bide his time and wait for a more opportune moment.


    “Everybody up!” Butsko shouted. “Drop your cocks and grab your socks! Let’s go! On the double!"


    The soldiers stirred out of their slumber. Frankie, the old combat veteran, was on his feet instantly, swinging his M 1 rifle from side to side, looking for a Jap to shoot. Sergeant Plunkett lay on his ass but held his M 1 ready to fire at any Jap who came near him. McGurk didn’t hear Butsko’s voice, and snored into the night. Butsko walked up to him and kicked him in the ass.


    “Ouch!” said McGurk.


    “On your feet!"


    The men rose up from the moist, smelly ground. They grabbed their rifles and ran their tongues over their teeth, wiping off the scum. They looked at their watches and saw that it wasn’t even midnight yet.


    “Assemble on me!” Butsko said. “Let’s go!”


    The men crowded around, their heads still full of dreams. They looked at Butsko and wondered what he was so upset about.


    “The patrol’s been called off,” Butsko snarled, “but before you start cheering, you might as well know that we’re going out on a reconnaissance in force, all of us, every swinging dick here. Grab your packs and saddle up, because we’re moving out.”


    The men melted away from Butsko into the night, where they stuffed their packs with their gear and hoisted their packs onto their shoulders. Butsko did the same thing, a cigarette dangling out the corner of his mouth. The night was silent, but Butsko knew it wouldn’t be that way for long.


    McGurk walked up to Butsko. “What’s a reconnaissance in forcer?”


    “It’s like a small-scale attack without artillery to see what the enemy’ll do about it.”


    “Oh,” said McGurk, taking a step backward, trying to figure out what that meant.


    Butsko lifted his pack and pushed his arms through the straps. He adjusted his cartridge belt on his hips and took a sip of bourbon whiskey, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His men were gathered around him in the darkness.


    “Everybody here?” Butsko asked.


    “All present,” Sergeant Plunkett replied.


    Butsko looked at the men in the Second Squad. He scanned the faces of McGurk, Hampton, Schlegelmilch, Tronolone, Bisbee, Crow, and Frankie La Barbara. Then he had an inspiration.


    “Frankie,” he said.


    “Yo,” replied Frankie.


    


    “You’re the new acting squad leader of the Second Squad.”


    “I am?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Who’s in the Second Squad?”


    Butsko pointed to the ones who’d recently been guests at the stockade. “Them, and if any of the bastards does anything wrong, I’ll hold you responsible.”


    “I don’t want the job,” Frankie said.


    “Tough shit,” Butsko replied, “because you got it anyway.” He looked around at the others. “Everybody ready?”


    Nobody said anything.


    “Move it out,” Butsko said. “Follow me.”


    Butsko led the way, and the long procession filed through the jungle as around them other units moved into new positions also. Curses of men and the clank of equipment could be heard. Jeeps started their engines and trucks hauled supplies closer to the sector from which the reconnaissance in force would be launched. Butsko walked with a slight limp; his leg was bothering him more than he’d thought it would. What in the fuck am I doing here? he said to himself. Why didn’t I listen to them doctors back in Hawaii?


    It took about an hour for the recon platoon to reach the Easy Company bivouac. Everybody was asleep except a few guards, the platoon sergeant whose name was Cassidy, and Captain Mason. The bivouac was at the edge of the Driniumor River, and Butsko could see moonlight twinkling in the swirling current. It was a peaceful bucolic scene. No shots were fired anywhere.


    Captain Mason sat in a foxhole, studying his map under the light of a flashlight. His poncho was draped over his head so the light couldn’t be seen. Butsko approached at the side of Sergeant Cassidy, who was a master sergeant like Butsko. Cassidy was square-faced and broadly built. His hair was so blond he looked like an albino.


    “Sir?” said Sergeant Cassidy at the edge of Captain Mason’s hole.


    “What is it?”


    “Sergeant Butsko is here.”


    Captain Mason turned off his flashlight and pulled the poncho off his head. “Hello there, Sergeant Butsko,” he said with a tone of mild mocking amusement in his voice. Something about his manner suggested that he didn’t take the war very seriously, although he must have been taking it seriously if he was still alive.


    “Hi,” replied Butsko.


    Butsko hadn’t said sir, but Captain Mason didn’t care. He wasn’t a spit-and-polish career soldier. Before the war he’d been an automotive engineer in Detroit. They used to call him Manifold Mason back in those good old days, because he helped design exhaust manifolds and carburetors for automobile engines.


    “Welcome to Easy Company,” Captain Mason said. “You and your men can sack out anywhere you want inside our bivouac. Sergeant Cassidy here’ll tell you how far it extends. Do you have any questions?”


    “No sir.”


    “Then get some sleep. You’ll need it because we jump off in"—he looked at his watch—“about four hours.”


    “Maybe you should get some sleep too sir, if you don’t mind me saying so.”


    “Don’t worry about me, Sergeant. Just worry about yourself and your men. Carry on.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Butsko walked away with Sergeant Cassidy.


    “He seems like a pretty decent officer, as officers go,” Butsko said.


    “He’s all right,” Sergeant Cassidy replied. “Got a good head on his shoulders.”


    Butsko returned to his men, who were already sleeping on the ground, using their packs as pillows. They hadn’t even bothered to set up the semblance of a bivouac. All they’d done was take off their helmets. Butsko saw no reason to disturb them.


    Butsko threw off his pack and also set it up as a pillow. Removing his helmet, he stretched out on the ground, resting his head on his pack. His leg hurt, and he didn’t feel very optimistic about the morning. But he wasn’t worried. He’d been through this too many times before, and had become numb to it.


    Fuck it, he thought, closing his eyes. Fuck everything.

  


  
    


    ELEVEN . . .


    Somebody shook Butsko’s shoulder, and Butsko opened his eyes. He saw an unfamiliar face above him in the darkness.


    “Captain Mason said for me to wake you up,” the face said.


    “I’m up,” grumbled Butsko.


    The soldier walked away. Butsko rolled over and held his watch up to the moonlight. It was quarter to four in the morning. He had to blink and look at the watch again, because he thought he’d only been asleep for a half hour or so.


    Butsko sat up and lifted his canteen, screwing off the lid. He took a belt of bourbon and it burned all the way down into his empty stomach, waking him up. Replacing the lid, he snorted like a bull and pulled himself to his feet.


    His men slept all around him in the soft dappling moonlight. The jungle was quiet. Butsko wished it could stay like that forever, but there was killing to do.


    He walked to Frankie La Barbara and kicked him in the ass. “Get up!”


    Frankie opened his eyes. “Huh?”


    “I said get up. Get all your men up too. Let’s go. On the double.”


    


    Butsko strolled across the clearing, to kick Sergeant Plunkett in the ass, but Sergeant Plunkett had been awakened by the exchange between Butsko and Frankie La Barbara and was sitting up as Butsko drew closer.


    “I’m up,” said Plunkett.


    “Get all your men up, and prepare to move out.”


    “Yo.”


    Butsko took out a cigarette and lit it up, then strolled off in the direction of Captain Mason’s command post, to find out what was going on.


    Far away in the jungle, General Adachi opened his eyes. His heart beat wildly and he was greatly excited. In a dream he saw clearly the tactics that could defeat the Americans, and the dream had prodded him to consciousness.


    He lay in bed and stared at the mosquito netting above him in the tent. Before going to bed he’d been struggling to formulate tactics for his big attack, but received no inspiration. Now he’d seen it all in his sleep. It was a brilliant plan. He’d begin with a fast feint on his right flank, which was the part of his line that abutted the ocean. He’d use whatever transportation he had to bring sufficient troops and equipment to the line quickly, and strike hard. The Americans would think a major attack was coming in that sector, and would reinforce the position. Then General Adachi would strike with his main forces at the center of the American line, pushing hard with everything he had except for a regiment or two, or maybe even a full division, which he would hold in reserve.


    General Adachi’s blood crackled in his veins as he thought of the possibilities of the plan. He could shift the weight of his attack from the feint on the beach to the center of the line, and even back again, keeping the Americans confused and off balance. He would use all his artillery to support the initial attack. His men would advance ferociously, letting nothing stop them. It was conceivable that he could achieve two breakthroughs, one in the center of the American line and the other on the beach. They could catch half the American line in a double envelopment, wipe them out, and then swing south, hitting the rest of the American line in flank, rolling it up. Then he’d turn east and assault the Tadji airfields, capture Aitape, and annihilate all the Americans in north-central New Guinea.


    Although General Adachi still lay in bed, he thought he already had the battle won. Somehow it seemed easy to him, because determination and the right tactics could defeat an opponent who had superior numbers. History had proved this true many times. With the capture of Aitape, he’d relieve pressure on the great Japanese bastion at Rabaul, and isolate the Americans at Hollandia. It would be a masterstroke that could alter the course of the war.


    “I’d better write all this down before I forget it,” General Adachi mumbled to himself.


    Pushing away the mosquito netting, he rolled out of bed and got to his feet. The mosquitoes attacked immediately, biting, chewing, sucking blood. He put on his pants and shirt and dashed to his desk, slapping mosquitoes. Lighting his kerosene lamp, he looked at the map spread out on his desk. He picked up a pencil and drew the lines of his attack. On a separate sheet of paper he wrote the names of the units that would participate in the various attacks. His brain felt as if it were on fire. He was excited by the prospect of a great victory. Although the odds were against him, he thought he could defeat the Americans.


    The Americans were essentially a cowardly people, he believed. They performed well in battle only when they had overwhelming superiority in numbers and equipment. But if he struck the Americans fiercely, they’d melt away like snow in the hot sunlight. He’d whip them like the dogs they were. He’d kick their asses all over New Guinea.


    Licking his lips, he wrote out his order of battle as quickly as he could, while his mind was filled with brilliant tactical ideas. He was afraid of losing any of the fabulous nuances and strategies that surged through his brain.


    The gods are talking to me, he said to himself. The gods are telling me how to defeat the Americans.


    Butsko found Captain Mason sitting in his foxhole, drinking coffee out of his canteen cup. Sergeant Cassidy was with him, and so was a young lieutenant whom Butsko didn’t know.


    “Morning Sergeant Butsko,” Captain Mason said. “I hope you slept well.”


    


    “It was good while it lasted,” Butsko said. “I came over to find out what you wanted me to do.”


    “Have breakfast and report to me with your men at oh-three-thirty hours. You and your men are going across the river first, and then we follow behind you. Think you can handle it?”


    “No,” Butsko said.


    “Why not?”


    “Because the recon platoon of today ain’t the recon platoon of yesterday. Nearly all of my men are dead or in the hospital, and what I got now ain’t worth much.”


    Captain Mason shrugged. “Well, Colonel Hutchins wants you to go across first, and so you’re going across first. Orders are orders, right?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Go have breakfast and then come back with your men. By the way, do you know Lieutenant Jameson here?”


    “No sir.”


    Captain Mason made the introductions. Lieutenant Jameson was a brown-haired stringbean with a long face and a lantern jaw, and he winked at Butsko.


    “Hi,” Lieutenant Jameson said. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Sergeant Butsko.”


    Butsko grunted. He had no idea of what to reply to that.


    “I’ll see you all later,” he said finally.


    He turned, hitched up the M 1 rifle slung from his shoulder, and headed back to the recon platoon.


    It still was dark, but the Twenty-third Regiment was coming to life. Trucks rumbled through the jungle, carrying men and supplies to their new positions. Artillerymen prepared their big guns for action, just in case. Medics loaded up their haversacks with morphine and bandages. The division medical headquarters made room for the casualties they expected to arrive soon. Soldiers ate C rations out of cans for their breakfast. Some were fortunate to have hot coffee to wake them up.


    Sound traveled fast and far in the jungle. Japanese sentries on the east side of the Driniumor heard activity on the west side of the river and reported it to their superiors.


    The news traveled from command post to command post, and finally, at 0345 hours, Lieutenant Nobujiro Ono approached the tent in which General Adachi slept, surprised to see light seeping from underneath the tent walls. Lieutenant Ono entered the tent and passed through the outer office area, pushing aside the tent flap that provided some privacy for General Adachi.


    Lieutenant Ono was surprised to see General Adachi at his desk, hard at work. General Adachi became aware of Lieutenant Ono’s presence and looked up.


    “What are you doing here?” General Adachi asked.


    “Communiqué from the front, sir. There appears to be a buildup of enemy strength in front of the Katsumata Regiment.”


    General Adachi furrowed his brow. “What kind of buildup?”


    “No one can say for sure sir, but Colonel Katsumata has placed his regiment on alert.”


    “Hmmmm,” said General Adachi. “I see.”


    General Adachi lit a cigarette and wondered what to do. It would be tragic if the Americans attacked him before he had a chance to implement his brilliant plan and attack them. He even felt a moment of panic over this, but the panic subsided and he realized the Americans were no more prepared for a major attack at that point than he was, and if they were going to attack, it wouldn’t be much of an attack.


    He looked down at his map. The Katsumata Regiment was in the center of his line, the spot from which he wanted to launch his own attack. He didn’t want the Americans upsetting anything in that area; otherwise he’d have to formulate new plans. The Americans must be kept out of that area at all costs.


    Well, not at all costs, he thought. There are limits to what we can do. But we must keep them on their side of the river for the time being, if we can.


    General Adachi looked up at Lieutenant Ono. “This is what you will tell Colonel Katsumata. You will tell him to meet force with force, and prevent the Americans from capturing any territory on our side of the Driniumor. Tell him not to overdo anything or commit too many troops to stop a mere patrol or raiding party. I want him to maintain his regiment pretty much intact right where it is to the extent that he can. Is that clear?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Put the order in writing for my signature. Then have it hand-delivered to Colonel Katsumata. You may use a desk in the outer office to write the order.”


    


    “Yes sir. Thank you sir.”


    Lieutenant Ono left the general’s office and sat at a desk in the outer office, writing the order on a sheet of paper. Meanwhile, General Adachi puffed his cigarette and scowled. He’d been drafting the most brilliant attack strategy of his career, and now he hoped the Americans wouldn’t do anything to screw it up.


    Butsko trudged back to the recon platoon, a cigarette dangling out the corner of his mouth. He could see leaves fluttering in the moonlight, and nearby the mighty Driniumor River rushed past on its way to the sea. He followed the trail around a big bush, and ahead was the recon platoon, eating C rations out of cans. Butsko trudged closer to them, heading toward his pack and his own C rations.


    “Eat fast,” he said to them. “We gotta move out pretty soon.”


    “Guess who’s back?” Frankie said, eating cold beans and pork with his GI-issue fork.


    “Who?”


    A big hulk of a man got up on the other side of the clearing. He had round mountainous shoulders and a big round head with little hair on top.


    “Well, I’ll be goddamned,” Butsko said, veering toward the man, “if it ain’t the downright Reverend Billie Jones.”


    The Reverend Billie Jones held out his hand. “Hiya Sarge.”


    “Hello Billie,” Butsko said with undisguised joy, because the Reverend Billie Jones was from the old recon platoon, the one that had hit the Guadalcanal Beach two years earlier and kicked the shit out of the Japs on New Georgia and Bougainville.


    They shook hands. Billie was an inch or two taller than Butsko and wider in the shoulders, but Butsko was bigger across the chest. Butsko also had bigger biceps and a bigger gut.


    “How ya feeling, Sarge?” the Reverend Billie Jones asked. “I saw ya limping just now.”


    “I’m all right,” Butsko said. “Nothing to worry about. How about you?”


    “Just a couple cuts. I’ll be okay if the stitches don’t break. You know Private Yabalonka?”


    “I heard of him,” Butsko said as another brute of a man arose from the jungle floor.


    


    Yabalonka was as tall as the Reverend Billie Jones and as husky as Butsko. He wore a bandage on his left cheek and had a tiny nose that looked ridiculous on his big face.


    “Hi,” said Butsko. He could tell from Yabalonka’s name that Yabalonka was a hunky like Butsko was, but that didn’t mean Yabalonka would get any special favors.


    “Hello,” replied Yabalonka.


    “They tell me you’re a good man,” Butsko said.


    Yabalonka shrugged. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “We’ll find out soon enough. Finish your breakfast, because we got things to do today.”


    Butsko turned around and walked toward the spot where his pack was. He sat down, took out a can of C rations, and held the label up to the moonlight. The label said that sausage patties were inside, and sausage patties smelled like dog food. Most GIs considered sausage patties the worst of all the C rations, but Butsko got out his can opener and pried off the lid. He yanked his spoon out of his back pocket and dug in.


    He gulped the sausage patties down, and they were cold and greasy, even worse than usual. But Butsko was in a fairly good mood. He had two of his best men back in the recon platoon, and that was a nucleus he could build on. The new men would learn from the old dogfaces. That’s the way it was supposed to work anyway. And Yabalonka was supposed to be a good man too. Maybe Butsko would get through the day in one piece.


    Butsko finished the sausage patties, tossed the can over his shoulder, and took a drink of bourbon. He clicked his teeth and looked toward the east, but there was no sign of the sun yet. That was a good deal as far as he was concerned. The darker the better.


    “All right you fuckheads,” Butsko said, “on your feet!”


    The men stood and put on their packs. They slung their rifles over their shoulders and put their helmets on their heads, hanging around in the middle of the clearing as Butsko walked over.


    “Let’s have a column of ducks,” Butsko said. “Hurry up—I ain’t got all day.”


    The men grumbled and muttered as they formed two columns. Sergeant Plunkett took his position at the front of the column, and Frankie La Barbara was back with his squad. Butsko glanced at the faces of the men, and they all were dirty, glum, and needed shaves. He knew their mouths tasted like shit, because that was the way his own mouth tasted.


    “All right,” Butsko said, “let’s move it out.”


    The men shuffled their feet and moved in the direction of Easy Company.


    The jeep stopped at the edge of Easy Company and Colonel Hutchins jumped down to the ground. He carried his submachine gun slung over his shoulders and his helmet was low over his eyes. The canteen on his cartridge belt bobbed up and down on his fat ass whenever he took a step.


    He made his way through the throngs of men eating C rations for breakfast and finally found Captain Mason sitting in a foxhole with Lieutenant Colonel Francis Lechler, the commanding officer of the Second Battalion.


    “Morning sir,” said Colonel Lechler.


    “Morning,” replied Colonel Hutchins. “What’s going on here?”


    “All set to move out,” said Captain Mason.


    “Good,” replied Colonel Hutchins. “Glad to hear it. Just thought I’d stop by to see you off. You know what you gotta do?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “That’s all I wanna know.” Colonel Hutchins looked around. “Butsko here yet?”


    “Should be here any minute.”


    Colonel Hutchins looked at his watch. It was quarter to four in the morning. The attack would begin in fifteen minutes. Everything appeared to be in readiness. Captain Mason and Colonel Lechler returned their attention to the map they’d been examining.


    “Here comes Butsko,” somebody said.


    Colonel Hutchins turned to the left and saw Butsko leading the recon platoon into the clearing. The men stopped and dropped to the ground, and Butsko resumed his movement, making a beeline for the hole where Captain Mason and Lieutenant Colonel Lechler were sitting. Bustko’s shoulders were drooped and his head hung forward. He hadn’t had his morning coffee yet.


    “Morning Butsko,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    


    “Morning sir,” Butsko replied. “You know where the coffee is around here?”


    “No I don’t. I just got here myself.”


    Captain Mason looked up from inside the foxhole and pointed to his right. “The coffee’s thataway.”


    “Thanks,” Butsko said.


    Colonel Hutchins looked at Butsko. “All ready to go?”


    “I’m ready but I don’t know about them stockade characters you gave me.”


    “Just kick ‘em in the ass, and they’ll move.”


    “I’ll give ‘em my standard pep talk after I get some coffee.”


    Butsko returned to the recon platoon and led them to the big tank where coffee was dispensed by a cook from Easy Company. It was hot and black, and you had to provide your own sugar and powdered milk from your C-rations pack. Butsko drank it straight, and the caffeine pepped him up considerably. His heart beat faster and his face flushed due to the rise in his blood pressure. He led his men back to the spot where they were on the edge of the Easy Company bivouac, and then he gave it to them as they sat on the grass and drank their coffee.


    “Now, listen to me,” Butsko said. “We’re going across that river in about fifteen minutes, and there ain’t gonna be no if’s, and’s, or but’s about it. We’ll probably meet some Jap resistance on the other side. It might be heavy or it might not be so heavy—it’s hard to say. But you can bet your ass on one thing: Sooner or later it’ll get heavy if it isn’t heavy at the beginning. The Japs aren’t gonna let us walk around over there like we own the place. Sooner or later they’ll try to stop us, and that’s when we separate the men from the boys in this here recon platoon. Everybody understand what I’m talking about so far?”


    Nobody said anything. Schlegelmilch had a sneer on his face. Crow looked scared to death. Hampton tried to act tough, but it was obvious that he was acting. McGurk appeared to be confused. Tronolone’s face had so many cuts and bruises, it was difficult to discern an expression.


    Butsko took a few gulps of coffee, and it tasted similar to kerosene. “The First Squad will remain as it was under Sergeant Plunkett,” Butsko said. “The Second Squad will have a new squad leader as of right now. He will be Pfc. Billie Jones.”


    “Me?” said the Reverend Billie Jones, pointing his thumb in toward his chest.


    “Ain’t you Pfc. Billie Jones?” Butsko asked.


    “Yes, but—”


    “No but’s. You’re the new squad leader of the Second Squad, got it?”


    “Got it.”


    “Good.”


    Frankie La Barbara’s feelings were hurt. He hadn’t wanted to be the squad leader of the Second Squad, but was surprised at being demoted so quickly. “What about me?” he asked.


    “You got a new job,” Butsko said. “From now on you bring up the rear in this platoon. If anybody tries to retreat without orders to retreat, I want you to shoot the son of a bitch, got it?”


    Frankie La Barbara widened his eyes. “Are you serious?”


    “You better believe it.”


    Frankie looked into Butsko’s eyes and saw the determination there. Butsko meant what he was saying. Frankie felt like he was getting a promotion instead of a demotion. “I gotcha Sarge.”


    “You’d better, because we got some people in this platoon who don’t want to fight, and I want them to know as of right now that if they don’t fight they’re gonna die, so they might as well fight, because that’s the only chance they got. Any questions?”


    Nobody said a word.


    “Good,” Butsko said. “That’s all for now. Enjoy your coffee, because it might be the last coffee you ever get in your lives, you fucking bastards.”


    On the other side of the Driniumor, Colonel Yukio Katsumata sat in his tent, looking at the map on his desk, while his chief of intelligence, Major Tadashi Honda, leaned over the desk, studying the map also.


    Major Honda pointed at the map. “The enemy activity appears to be centered right here.”


    “I don’t want to take any chances,” Colonel Katsumata replied. “I want the entire regiment pulled back one thousand yards, except for a screen on the Driniumor. When Americans cross the Driniumor and make contact, I want to be informed immediately. The screen should give way before the American advance, and we’ll try to draw the Americans into a pocket. Then we’ll go to work on them. Understand?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Transmit the order to all units.”


    “Yes sir.”


    Major Honda marched out of the office. Colonel Katsumata leaned over the map and sipped a tiny cup of green tea. He had a thin, sallow face and long Fu Manchu mustaches that extended an inch below his chin. The veteran of many losing battles, Colonel Katsumata hoped he wouldn’t lose this one too. It all depended on how many men the Americans sent across the Driniumor, and how much help General Adachi would give him if the Americans attacked in strength.


    Colonel Katsumata knew that his regiment existed mostly on paper. He’d taken huge casualties during the seesaw battle of the past few days. Moreover his regiment still wasn’t completely reorganized. He hoped and prayed the Americans weren’t about to launch a major attack, because he didn’t think he could handle it.


    We’ll find out all the answers soon enough, he thought, sipping his cup of tea. If the battle goes against us, all we can do is die like good Japanese soldiers.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge felt a hand on his shoulder.


    “Time for your medication, sir.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge opened his eyes. He saw the orderly towering above him, shining his flashlight on his tray of medication. The orderly lowered a tiny paper cup to Lieutenant Breckenridge and then handed Lieutenant Breckenridge a cup of water.


    Sleepily, Lieutenant Breckenridge accepted the medication. He lay on a cot in a hospital tent with other officers. Enlisted men slept on the ground in other tents. Lieutenant Breckenridge dropped the three pills into his mouth.


    “Heard your regiment is going across the Driniumor this morning,” the orderly said.


    “They are?” Lieutenant Breckenridge asked, the pills in his mouth.


    


    The pills were bitter. He washed them down with the water.


    “That’s what I heard,” the orderly said.


    “Who told you?”


    “Somebody from your regiment who passed by here today.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge handed back the cups. The orderly moved on to the next officer. Lieutenant Breckenridge lay back and looked at the roof of the tent. The Twenty-third was going across the Driniumor again. Why weren’t they getting a rest? They’d been chewed up during the past few days. Didn’t they deserve a rest?


    Lieutenant Breckenridge looked at his watch. It was nearly four o’clock in the morning. He wondered what his old platoon was doing just then. At least it had Butsko to lead them. But he should be there too. What if something came up that Butsko couldn’t handle?


    Lieutenant Breckenridge wanted to be with his platoon. That wasn’t because he was a great heroic soldier or anything like that, but they were almost like members of his family, his blood brothers. He felt that they needed him. One more gun and one more bayonet could sometimes make a big difference. And one good brain could turn the tide of a battle. Butsko might be a great noncom, but he wasn’t as smart as Lieutenant Breckenridge, or at least that’s what Lieutenant Breckenridge thought.


    I'm in pretty good shape right now, Lieutenant Breckenridge thought. I can walk on my leg. Maybe I should get the hell out of here. There’s nothing to do around here anyway.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge had his uniform on, and his boots were underneath his cot. He could find a rifle and a helmet someplace, and maybe catch a ride to the front. He could hear vehicles coming and going on the road near the hospital tent. Surely one of them was going to the Twenty-third Regiment.


    He waited until the orderly finished his rounds and left the tent. Then Lieutenant Breckenridge sat up and pulled on his combat boots. He laced them and tied bows at the tops. Then he stood up and waited to see if he got dizzy, but he didn’t get dizzy.


    Shit, I’m all better, he thought. Then he took a step and felt the pain in his leg. It wasn’t a terrible pain, but it hurt anyway. Twenty stitches were sewn into that leg. But that wasn’t so bad. He could still walk on it.


    


    It was dark inside the tent. Cots were lined up against the two longest walls, the feet of the bunks pointing toward the aisle between them. Lieutenant Breckenridge hobbled over the aisle and came to the front of the tent, stepping outside.


    The moon shone high in the sky, casting a spectral glow over everything. Trucks and jeeps rolled past on the road. He limped toward the road, his leg hurting more. Finally he stopped. He had to admit to himself that he couldn’t fight on that leg. He could get around fairly well, but he wouldn’t be able to carry a full field pack on a long march or double-time very far.


    “You okay?” asked a soldier walking by.


    “Yes I’m okay!” Lieutenant Breckenridge said angrily.


    “You don’t look okay. Lemme give you a hand.”


    “I said I’m all right.”


    The soldier walked away. Lieutenant Breckenridge felt woozy. He realized he wasn’t able to fight or lead men. He’d become a casualty in no time at all. Reaching into his shirt pocket, he took out a package of cigarettes. Placing a cigarette between his lips, he lit it with his Zippo. He looked at the trucks and jeeps rolling over the road, heading toward the front. It wouldn’t be difficult to hitch a ride, but what would he do when he got to the front? Pass out? He’d be a bother to everybody. He might as well stay where he was.


    He sat at the base of a tree and leaned his back against the trunk, puffing the cigarette. Somewhere out there the recon platoon was getting ready to jump off. He’d know they were under way when the firing and explosions started up. Too nervous to sleep, he thought he’d stay where he was and wait for the battle to start. He glanced at his watch and it was almost four o’clock in the morning.


    Maybe tomorrow I’ll be better, he thought. Maybe tomorrow I can rejoin my platoon.


    “Are you Sergeant Butsko?” the pudgy soldier asked.


    “That’s me,” replied Butsko.


    “I’m Corporal Lamm,” the pudgy soldier said. “I’m the new medic for the recon platoon.”


    “I think you’re gonna have a busy day,” Butsko said.


    Lamm patted his haversack full of medicine and bandages. “I’m ready.”


    


    “Siddown and take a load off your feet.”


    Corporal Lamm sat on the moist earth and crossed his legs. He wasn’t too happy about the sudden turn of events that had brought him from the safety of the division medical headquarters to the front lines in less than twenty-four hours. Lamm’s father had died when he was little, and he was basically a momma’s boy. He wasn’t exactly the strongest person in the world, either physically or mentally.


    Butsko looked at his watch. It was a few minutes before four in the morning. I guess we’re gonna jump off late, he thought, sitting on a log. Hurry up and wait. That’s the Army way.


    He heard the sound of an engine, and turned his head toward a jeep arriving in the Easy Company area. The jeep stopped and tall, lean Major General Clyde Hawkins jumped down, neat and spiffy in clean, recently ironed fatigues, his boots highly polished, his steel pot low over his eyes. General Hawkins walked toward Colonel Hutchins, Lieutenant Colonel Lechler, and Captain Mason, who all snapped to attention and saluted.


    General Hawkins returned the salute, and then all the officers went into a huddle. Butsko was impressed by all the brass who’d come to see the recon platoon and Easy Company off. It was as though it were a major operation, although it wasn’t a major operation at all. It was just a little reconnaissance that could get dirty.


    “Sergeant Butsko!” Captain Mason called out.


    “Yes, sir!” replied Butsko.


    “Front and center!"


    “Yes, sir!"


    Butsko stood and slapped the dirt off his ass. He slung his M 1 and marched swiftly toward all the big-shot officers, stopping and saluting as if on parade.


    “Sergeant Butsko reporting sir!”


    Colonel Hutchins couldn’t help smiling, because he could see that Butsko was showing off in front of General Hawkins.


    “Well,” said Colonel Hutchins, “this is it, Butsko. It’s time to move out.” Colonel Hutchins turned to General Hawkins. “Have you ever met Sergeant Butsko, sir?”


    “No,” replied General Hawkins, “but I’ve heard a lot about Sergeant Butsko.” He held out his hand. “Glad to meet you, Sergeant.”


    


    “Glad to meet you too, sir.”


    Butsko wanted to laugh out loud, because he wasn’t glad to meet the general, and he knew the general wasn’t glad to meet him. It was all bullshit.


    “Good luck out there,” General Hawkins said to Butsko, and General Hawkins’s mustache bristled with excitement underneath his nose.


    “Thank you sir.”


    Colonel Hutchins set his jaw and spoke through his yellowed teeth: “Take 'em across Sergeant.”


    “Right now, sir?”


    “Right now.”


    Sergeant Butsko walked back toward his men. Captain Mason followed him part of the way.


    “I’ll stay about fifty yards behind you,” Captain Mason said. “Stay in touch with your walkie-talkie.”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Good luck, Butsko.”


    “You too, sir.”


    Captain Mason veered to the right, returning to his company. Butsko continued his trudge toward his platoon. They were lying around in the jungle, catching up on their sleep or smoking cigarettes. Tronolone and Schlegelmilch muttered to each other, holding a conference of some kind.


    “On your feet!” Butsko said. “This is it!”


    The men arose and slung their rifles. They straightened their helmets on their heads and fieldstripped their cigarettes.


    “Let’s go!” Butsko said. “Column of ducks!”


    The men lined up in two ranks. Butsko could see the fear on the faces of Crow and Hampton. Crow looked like he was going to pass out, and Hampton appeared on the verge of a nervous breakdown.


    Butsko examined his men and hoped there were few Japs on the far side of the river, because he didn’t have much confidence in this bunch. There were only eighteen of them out of a platoon that should number forty. Butsko’s walkie-talkie hung from his shoulder, and he hadn’t even selected a runner yet for himself. Pfc. Craig Delane had been his runner, but Delane was in the hospital with a big hole in his stomach. Butsko walked to the front of the two columns.


    “Route step—march!” he said.


    


    He stepped out smartly with his left leg, and the new understrength recon platoon headed for the banks of the Driniumor River. They made their way through Easy Company and passed the assembly of high-ranking officers, who inspected them with hooded eyes. The officers stood confidently, chests out and stomachs in, but it was difficult for them to feel confident about such a motley bunch of soldiers.


    Butsko’s combat boots squished into the muck and cracked branches and twigs lying on the ground. They swished through leaves and finally he came to the bank of the Driniumor River.


    “I want the First Squad to form a skirmish line on my left,” he said, “and the Second Squad to form a skirmish line on my right! Let’s go—move it!”


    The men broke ranks and formed the skirmish lines, holding their rifles at port arms, staring at the swirling currents of the Driniumor River and the dark, ominous jungle on the other side. Butsko looked to his left and right and saw that his men were in place. Frankie La Barbara had dropped back to bring up the rear and shoot anybody who tried to retreat, an assignment that pleased Frankie and made him feel important.


    Butsko knew he had to appoint a runner. He’d procrastinated because he hadn’t known who to choose, but he couldn’t procrastinate anymore. He couldn’t direct the operations of the platoon and make walkie-talkie calls at the same time. He had to pick somebody reliable, who could function on his own if need be.


    “Sergeant Plunkett!” he said. “Front and center!”


    Sergeant Plunkett ran toward him, his rifle at port arms. “Yes Sergeant?”


    “I need a runner. It has to be somebody from your squad who’s fast and reliable, with a cool head and common sense.”


    Sergeant Plunkett was an old professional soldier, the kind who was the backbone of the Army, and he had a name right on the tip of his tongue. “Pfc. Guiteau,” he said.


    “He ever been a runner before?”


    “No, but he can do it.”


    “Get him over here.”


    “Guiteau!” Sergeant Plunkett said. “Front and center!”


    A peculiar-looking soldier with a small torso but long arms and legs double-timed toward Plunkett and Butsko. He wore a mustache and had a face like a fox. Even his eyes were slanted like the eyes of a fox, and he had excessively long eyelashes.


    “Yes Sergeant!” Guiteau said.


    “You’re gonna be Sergeant Butsko’s runner from now on,” Sergeant Plunkett replied.


    “I am?” asked Guiteau, only nineteen years old.


    “You are.”


    Butsko handed him the walkie-talkie. “Stay close to me and do what you’re told, got it?”


    “I got it.”


    “Good. Sergeant Plunkett, return to your squad!”


    “Yes Sergeant!”


    Sergeant Plunkett turned and double-timed back to his squad. The atmosphere was tense. The Driniumor River rushed past their feet.


    “Fix bayonets!” Butsko said.


    The men drew their bayonets and affixed them to the ends of their M 1 rifles. They licked their lips and felt the adrenaline pouring into their arteries. Crow was so scared he wanted to faint. Hampton was furious about the whole situation, because he was sure he’d die for nothing during the coming hours. He felt like sitting down and daring them to make him move, but Frankie La Barbara would shoot him; he had no doubts about that.


    “Everybody all set?” Butsko asked.


    Most of the men grunted or nodded, indicating they were ready. Crow said nothing, shivering like a cat shitting brass tacks. McGurk looked at the other side of the river and all he knew was he was going to kill or be killed. Tronolone and Schlegelmilch winked at each other, because they’d sworn secretly to gang up on Butsko and kill him the first chance they got. Bisbee, the thief, speculated about all the loot he could lift from dead bodies. The Reverend Billie Jones uttered a prayer, asking God to deliver him from his enemies, but before he could finish the prayer he heard Butsko’s voice speaking softly just above the roar of the river.


    “Let’s move it out!” Butsko said.


    The recon platoon advanced into the boiling rushing river. The water was muddy and lukewarm, nearly the temperature of human blood. Butsko watched his men step forward, the water climbing up their legs to their knees. He looked to his left and right; they were maintaining a fairly even line, with each man six feet from each other man. Butsko turned to Guiteau.


    “I’m gonna be depending on you, kid. You better not let me down.”


    “I won’t let you down, Sergeant,” Guiteau said, looking Butsko straight in the eye.


    Butsko knew in a flash that the foxy little son of a bitch would be all right. You could always rely on the judgment of professional soldiers - like Plunkett. Too bad he didn’t have more like him in the recon platoon. Butsko turned around and looked at Frankie La Barbara.


    “You know what you gotta do, right, Frankie?”


    “I know what I gotta do, Sarge.”


    Butsko faced front again. His men were up to their waists in the roaring Driniumor River. It was time for him to get wet too. He stepped out with his left foot and went ankle-deep into the murky water. With another step he was halfway up to his knees. He pushed forward and the river rushed against him, trying to drag him downstream. He followed his men across the black foaming river, expecting Japanese soldiers to open fire at any minute. The water rose to his waist and he held his rifle and bayonet high. He tripped on a rock and sank in to his chest, but found his footing and raised himself up again. He continued to plod forward against the current, glancing to his left and right, gazing straight ahead at the opposite bank of the river.


    So far so good, he thought. Seem like there ain’t no Japs over there right now.


    Butsko was wrong. One Japanese soldier sat high in a tree on the opposite side of the river, cradling his Arisaka rifle in his hands, watching the Americans come across. It would be easy for him to pick them off one by one, because their torsos were silhouetted clearly against moonlight twinkling on the water.


    But the Japanese soldier was under orders not to shoot anyone coming across the river. His job was to report the presence of American soldiers as soon as he saw them. He pushed his ass off the branch he’d been sitting on and shinnied down the tree. When he hit the ground he took off like a bat out of hell, running toward his company headquarters to report what he’d seen.


    In the middle of the river, Tronolone and Schlegelmilch were side by side, two rotten motherfuckers with battered faces and their hearts filled with hatred for Butsko. The water was up to their chests, and they lunged forward like two sleek dogs against the current, anxious to get to the opposite shore where they’d find safety and the opportunity to shoot Butsko.


    Tronolone looked at Schlegelmilch and grinned. Schlegelmilch grinned back. Pfc. Guiteau saw the exchange but thought nothing of it. He was too busy trying to keep his walkie-talkie and M 1 rifle dry. He was a lightweight and having difficulty countervailing the current. Slipping on the bottom, he was sucked under by a whirlpool. Butsko noticed him going down and grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, pulling him up.


    Pfc. Guiteau regained his footing and moved forward again. “Thanks Sarge,” he whispered breathlessly.


    “Keep that walkie-talkie dry,” Butsko growled.


    The water was as high as Pfc. Guiteau’s neck, but it was only up to Butsko’s chest. Butsko passed the midway point in the river and continued to hope no Japs were on the other side. He wondered whether Japs were there, waiting until the GIs got close so they could shoot them down at close range. Butsko’s heart beat faster and his mouth was dry. His bum leg hurt due to the exertion of pushing constantly against the currents and eddies of the Driniumor.


    Just a little bit more, Butsko thought, and then we can take cover.


    To the left front of Butsko, Private Theophilus Hampton was so mad he could spit, and in fact he did spit, right into the ripples of the river. It freaked him out to think that his life was in danger and he couldn’t do anything about it. He considered himself the most intelligent man in the vicinity, a student of philosophy, a man accustomed to the finer things of life, and yet there he was, like a puppet on a string, being manipulated by forces beyond his control, pushing him onward into the very jaws of hell.


    He wanted to turn around and go back, but didn’t dare. There was no doubt whatever in his mind that Frankie La Barbara would shoot him. It was obvious to Hampton that Frankie La Barbara was a lunatic and a homicidal maniac who’d love to have the excuse to shoot somebody. Hampton craned his neck around and saw Frankie back there plodding along through the river, holding his rifle high, and Hampton figured Frankie’s finger was right on his trigger, the son of a bitch.


    Hampton gritted his teeth in rage. He considered himself a potentially great man whose mind might alter the course of the intellectual history of the world, and his great mind was being risked foolishly in a stupid war that couldn’t possibly solve anything when it was over.


    “These bastards!” Theophilus Hampton muttered. “These idiots! They’re going to get me killed, and nobody even cares!”


    Hampton became more pissed off with every passing second. He was a bomb getting ready to explode.


    To the right of Hampton, Private Crow realized that the water was receding down his chest, and he’d passed the midway point in the river. He looked ahead to the far shore, and it was peaceful and picturesque in the moonlight.


    But he was sure there were Japs lurking there, waiting for him to get close so they could shoot his damn fool head off. He imagined a bullet striking his forehead and making a little hole, then dragging all his brains and half his skull out of a massive hole in the back of his head. He imagined himself sinking down, his head shattered, into the currents of the river and floating off to sea, deader than a mackerel.


    Crow knew all about mackerels, because he was from Gloucester, Massachusetts, the second largest fish town in the state (Boston was number one). His father owned a wholesale fish business and Crow had been the bookkeeper in the office, because his father didn’t trust strangers.


    Now he was crossing a river on a fucked-up island nobody really gave a shit about, and Japs were waiting on the other side to kill him.


    Crow wasn’t especially afraid of pain. That wasn’t what was bothering him. His main concern was death itself. He didn’t know what was going to happen to him when he died. It was very possible that he’d go to hell, because he frequently embezzled small sums of money from the family business. He had a guilty conscience, like most people who are afraid of dying, but back in Gloucester he couldn’t stop himself from dipping his long skinny fingers into the till, so he could have extra money for quick trips to Boston and the roaring nightlife around Scollay Square.


    He couldn’t imagine not being alive. It was inconceivable that one day the world would continue to spin without him, and where would he be? Floating in ink for the rest of eternity? Dancing among the flames in hell?


    And actually the thought of pain did bother him, although he hated to admit it to himself. He’d heard of soldiers who’d been gut-shot by the Japs and left to suffer for hours and even days before they died. He’d also been told about soldiers who’d been shot in the kneecaps, the most painful place to get shot. The thought of having his stomach ripped open by a Japanese bayonet was enough to make his hair stand on end. Sometimes Japanese soldiers gouged out the eyes of their enemies in hand-to-hand combat.


    Crow was starting to panic. He turned around and saw Frankie La Barbara back there, with his orders to shoot anybody who tried to run away. Crow wanted to run away, but Frankie would shoot him down. He was caught between the Devil and the deep blue sea. All he could do was keep advancing toward the Japanese side of the river.


    It was still dark in the jungle. Colonel Yukio Katsumata paced back and forth in his tent, anxiously waiting for news from the Driniumor River. A cigarette hung out the corner of his mouth, and his hands were clasped behind his back. Every time he turned around to go the other way, his mustaches swirled in the air.


    The tent flap was swept to the side, and Major Tadashi Honda entered, a sheet of paper in his trembling hands.


    “They’re crossing the Driniumor!” Major Honda declared.


    “How many!” demanded Colonel Katsumata.


    “Twenty-one.”


    


    Colonel Katsumata’s jaw dropped open. “Only twenty-one?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “We’re going through all this trouble just for a patrol of twenty-one men?”


    “They may be the vanguard for a larger group, sir.”


    “Where are they?”


    Major Honda strode to the desk and pointed his finger at the map. “Here.”


    Colonel Katsumata leaned over the desk and squinted his eyes. “There?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “It’s exactly where we expected them to cross,” Colonel Katsumata said, raising his upper torso so that he was erect again. “But only twenty-one men? Well anyway, I suppose we should proceed according to plan. Notify the local commander to let the Americans advance, but keep them under observation. I expect to be notified if any other Americans cross the Driniumor. Understand?”


    “Yes sir.”


    “Carry out your orders.”


    The Reverend Billie Jones raced across the shallow water and up the riverbank, flopping onto his stomach behind a bush. He motioned with his hand for his squad to take cover, and they moved across the river bank on both sides of him, hiding behind trees and fallen logs, huddling under bushes. To the right of the Second Squad, the First Squad under Sergeant Plunkett hit the dirt in a straight skirmish line.


    Then Butsko and Pfc. Guiteau came ashore, followed by Frankie La Barbara. Butsko didn’t even bother taking cover, because he was sure no Japs were around. If they were, they would’ve opened fire by now.


    “Gimme the walkie-talkie,” he said to Pfc. Guiteau.


    Guiteau handed it over, and Butsko called Captain Mason.


    “We’re across,” Butsko said. “The Japs haven’t done a fucking thing yet, which I guess you know. Over.”


    “Move in about twenty yards and take cover,” Captain Mason said. “We’re coming over right now. Over and out.”


    Butsko handed the radio back to Guiteau and turned around. He saw a dark mass approach the river on the west bank, and knew it was Easy Company getting their feet wet.


    “Move in about twenty-five yards!” Butsko said to his men. “Move it out!”


    Colonel Katsumata paced the floor back and forth in front of his desk again, his hands clasped behind his back, his nose twitching nervously. Major Honda dashed through the tent flap, his eyes glittering with excitement.


    “More Americans are crossing the river, sir!”


    Colonel Katsumata spun around so he could face Major Honda. “How many?”


    “Approximately one hundred!”


    “Where?”


    “Same place.”


    Colonel Katsumata pointed a forefinger into the air. “Aha!” he exclaimed. “Now things are getting interesting!” In quick long strides he moved behind his desk and looked at his map. “Now this is what I want done,” he said. “Let the Americans advance for two hundred yards or so. Then I want one company to hit them in their front, one company to hit them on their left flank, and one company to hit them on their right flank. Do you understand?”


    “Which companies do you want to perform these tasks, sir?”


    “The local battalion commander can determine the details of the attack. That’s what he’s there for. I’ll accompany you to the radio room, so that I can stay close to incoming information. Let’s go.”


    Colonel Katsumata put on his helmet. Major Honda already had his helmet on. Both were armed with samurai swords and Nambu pistols. Colonel Katsumata marched out of his office, and Major Honda followed him. They crossed the jungle clearing, heading for the radio tent, and all the soldiers in the vicinity wondered what was causing the two officers to rush about with such speed and determination. The two officers entered the radio tent, and Major Honda wrote down the message to be sent to the commander of Battalion B, which was in the sector of the American crossing, while Colonel Katsumata took out a cigarette and lit it up, trying to remain calm, hoping the Americans wouldn’t continue to send companies across the Driniumor, because that would mess up his plans.


    

  


  
    


    TWELVE . . .


    Butsko watched Easy Company move into the jungle behind the recon platoon. Captain Mason came forward with Sergeant Cassidy and a young soldier carrying a backpack radio, its aerial lashing the air.


    “How’re you doing, Butsko?” asked Captain Mason, a wry smile on his black-bearded features.


    “Nothing’s going on here,” Butsko replied, “but I smell Japs.”


    “I hope you’re wrong, but we’ll soon find out. Move your men forward, and my company will follow you.”


    “Yes sir,” Butsko said. “Just don’t get too far behind us.”


    “We’ll be right on your heels.”


    Butsko stood and raised his hand high in the air, then pointed forward. “Move it out!”


    His men dragged themselves up from the ground and advanced into the dark, creepy jungle. Vines hung down from the trees, scraping their shoulders and helmets. The sun rose toward the horizon, casting an eerie pink glow among the trees and branches. Birds chirped overhead as they flew from twig to twig. Otherwise it was silent—too silent for Butsko’s liking. He couldn’t believe there weren’t Japs around.


    


    The recon platoon slipped through the jungle, and each man was obsessed by something in addition to the Japs. Tronolone and Schlegelmilch were waiting for their chance to kill Butsko. Crow was nearly fainting with fear. Hampton gnashed his teeth in rage, because he couldn’t understand why a man like him should have to fight Japs in hot, smelly jungles. McGurk wanted to prove he wasn’t as dumb as everybody thought he was. Bisbee the thief wondered if Jap soldiers carried valuables on them, like watches and gold rings, so he could plunder their dead bodies. He hoped they had lots of gold teeth in their mouths.


    They advanced through jungle that had been fought over fiercely for the past three days, and shell craters were everywhere. The air had the stink of dried blood and rotting flesh, because a length of somebody’s finger lay under that bush, and a piece of somebody’s gut lay behind that tree. After artillery bombardments it was impossible to pick up all the pieces.


    The river could no longer be seen behind them, but it could be heard rushing and roaring. It appeared as though no Japs were around. Some of the men speculated that the Japs had been wiped out during the past few days of fighting, or they’d retreated back to Wewak where they came from; but not Butsko. His sixth sense told him Japs were watching him. He could almost feel rays from their eyes burning into his skin. His mind conjured up images of his platoon and Easy Company being attacked by Japs on all sides. Something told him they were walking into a trap.


    “Hold it right here!” Butsko said to his men. “Take cover!”


    His men dived to the ground and peered around nervously. They too were spooked by the silence and possibility of ambush. Butsko turned around and waited for Captain Mason to catch up with him, leading the men from his company.


    “What’s the holdup?” Captain Mason asked.


    “I don’t think we should go any farther,” Butsko replied.


    “Why not?”


    “Because I think there’s Japs around here.”


    “What makes you think that?”


    Butsko shrugged. “I dunno.”


    “We’re not stopping unless we’re ordered to stop, or the Japs open fire on us,” Captain Mason said. “What am I supposed to tell Colonel Hutchins—that we stopped because you thought there were Japs around here? He’ll go right through the fucking roof!”


    “Yeah, he sure will,” Butsko agreed.


    “Move your men out, Sergeant.”


    “Yes sir.”


    Butsko told his men to advance. They raised themselves up off the ground and trudged forward into the jungle becoming lighter every moment as the sun floated closer to the horizon. The tension was building among the men from the recon platoon and Easy Company. Everybody believed something bad would happen at any moment.


    Private Crow finally went to pieces. He dropped down to his knees, let his rifle fall to the ground, and buried his face in his hands.


    “I can’t take it anymore!” he wailed.


    Butsko looked at Frankie La Barbara, who nodded. Frankie La Barbara walked up behind Private Crow and kicked him squarely in the ass.


    “On your feet, scumbag!” Frankie La Barbara said.


    “No!” replied Crow.


    “No?” asked Frankie.


    “No!” repeated Crow.


    Frankie walked around Crow and stood in front of him, looking down. Frankie wanted to kick Crow in the face, but that would knock Crow out and then Crow wouldn’t have to advance, which was what Crow wanted. Bending over, Frankie backhanded Crow across the mouth.


    “On your feet!”


    The slap stung, and Crow shook his head. “I won’t.”


    “You fucking sissy. You punk. You creep.”


    “I don’t care.”


    “Then you’re a dead man.”


    Frankie worked the bolt of his M 1 rifle and rammed a round into the chamber. Crow went slack and fell to the ground, rolling onto his back, his arms outspread. “Go ahead and shoot me,” Crow said. “I don’t care.”


    “Neither do I,” Frankie replied.


    Frankie pulled his bayonet off the end of his M 1 rifle and stuck it into its scabbard. Then he angled the barrel of his M 1 down and rammed it into Crow’s mouth, knocking out his front teeth, the barrel burrowing into Crow’s throat.


    Crow was stunned by the pain. He wanted to scream, but the barrel was in his throat and no sound came out. His mouth filled up with blood. He had difficulty breathing and coughed a few times.


    “I’m gonna kill you—you little fuck!” Frankie snarled, squeezing the trigger.


    Crow lashed out with his left foot and kicked Frankie in the balls, but Frankie saw the kick coming and turned to the side at the last moment, catching the blow on his outer thigh. The sudden movement caused Frankie to lose his balance, and he fell to the ground, pulling his rifle out of Crow’s mouth as he went down. Crow dived on Frankie and grabbed him by the throat. Blood burbled out of Crow’s mouth and he was mad enough to kill. He squeezed Frankie’s throat but Frankie delivered an uppercut to Crow’s chops and Crow went sprawling backward. Crow landed on the ground near his rifle and picked it up. He aimed it at Frankie La Barbara.


    Butsko smacked Crow on the back of his head.


    “Save it for the Japs!” he growled.


    Crow didn’t know whether to shit or go blind. He was enraged, in pain, and confused.


    Butsko pushed him forward. “Get going! We ain’t got time to play with cowards!”


    Frankie La Barbara scrambled to his feet and ran toward them, his rifle in his hands. “Lemme kill him, Sarge! I’ll kill him for you!”


    “He gets one more chance,” Butsko said to Frankie. Then he turned to Crow. “You hear that? Next time you get it. Understand?”


    Crow nodded his head angrily as blood poured out of his shattered gums. His teeth hung in there by threads. Crow needed major dental work immediately, but there were no dentists in the vicinity.


    “Get back where you’re supposed to be!” Butsko said to Crow. “On the double!”


    Crow hesitated. Butsko whacked him hard on the mouth, sending a spray of blood flying through the air.


    “I said get going!”


    


    Crow turned around and ran back to the main formation. He was so pissed off he was ready to scream, but he didn’t dare scream because he knew Japs might be nearby. Blood dribbled down his chin onto his uniform. He probed around in his mouth with his tongue and felt the teeth dangling there. His mind was aflame with rage and indignation. Never had he known such blatant brutality in his life. He reached the main skirmish line and spat a gob of blood at the ground, then slowed down and advanced with the rest. He was so confused and angry that he was incapable of doing anything except following Butsko’s orders.


    Butsko returned to his position midpoint between his two squads, and a few feet to their rear. Frankie dropped back behind Butsko, and now he was all wired up too. The little squabble with Crow had got his blood rushing through his veins. He winked and blinked and clicked his teeth, wishing something would happen. He was ready to fight then and there. The silence of the jungle was driving him nuts.


    Private Theophilus Hampton had seen what Frankie did to Crow, and he was horrified. The sheer animal savagery of the episode was more than his delicate mind could digest. He felt dizzy, as if he was going to faint. There was a loud roaring in his ears. He realized that he was scared. The extremity of the circumstances forced him to understand that he’d always been afraid of the war, but he’d never admitted it to himself, preferring instead to hide behind his veneer of upper-class mannerisms and lofty ridicule.


    His body tingled with fear. He hated pain. Death was beyond his imagination. He plodded along, putting one foot in front of the other, keeping up with the others. All I can do is my best, he thought. It is better to die with honor than in shame.


    The recon platoon and Easy Company continued to push forward through the jungle. Half the sun was above the horizon now, sending narrow shafts of light past trees and branches. Butsko estimated they were nearly five hundred yards east of the Driniumor, which was as far as they were supposed to go. Then they could stop and dig in, which would be safer than walking through the jungle. Morning bugs and mosquitoes swarmed around the soldiers, anxious to drink blood for breakfast. Jungle rats poked their heads out of holes to see what was going on. Monkeys stretched on the branches high in the trees. Birds sang morning serenades to each other.


    Butsko reached into his shirt pocket and took out his package of Camels. He lit the cigarette with his Zippo, and as he dropped the Zippo back into his pocket, a thunderous fusillade of rifle and machine-gun fire opened up to his front. Bullets whizzed around his head and shoulders and he dived to the ground, pressing his face against the muck.


    Pfc. Guiteau was shot through the throat on the way down, and he didn’t move after he hit the ground. His rifle lay on one side of him, and the walkie-talkie on the other side. The war was over for the game young soldier from Providence, Rhode Island.


    Butsko heard new volleys of fire from his left and right. He realized instantly that the recon platoon and Easy Company had walked into a trap.


    “Keep your heads down!” Butsko shouted. “Return the fire!”


    Butsko turned to Guiteau. “Call Captain Mason and tell him we’re pulling back.”


    Guiteau didn’t move. Butsko saw the ribbon of blood around Guiteau’s neck, and realized that Guiteau was dead. Butsko crawled over Guiteau’s warm body and picked up the walkie-talkie, pressing the button and calling Captain Mason, but Captain Mason didn’t answer. All Butsko could hear was the crackle of electricity on the airwaves, and the sound of rifles and machine guns all around him.


    “Pull back!” Butsko shouted to his men. “Keep six feet between you! Keep firing!” As soon as he closed his mouth he heard whistling above his head. Uh-oh, he thought.


    The whistle sounded louder, and a few seconds later a mortar shell landed twenty feet to his right. He heard another whistle, and then a second mortar shell hit the dirt, blowing apart trees and branches, sending clods of earth flying through the air. Bullets flew like hail over the soldiers’ heads. More mortar rounds landed in their midst, exploding thunderously, making the ears of the soldiers ring. Butsko realized that the Japs had them boxed in. He and his men couldn’t move.


    “Take cover!” Butsko screamed. “Stay where you are! Kill any Jap who shows his face!” McGurk had been trying to crawl back when he heard this new order, so he calmly and determinedly turned around and faced front again. Bullets slammed into the ground all around him, and one bullet struck his shoulder, tearing away a chunk of flesh, but McGurk barely flinched. Blood poured down his arm as he lined up the sights on his BAR. He couldn’t see any Japanese faces but knew they were out there someplace, so he tapped the cartridge clip to make sure it was attached to the bottom of the chamber properly, clicked off the safety, and opened fire. The BAR danced around on its skinny bipod legs as hot lead streamed out of the barrel. McGurk leaned his considerable weight on the stock to make the BAR settle down, and continued to fire in bursts of three. He felt good because he was doing as he was told and nobody was cussing him out. In fact, he kind of liked the excitement. He hoped some Japs would attack so he could beat the shit out of them. He didn’t like Japs very much, and was anxious to prove to Butsko that he was as good a soldier as anybody else in the Army.


    The other men in the recon platoon fired their rifles straight ahead into the jungle, although they couldn’t see a hell of a lot. Mortar rounds continued to crash down around them, but it wasn’t a very intense barrage. The veterans in the platoon had seen much worse. Still, any mortar barrage was nothing to joke around about. Any mortar round could blow you to bits, and after the smoke cleared, there wouldn’t be enough of you left to put into a C-ration can.


    Finally Butsko got through to Captain Mason on the walkie-talkie. “We’re pinned down!” Butsko said. “You’d better call for help!”


    “I already called,” Captain Mason said. “It’s on the way.”


    On the west bank of the Driniumor River, General Clyde Hawkins watched Fox Company of the Twenty-third Regiment wade into the water, on its way to reinforce Easy Company and the recon platoon. He and the officers with him could hear the sounds of rifles and machine guns and the blasts of mortars.


    “Well,” said General Hawkins, slapping his swagger stick against his leg, “now we know the Japs haven’t rolled over and died. The reconnaissance was a success.” He looked at Colonel Hutchins. “Support your men out there until they can fight off the Japs in front of them, and then pull them back.”


    


    “Yes sir,” Colonel Hutchins said without much enthusiasm.


    “Carry on.”


    General Hawkins stood for a few moments, waiting for Colonel Hutchins to salute him, but Colonel Hutchins made no move to do so. Finally General Hawkins turned around and walked back to his jeep. Now he could report to General Hall that the Japs still were feisty and strong on the other side of the Driniumor. General Hall would need to know that, so he could plan further operations more intelligently.


    General Hawkins climbed into his jeep. “Take me to General Hall’s headquarters,” he told his driver.


    “Yes sir.”


    His driver started up the jeep, shifted into gear, and drove away. The jeep disappeared behind a stand of trees.


    Colonel Hutchins watched him go. “That son of a bitch,” he said.


    Lieutenant Colonel Lechler and the other officers nearby said nothing, because they were afraid to bad-mouth their division commander.


    Colonel Hutchins wasn’t troubled by that fear. “That fuck is going back to where it’s safe while my men are bleeding out there.” He turned to Lieutenant Colonel Lechler. “Prepare to send George Company over.”


    “Yes sir.”


    Lieutenant Colonel Lechler passed the order along to his aids, who passed them along to their subordinates, and finally the company commander of George Company got the word. He lined his men up on the riverbank and watched as Fox Company neared the far side of the Driniumor.


    Colonel Hutchins turned down the corners of his mouth as he looked toward the fighting. He thought of Butsko and Captain Mason with all their men over there, up to their asses in Japs. He hoped they could hold out until help arrived.


    Colonel Hutchins turned to Lieutenant Colonel Lechler again. “Tell George Company to cross over,” he said.


    Back at the division medical headquarters Lieutenant Breckenridge stood outside his tent, his hands in his pockets, and listened to the sounds of fighting in the distance. He knew it was the Twenty-third Regiment fighting for their lives again, and he felt odd to be so far away from the bullets and explosions.


    


    If the Twenty-third was fighting, his old recon platoon would be in the thick of it. He chewed his lips and wondered how they were. He hoped they’d get along all right without him.


    Another officer passed by and tapped Lieutenant Breckenridge on the shoulder. “Tune for chow, Dale.”


    “Be right with you.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge listened to the small-arms fire and mortar explosions, feeling guilty that he couldn’t be with his men. He wished there were something he could do for them, but there was nothing. He was wounded and couldn’t walk around very well. The recon platoon would have to get along without him.


    He turned to the right and limped toward the mess tent, thinking about his men going toe to toe against the Japs.


    Tronolone and Schlegelmilch had forgotten all about killing Butsko. They pulled the triggers of their M 1s as fast as they could, and ahead in the brightening jungle they could see the figures of Japanese soldiers lurching about behind the thick, tangled vegetation. The Japanese soldiers worked their way closer, getting ready for a banzai attack. Tronolone’s ammo clip emptied and flew into the air. He reached to his cartridge belt, pulled out another clip, and stuffed it into the chamber of the M 1. Then he resumed firing.


    Beside him, Schlegelmilch also emptied clip after clip at the Japanese soldiers in the jungle. He didn’t know whether or not he actually was killing any, but maintained his rate of fire anyway. He knew that his only chance of survival was to keep the goddamned Japs away from him.


    Not far from Schlegelmilch, Private Theophilus Hampton pumped .30-caliber bullets into the woods. Hampton was completely involved in the fighting now. He didn’t have time for his upper-class bullshit. It was kill or be killed, fight or get fucked up. He aimed at a Japanese soldier poking his head out from behind a tree, and squeezed the trigger of his M 1 rifle. The bullet blew out of the barrel, and the Jap’s head disappeared. Hampton didn’t know whether he’d killed the Jap or not, but at least he wasn’t visible anymore. That was good enough for Hampton.


    Beside Hampton, Private Crow fired his M 1 rifle. He wasn’t aiming carefully, because he was too overcome with anger and hatred. His mouth kept filling up with blood, which he continually had to spit out. His head was racked with pain. The teeth in his mouth dangled by threads, and he reached up, yanking out the four loose ones in front with his fingers. More blood welled out of his mouth, and he felt nauseous because he’d already swallowed so much of it. He leveled his rifle at the Japs again and squeezed the trigger. This was not at all what he’d thought war would be like. He was too busy to be afraid, and too much in pain to worry about more pain. Death would have been welcome to Crow at that point. He simply didn’t give a fuck anymore.


    Next to Private Crow, Private Bisbee was cool as a cucumber. The pathological thief aimed his rifle at the Japs and squeezed off rounds, while his mind made careful calculations. He knew Pfc. Guiteau was dead and was trying to figure out how to get his hands on Guiteau’s wallet. Guiteau had been married and wore a gold band on his finger. Bisbee wanted that too. He hoped Hampton would get killed, because Hampton was rich and surely he had something valuable on him. He knew for a fact that Hampton wore an expensive Bulova watch, and surely Hampton had more expensive items on his person.


    Butsko heard activity behind him and turned around. He saw Captain Mason running toward him, crouched over with his upper torso low to the ground. Behind Mason came more men from his company. Captain Mason dived to the ground next to Butsko, and Butsko saw a dent in Captain Mason’s helmet where a bullet or a piece of shrapnel had creased it.


    “Good morning,” Captain Mason said, making his wry smile.


    “What are you so happy about?” Butsko asked.


    Captain Mason ignored the question. “I called Colonel Hutchins. Help is on the way. All we have to do is hold out for a while.”


    “I don’t know how long we can hold out,” Butsko said.


    “Neither do I.”


    Pow—a bullet hit the ground right in front of them, throwing dirt up at their faces. They wiped the dirt away with the backs of their hands.


    “Well,” said Captain Mason, “I guess there’s Japs over here.”


    “Gee, what makes you think so?” Butsko asked.


    Somebody screamed. Butsko raised his head and saw Schlegelmilch rolling around in agony on the ground.


    


    “Medic!” yelled Butsko.


    “Yo!” replied Corporal Lamm.


    “Schlegelmilch is hit!"


    “Where is he?"


    “Over there!"


    Butsko pointed. Corporal Lamm saw where Schlegelmilch was, and raised himself up. A Japanese bullet struck Corporal Lamm on the chest, and Corporal Lamm fell down onto his face. He didn’t move.


    “I think he’s dead,” Butsko said.


    “I think you’re right,” Captain Mason replied.


    Butsko looked at Schlegelmilch writhing on the ground, and then at Corporal Lamm lying still. He put one and one together and made up his mind. Taking a deep breath, Butsko jumped up and ran toward Corporal Lamm. Bullets flew around Butsko like angry hornets, and one bullet hit Butsko in the left biceps muscle, spinning him around. Blood spouted from Butsko’s arm, and Butsko fell beside Corporal Lamm.


    Butsko didn’t have to feel Lamm’s pulse. It was clear that Lamm was dead. Butsko’s arm felt as though it was on fire as he pulled the haversack full of medicine off Lamm’s shoulder. He opened the haversack and sprinkled coagulant powder on his bleeding biceps muscle, then taped on a bandage holding one end of the tape in his right hand and the other end in his mouth.


    The bandage immediately became soaked with blood. Butsko moved his left arm; it seemed to be working all right. He looked at Schlegelmilch and slung the haversack full of medicine and bandages over his shoulder. Taking another deep breath, he leaped to his feet and barreled across the battlefield, heading for Schlegelmilch.


    Bullets zipped over his head and past his ears. A bullet smacked him on the leg, the same leg that had been wounded already, and Butsko fell asshole over teakettle to the ground.


    Blood poured out of his leg. Butsko opened the haversack and poured on coagulant powder. He tied on a bandage, spat a lunger at the ground, and jumped up again, running with a bad limp toward Schlegelmilch. A bullet grazed his cheek so closely he could feel its heat. Another bullet passed through his shirt an inch from his ribs. Butsko dived to the ground and landed next to Schlegelmilch, who hooted and screamed as he rolled over and around on the ground.


    “Stay still!” Butsko ordered.


    Schlegelmilch couldn’t stay still, so Butsko punched him in the mouth.


    “I said stay still!”


    That time Schlegelmilch had to stay still. He was out cold. Butsko rolled him over and saw blood all over Schlegelmilch’s shirt. Butsko became aware that Tronolone was watching him.


    “Fire your rifle, asshole!” Butsko said. “This ain’t no freak show over here!”


    Tronolone turned around and fired his rifle. Butsko unbuttoned Schlegelmilch’s shirt and saw blood welling out of a spot on his collarbone midway between his throat and his shoulder. Butsko touched the collarbone and it jiggled. The bullet had evidently broken it. Butsko opened the haversack and took out two packets of blood coagulant, because it was an ugly wound. He poured the packets of powder onto the wound and watched the blood thicken. Then he found the largest-size bandage in the haversack and pressed it against the wound. Next came the tape, which he tore off a big fat roll.


    Tronolone watched everything out of the corner of his eye. If he turned his rifle around quickly, he could drill Butsko right between the eyes, but how could he drill Butsko between the eyes when Butsko was administering first aid to Schlegelmilch?


    Suddenly the Japanese fire stopped. Butsko looked up from what he was doing. He heard Japanese soldiers hollar “Banzai” as they charged out of the jungle, holding their rifles with fixed bayonets in their hands.


    “Well,” Butsko muttered to Tronolone, “here’s where we separate the men from the boys.”


    Butsko grabbed Schlegelmilch’s rifle. He made sure the bayonet was fixed tightly on the end, and then he jumped to his feet.


    Butsko held the rifle and bayonet in his right hand and raised them high in the air. “Hit ‘em on the run!” he hollared. “Follow me!"


    All by himself, Butsko charged the Japs. He couldn’t run very well, because his leg was shot to shit, but he limped along, holding his rifle and bayonet tightly in both his hands, aiming the bayonet at the Japanese soldiers pouring out of the jungle a hundred yards in front of him. He teetered a little to the left, and then he tottered a little to the right, but he kept on going.


    The old members of the recon platoon climbed to their feet and raised their weapons.


    “Go get ‘em!” hollared the Reverend Billie Jones.


    “Kill the fuckers!” screamed Frankie La Barbara.


    The Reverend Billie Jones and Frankie La Barbara ran after Butsko, holding their rifles and bayonets ready to slash and bash. Then Sergeant Plunkett arose like a lion from the jungle floor and raised his right fist in the air.


    “Charge!” he bellowed.


    He rushed forward, and the men in his squad followed him. They were all combat veterans and they knew what they had to do.


    Then came Captain Mason on the run, his Colt .45 in his right hand and his Ka-bar knife in his left hand, and on his face was an expression that indicated bad intentions. His entire company rumbled after him, because they’d follow him anywhere.


    Easy Company ran over the men from the stockade, who hadn’t made up their minds about what they were going to do. Schlegelmilch couldn’t do anything because he was unconscious from loss of blood, but the rest were theoretically capable of fighting a war.


    Captain Mason rushed toward Private Theophilus Hampton and kicked him in the ass. “Move out, you son of a bitch!"


    “I won’t!” replied Hampton.


    Captain Mason reared back his right arm and whacked Hampton in the mouth with the Colt .45. The heavy weapon laid open Hampton’s flesh to the bone, and blood spurted out. Hampton collapsed onto his back, out cold, and Captain Mason ran over him, galloping toward the Japs.


    The sergeants and corporals from Easy Company kicked and punched the other stockade warriors to make them attack. It didn’t take much to get Tronolone going, because he was a vicious son of a bitch and he didn’t want anybody to think he was yeller. Bisbee the thief also attacked with alacrity because he wanted to plunder all the corpses that doubtlessly would be produced by the battle.


    


    Private Crow didn’t hesitate much either. He was so angry and in pain that he’d just about lost his mind. No longer did he worry about suffering or the possibility of dying. He didn’t have time to think anymore. His mind was like a tornado. He ran forward with Easy Company, shrieking at the top of his lungs, blood and foam oozing out from between his lips.


    Private McGurk had joined the attack right after the Reverend Billie Jones had shouted his orders. It took McGurk a little while to get underway, due to his vast bulk and slow mind, but now he was running as fast as his long, powerful legs could carry him, and it would take a tank to stop him. He carried his BAR by the barrel and swung it around over his head like a baseball bat.


    “Forward!” hollared Captain Mason.


    “Charge!” screamed Sergeant Plunkett.


    “Rip out their guts!” said Frankie La Barbara.


    “Send them to hell!” hollared the Reverend Billie Jones.


    The recon platoon charged the Japs who were attacking them from the front, and then suddenly more Japs debouched from the jungle on both flanks of the Americans, surrounding them on three sides. The Japs closed in and the Americans rushed forward. Butsko was leading the way.


    “Kill them all!” he screamed.


    Bustko saw the Japs in front of him, and then the battle was joined. Japanese soldiers formed a solid wall in front of him, and he lunged at the closest one, hurling his rifle and bayonet forward toward the Japanese soldier’s chest.


    The Japanese soldier had a black mustache like a toothbrush, and he parried Butsko’s thrust to the side. The Japanese soldier brought his rifle butt around to slam Butsko in the skull, but Butsko lashed out with his right foot and kicked the Japanese soldier in the balls. The Japanese soldier shrieked horribly and dropped to his knees, clutching his balls in his hands, and Butsko lost his balance because his left leg was all fucked up. Butsko fell on his side, rolled over, and a Japanese soldier kicked him in the head, but Butsko could take a good punch and it only dazed him slightly. He fell backward onto his ass, blinked twice, and then saw a Japanese bayonet streaking down toward his chest. Reaching up, he grabbed the bayonet with his hands, slicing his palms to ribbons, and pushed the bayonet to the side. The bayonet jabbed into the ground beside Butsko, and Butsko tried to get up, but his bum leg collapsed underneath him and he fell down.


    A Japanese soldier tried to stomp him, but Butsko rolled out of the way. A bayonet flashed in the light of the morning sun as it tried to slash open his windpipe, but Butsko dodged away from that one too. Butsko lurched forward and tackled a Japanese sergeant who was carrying a Nambu pistol. He clawed his way up the Japanese sergeant’s body and punched his lights out before the Japanese sergeant could retaliate.


    Butsko yanked the Nambu pistol out of the Japanese sergeant’s hand. He rolled onto his back and looked up to see yet another Japanese bayonet, on the end of a Japanese rifle, zooming down toward him. Butsko raised the Nambu and pulled the trigger, shooting the Japanese soldier holding the rifle and bayonet between the eyes.


    The Japanese soldier fell on top of Butsko, and Butsko pushed him off. Everywhere Butsko looked he saw men locked in close hand-to-hand combat. They tried to stab each other, kick each other, and gouge out each other’s eyes. He heard them grunt with effort or shriek in pain as he got to his knees and tried to stand up. Three Japanese soldiers charged him at the same time, aiming their rifles and bayonets at him, and he raised the Nambu pistol, pulling the trigger. He fired three times, his ears ringing with the loud shots, and the three Japanese soldiers dropped one by one to the ground.


    Butsko got to his feet. He was basically standing on his right leg, with his left leg providing a vague kind of stability. The jungle had become the scene of a terrible bloody melee. Men grappled everywhere and blood spattered in all directions. This was war on its most fundamental, gory level, and Butsko knew it well.


    A Japanese officer carrying a samurai sword charged toward Butsko, holding his samurai sword high in the air, screaming at the top of his lungs. Butsko took aim and pulled the trigger of the Nambu, firing a hole in the Japanese officer’s chest.


    The Japanese officer collapsed onto the ground, and two Japanese soldiers appeared behind him, carrying rifles and bayonets, charging Butsko, who took aim with the Nambu and pulled the trigger. Blam! The first Japanese soldier toppled to the ground, and Butsko drew a bead on the next one who was charging hard.


    Click!


    The Nambu pistol was empty, and Butsko didn’t know what to do. His hands were bleeding, and his only chance was to grab that Jap’s rifle and bayonet, possibly cutting off a finger this time. The Japanese soldier rampaged closer and Butsko got ready to dive, when suddenly out of nowhere came a giant swinging a Browning Automatic Rifle, and slam—he hit the Japanese soldier in the head with such force that the Japanese soldier’s head broke apart like a rotten egg, blood and brains flying everywhere.


    The giant was Private McGurk, and a dab of brains landed on his lower lip. He spat it out and raised the BAR again, bringing it down with all his strength, smashing in the helmet of a Japanese soldier, crushing his skull. Blood squirted out of the nose, mouth, and ears of the Japanese soldier.


    The Japanese soldier dropped to the ground and McGurk snarled as he kicked him out of the way. He swung the BAR from the side and connected with the head of another Japanese soldier, caving it in, nearly whacking the head off the Japanese soldier’s shoulders. The Japanese soldier’s eyes popped out, and the force of the blow sent him flying through the air, where he collided with another Japanese soldier, knocking him down.


    McGurk swung sideways again and struck a Japanese soldier on the arm, breaking the arm in two. The Japanese soldier dropped his rifle and bayonet, staring with horror at the giant in front of him, and then McGurk caught him on the face with his backswing, busting his cheekbones, shattering his skull, mangling his brains.


    McGurk felt good. He’d never had so much fun in his life, and it pleased him to be fighting for his country and doing such a good job. He always knew he’d be a good soldier if the sergeants and officers would just leave him alone. He bled from the bullet wound in his shoulder, and a Japanese soldier with more luck than skill had slashed his ribs, but it’d take more than that to bring the big, hulking American soldier down.


    McGurk bellowed like a wild elephant in heat and charged into the thickest crowd of soldiers, raising his BAR in the air. He swung downward and cracked a Japanese soldier on the top of his head, flattening it down a few inches, and the sudden furious impact forced the Japanese soldier’s brains to explode out of his nose. The Japanese soldier’s eyes rolled up into what was left of his head and he fell backward; McGurk kicked him out of the way, lunging forward and smacking another Japanese on his left shoulder, dislocating it, and then kicked the Japanese soldier in the balls, flattening them out.


    The Japanese soldier lost consciousness and dropped to the ground. McGurk stepped forward and saw a Japanese officer pointing a Nambu pistol at him, squeezing the trigger. McGurk roared like a crazed beast and rushed toward the Japanese officer, unnerving him, making the pistol shake, and the trigger moved its final sixteenth of an inch, sending the firing pin forward.


    Blam! The bullet whacked into McGurk’s left pectoral muscle and was stopped cold by his massive ribs. The impact slowed McGurk down, but the pain only made him madder. He swung the BAR down and smashed the Japanese officer’s head to smithereens. The Japanese officer fell onto his back, and McGurk jumped with both his feet onto the Japanese officer’s face, demolishing his nose, busting up his teeth. Then McGurk stomped him in his rage and pain as blood leaked out of the bullet hole in his pectoral muscle.


    McGurk spun around and swung his BAR wildly, fracturing the back of the skull of a Japanese soldier who was about to stick an American soldier with his bayonet. The American soldier was Tronolone, whose rifle and bayonet had been knocked out of his hands thirty seconds before. He’d been staring up defenseless at the Japanese soldier, certain he’d be killed at any moment, and now suddenly the Japanese soldier was dead, falling down on top of him.


    Tronolone deflected the Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet out of the way, and the Japanese soldier fell on top of him. Tronolone pushed him off, grabbed his rifle and bayonet, and got to his feet.


    He looked around and the first thing he saw was McGurk beating the shit out of Japanese soldiers with his BAR. McGurk just plowed through the Japs, smacking them on the right and left with his BAR, and Tronolone watched for a few seconds, transfixed by all the mayhem.


    


    Tronolone loved mayhem, violence, and murder. He hated the world, and all he wanted to do was kill and destroy. This was his big chance to do just that, and it was all legal. With a cry of joy Tronolone rushed toward a Japanese soldier whose back was to him. Tronolone thrust his rifle and bayonet forward, impaling the Japanese soldier, who shrieked horribly, reaching around with his hand to plug the hole, and Tronolone batted him in the head with his rifle butt, shattering his skull.


    The Japanese soldier dropped to his knees, and Tronolone kicked him in the ass. Then Tronolone turned to the right and saw a Japanese soldier charging toward him, holding a rifle and bayonet. Tronolone and the Japanese soldier both lunged at the same moment, and their rifles clashed against each other. They drew back and lunged at the same moment again, and once more their rifles clashed, doing no damage to each other.


    Each of them took a step backward. They glowered at each other and knew one of them would be dead within a very short period of time. The Japanese soldier wore a full beard and was skinny from lack of proper nourishment. Tronolone was also bearded, but he ate like a pig whenever he had the chance. Tronolone feinted with his rifle and bayonet, but the Japanese soldier didn’t fall for it. The Japanese soldier then feinted with his rifle and bayonet, and Tronolone did fall for it. He raised his rifle and bayonet to parry the thrust that never came, and then the Japanese soldier swung his rifle and bayonet around and smashed Tronolone full in the face with his rifle butt.


    Tronolone saw stars and staggered backward. He tripped over the arm of a dead American soldier lying on the ground, and fell on his back.


    Tronolone wanted to get up. He knew his life was in grave danger. But the world was spinning around him and he barely knew where he was. The Japanese soldier drew back his rifle and bayonet and then thrust it forward, burying the bayonet in Tronolone’s chest.


    Tronolone was engulfed by pain. His right lung was punctured and air rushed out, making a sound like a fart. Tronolone went limp on the ground. His heart stopped beating. The party was over.


    The Japanese soldier felt no great elation. He’d been fighting hand to hand for five years, practically nonstop, and it was as normal and common to him as adding up numbers is to an accountant, or fucking Johns is to a whore. He placed one foot on Tronolone’s chest, pulled out his bayonet, and looked up to see who else he could kill.


    He was startled to see an American soldier rushing toward him, blood oozing from his mouth and soaking his torn, bedraggled shirt. This American soldier was none other than Private Phillip T. Crow, formerly a craven coward, now a homicidal maniac.


    Crow was crazed by pain and horror. His personality had done such a massive flip-flop during the past hour that he didn’t even know who he was. He charged the Japanese soldier, screaming at the top of his lungs, spitting blood everywhere, and the Japanese soldier placed his left foot behind him, bracing for the inevitable collision.


    Crow shoved his rifle and bayonet forward, aiming for the center of the Japanese soldier’s chest, and the Japanese soldier easily parried the thrust to the side, bringing the butt of his rifle around to smash Crow in the face as he’d smashed Tronolone in the face; but Crow was moving forward quickly, and he kneed the Japanese soldier in the balls.


    The Japanese soldier was paralyzed by the sudden overwhelming pain, but he didn’t drop his rifle. He held on to it tightly, knowing it was his only hope. But he couldn’t move. He had a double hernia and the pain made him dizzy. Crow punched the Japanese soldier on the jaw with his rifle butt, and the Japanese soldier became even dizzier.


    Crow took a step backward to see what he could do. It appeared to him that the Japanese soldier was basically defenseless, so he straightened out his rifle and bayonet, took aim, and ran the Japanese soldier through with such power that the end of Crow’s bayonet stuck out of the Japanese soldier’s back.


    The Japanese soldier’s knees buckled and he fell to the ground. Crow pushed the Japanese soldier onto his back and then tugged his rifle and bayonet, but it wouldn’t come loose. Crow pulled his rifle and bayonet again, but still it was clamped in by the Japanese soldier’s ribs. Crow rammed a round into the chamber of his M 1 rifle, flicked off the safety, and pulled the trigger.


    


    The M 1 fired, blowing a hole in the Japanese soldier’s chest, blood and lung tissue flying in all directions. Crow yanked on his rifle and bayonet, but still it was lodged in the bloody mess that the Japanese soldier’s chest had become.


    Crow didn’t know what to do for a few moments. He’d tried everything he could think of, but of course he wasn’t thinking too clearly then. His gums ached, he bled from fourteen cuts and nicks, and a bloody battle raged all around him. His mind was a maelstrom of conflicting emotions and warped considerations, but he had enough clarity left to bend over and pick up the dead Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet, so he’d have something to fight with.


    “Banzai!” screamed a voice in front of him.


    Crow looked up and saw a Japanese officer rushing toward him, swinging his samurai sword in wild loops over his head.


    “Yyaaaaahhhhhhh!” hollered Crow as he charged the Japanese officer, aiming his rifle and bayonet at the Japanese officer’s belly.


    The Japanese officer raised his samurai sword over his head and gritted his teeth, then swung down with all his might at Crow’s head. Crow raised his rifle and bayonet to block the blow, and sparks flew as the samurai sword struck the barrel of the rifle.


    The samurai sword was made of better steel than the barrel of the Japanese rifle, and the Japanese rifle was dented badly. The Japanese officer drew back his sword and swung sideways at Private Crow’s ribs, and Crow dropped the-damaged rifle, diving for the Japanese officer’s wrist.


    Crow’s fingers clamped onto the Japanese officer’s wrist, and Crow pushed hard to the side, making the Japanese officer lose his footing. The Japanese officer sprawled onto the ground, and Crow landed on top of him, both his hands still wrapped around the Japanese officer’s wrist.


    The Japanese officer swung wildly with his free hand, and punched Crow in the mouth. The blow hurt Crow, but it didn’t faze him otherwise. It only made him madder. The Japanese officer punched again, and Crow raised his shoulder, blocking the blow. Then Crow angled his elbow down and plunged it into the Japanese officer’s face. It smashed against the Japanese officer’s nose, breaking bones and cartilage. The Japanese officer loosened his grip on the samurai sword and Crow dived onto it. He picked it up, holding the handle in his right hand and the top of the blade in his left hand. Like a chef chopping onions in a fancy restaurant, Crow pushed the blade down to the Japanese officer’s throat.


    The Japanese officer saw death coming at him. All he could do was raise his hands and try to stop it as blood welled out of his nose and covered his face, but the blade of the samurai sword came down inexorably. Its blade pressed against the palms of the Japanese officer’s hands, cutting to the bone, and the Japanese officer tried to hold off his own samurai sword, but Crow grinned fiendishly with his toothless mouth, his eyes glittering with madness, and leaned all his weight on the sword.


    Crow had the leverage on his side, and the Japanese officer knew he was in a whole world of trouble. The blade of his samurai sword cut into the bones of his hand as it sank ever closer to his throat. The Japanese officer bucked like a wild mustang, trying to throw Crow off him, but Crow held on with his knees like a rodeo rider and pressed down hard, eager to kill the Japanese officer, because deep down Crow hated officers even more than he hated sergeants, and it didn’t matter to him whose uniform the officer was wearing.


    The Japanese officer knew he was finished. He watched the blade inch nearer his throat, and thought of all his ancestors in heaven looking at him, expecting him to die with honor. The Japanese officer performed a quick mental check of his action and saw that it was impeccable. He concluded that he was in fact dying with honor, and that’s all that a Japanese officer could hope for.


    “Banzai!” shouted the Japanese officer, and then the blade cut into his throat. The blade was razor-sharp and sliced easily through the outer skin, but then it came to the throat gristle and its progress slowed down. The Japanese officer felt his death come in minute fractions of an inch, but still he tried to hold back the blade with his bloody hands. The blade cut the strands of his throat gristle and finally made it through to the air passage itself.


    That was it. Air whistled out of the hole and blood shot like a geyser onto Crow’s face. The Japanese officer’s strength left him, and he couldn’t hold back the blade anymore. It cut his throat in two and drove back to the part of his spine that connected his head to the rest of his body.


    Blood oozed and spurted before Crow’s fascinated eyes. Crow took a deep breath and pushed down again with redoubled effort. The blade of the samurai sword cut through the Japanese officer’s spine and then passed easily through the remaining scrap of flesh underneath it. The Japanese officer’s head was severed from its body and rolled a few feet away.


    Private Phillip T. Crow was exhilarated. He couldn’t take his eyes off the spectacle of death in front of him. Never could he have imagined that one day he’d chop off another man’s head, but he’d done it. His mind had snapped during the past hour, and now it was cut completely loose from its moorings.


    Crow bent over, picked up the head, and looked at it, holding it level with his own head. He gazed into the eyes on the head, which were wide open, staring back at him. Blood dripped out of the bottom of the head. Crow’s hands were slimy with blood, and there was blood on his face, clothes—everywhere. The Japanese officer’s mouth was open and his tongue stuck out. Blood rolled down his tongue and fell in drops to the ground.


    Crow examined the Japanese officer’s head as if it contained the secret of the meaning of life. The Japanese officer had been so alive, so full of vitality only minutes ago, but now he was dead, his head cut off, a threat to no one anymore, and his soul—where was his soul?


    Crow wondered about the Japanese officer’s soul, as hand-to-hand battle clattered and clanged all around him. He wondered if the Japanese officer’s soul was headless as it traveled through eternity, and indeed, what was a soul anyway? Did it have corporeality or was it just a vapor, a puff of wind, a charge of electricity?


    Crow gradually had been losing his mind ever since he’d been drafted into the Army, and now it was completely gone. He was oblivious to the Japanese soldier creeping up on him from behind, aiming his rifle and bayonet at Crow’s back. Crow had been obsessed with death from his first day in the Army. He’d thought about it constantly, was afraid of it continually, lived with it steadily, dreamed about it at night, and now it had completely defeated his mind.


    Crow had killed many men on the battlefield that morning, but he was no soldier. He didn’t have the soldier’s instinct for self-preservation. He hadn’t killed for God or country or even to save his own worthless ass, but because he had become insane. Everything becomes its opposite after a while, and Crow had become transformed from an ex-embezzler afraid of death to a psychotic killer who was in love with death. He had lost touch with the reality of his situation as he stared at the head of the dead Japanese officer.


    Crow had met his enemy—death—head-on, and discovered that he loved his enemy. Fear had become love. That which he’d hated had transformed into that which he wanted to do. He was thrilled to have overcome death itself, wielding it like a tool. He was grateful to death for becoming his buddy, his ally, his comrade-in-arms.


    So grateful was he that he brought the Japanese officer’s head closer and kissed it on the lips, tasting the Japanese officer’s blood, and at that moment the Japanese soldier creeping up on Crow plunged his bayonet into Crow’s back. Crow saw a brilliant white flash in front of his eyes, and the heavens opened up before him. The sudden pain thrilled him, and he had an orgasm although he didn’t even have a hard-on.


    Crow fell forward onto his face, dying. The Japanese officer’s head rolled out of his hands. Behind him, the Japanese soldier pulled back his bayonet, and Crow’s blood spurted out after it. Blood soaked Crow’s body, and semen filled his pants. He had overcome his fear of death, but it had cost him his sanity and his life. He died with a stupid smile on his face.


    The Japanese soldier behind Crow raised his rifle and bayonet, then turned around.


    Blam!


    A bullet from a Colt .45 blew his head apart. The bullet was fired out of a service pistol in the hand of Captain Mason, the stalwart commanding officer of Easy Company, who was not insane at all and in no hurry to come to terms with death.


    Captain Mason carried his Colt .45 in his right hand and his Ka-bar knife in his left hand, which was covered with blood and gore, as was the knife itself. Captain Mason didn’t charge forward like a madman; he stepped forward cautiously, selecting his targets as carefully as he could, considering the rampant violence taking place all around him. A Japanese soldier appeared in front of him, looking to his left and then to his right, his eyes finally falling on Captain Mason. Then his eyes opened wide.


    Blam! The bullet from Captain Mason’s Colt .45 shot through the Japanese soldier’s chest, and the Japanese soldier’s knees buckled underneath him. He fell in a clump to the ground, and two Japanese soldiers jumped over him, rushing toward Captain Mason, lunging at him with their rifles and bayonets.


    Blam! Captain Mason shot the Japanese soldier on the left in the belly, and the Japanese soldier tripped over his own feet. Shifting his aim to the right, Captain Mason squeezed the trigger again.


    Click!


    The Colt .45 was empty, and Captain Mason had no time to reload. He set his jaw grimly and stood his ground, timing the Japanese soldier coming in. The Japanese soldier thrust his rifle and bayonet forward, and Captain Mason batted it away with a backhand swing of his left hand. Then Captain Mason stepped forward inside the Japanese soldier’s guard and socked him in the face with his Colt .45. The blow staggered the Japanese soldier, and Captain Mason plunged his Ka-bar knife into the Japanese soldier’s stomach.


    Blood poured out onto Captain Mason’s hand. He pulled the knife out and the Japanese soldier collapsed at his feet. Reaching into the pouch on his belt, Captain Mason pulled out another clip of bullets. He ejected the empty clip, fed in the fresh one, pulled back the slide, and let it go. The Colt was loaded with seven more bullets, and they were big fat bullets designed to stop anything.


    A crowd of Japanese soldiers, carrying rifles and bayonets, closed in on Captain Mason. He raised the Colt .45 and pulled the trigger—blam! Blam! Blam!—blowing three of them away. Holding the Colt .45 steady, he fired—blam! Blam! Blam!—causing three more Japanese soldiers to bite the dust.


    But there were two Japanese soldiers remaining, and they lunged forward with their rifles and bayonets at the same time. Captain Mason jumped backward to get out of the way, and fell against a group of American and Japanese soldiers trying to kill each other. Trying to catch his balance, he raised his Colt .45 as the Japanese soldiers pushed their rifles and bayonets toward him again. Blam—he shot the Japanese soldier on the left between the eyes, and the top of his head blew off. He aimed at the other Japanese soldier and pulled the trigger once more.


    Click!


    The Colt .45 was empty again, and there was nothing Captain Mason could do except drop the fucking thing and his Ka-bar knife as well, freeing his hands and grabbing the front of the Japanese soldier’s rifle.


    The Japanese soldier’s momentum carried him forward, and he almost butted heads with Captain Mason. The two men looked into each other’s bloodshot eyes and saw the hatred, fury, and excitement of combat to the death. The Japanese soldier jutted his face forward and tried to bite off Captain Mason’s nose, but Captain Mason pulled his head back, catching a whiff of the Japanese soldier’s fetid breath from the Japanese soldier’s wide-open mouth and rotting teeth.


    The Japanese soldier tried to pull his rifle and bayonet out of Captain Mason’s hands, but Captain Mason was a very strong man, much stronger than he looked. The Japanese soldier couldn’t free his rifle, so he kicked Captain Mason in the balls, but Captain Mason dodged to the side in the nick of time and received the blow on his hip. Captain Mason then stepped forward and kneed the Japanese soldier in the balls, but the Japanese soldier pivoted slightly, Captain Mason’s knee connecting with the Japanese soldier’s thigh.


    The Japanese soldier lashed out with his foot, trying to trip Captain Mason, but Captain Mason’s feet were planted solidly on the ground, and the Japanese soldier succeeded only in tripping himself up. He lost his footing and Captain Mason yanked the rifle hard. The Japanese soldier refused to let it go, and he was jerked off his feet. Captain Mason raised his knee as the Japanese soldier fell toward him, and this time he connected with the Japanese soldier’s balls.


    The Japanese soldier stuck out his tongue and let his rifle go. He held his shattered balls tenderly in his hands and doubled over in pain. Captain Mason delivered a vertical buttstroke to the Japanese soldier’s face, and that straightened him up. It bent the Japanese soldier over backward, and he crashed onto his back.


    


    Captain Mason hopped forward to ran the Japanese soldier through and finish him off for sure, when in front of him, out of a tangle of soldiers fighting hand-to-hand, there appeared an officer carrying a samurai sword.


    This officer happened to be commander of the company that had attacked the recon platoon and Easy Company from their front. He was a big Japanese man, nearly six feet tall, and he fed himself better than he fed his men because he considered himself more important to the Japanese war effort than any of them.


    The Japanese officer looked at Captain Mason, and Captain Mason looked back at the Japanese officer. The Japanese officer had no way of knowing that Captain Mason was an officer too, because Captain Mason wasn’t dumb enough to wear officer’s insignia into battle, but Japanese officers wore a slightly different uniform from Japanese enlisted men, with knee-high boots as opposed to the shoes and leggings worn by Japanese enlisted men.


    The Japanese officer stepped toward Captain Mason. He was Captain Genzo Akasaka, a seasoned Japanese front-line commander, veteran of much hand-to-hand combat, and he wouldn’t have lasted as long as he had if he weren’t good at it. Captain Mason perceived the confidence and even arrogance in the Japanese officer’s bearing, and knew that he’d have a tough fight on his hands.


    Captain Mason stopped and watched the Japanese officer draw closer with slow, deliberate steps as the Japanese officer raised his samurai sword high over his head. Captain Mason thought he’d stand pat and counter off the Japanese officer’s moves. He wasn’t afraid, but he wouldn’t do anything rash either. He too had killed many opponents in hand-to-hand combat, and in addition, US Army propaganda had convinced him that he was somebody special because he was a US Army officer.


    Captain Akasaka stepped forward with his left foot. Then he stepped forward with his right foot. His samurai sword pointed straight up in the air over his head. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, and the muscles in his arms were like ropes. Captain Mason waited for him, holding his rifle and bayonet slanted at his chest level. He’d torn the sleeves off his shirt and his arm muscles were smooth bulges scratched and cut, spattered with Japanese blood.


    The distance closed between the two officers. They looked into each other’s eyes, trying to gauge each other’s inner strength. Their destinies were on a collision course. Each was confident but not foolhardy. Each knew what to do and how to do it. The winner would win nothing, and the loser would lose his life. It was the ultimate game.


    Captain Mason realized that the Japanese officer was wide open, with his samurai sword high over his head. Could a quick lunge with rifle and bayonet finish him off, or was the Japanese officer trying to sucker him, the way boxers sometimes carry their fists low to tempt their opponents to punch and open themselves up for a countering left hook or right cross.


    Captain Mason wondered whether the Japanese officer wanted to counter off his moves, just as he wanted to counter off the Japanese officer’s moves. Captain Mason had to make a decision, and he’d learned long ago that if he didn’t know what to do, he shouldn’t do anything. He decided to stand pat and wait. The Japanese officer stopped in front of Captain Mason, still holding his samurai sword in the air. Both were within striking distance. They were two still figures, almost like statuary, on a battlefield awhirl with savagery and bloody death.


    “Go ahead,” Mason muttered to the Japanese officer. “Make your move.”


    Captain Akasaka couldn’t understand English, and assumed the American soldier had insulted him in some way. Or maybe the American soldier was religious and had uttered a prayer to his foolish Christian god. Either way, it didn’t matter to Captain Akasaka. He was ready to make his move anyway.


    Electricity crackled between them. It was a confrontation between two men, and it was also a confrontation between two cultures. Captain Mason couldn’t possibly think like a Japanese, and Captain Akasaka couldn’t possibly think like an American.


    As an American, Captain Mason had a certain peculiar flexibility to his thinking. He could adjust to changing situations and make independent decisions. His culture wasn’t tradition-bound, and the American Army didn’t always go by the book, the way the Japanese army did. On top of everything else, Americans are basically crazy motherfuckers. Once the chips are down, Americans tend to go all-out to win. Niceties aren’t particularly important to Americans.


    Niceties were everything to the Japanese. They couldn’t even pour a cup of tea without turning it into an elegant ritual, almost a ballet. The art of swordsmanship was considered a great art in Japan. Captain Akasaka’s sword had been made by an eighty-year-old swordmaker who was famous throughout Japan. The old fart received more orders for swords than he’d ever be able to make in ten lifetimes.


    The Japanese military establishment, ever since the great victory against the Russians in 1905, believed in the doctrine of the one big knockout punch. They defeated the Russians in one major naval engagement. They thought they could put America out of the war by blowing the American fleet out of the water at Pearl Harbor. And in personal hand-to-hand combat, such as jiujitsu or karate, they looked for the one blow or twist or throw that would disable their opponent permanently. In swordfighting this boiled down to the one massive slash.


    Samurai swords were long, sharp, and heavy. They were designed to kill with one blow. Captain Akasaka’s samurai sword was poised for such a blow. He was in position and there was no reason for him to wait any longer. He hadn’t suckered his American out of position by showing himself wide open, so he’d have to sucker him out of position some other way.


    “Banzai!” shouted Captain Akasaka, stomping his left foot in front of him as if he were going to charge Captain Mason and deliver the decisive blow.


    But Captain Mason didn’t commit himself to any disasterous cover-up move. Instead he just took a step backward to see whether Captain Akasaka was really going to charge, or if he was just feinting.


    Captain Akasaka didn’t charge. Captain Mason saw that it was a feint. Captain Akasaka knew that Captain Mason saw that it was a feint. Captain Akasaka realized that the American soldier in front of him was maybe a little smarter than he’d thought. Captain Akasaka stepped to the left. He lowered his sword and pointed it at Captain Mason as if to say I’m gonna whip your ass. Then he raised the sword high again. He stepped to the right.


    


    Captain Mason charged forward while Captain Akasaka was still in motion, thrusting his rifle and bayonet at Captain Akasaka’s chest. Captain Akasaka was taken by surprise, and he brought his samurai sword down swiftly to block the blow, but that time Captain Mason was feinting. Captain Mason drew back as the samurai sword passed in front of him, then lunged again.


    The blade of Captain Akasaka’s samurai sword struck against the ground. His hands were down and he was wide open. Captain Mason jabbed rifle and bayonet forward and the bayonet pierced Captain Akasaka’s stomach, going in about halfway. It all happened so swiftly that Captain Akasaka didn’t even know what hit him. Captain Mason twisted his rifle and bayonet and pulled it out. A few inches of Captain Akasaka’s guts poked out of the hole in his stomach, but Captain Akasaka refused to fall. He raised his sword up from the ground and got as high as his knees, but blood was pouring out of his belly, taking his strength along with it, and then a few more inches of guts spilled out. His knees wobbled, but still he tried to raise his samurai sword, because it was never over for a Japanese officer until it was over.


    Captain Mason swung his rifle and bayonet around and bashed Captain Akasaka in the chops. Captain Akasaka was knocked cold, and the force of the blow hurled him to the ground. He lay still as blood and guts oozed out of the hole in his stomach. Captain Mason stepped on Captain Akasaka’s face and cut his throat with his bayonet. Now it was really over for Captain Akasaka.


    Captain Mason bent over and picked up the samurai sword lying on the ground. He held it in both his hands and it felt perfectly balanced. It was a tachi-type sword, 700 milimeters long, and its handle was bound with thongs of sharkskin, although Captain Mason thought it was leather. He’d never understood why Japanese samurai swords never had handguards, like western swords.


    “Banzai!"


    Captain Mason looked up and saw two Japanese soldiers running toward him, aiming their rifles and bayonets at him. They’d spotted their commanding officer lying on the ground and now intended to avenge his death.


    “Banzai!” they cried in unison, and Captain Mason raised the sword over his head. He leaped toward his left and swung the sword diagonally as soon as he landed, lopping off the head of the Japanese soldier on the left, and the Japanese soldier’s head went flying in the air like a baseball off the bat of Babe Ruth. The other Japanese soldier turned to face Captain Mason, and Captain Mason swung again, whacking him on the biceps of his left arm. The sword cut easily through flesh and bone and buried itself in the Japanese soldier’s ribs, cracking a few of them.


    The Japanese soldier collapsed onto the ground. Captain Mason pulled the sword free and spun around, swinging it from the side and chopping off the top half of a Japanese soldier’s head. On the backswing he struck a Japanese soldier on the shoulder, slicing right into the shoulder socket, and the Japanese soldier went unconscious from the sudden horrible pain. More Japanese soldiers charged toward Captain Mason to avenge the death of their commanding officer, who lay near Captain Mason’s feet, and Captain Mason swung low, busting off the leg of one Japanese soldier. He swung a bit higher the next time and connected with the waist of the next Japanese soldier, slicing swiftly through the soft meat, even severing the Japanese soldier’s spine. The Japanese soldier’s torso broke in two, and he looked like a closing jacknife as he fell to the ground.


    Captain Mason charged forward, swinging the samurai sword downward. He connected with the helmet of a Japanese soldier, and the helmet deflected the sword to the side, sparks flying into the air. The Japanese soldier lunged at Captain Mason with his rifle and bayonet, and Captain Mason swung to the side with the samurai sword, slamming it against the Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet. More sparks filled the air, and then the Reverend Billie Jones came up behind the Japanese soldier, thrusting his rifle and bayonet into the Japanese soldier’s back.


    The Japanese soldier dropped to his knees. Captain Mason watched as the Reverend Billie Jones pulled his bayonet out of the Japanese soldier’s back. Billie Jones turned around and Captain Mason joined him as more Japs ran toward them. Jones parried the lunge from one Japanese rifle and bayonet and smashed the Japanese soldier in the face. Captain Mason brought his samurai sword down on the head of a Japanese soldier who’d lost his helmet in the fierce rough-and-tumble fighting, and cut his head in two, the blade of the samurai sword burying itself in the chest cavity of the Japanese soldier, who was thrown to his knees by the force of the blow.


    Captain Mason couldn’t pull the sword loose. No matter how he pried and yanked, it remained lodged inside the Japanese soldier’s chest. Fuck it, Captain Mason thought, picking up the Japanese soldier’s rifle and bayonet. He held it in both his hands and looked around. No Japanese soldiers charging him, so he decided to charge them. He spotted a bunch of Japanese soldiers fighting with GIs not far away, and he ran toward them, leaping over the dead body of Captain Akasaka. The Reverend Billie Jones followed Captain Mason into the slashing, kicking, spitting melee, leaving the dead body of Captain Akasaka behind.


    Captain Akasaka was stretched out grotesquely on the ground. Two feet of guts protruded out of his stomach, but the blood no longer oozed out. That was because Captain Akasaka had no more blood to ooze. Most of his blood comprised the big crimson puddle in which he lay. The sun rose in the sky and a shaft of light shone on his body, enveloping it in a golden glow, making the gold watch on his wrist shine.


    Two bright eyes were fixed upon that watch. The eyes were in the head of Private Bisbee, who crouched low behind a pile of dead American and Japanese soldiers nearby, a bloody Ka-bar knife held point up in his left hand.


    Bisbee had thrown his steel pot away at the beginning of the battle, because it weighed him down. On his left arm he wore seven wristwatches, and on his right arm he wore five. His pockets were stuffed with wallets taken from the bodies of American and Japanese soldiers. Bisbee had killed only when someone interfered with his looting of dead bodies. He didn’t care much about the battle. He was a pathological thief and he viewed the battle only as an opportunity to steal everything that wasn’t nailed down.


    Captain Akasaka’s gold watch entranced Bisbee, who crept forward, looking to the left and right to make sure no Japanese soldier was sneaking up on him. He held the Ka-bar knife ready just in case, as he moved closer to the body of Captain Akasaka.


    Finally Bisbee reached his goal. He raised Captain Akasaka’s wrist and looked at the watch. It was a Longines, an expensive Swiss watch, and that meant the gold was really gold. Bisbee’s eyes sparkled with delight as he unfastened the watchband, made out of black pigskin. He held the watch up to the light and could see the second hand going around. The watch still was working. Bisbee fastened it to his right arm, next to a Benrus he’d removed from the body of a dead American soldier.


    Bisbee returned his attention to the dead Japanese soldier, realizing he was an officer because of his knee-high boots. Officers usually had more money than enlisted men, and Bisbee licked his lips in anticipation of what he might find in the officer’s pockets.


    But first he went for the gold. He pulled apart the Japanese officer’s mangled lips and looked inside his mouth, but the Japanese officer’s teeth were covered with blood. Bisbee rubbed the teeth with his fingers, but that only smeared the blood and he still couldn’t see the gold. He unfastened his canteen and poured some water into the dead Japanese officer’s mouth, then pulled his hankerchief from his back pocket and wiped off the dead Japanese officer’s teeth.


    Bisbee saw the glitter of gold deep in the Japanese officer’s mouth, covering a lower molar. Lifting his pliers from his back pocket, he inserted them into the Japanese officer’s mouth, grasped the tooth, and pulled hard. But the tooth wouldn’t come out. Bisbee twisted and yanked, and that made the tooth loose. Pulling again, the tooth tore loose from the Japanese officer’s gums and it came out into the light of day.


    Bisbee held the tooth up to the light. It had the most gold of any tooth he’d pulled that morning, and with great joy he dropped it into his shirt pocket with the other gold teeth he’d pulled. Then he opened the Japanese officer’s mouth again and looked around for more gold. He smiled when he saw some on an upper right molar, all the way back, near the officer’s throat. He pushed the pliers into the officer’s mouth and maneuvered them around the tooth, when he heard footsteps advancing toward him.


    Glancing up, he saw a Japanese soldier approaching swiftly, an expression of indignation on his face. The Japanese soldier had spotted Bisbee plundering the corpse of his dead commanding officer, and was horrified. It confirmed all his worst prejudices about Americans, and he was going to stop the ghoulish theft if it was the last thing he did.


    He angled his rifle and bayonet downward, lunging forward. Bisbee jumped backward, turning the blade of his Ka-bar knife around in his hand so that he held it by the tip. The Japanese soldier stepped over Captain Akasaka’s body, to position himself in front of it so that he could defend it from the depredations of the American thief in front of him, and Bisbee reared back his arm. He shot it forward quickly and let the knife go. It flashed in the air and buried itself to the hilt in the throat of the Japanese soldier, who dropped to his knees and then fell on his face, pushing the knife in deeper.


    Bisbee stepped forward and knelt, pulling the knife out of the Japanese soldier’s throat. Bisbee had been a roustabout with a third-rate traveling carnival before the war. He’d made friends with the knife-thrower, who’d taught him the tricks of his trade. Bisbee’s ambition had been to become a knife-thrower too, but then the war came and turned his life upside down.


    Bisbee returned to the body of the Japanese officer and pulled out the last gold molar. Then he searched through the Japanese officer’s pockets and found his wallet. Opening it up, Bisbee saw a sheaf of Japanese paper money. Bisbee didn’t know how much it was, but that part didn’t matter so much to him. Bisbee was a pathological thief. He loved to steal, and the value of what he was stealing was secondary.


    Photographs and cards were in the wallet, and Bisbee pulled them out to have a look. The part of the battlefield where he crouched was fairly quiet now, the main focus of the struggle having moved forward. The card on top was an ID of some kind, showing a picture of the dead Japanese officer in the corner. Underneath it was a photograph of a beautiful Japanese woman wearing a kimono and a traditional Japanese hairstyle with chopsticks, or what looked like chopsticks, poking out of it.


    Bisbee looked at the woman. She had high cheekbones and a mouth like a rosebud. Bisbee speculated that she’d probably be a great blowjob. He wondered if she was the Japanese officer’s wife or just his girl friend. A tiny spark went off in Bisbee’s demented brain and he dived on the officer’s right hand, holding it up.


    


    Sure enough, on the fourth finger was a gold wedding band. A grin spread over Bisbee’s baby face as he positioned his Ka-bar over the finger and crunched it down, chopping off the finger. He pulled the gold band off, slid it on his own fourth finger of his right hand, and it fit perfectly.


    A Japanese voice hollared nearby. Bisbee glanced up and saw a Japanese soldier running toward him, cursing him out. Bisbee leaped to his feet, drew back his arm, and threw the Ka-bar knife. The Japanese soldier dodged out of the way, and the knife sailed past him. The Japanese soldier resumed his charge, and Bisbee was weaponless, but that didn’t mean he was defenseless. The Japanese soldier drew closer and Bisbee dived through his legs, did a somersault, and landed beside his knife. He picked it up, spun around, and hurled it at the Japanese soldier, who was turning to face him again.


    The knife slammed into the Japanese soldier’s chest. He dropped his rifle and wrapped his fingers around the knife, trying to pull it out, but he was hemorrhaging and lost consciousness, falling to the ground. Private Bisbee walked toward him, bent over, and pulled out the knife, wiping it on the Japanese soldier’s shirt. Then he opened the Japanese soldier’s mouth, and right in front was a gold tooth.


    Bisbee smiled as he pulled the pliers out of his back pocket.


    Private Theophilus Hampton opened his eyes. At first he didn’t know where he was. He stared up at the tops of the jungle trees and became aware that he had a monumental headache. His face hurt too, and then he remembered everything. Captain Mason had hit him in the face with his Colt .45. The Japanese had been attacking. What the hell happened?


    Hampton rolled over and got up on all fours like a dog. He looked ahead and saw a swarm of American and Japanese soldiers fighting hand to hand only about a hundred yards away. The sun shone brightly on the jungle, and a carpet of dead bodies lay on the jungle floor. The wounded wailed and cried for assistance. Some struggled to get up but didn’t get far.


    I’m getting out of here, Hampton thought. He rose to his feet and then vertigo struck him, the jungle spinning around, and he fell to his knees again. He touched his face lightly and could sense that it was tender. Dried blood was on his cheeks and chin. His lower lip felt as if it were split.


    I've got to get out of here, he said to himself. Pulling out his canteen, he drank a few swallows and then poured some over his head. That made him feel better, and he picked up his rifle, attempting to stand again.


    It worked. He was on his feet and the dizziness was mostly gone. He’d give anything he had for two aspirin and a comfortable bed with clean sheets. Hey, he thought, maybe I can go back to the hospital. They’ll take care of me there and I won’t have to fight in this goddamn war.


    He glanced around and saw no Japanese soldiers. Holding his rifle in his two hands, he trotted back toward the Driniumor River, away from the fighting. His eyes darted from side to side, because he didn’t want to run into any Japs. He’d never fought a Jap hand to hand in his life and didn’t want to start. He wondered if he could have Captain Mason court-martialed for hitting him with his Colt .45. Officers weren’t supposed to strike enlisted men. Maybe I can start court-martial proceedings that will take me out of the war for a few months.


    Hampton was in a hurry and didn’t bother to take normal precautions. He ran across an open clearing to save time, thinking of clean hospital beds and the ministrations of beautiful nurses, when blam—a bullet shot right through his brain.


    One moment Hampton was alive, the next moment he was dead. Tumbling to the ground, he lay still, the top half of his head blown off. If he’d taken the trouble to put on his helmet before he ran away, it wouldn’t have happened. Hampton had been a silly son of a bitch all his life and that’s what killed him.


    A squad of Japanese soldiers emerged from behind the bushes and trees that surrounded the clearing. They’d been advancing toward the main fighting when the American soldier came running toward them, and they shot him down. They approached his body and looked down at it. A Japanese sergeant dropped to his knees and searched the body for important papers, but found nothing except a wallet with pictures and some money inside. The sergeant threw it all away. He wasn’t a thief like Bisbee. Then he perked up his ears.


    “I hear something!” he said.


    His men heard it too, and dropped down to the ground. The sounds of hundreds of boots slogging over the ground, and bodies passing through the jungle, came to them from the direction of the Driniumor River. The sound was faint, and perhaps ordinary urbanized ears wouldn’t have detected them, but the Japanese soldiers were longtime combat veterans, and their ears were sharp.


    The Japanese sergeant knew Japanese soldiers couldn’t be coming from that direction. They had to be Americans.


    “Let’s get out of here!” he said to his men.


    They jumped up and ran into the jungle, heading in a southerly direction away from all the fighting.

  


  
    


    THIRTEEN . . .


    General Clyde Hawkins jumped down from his jeep and marched smartly toward the stairs of the wooden hut that was the headquarters and command post for the Persecution Task Force at Aitape. He climbed the stairs, crossed the wide veranda, and entered the orderly room.


    “I’d like to see General Hall for a few moments if he’s available,” General Hawkins said to the sergeant major who sat at the big desk.


    “Yes sir.”


    The sergeant major picked up his telephone and pressed a button. He spoke into the telephone, listened, said something else, and hung up. “He’ll see you right now, sir.”


    “Excellent.”


    General Hawkins opened the door and entered the office of Major General Charles P. Hall, commander of the Persecution Task Force, who sat behind his desk, a pipe with a long curved stem sticking out of his mouth. The air in the office was filled with the rich odor of Prince Albert tobacco.


    General Hawkins approached the desk and saluted. “I thought I’d report personally on our little escapade this morning.”


    “Have a seat and tell me all about it.”


    General Hawkins sat on a chair in front of the desk. General Hall leaned back and placed his fingers on the pipe in his mouth, removing it and blowing a spume of smoke into the air. He had thinning gray hair combed across the top of his head, and a weatherbeaten face.


    “Well,” said General Hawkins, “we met stiff resistance over there almost immediately.”


    General Hall raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t think the Japs were that strong.”


    “They are.”


    “Then we’ll have to proceed more cautiously than I’d planned. What were your casualties?”


    “I don’t have the exact figures yet. Probably not too bad.”


    “Any problems?”


    “None at all.”


    General Hall smiled. “Then the operation was a success. We know that the Japs are still kicking, and it didn’t cost us a helluva lot. Care for a drink, Clyde?”


    “Don’t mind if I do, General.”


    General Hall picked up his phone and spoke to his sergeant major. Then he hung up and puffed his pipe, but it had gone out. He lit it again, making noisy slurping sounds, his head disappearing in a cloud of blue smoke.


    “Well,” he said, “I think we’d better attack the Japs before the Japs attack us. Keep patrolling in front of your sector so that we know at all times what the bastards are doing. I think I can get a major attack under way in about ten days. Your division will be able to move out in force by then, won’t it?”


    “My division stays ready to move out in force, sir.”


    General Hall’s eyes sparkled with pleasure. He liked frontline division commanders who were always raring to go, like General Hawkins. There was a knock on the door.


    “Come in!” said General Hall.


    A private first class entered the office, carrying a tray on which was a bottle of Scotch, two glasses, a small pail of ice, and a bottle of club soda. The private first class poured two drinks and served them to the officers, then retired discreetly.


    General Hall placed his pipe in his ashtray and picked up one of the glasses, raising it high in the air. “To victory!” he said.


    General Hawkins raised his glass high, too, and winked. “To victory!”


    


    Both officers drank their highballs as sunlight poured through the windows. They could hear the faint sounds of battle far, very far, in the distance, but paid little attention. They both thought it was a wonderful morning. They’d elicited the information they wanted, and it was no skin off their asses. Now they could devote themselves to a really major offensive and maybe finish off the Japs for good on that part of New Guinea.


    Lieutenant Ono burst into General Adachi’s office. “Sir, the Americans are retreating!”


    General Adachi was surprised, and then he smiled. “Magnificent!” He looked down at his map. “How were our casualties?”


    Lieutenant Ono frowned. “Fairly heavy, I understand. In fact, it’s not clear why the Americans are retreating.”


    The smile vanished on General Adachi’s face. “Why isn’t it clear?”


    Lieutenant Ono dropped into the chair in front of General Adachi’s desk and leaned forward. “From what Colonel Katsumata told me, he ambushed the Americans in accordance with your directives. His forces greatly outnumbered the Americans, but the Americans fought well, and then they were reinforced. Finally they retreated back across the Driniumor.”


    “I wonder why they pulled back?” General Adachi mused.


    “Maybe they thought they were outnumbered.”


    “But they weren’t outnumbered, were they?”


    “No sir. Not after their reinforcements arrived.”


    General Adachi scowled. He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigarette, blowing smoke at the ceiling of his tent, trying to figure out what had happened. Why had the Americans attacked and then retreated when instead they could have exploited the gains they’d made, or at least stopped and dug in, maintaining their salient as a jump-off point for future operations.


    At an earlier point in his career, General Adachi would have guessed that the Americans had been scared away, but he knew the Americans well now, and they really didn’t scare that easily. They had retreated for another reason. What was it?


    He tried to put himself into the American commander’s shoes, and then it came to him instantly. He banged his fist on his desk. “It was only a reconnaissance in force!” he said.


    


    Lieutenant Ono thought about that for a few moments. “Ah soo,” he replied, seeing the light.


    “Of course!” General Adachi exclaimed. “They wanted to know what our strength was, after the past few days of fighting, so they launched a bogus attack to see how we’d respond.”


    Lieutenant Ono made a dismal smile. “Well, we responded all right. Now they know.”


    General Adachi raised his finger in the air. “But that’s not so bad. They will be careful in the future. It will take them awhile to mount a major operation against us, and perhaps we can strike first!”


    General Adachi looked down at his map. He knew by heart where his troops and equipment were. Closing his eyes, he estimated how soon he could attack. He lacked transport, so everything would have to be moved to the front by hand. Perhaps he could employ native labor to help out.


    He realized he’d need at least a week to prepare, but certainly not more than two weeks. That was a long time, and it was possible that the Americans would attack first. He felt a sharp pain in his upper stomach—his ulcers. He’d acquired them due to long-term nonstop anxieties similar to the ones he was having just then. If the Americans attacked him first, the Eighteenth Army would be finished.


    “This war,” he said grimly, shaking his head. “Why did we ever get into this war?”


    “Well,” replied Major Honda, “it seemed like an awfully good idea at the time.”


    Butsko was limp on the stretcher, shot full of morphine. The medics had bandaged his hands, leg, and left arm, and now he was being carried to a deuce-and-a-half truck that would deliver him to the division’s medical headquarters.


    Colonel Hutchins stood beside the deuce-and-a-half as the wounded soldiers were loaded aboard. He patted the wounded men on their heads or shoulders, telling them they’d done a great job, trying to raise their morale. When he saw Butsko he nearly shit his pants.


    “You again!” Colonel Hutchins said. “Can’t you stay out of trouble?”


    “Guess not,” Butsko said dizzily. “I ain’t even been back to the front for twenty-four hours, and already I’m on the way to the fucking hospital.”


    


    Colonel Hutchins looked at the soldiers carrying Butsko’s stretcher. “Set him down over here.”


    The soldiers carried Butsko to the spot Colonel Hutchins had indicated, and placed the stretcher on the ground. Colonel Hutchins knelt beside Butsko, lit a cigarette, and placed it between Butsko’s lips.


    “Thanks,” Butsko said.


    “How bad was it out there?” Colonel Hutchins asked.


    “Hell on earth,” Butsko replied. “Sergeant Plunkett is dead, and so’s half of his squad. Most of those guys you got out of that stockade are dead too.”


    “At least they died for their country.”


    “Don’t give me that bullshit.”


    “What if you were the mother of one of those guys?” Colonel Hutchins asked. “Would you rather have your son as a dead hero or a live coward with a dishonorable discharge?”


    “It was bad enough being their platoon sergeant. What a bunch of plug-uglies.”


    Captain Mason approached them, his shirt torn to shreds, bleeding from a dozen cuts all over his body. His face was filthy, he’d lost his helmet, and a cigarette dangled out of the corner of his mouth.


    “How’s Butsko?” he asked Colonel Hutchins.


    Butsko raised his head. “If you want to know how I am, why in the fuck don’t you ask me?”


    “I saw you lying there and I thought you were unconscious.”


    “Smoking a cigarette?”


    “I didn’t see the cigarette. You sound like you’re still full of fight. You wanna go back over there?”


    “Not me,” Butsko said.


    Captain Mason turned to Colonel Hutchins. “I wanna put Butsko in for the Distinguished Service Cross.”


    “That’s okay by me,” Colonel Hutchins said. “What’d he do?”


    “Lotsa things. I’ll have to write ‘em all up.”


    “I’ll pass the chit along to General Hawkins,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    Butsko looked up from the stretcher. “Guys like me never get the DSC.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because only nice guys get the DSC.”


    “Maybe this’ll be a first.”


    


    The driver of the truck walked up to the two officers. “I gotta go to the hospital now,” he told them.


    “Help me with Butsko,” Colonel Hutchins said.


    The driver bent over and picked up one end of the stretcher. Colonel Hutchins lifted the other end. Together they loaded Butsko onto the truck.


    “Take it easy, buddy,” Colonel Hutchins said to Butsko.


    “Keep your hands off the nurses,” Captain Mason added.


    Butsko looked back at them. “Don’t worry about me,” he said, “because I’ll be far away from the Japs. Maybe you’d better worry about yourselves.”


    The driver put up the tailgate and jumped into the cab of the truck. He started the engine, shifted into gear, and drove away. Colonel Hutchins and Captain Mason watched the truck disappear around a bend in the road.


    “I’ve never seen anything like him,” Captain Mason said.


    “He’s a real pisser, ain’t he?” Colonel Hutchins replied.


    “So here you are,” said Lieutenant Beverly McCaffrey.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge sat with his back against a tree and looked up at her. She wore clean green fatigues and looked as though she’d just taken a bath.


    “Hi,” he replied.


    “You don’t look too happy.”


    “I’m not.”


    “What happened?”


    He shrugged. “Nothing.”


    She knelt beside him. “C’mon, you can tell me.”


    “There’s nothing to tell.”


    “I bet I know what’s bothering you. Your regiment was in an attack this morning and you’re worried, right?”


    “Right.”


    “You shouldn’t worry about things you can’t do anything about.”


    “I know, but everybody does.”


    She grabbed his hand and stood up. “C’mon, let’s go for a walk.”


    He got to his feet, his hand still in hers, and then he became embarrassed and pulled his hand away. Soldiers were all around the area and it didn’t look proper.


    


    “Where should we go?” he asked.


    “It doesn’t matter.” She pointed vaguely toward the jungle. “That way’s good enough. You can walk all right, can’t you?”


    “I’ll have to take it a little slow.”


    “If you get weak, you can lean on me.”


    “I don’t think you could hold me up.”


    “I’m stronger than you think.”


    He looked at her, and her hair was like spun gold in the sunlight. The individual strands were extremely fine, almost invisible, and her face was nicely tanned. The bags that had been underneath her eyes and the lines around her mouth had been erased by a good night of sleep. She wore no makeup and appeared fresh and pure. Lieutenant Breckenridge felt that old familiar stirring in his loins.


    “Lead the way,” he said.


    “You’re the big bad platoon leader,” she replied. “You lead the way.”


    He looked around and saw a path. He didn’t know where it went, but who cared where it went?


    “This way,” he said, limping forward.


    She fell in beside him and they walked toward the path. Several enlisted men in the vicinity watched them and thought officers were lucky because they were the ones who got all the pretty nurses.


    He hesitated and let her go first on the path, because it was very narrow. He hobbled behind her for several paces, wondering what her ass looked like underneath those baggy fatigue pants, imagining her wearing black lace underwear, forgetting all about his platoon, but a pretty woman can cause a man to forget even his own name.


    The path widened and he caught up with her. They walked together side by side, bumping shoulders, rubbing against each other accidently, or maybe not so accidently, but the path really wasn’t very wide.


    “It’s good to get away from the war once in a while,” she said, stepping along sprightly like a lean long-limbed gazelle.


    “How can you get away from the war when it’s going on all around you?”


    “Like this,” she replied, glancing at him, a ray of sun sparkling on her teeth as she smiled. “I just walk in the woods and sit down someplace where nobody’s around and pretend I’m back in the States.”


    “What about the gunfire and explosions that you can hear?”


    “I make believe they’re not there. Where I come from, storms in the distance sound the same way. I pretend it’s raining in the next county.”


    “You must have a very vivid imagination.”


    “I do.”


    “What else do you have?” he asked playfully.


    She pretended that she didn’t know what he was referring to. “Well, I’m a pretty fair nurse.”


    “What else?”


    “Not much else.”


    “You’re selling yourself short, Lieutenant McCaffrey.”


    She looked into his eyes. “In what way, Lieutenant Breckenridge?”


    “You’re a beautiful girl and you know it.”


    “It doesn’t mean a damn thing,” she said.


    “Your life would probably be lonelier if you weren’t so pretty.”


    “Maybe I’d be better off. I like to be alone. Sometimes when I spend a lot of time with other people I can’t think straight.”


    “That’s a bad sign.”


    “Of what?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Then what makes you think it’s a bad sign?”


    “It seems to me that a person should be able to think straight no matter what’s going on.”


    “You always think straight?” she asked.


    “I try.”


    “Well I try too.”


    Up ahead two enlisted men came into view on the path, and they did a double-take when they saw Lieutenant Breckenridge and Lieutenant McCaffrey. They raised their arms and saluted, and the two young officers saluted back. The enlisted men stood to the side to let Lieutenant Breckenridge and Lieutenant McCaffrey pass. The two officers walked around the bend in the trail, and Lieutenant McCaffrey smiled, shaking her head.


    


    “I’ll never get used to men saluting me,” she said. “It’s all so strange.”


    “I imagine it is for a woman.”


    “I’m just a lil’ ol’ nurse,” she said. “People shouldn’t be saluting me.”


    He turned his head to the side and looked her up and down. “You don’t look so little to me.”


    “I’m a lot littler than you.”


    “Everybody’s littler than me except a few men in my platoon.”


    “They must be gigantic.”


    “Some of them are, and they’re awfully hard to handle, let me tell you.”


    A solitary officer appeared in front of them on the trail. He had black hair and wore the insignia of a captain on his collar. Lieutenant Breckenridge and Lieutenant McCaffrey raised their arms and saluted him, and he saluted back.


    “Good morning Captain Epstein,” she said.


    “Good morning Lieutenant McCaffrey,” he replied with a grin on his face that looked almost lewd, as if Captain Epstein thought they were going to jump behind a bush and fuck like wild animals, which in fact was the case.


    His grin made Lieutenant McCaffrey self-conscious. When Captain Epstein was out of sight, she turned to Lieutenant Breckenridge.


    “Let’s get off this trail,” she said.


    “Okay,” he replied.


    He looked at the jungle around him with the practiced, seasoned eyes of the combat infantry officer. It was all impenetrable jungle to Lieutenant McCaffrey, but Lieutenant Breckenridge saw the possible openings where a squad of men could move through and take cover.


    “This way,” he said.


    He glanced to his left and right to see if anybody was watching, and nobody was, so he took her hand and led her between two flourishing bushes. He angled his body sideways and made a path for her, holding away branches so they wouldn’t scratch her. She raised her hands to protect her eyes, and followed him. Leaves licked her body, and the rich, pungent odor of the jungle arose to her nostrils. She looked at Lieutenant Breckenridge shuffling through the jungle, his knees slightly bent, his shoulders hunched over, and she could imagine him leading a patrol, his carbine in his hands and his helmet on his head. Her heart filled with compassion when she thought of all the danger to which he’d been exposed, and all the wounds he’d suffered. As far as she was concerned, any GI who fought for his country was a hero whether he won a medal or not.


    “Look—there’s a trail back here,” he said.


    He pointed and she followed the direction of his finger with her eyes. Sure enough, she could see a meandering trail through the jungle. It was narrow and overgrown, and appeared as though no one had used it for a long time.


    “It’s probably an old native trail,” he said, dropping down on all fours like a dog and examining the trail closely. “Only animals use it now. The natives have been gone for a long time.” He rose to his feet and brushed off his hands. “I wonder where it goes.”


    “Let’s find out,” she said.


    He looked up toward the sun. “I wish I had my compass with me.”


    “We’re not going that far are we?”


    “I’m really curious to see where it goes.”


    “This is New Guinea, Dale. There are Japs around. We can’t go too far.”


    “I know where the Japs are, and they’re not around here.”


    “Infiltrators are caught far behind our lines from time to time. You know that.”


    “Yes, it’s true,” he admitted. “Well, we can follow it a little way.”


    “After you,” she said.


    He stepped off down the trail, holding his arms out to keep the branches away. She followed behind him, and the going was much easier than the thick jungle they’d just passed through. She couldn’t help looking at him as they moved along the trail, admiring his wide shoulders, his long, thick legs. He’d told her once that he’d played fullback on the University of Virginia football squad, and she imagined that he must have looked stunning in his football uniform. His body seemed to radiate a powerful, masculine energy, and there also was something decent about him that she found affecting.


    The trail wound its way through the jungle. Birds sang their morning songs in the trees, and the sun rose high in the sky. The vegetation around them glowed an opalescent green, and they even saw weird, brightly colored flowers here and there.


    The only problem was the mosquitoes that buzzed around their heads, diving close and getting brushed away. The jungle would have been a paradise that morning if it weren’t for the mosquitoes.


    The trail began a moderate upward incline. Lieutenant Breckenridge took it slowly, feeling a joy he hadn’t known since he’d first arrived on New Guinea. It was as though he’d left the war far behind him, and he was with a beautiful long-limbed blonde who could have been a showgirl if she hadn’t become a nurse. He got a half–hard-on just thinking about her walking behind him, and she had a sweet disposition that was so unlike those of many bitchy, cranky women he’d met in his life.


    The trail leveled off and they turned a bend to see a little clearing covered with leaves beside the trail. A pile of rocks was at one end of the clearing, and it didn’t appear that nature had put it there.


    “Is that an altar?” she asked.


    “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was,” he replied.


    They walked into the clearing, their feet shuffling through the leaves, and approached the stones, stopping and kneeling to get a better look.


    “I believe it is an altar,” he said.


    “Yes, it certainly looks like one.”


    He looked around and raised his arms. “The natives probably held religious ceremonies here in the days before the war.”


    “Must have been pretty wild.”


    “Must have been.”


    They glanced around the clearing and imagined natives dancing and beating drums.


    He reached for his package of cigarettes. “The natives probably had a very nice life here before the war.”


    “Everybody had a very nice life before the war.”


    “Cigarette?”


    “Thanks.”


    He lit both their cigarettes with his Zippo. They puffed and looked at each other.


    “What did you do before the war?” he asked.


    


    “I was in nursing school. I joined the Army as soon as I graduated.”


    “Where are you from again?”


    “Missouri. A little town called Lebanon. It’s not far from Fort Leonard Wood, where they train the combat engineers.”


    Lieutenant Breckenridge chuckled. “You know what the men say about Fort Leonard Wood, don’t you?”


    “I’ve heard the men say a lot of things about Fort Leonard Wood. Which one do you mean?”


    “The one where they say they’d rather have a sister in a whorehouse than a brother at Fort Leonard Wood.”


    She smiled. “Yes, I’ve heard that one. I was inducted at Fort Leonard Wood, and I didn’t think it was such a bad place, but of course I didn’t go through combat engineer training there. Where did you live in Virginia?”


    “Richmond.”


    “That’s a big city, isn’t it?”


    “Not like New York is a big city, but a lot of beautiful country is near Richmond. I used to go hunting in the Shenandoah Valley with my father and my younger brother.”


    “My father was a hunter too,” she said. “He hunted in the Ozark Mountains, which are quite beautiful also.”


    He nodded. “Yes, there are a lot of beautiful places in the world. This goddamned war has screwed everything up, though.”


    “It’s hard to be happy,” she said. “The war is always there and people are always dying.”


    “And nobody knows when it’s going to end. It seems like it’ll go on forever.”


    She shrugged. “Well, there’s nothing we can do about it.”


    “There’s nothing anybody can do about it. It just has to run its course, I suppose.”


    She looked at him and felt a twinge of sadness. He was a young man in the prime of his life, and she knew that the casualty rate for young infantry lieutenants was extremely high. She thought it would be terrible if such a guy would be killed.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked.


    “Nothing.”


    “You looked so sad all of a sudden there.”


    She forced a smile. “It’s gone now.”


    “You’re so pretty when you smile.”


    


    She didn’t have to force the smile that now spread on her face. “Thank you.”


    Their eyes met, and electronic vibrations passed between them. He glanced at the proud uplift of her breasts and her narrow waist as she knelt on the ground. She looked at his massive shoulders and muscular arms, the hair on his chest and the twinkle in his eyes.


    “Dale,” she said, “what are we waiting for?”


    “Damned if I know,” he replied.


    They tossed their cigarettes away and grabbed each other as drowning persons grab floating logs. They fell sideways to the carpet of leaves on the jungle floor. He felt her breasts against his chest as they squirmed against each other, and couldn’t prevent himself from grabbing her shapely ass in his right hand, feeling that marvelous curvaceous muscle and the legband of her underpants.


    Their lips touched softly and she kissed him tenderly one, two, three times, then opened her mouth and engaged his tongue with hers. The feelings were new to both of them, and they explored each other curiously and happily, with rising passion. Their hearts beat faster and their throats became constricted. He developed a raging hard-on, and she felt a mad insane longing deep in her soul.


    He rolled her over onto her back and unbuttoned her shirt with trembling hands while she kissed his left ear. Bending over, he touched his lips to her left nipple, which was firm as a fresh blueberry and just as sweet. He touched his tongue to the nipple while she quivered all over, and then he took her breast into his mouth.


    It was a firm breast, not a flabby breast, and it was the color of cream. He closed his eyes and got dizzy, because it had such a wonderful softness. Reaching out with his right hand, he cupped it around her free breast. Her chest heaved underneath his face and she ran her fingers through his hair. Her breath came in gasps and she rubbed her legs together, because the longing inside her was becoming unbearable.


    This wasn’t an old married couple who’d been fucking for forty years and now were just going through the motions. Neither were they two drunks who’d met in a bar and decided to fuck because there was nothing better to do.


    


    These were two healthy young people who were attractive and turned each other on. They were starved for love and sex because of the war, the suffering, the anxiety of not knowing whether you’d be alive tomorrow, and the incredible odds against people of the opposite sex ever getting together in combat zones.


    They clawed at each other’s clothes, and a monkey sitting on a branch high above them might have thought they were fighting as they thrashed about on the jungle floor, removing each other’s garments, biting and scratching each other, really getting crazy.


    Finally they were naked and the mosquitoes ate them up, but they didn’t even feel it. He rolled her onto her back and held her steady, both of them panting like animals as he entered her and she enveloped him. They nearly fainted from the gradual onrushing ecstasy.


    Finally they were conjoined, breathing heavily, groping and squeezing each other, kissing madly and drooling like babies. They performed the squirming thrusting dance of love beside the altar to the jungle gods. Their bodies became coated with perspiration and they felt as if they were on fire.


    They embraced each other tightly and floated across the universe. They passed the Elysian Fields and saw the sun shining on Mount Olympus. Their bodies were racked with pleasure and thrills so intense they thought they might die, but they were young and healthy and death couldn’t touch them.


    Usually she held a little something back from men, but this time she gave everything she had. She surrendered up her body, heart and soul, feeling freer than she’d ever felt before, and the more she gave the more she got, because that’s the way love is.


    Lieutenant Breckenridge didn’t know where he was. He felt as though he were living inside the most fabulous dream of his life. He pushed and angled his hips, holding her tightly and struggling against her, feeling the tremendous incredible pressure building inside him. It magnified and spread out into every cell of his body. His motions became convulsive and almost violent, and he was afraid he would explode like a hand grenade.


    They exploded together, but not at all like hand grenades. The fabulous detonations knocked down no trees and blew up no earth. It killed no soldiers and destroyed no property. All it did was make two people feel better than they’d ever felt since the last time they got laid.
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