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  More Japs charged Bannon and he waded into them, certain every moment would be his last but no longer caring. Fighting like a wild man, he stabbed, bashed, kicked, and screamed, dodging blows, feeling bayonet cuts on his arms and the sides of his body. But he fought on, always in motion, broke through the Japs, encountered more, and ran the first one through. As he turned and struggled, a rifle butt came out of nowhere and slammed him on the hand, making him drop his rifle. Baring his teeth, he leapt forward and took his enemy by the throat . . .
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  ONE . . .


  The First Squad of the recon platoon slipped into no-man’s-land shortly after night came to Guadalcanal. A light drizzle fell, hissing against the leaves and branches of the jungle. Corporal Sam Longtree, a full-blooded Apache Indian from Arizona, had the point position, moving along the narrow winding trail twenty yards in front of the others, his Thompson submachine gun held high, ready for anything.


  Behind him came the rest of the squad in a single file, peering around them into the jungle, listening for dangerous sounds, aware that Japs could be stalking them. Grizzled old Master Sergeant Butsko was in front, and Buck Sergeant Bannon was behind him, examining every bush and shadow.


  Bannon was a former cowboy from Texas, six feet tall and lanky, with sandy hair and green eyes. He’d made buck sergeant a few weeks earlier, after returning from a bloody patrol behind enemy lines. Now he was going out again; his life was an endless round of patrols, battles, and digging holes in the ground.


  He didn’t think tonight’s patrol would be too difficult. Air Corps pilots had spotted a Japanese observation post on a ridge west of the position held by the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. The Japs were in a cave, and the pilots didn’t think they could get them with bombs. All they could do was radio the position of the Japs to General Vandegrift’s headquarters.


  Shortly thereafter the order had come down to the regiment to send out a patrol and get rid of the observation post. The recon platoon handled assignments like that, so Butsko assembled his First Squad and marched them away after dark.


  Bannon looked up but couldn’t see the ridge line through the drizzle and darkness. His uniform was soaked with perspiration and rain, and his feet alternately burned and itched, because he had a moderately severe case of trenchfoot. Ahead he could barely see Longtree, who faded from view periodically and then came back. A monkey shrieked high in the trees, and farther off a wild dog howled.


  Longtree held up his hand and everyone stopped. Longtree didn’t motion for them to get down, so Bannon figured there was no trouble. Longtree was hunched over, evidently examining something in his hand, and Bannon figured it was his compass. He was getting his bearings. An Indian with a compass. Bannon would have thought it funny if his feet weren’t bothering him so much.


  Butsko turned around, his gnarled, lumpy face scowling as usual. He, too, had been promoted after the last patrol. Now he was a master sergeant again. Butsko had been in the Army fifteen years and had been busted up and down the ranks so many times, it was as if he were on a roller coaster. He looked at his men, making sure they were okay. Then he turned around again to wait for Longtree to move out.


  Longtree waved his hand in the signal to move forward and they resumed their trek through the jungle. Bannon thought they were making a terrific amount of noise, but there was no way eight men could move silently in the jungle when they had to knock out a Jap observation post five miles away and return before daylight. You could only be quiet if you could go slowly.


  Something moved to the right of the trail and everybody flopped down on their stomachs. They peered into the bushes and heard something rustling. Something definitely was in there. It could be a bird or it could be a Jap.


  Butsko pointed to Bannon, then pointed toward the sound. Behind Bannon was Pfc. Tommy Shaw, a former professional heavyweight boxer, and Butsko pointed to him also.


  Bannon and Shaw cradled their submachine guns in their arms and crawled into the dense bushes, keeping their heads low. Branches scraped the tops of their steel pots as they scrutinized the jungle in front of them, trying to spot the movement of a Jap before the Jap spotted them.


  


  They fanned out until they were six feet apart and then advanced in tandem, ready to fire their submachine guns at any unusual movement. The jungle floor stank of decomposing vegetation, and thick vines hung around them. The monkey kept shrieking in the distance, and Bannon wished somebody would put a bullet through his head.


  Suddenly Bannon heard a commotion in front of him: The Jap was charging. He flicked the safety off his Thompson submachine gun, whipped back the bolt, and pulled the trigger.


  The jungle resounded with the roar of his submachine gun burst as he fired straight ahead. Gunsmoke billowed around him and he got up on his knees, his finger still pulling the trigger back.


  “Where is he?” Shaw asked.


  Bannon couldn’t see the Jap but he still could hear him crashing through the underbrush. He sounded very close; where the hell was he? Then Bannon noticed movement on the jungle floor. Looking down, he saw a wild boar rushing toward him, eyes gleaming with hate and two sharp tusks pointed straight up in the air. Bannon aimed and opened fire on the beast, but it was charging too fast. His bullets tore up the ground behind the boar and drove it forward even more quickly. Bannon jumped into the air as the boar lunged at his ankles, then kicked the boar in the ass on his way down.


  The boar squealed, turned around, glowered murderously at Bannon, and charged again. Bannon dodged to the side like a matador and the boar sped past him, realizing too late that he’d been faked out again. The boar turned once more.


  Shaw rushed toward Bannon. “What’s going on?”


  “Stay where you are!”


  The boar’s sides expanded and contracted as he glanced back and forth between Bannon and Shaw’s voice. Then he pawed the ground and wagged his haunches, snorting and drooling as he prepared to charge again.


  Bannon dropped to one knee and took aim at the boar, who flattened his ears, squealed, and charged. Bannon pulled the trigger of his submachine gun, its butt punching his shoulder. Hot lead streamed out, ripping the boar’s head apart. Bones, blood, and brains flew in all directions, and the headless creature sprawled into the dead leaves on the jungle floor.


  “Got him,” Bannon said.


  Shaw scrambled through the thick vegetation and came to the spot where Bannon was standing. “Where is he?”


  Bannon pointed to the boar. “Right there.”


  Shaw squinched up his nose. “That’s what you shot?”


  “Yeah. Let’s get back to the others.”


  They pushed through the jungle and came to the rest of the squad, hiding behind trees and boulders and in depressions in the ground.


  “He shot a fucking pig,” Shaw said.


  “A fucking pig?” Butsko asked incredulously.


  “Yeah, a fucking pig.”


  Butsko frowned as he stood up. “Every Jap on the island knows we’re here now. All right, let’s move it out. Line up and get going.”


  The men of the First Squad got in line, and Butsko signaled to Sam Longtree to resume the march. Longtree stepped toward the ridge, and the rest of the squad followed him. Bannon’s knees buckled with every step, because his feet hurt worse now from jumping around the boar. This fucking war is ruining me, he thought.


  Butsko figured it might be a good idea to put distance between them and the spot where Bannon had fired his submachine gun, so he pumped his fist up and down in the air, the signal for double-time, and the men kicked out their legs and ran along the trail.


  Longtree turned to find out what was going on and saw Butsko running ahead of the others, pumping his arms, so Longtree sped through the jungle, grateful for the chance to stretch his legs. He ran as fleetly as a deer, taking long strides, holding his submachine gun high as he scanned the jungle ahead for signs of Japs. The exercise invigorated him and he gulped down lungfuls of air, feeling free and wild, the way he had felt as a kid back on the reservation. He would have liked to run all night, but after a few hundred yards he heard the others slow down behind him, so he broke stride and continued to walk, examining the jungle on all sides, leading the squad toward the ridge.


  


  Farther back, Butsko was in a rotten mood. Huffing and puffing from the run, suffering from jock itch, he was angry with himself for not being able to concentrate totally on the patrol, but he’d received a letter from his wife, Dolly, at mail call that morning, and he’d been fucked up ever since.


  They’d split up nearly two years earlier, because he found out she was screwing other guys. He’d slapped her down and thrown her out, then put in for a transfer and wound up in the Philippines. Shortly thereafter the Japanese attacked, and he was taken prisoner on Corregidor. He’d been on the Bataan Death March and finally escaped from the Jap POW camp in northern Luzon, but had never forgotten Dolly. He still loved her, although she was a rotten, faithless bitch.


  And now she had to write to him, saying she thought of him all the time and missed him like crazy. She said he was the only man she had ever really loved. The letter so upset him that he tore it up and burned it. He knew he could never trust Dolly again. The moment you turned your back, she was screwing the milkman or the paperboy. She had no concept of loyalty whatsoever. She even screwed officers occasionally, and there was nothing lower than that She’s lucky I didn’t kill her, Butsko thought.


  Butsko wished he’d saved the letter so he could read it again. At least he should have saved her address so that he could write her. He felt like he was going insane, because one part of him hated her and the other part loved her as wildly as on the day they first met in St. Louis, when he was stationed at Fort Leonard Wood. If only there was some way to cut out the part that loved her.


  “Hey, Sarge,” said Bannon, “I think the Chief wants you.”


  Butsko focused through the mist and saw Longtree beckoning to him. He should have noticed Longtree before Bannon, but he’d been daydreaming about Dolly again. That bitch is going to get me killed yet, he thought.


  “Get down, you guys,” Butsko said.


  The men dropped to their stomachs and Butsko ran forward to see what Longtree wanted. Longtree stood with his submachine gun in his hands, looking straight ahead, and as Butsko drew close he could see that the jungle had come to an end and a vast field of kunai grass lay ahead.


  “Should we go through it or around it?” Longtree asked.


  “Through it; we ain’t got time to fuck around.”


  Longtree moved into the field of grass, and Butsko motioned for the rest of the squad to join him on the double. They ran toward him like a herd of elephants, and he cringed, hoping no Japs were around.


  They followed Longtree into the kunai grass, which was as tall as they were; the blades were as sharp as razors. The grass was so thick that a Jap could be five feet away and you wouldn’t see him. The drizzle coated the kunai with water, which was sopped up by the men’s uniforms as they moved through the field.


  Longtree’s head bobbed and swiveled on his neck as he searched for signs of Japs. He knew the whole squad was depending on him for advance warning of danger, and he felt keyed up and electrified, almost hoping trouble would break out so he’d have an outlet for his pent-up energy. He figured they should come to the foothills of the mountain range pretty soon, and then the real difficulty would begin. It was easier to move across level ground than climb a mountain.


  Bringing up the rear of the column was Frankie La Barbara from New York City’s Little Italy. Frankie was tall and broad-shouldered, with thick, straight black hair, and he was sure he had malaria. His head felt like it was roasting in an oven, and he was overcome periodically by weakness, which made him trip and almost fall. He hallucinated birds with brilliant plumage and even saw the streets of New York amidst the kunai grass. Sometimes he giggled to himself, and occasionally he’d pop a quinine pill into his mouth. He’d gone on sick call but he only had a 102-degree temperature, and you needed 103 to be hospitalized.


  Frankie knew the malaria attack was his own fault, because he didn’t swallow the Atabrine pills the medics gave out with every meal. Atabrine pills were supposed to stop malaria before it started, but according to rumor it also made you impotent and Frankie thought he’d rather have malaria than not be able to fuck anymore.


  So he had malaria. He hadn’t told anybody, because he was afraid he’d be transferred out of the recon platoon if he did. All his buddies were in the recon platoon and he didn’t want to leave them. The kunai grass glowed phosphorescently around him and he heard the tinkling of bells. He saw old ladies in black dresses standing in the doorways of the tenements on Mulberry Street, and they waved to him as he passed by.


  They passed through the field of kunai grass and entered the jungle again. Butsko checked his watch and realized they’d been on the move for two hours. He raised his hand and they all stopped.


  “Take a break,” he told them.


  They sat on logs or sprawled in the mud and leaves. The drizzle was tapering off and clouds of mist rose from the floor of the jungle. Butsko ran forward and caught up with Longtree, telling him to take a break. They sat down side by side and Butsko took out his map, unfolding it carefully so that the wet paper wouldn’t tear.


  Longtree leaned toward the map. “The mountains should be dead ahead,” he said.


  Butsko pointed to them on the map with his big stubby finger. “About a half mile away, I’d say.”


  “‘Bout that.”


  Butsko looked at his watch again. It was almost 2230 hours, and somehow they had to climb the moutain, kill the Japs, climb down, and return to Henderson Field before daylight. Butsko didn’t think they could do all that in the time allotted. They might have to spend the next day on the ridge and return on that night. It wouldn’t be much fun spending all day in no-man’s-land, but they’d been through worse together.


  Longtree perked up and spun around. “I hear something.”


  Butsko listened but could hear only the normal sounds of the jungle. He had learned to trust Longtree’s instincts, though. “What is it?”


  “Somebody’s coming from that way.” Longtree pointed south. “Must be a Jap patrol.”


  “We’d better get back to the others.”


  They rose and jogged back to the rest of the squad.


  “Take cover!” Butsko whispered. “Japs are coming! Don’t shoot unless they spot us!”


  


  The GIs plunged into the jungle, hiding behind trees, boulders, and bushes, and diving into depressions in the ground. Frankie La Barbara tripped over a log and fell flat on his face, making a terrific racket. Butsko gnashed his teeth and wanted to shoot Frankie on the spot. Bannon, who usually hung out with Frankie, grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet. Together they made their way deeper into the jungle, then dropped behind a tangle and vines.


  “You okay?” Bannon asked Frankie.


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “You look a little green around the gills.”


  Frankie shrugged. “Maybe I’m turning into a fish.”


  The squad settled down, holding their submachine guns at the ready, waiting for the Japs. For a few minutes they couldn’t perceive anything and wondered if Japs really were coming, but then heard the faint sounds of bodies moving through the jungle and feet slogging through muck and slime.


  “Here they come,” Bannon whispered.


  Frankie was hallucinating Mulberry Street again. “Who’s coming?”


  Bannon stared at him, noticing his glittering eyes and unhealthy complexion. “You sure you’re all right, Frankie?”


  “Yeah—why the fuck not?”


  Bannon had known Frankie since they’d trained in boot camp at Fort Ord, California, and knew he was a little wacky, but Frankie always straightened out when Japs were around. Now he seemed to be in another world. Bannon raised his hand to touch Frankie’s forehead, and Frankie reached up, catching Bannon’s wrist in midair.


  “What the fuck you think you’re doing?” Frankie asked.


  “I wanna see if you’ve got a fever.”


  “Check your own fever, cowboy.”


  “Ssshhhh.”


  “Ssshhh yourself. Don’t tell me to ssshhhh.”


  Frankie was raising his voice, and Bannon knew something must be wrong with him. If nothing else, Frankie always had a stong sense of self-preservation, but now he was jabbering while Japs were coming down the trail.


  


  “Hey, look!” Bannon whispered. “What’s that?” He pointed behind Frankie.


  “What’s what?”


  Frankie spun around. Bannon slammed the butt of his submachine gun against the side of Frankie’s head, and Frankie went down for the count. Bannon bent over Frankie and touched the palm of his hand to Frankie’s forehead. It was like touching a loaf of bread that had just been taken from the oven. Now Bannon knew what was wrong: Bannon knew Frankie had malaria.


  He heard a branch crack beneath a foot and looked up. The first Jap appeared on the trail, holding his Arisaka rifle at high port arms, glancing from side to side and up at the treetops. He wore a short-sleeve tan uniform with leggings, and on his head was a soft cap with cloth hanging over his ears and the back of his neck. Behind him came another Jap and then another. They were proceeding with extreme caution, and Bannon realized they must have heard something.


  More Japs came into view, and Bannon counted ten of them. They carried no packs—a nighttime hit-and-run patrol. The Japs hunched through the darkness, looking all around them, muttering to each other. They passed the GIs hiding in the jungle, and Bannon thought it was an ideal ambush. They could cut down all the Japs easily, but they were under orders to avoid contact with Japs until they knocked out the observation post.


  The Japs stopped, and one of them whispered urgently to the others while they crouched and glanced around. They’d heard sounds coming from this part of the jungle and were on their guard. Finally one of them said something and they started moving again.


  At that moment Frankie La Barbara came to his senses. He looked up at Bannon, who was holding his submachine gun ready to fire, and felt a pain in his head, realizing that Bannon had sucker-punched him. “You son of a bitch!” Frankie screamed, reaching for his bayonet. “I’ll cut your fucking balls off!”


  The Japs stopped in their tracks and spun around, but before they could get set, Butsko opened fire on them, and a split second later the rest of the squad, except Bannon, pulled their triggers too. They took the Japs by surprise and tore them apart.


  Meanwhile Bannon had his hands full with Frankie La Barbara, who was trying to stab him with his bayonet. Frankie lunged at Bannon as the jungle exploded with gunfire all around them. Bannon dodged, grabbed Frankie’s wrist, pivoted, and threw Frankie over his shoulder. Frankie crashed onto the ground and Bannon dived on him, punching down hard. The blow landed on Frankie’s chin. If Frankie had been normal, it would have only dazed him, but because he was suffering from malaria, it knocked him cold.


  Bannon arose and the jungle had become quiet. Butsko charged toward him through the jungle, fury on his face. “What the fuck’s going on here!”


  “Frankie just cracked up,” Bannon replied. “I had to cold-conk him. I think he’s got malaria.”


  Butsko bent over Frankie La Barbara and pressed his palm against Frankie’s forehead. “Wow, he’s burning up.”


  Private Morris Shilansky, who’d been a holdup man in civilian life, pushed through the branches and vines with his submachine gun. “I’ll kill that son of a bitch!” he yelled.


  Longtree was behind him, and next came Private Billie Jones, who’d been an itinerant preacher in Georgia before the war. Following Jones was Craig Delane, the rich guy from New York, and Jimmy O’Rourke, the former movie stuntman.


  Shilansky calmed down when he saw Frankie La Barbara sprawled out cold on the ground. The rest of them crowded around.


  “He’s got malaria,” Butsko said. “That means he’s out of his mind more than usual.”


  “What’re we gonna do with him?” Shilansky asked.


  “I don’t know yet. Carry him out of here while I think about it.”


  Bannon took Frankie’s arms and Shilansky grabbed his legs. They carried him toward the trail and Bannon saw the bodies of the Japanese soldiers lying in the muck and draped over bushes. Pfc. Shaw was going through their pockets, looking for maps or written information that might be useful. He found letters and pieces of indentification, but nothing else. Holding the stuff in his hand, he walked back to the crowd around the prostrate Frankie La Barbara.


  Butsko took off his soft fatigue cap and scratched his head. “I don’t know what the fuck to do with him. We can’t take him with us, because he’ll probably get us killed. We can’t leave him by himself, because he’ll probably get himself killed. I can’t spare anybody to take him back to Henderson Field. Anybody got any bright ideas?”


  Nobody said anything. Frankie La Barbara groaned and opened his eyes. His face was flushed and covered with perspiration. “Where am I?” he asked.


  “Shaddup,” Butsko growled.


  “Why’re you always telling me to shaddup, Sarge?” Frankie said in a crazy sing-song voice.


  “How long you had malaria, scumbag?”


  “A few days.”


  “Ain’t you been taking your Atabrine pills?”


  Frankie grinned, his lips trembling.


  “He ain’t been taking his Atabrine pills,” Butsko groaned. “This is what happens when you don’t take your Atabrine pills.”


  “They make your dick fall off,” Frankie said.


  “Shaddup.”


  Bannon looked down at Frankie and thought he should have known that Frankie wasn’t taking his pills, because Frankie was the one man in the squad who’d believe the rumor about Atabrine pills causing impotency. “I think we’ll have to leave somebody here with him, Sarge,” he said. “We can pick both of them up on the way back.”


  Butsko needed every man he had for the assault on the observation post, but he realized Bannon was right. Now he had to determine who to leave with Frankie. He would have liked to leave the least useful person in the platoon, and that probably was Craig Delane, but he didn’t think Delane could handle Frankie La Barbara. He’d have to leave one of the bigger men: Shaw, Shilansky, Longtree, or Billie Jones. He couldn’t leave Longtree, because Longtree was the best scout in the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. Shilansky and Frankie had never gotten along and probably wouldn’t start being friends now, and Frankie hated Billie Jones’s religious baloney. That left Shaw, the ex-boxer, who was friendly with Frankie.


  “Shaw,” said Butsko, “you’re gonna have to stay with La Barbara until we come back. You think you can handle it?”


  Shaw didn’t like the idea, but he didn’t want to admit it. “Anything you say, Sarge.”


  “Backtrack with him to the place where we came out of that grass, and wait for us there. If he gives you any trouble, cold-conk the son of a bitch. Got it?”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Shaw handed over the letters and papers he’d taken from the dead Japanese soldiers, and Butsko put them in his pack. Butsko gathered together Bannon and the others and sent Longtree out on point again. Shaw kneeled behind Frankie and watched them move through the darkness toward the mountain range. Soon they were swallowed up by the jungle and the night.


  


  


  TWO . . .


  On the western side of Guadalcanal, deep in the jungle, Major General Michio Ooka of the Japanese Imperial Army walked among the forty-three light tanks assigned to his division. The tanks were lined up under tarpaulins and camouflage netting, where they were being worked on by mechanics in preparation for a surprise attack that General Ooka would make against Henderson Field when General Hyakutake thought the time was right.


  The tanks gleamed dully in the light of kerosene lamps. Some had their tracks removed while their roller bearings were being greased, while the engines of others were being disassembled on sheets of canvas and overhauled for the big push against the Americans. Gun crews reamed the barrels of cannons and machine guns, and officers lectured their men on tactics and maneuvering, conscious of the fact that the famous General Ooka was among them, listening to what they were saying, caring enough to be with them in the middle of the night. They knew that General Ooka considered them his elite unit and was relying on them to bring the battle for Guadalcanal to a successful conclusion.


  General Ooka was husky and tall, fifty-one years old, with a pencil-thin mustache and a brusque soldierly manner. It was true: General Ooka did consider this small tank detachment of critical importance in the attack. During 1939 he’d been a military attaché with the German army and had observed the blitzkrieg tactics utilized by General Heinz Guderian in the panzer attack against Poland. He’d learned that a concentration of armor and infantry in one sector of the enemy’s line could produce a breakthrough and astonishing gains in a short period of time, but unfortunately most of the officers in the Japanese army didn’t understand the new techniques, perhaps because they were accustomed to winning victories the old way, using tanks in support of infantry.


  General Ooka knew from his observations with the German army that tanks shouldn’t support anything, that they should be used as the spearhead of an attack, to gouge huge holes in the enemy line and charge forward to blow up his supply dumps, cut his lines of communication, and harass his rear, while infantry poured through those holes and mopped up.


  He thought the problem with Japanese officers was that they were too accustomed to fighting ill-equipped Chinese soldiers and British and American troops who were taken by surprise. He realized that Guadalcanal was a wholly new situation for the Japanese army, because it was here that the Americans had counterattacked for the first time and had been beating back every Japanese attack, taking ground, and gradually expanding their position on the island.


  General Ooka believed he could turn the tide of battle on Guadalcanal and ensure victory for the Imperial Army in the Pacific if he could demonstate the effectiveness of blitzkrieg techniques. Then the generals in Tokyo would be obliged to follow his example. His theories would be facts. He, an obscure general, could lead the Emperor’s forces to victory. Who knew what lay in the future for an officer who could perform such an astounding feat?


  Satisfied that tank preparations were going well, he slapped his riding crop against his leg and walked back to his vehicle, followed by his aides. His driver, seeing him coming, jumped to the ground and saluted.


  “To General Hyakutake’s headquarters,” General Ooka said.


  “Yes, sir!”


  The driver held the door and General Ooka climbed into the car. One of the general’s aides sat in front with the driver, and the other two sat in back with him. General Ooka crossed his long legs and looked again at the tanks. He could imagine them in a solid phalanx smashing through the thin American defenses near the airfield and pressing on to victory.


  


  General Ooka was itching to defeat the Americans, because on the night he and his Forty-eighth Division had arrived on Guadalcanal, their convoy was attacked by the US Navy. He had lost half his division, and the ship he was on had been sunk. The sharks had nearly gotten him, but he was rescued and carried ashore in a lifeboat. Ever since, he’d been thirsting for revenge.


  The driver got behind the wheel, started up the engine, and drove off through the jungle, heading for General Hyakutake’s headquarters. During the three weeks since General Ooka had arrived on Guadalcanal, more reinforcements had arrived and his division had been brought to full strength again. Tanks and artillery pieces had also landed. The Imperial Command in Tokyo was finally taking Guadalcanal more seriously. They realized if the Americans could be stopped on Guadalcanal, it was unlikely they’d dare to attack the Imperial Army anywhere else. They’d run away with their tails between their legs and ask for a peace settlement.


  And the hero of the Pacific might very well be General Michio Ooka. He smiled as he contemplated receiving the congratulations of the Emperor, and the car rocked from side to side as the driver steered over the uneven jungle path.


  Private Tommy Shaw held Frankie La Barbara’s arm around his shoulders and carried him over the trail toward the field of kunai grass. Frankie was only half conscious, dragging his feet on the ground and mumbling incoherently. His fever was so high, Shaw felt like he was near a hot stove. “You fucking asshole, Frankie, you shoulda took your Atabrine pills.”


  Frankie couldn’t hear him and didn’t know where he was. He felt like he was falling through black bottomless space and didn’t even know his own name. He was just a bewildered, frightened mind with no identity, unable to see, wondering if he was dead. “Francesca,” he said. “Hey, Francesca.”


  “Who the fuck’s Francesca?” Shaw asked.


  Shaw’s voice shot through to Frankie’s brain, and he clung desperately to it. “Who’s there?” he asked feebly.


  “Tommy Shaw, your old buddy—remember me?”


  


  Frankie tried to think, but his feverish brain couldn’t make connections. “No,” he muttered, and dropped off into unconsciousness again.


  Shaw came to the field of kunai grass and breathed a sigh of relief. Now he just had to find a place to hide until Butsko and the rest of the guys came back in the morning. He’d have to be well hidden, because he knew now that Japs also used that trail, but he had to be close enough so he wouldn’t miss Butsko and the others.


  The rain stopped and the mud squished around Shaw’s boots. Visibility was shit, so he’d just have to carry Frankie into the woods and see if he could stumble onto a decent spot to spend the night. Dragging Frankie alongside him, he crashed through the bushes and maneuvered around trees. After twenty yards he found a spot that was flat and covered with leaves, and he thought, What the fuck, this is as good as anyplace else.


  Gently he lowered Frankie to the ground. He took off Frankie’s pack and rested Frankie’s head upon it. Frankie opened his eyes, surprised by the comfortable new position. “What’s going on?” Frankie asked.


  “Nothing’s going on,” Shaw said, searching through his own pack for his Atabrine pills. He found them, popped two into his mouth, and washed them down with water from his canteen.


  “Hey,” Frankie said weakly, “those things are gonna make your dick fall off.”


  “I been taking them for a month and it ain’t fell off yet.”


  Frankie clutched his groin with both hands. “I might die, but mine ain’t gonna fall off.”


  “You won’t die,” Shaw said. “Only the good die young.”


  Frankie’s eyes clouded over. “Hey, Francesca!” he said.


  “Who’s Francesca?”


  “She’s my old lady. Hey, Francesca!”


  “Keep your voice down.”


  Frankie whispered, “Hey, Francesca.” He was thinking about his wife, to whom he’d been unfaithful practically from the day he had gotten married, but she was the one who had cooked his meals and taken care of him when he came home drunk, the one he thought of when he felt like he needed somebody. “You still there, Shaw?”


  “Yeah.” Shaw was opening a can of C rations; it was franks and beans again.


  “I ever tell you about my wife?”


  “Is that the one who dances at Radio City Music Hall in New York?”


  “Naw, that’s my girl friend. She’s somebody else. I’m talking about my wife, Francesca. I ever tell you about my wife, Francesca?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “Aw, she’s a sweetheart. Never complains. Cooks and cleans all day. Puts up with my shit. Goes to mass and says the Rosary every day. I bet she’s praying for me right now.”


  “I wanna hear about the girl who dances at Radio City Music Hall.”


  “That’s Cindy Gates. I don’t think she’s ever been inside a church in her life. She wouldn’t know a prayer if she fell over one.”


  “I bet she’s a great fuck, huh, Frankie?”


  “The best. You ever fuck a dancer?”


  “Naw.”


  “They’re the best. Really know how to move. Drain you dry. Hey, I’m getting cold.”


  Frankie hugged himself and shivered. His teeth chattered and his whole body shook violently. “I’m freezing,” he said, digging his fingers into his arms. “Jesus, it’s cold.”


  Shaw whipped off his fatigue shirt and laid it on Frankie, who was turning pale. He took out his poncho and put that over Frankie too. Shaw knew malaria made you alternately hot and cold, and he didn’t relish the prospect of playing nurse all night to Frankie.


  “Cigarette,” Frankie said. “Gimme a cigarette.”


  Shaw took a cigarette out of Frankie’s shirt pocket and lit it up for him, then placed it between Frankie’s trembling lips. Frankie sucked the smoke deep into his lungs, trying to get warm, but it was no use. “I’m gonna die,” he mumbled. “I won’t see another morning.”


  


  “You ain’t gonna die, you fuck.”


  “You’ll see.” Frankie rolled to the side and raised his knees to his chest. “I can’t take it anymore.”


  “Sure you can.” Shaw spooned some franks and beans into his mouth, thinking about Cindy Gates. If Frankie died and he survived the war, he’d go to Radio City Music Hall and look her up. Say he was a friend of Frankie’s. Tell her he was with Frankie when he got it. Take her out for a drink and try to put his hand up her dress.


  Frankie closed his eyes and hugged himself, the cigarette falling out of his lips. Shaw picked it up and field stripped it while Frankie tossed and turned on the ground, moaning and whimpering. Shaw felt sorry for him and annoyed with himself for thinking of screwing Frankie’s girl. “Take it easy, Frankie,” he said, placing his hand on Frankie’s shoulder. “You’ll be okay.”


  Gradually, Frankie’s motions became less wild and erratic, and then he was still. His eyes closed and he fell into a coma. Shaw finished his can of franks and beans, listening to insects chirping in the jungle. He looked at his watch; it was a few minutes after midnight. He wondered if Frankie was going to make it through the night.


  The First Squad climbed the mountain at a torturously slow pace, trying to be quiet. Bannon’s arms and legs ached and his fingers bled from scraping against the jagged rocks. The men climbed in fits and starts, helping each other from ledge to ledge, moving in a straight line up the flat inclines. It wasn’t like the Matterhorn or Mount Everest, but it was plenty steep just the same, and a wrong move could lead to a bad fall.


  They climbed the side of the mountain that was away from the line of vision of the Japs in the observation post. Cursing and breathing heavily, they lodged their feet in tiny crevasses and reached up for the best hold they could find. Then they pulled themselves up and searched for a new spot in which to lodge their toes. Again and again they did this, unable to stop to rest because they hadn’t yet found a place where all of them could sit down.


  Craig Delane thought he had found a good foothold, but the rock broke loose beneath him and he had to hang on to a branch for dear life as stones fell down on Butsko, who was behind him. The stone bounced off Butsko’s cloth cap and Butsko gnashed his teeth, and then the stones rolled down Bannon’s back.


  It was horrible, and they all wanted to give up and go back. Craig Delane had always been afraid of heights, and he didn’t dare look down. His hands shook and his mouth went dry as he reached for his next handhold, while Butsko, below him, cursed and O’Rourke hummed a little song as he led them all up the mountain. O’Rourke, the former movie stuntman, was as agile as a mountain goat and seemed to delight in the discomfort of the others.


  Finally, around 0230 hours, they reached the top of the mountain, and Butsko told them to take a break while he went with Longtree and scouted the ridge to figure out where they were exactly. There were no moon and stars, and although the rain had stopped long ago, the ridge was still slick with water. Butsko thought the mountain must have iron in it, because the compasses were behaving peculiarly, but they could dead-reckon that the Japanese observation post wasn’t far away across the ridge.


  They returned to the others, who were sprawled out all across the ridge, trying to catch their breaths nursing bruises and blisters. Butsko took off his shirt, draped it over his head, and lit a cigarette, puffing and inhaling, wondering why Dolly had written him after two years of silence. She must have wanted something. He couldn’t believe she’d written just because she missed him, as she said. Maybe she was trying to find out if he was dead, so she could collect his GI insurance. That fucking Dolly with her big fat ass. Why didn’t she leave him alone.


  “I hear something,” Longtree said, looking up at the night sky.


  “What does it sound like?” Butsko asked underneath his sweaty, smoky shirt, because he couldn’t hear anything except the ordinary hiss and roar of the jungle at night.


  “I think it’s Louie the Louse and Washing Machine Charlie.”


  “At least we don’t have to put up with that shit out here.”


  


  Louie the Louse and Washing Machine Charlie were the names given by the Marines and GIs on Guadalcanal to the Japanese float planes that bombed Henderson Field every night that weather permitted. Louie the Louse dropped the parachute flares and Washing Machine Charlie unloaded the bombs. They never caused much permanent damage, but they disturbed everybody’s sleep and wreaked havoc with morale.


  Butsko heard the drone of the planes’ engines in the distance and made sure that the light from his cigarette was not visible underneath the shirt. He inhaled smoke from the cigarette and exhaled into the air trapped beneath the shirt. It burned his eyes and stung his nostrils, but he continued puffing. Tobacco was the only solace he had.


  After a while the planes flew overhead, and Butsko stubbed out his cigarette. He removed the shirt from his head and stood up, putting it on as he breathed the fresh jungle air and looked up at the sky. He couldn’t see the planes, but they droned loudly as they made their way toward Henderson Field. The mountain trembled from the roar of their engines, and then the sound receded as the planes passed over the jungle below. They’ll be over Henderson Field in a few minutes, Butsko thought, and he knew what was going on there. Sirens were wailing and men dived into shelters and holes. The Seabees were cursing because they knew they’d be working all night to fill the craters made by the Japanese bombs on the airfield.


  A parachute flare lit up the cloudy night sky in the distance. “There goes Louie the Louse,” Shilansky said.


  Then the bombs fell, making flashes of orange light followed by the sound of thunder. Another parachute flair was dropped, and then more bombs. It was like a fireworks display, and the men at Henderson Field huddled in holes, holding their helmets on their heads, hoping a bomb with their name on it wasn’t on the way down.


  The Reverend Billie Jones gazed in awe at the bombardment of Henderson Field. “ ‘And the Lord rained upon Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire,’ ” he said softly, “ ‘And He overthrew those cities and all the plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities, and that which grew upon the ground. How mighty and terrible is the Lord.’ “


  


  “That ain’t the Lord,” said Jimmy O’Rourke. “That’s Louie the Louse and Washing Machine Charlie.”


  Everybody laughed. Butsko hiked his pack onto his back and took a drink of water. “Let’s move out,” he said. “Longtree, take the point.”


  The car stopped in front of a walled tent, and General Ooka stepped to the ground. He dismissed his driver and aides, then entered the tent and saw Sergeant Jukichi sitting behind the desk.


  “I’d like to speak with the general,” Ooka said.


  “He’s expecting you,” Sergeant Jukichi replied. “Go right in.”


  General Ooka took off his hat and pushed aside the tent flap, entering the office of General Harukichi Hyakutake, commander of all Japanese forces on Guadalcanal. General Hyakutake, fifty-four years old, bony, and with big ears, sat behind his desk, drinking green tea, while his chief of staff—the slender, sinisterlooking Colonel Tsuji—was perched on one of the chairs in front of the desk.


  “Ah, General Ooka,” said General Hyakutake. “Sit down and have a cup of tea.” He indicated the white porcelain pot of tea and tiny cups on his desk.


  General Ooka poured some of the tea into a cup and sat on a chair, having a sip.


  “Well, how do the tanks look?” General Hyakutake asked.


  “The only problem with the tanks is that we don’t have more of them,” General Ooka said.


  “We must make do with what we have,” General Hyakutake said. “We must consider ourselves fortunate to have any tanks at all in this strange forgotten sector of the war.”


  “Too bad,” said Ooka, “that the generals in Tokyo can’t come here to see how truly important the struggle is here on Guadalcanal.”


  “Ah, but perhaps you’re being shortsighted, General Ooka. You’re here on Guadalcanal and this is all you are concerned with, but the High Command must contend with fighting on all these islands and China, Burma, India, Indochina, and Malaya too.”


  


  “Yes, but it is here that the Americans have counterattacked for the first time, and it is here that they must be stopped.”


  “I’m sure the High Command believes we can stop them with what we have.”


  “That’s because they don’t understand what’s happening here. They are too far away. They’ve had too many easy victories for too long.”


  Colonel Tsuji considered that remark an insult, because he’d been chief of operations in the campaign that captured Malaya and Singapore. “What easy victories are you referring to, General?”


  “You know what I’m talking about.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t.”


  General Ooka turned to him. “I’m referring to victories against inferior troops or those without the will to fight. Here on Guadalcanal the Americans have demonstrated a will to fight. You’ve been trying for three months to defeat them here, and they’re still around.”


  “That’s because we haven’t had the wherewithal to mount large-scale operations against them.”


  “My point exactly. And the reason you don’t have the where-withal is that the High Command in Tokyo doesn’t understand the seriousness of the situation.”


  General Hyakutake raised his hand. “Come now, gentlemen. Let’s not argue among ourselves. Let’s save our anger for the Americans.”


  “The problem isn’t the Americans,” General Ooka said. “Once we in the Imperial Army decide on the correct plan of action, the Americans won’t be able to stand up to us.”


  Colonel Tsuji raised his eyebrows. “And I suppose you know the correct plan of action.”


  “I know a plan of action that works, because I saw it work when I was an attaché with the German Army. If it worked in Poland, France, and North Africa, it can work here.” General Ooka made a fist and shook it in the air. “The key to victory is tanks!”


  “Calm down,” said General Hyakutake.


  They sipped tea as frustration and animosity filled the air. General Ooka would have liked to take out his Nambu pistol and shoot General Hyakutake and Colonel Tsuji, so he could command the army on Guadalcanal and do as he pleased.


  “What the Japanese army needs,” he said, “is a Hitler.”


  Colonel Tsuji looked horrified. “I consider that an insult to the Emperor!”


  “I mean no criticism of His Imperial Highness,” General Ooka said reverently. “I mean we need a Hitler here in the army. Hitler is a man of vision. He understands the latest military ideas. He does not believe that war can be won with naked bayonets, as so many of our generals do.”


  “Did you ever meet Hitler while you were in Germany?” General Hyakutake asked.


  “I saw him many times at diplomatic receptions.”


  “What was he like.”


  General Ooka’s eyes took on a faraway look. “Quite simply, I believe him to be the greatest man who ever lived—bearing in mind, of course, that our beloved Emperor is not just a man but the descendent of gods.”


  “Hitler is really that impressive?” General Hyakutake asked.


  “Yes. If he were in command in Tokyo right now, there wouldn’t be an American alive on Guadalcanal.”


  General Hyakutake chuckled. “But after your attack gets under way, there won’t be any Americans alive on Guadalcanal, will there?”


  “If I had more tanks, I could tell you unequivocally that there wouldn’t be, but as it stands right now, I’ll have to say that we must wait and see. The Americans have surprised us too many times here already for me to make any rash predictions.”


  Colonel Tsuji smiled superciliously. “Having doubts about your plans already, General Ooka?”


  “I assure you that I will do well with my forty-three tanks and the tactics I’ve learned from the Germans. The Americans will be taken by surprise and we will inflict heavy casualties. But it will be difficult. If I had another fifty tanks, it wouldn’t be so difficult.”


  


  


  THREE . . .


  The Japanese observation post was about five hundred yards away in a cave on the ridge line. Butsko crouched on one knee and gazed at it through his binoculars as the men of the First Squad crowded around.


  “I can’t see a fucking thing,” Butsko said, “but they must have a guard posted. Longtree, go take a look.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Hunching over and bending his knees, Longtree moved toward the section of the ridge where the Japanese observation post was located. He had to be careful not to knock any stones loose and have them fall down the side of the mountain, because that would alert the Japs. Butsko was right: They surely had a guard. No soldiers ever went to sleep without posting a guard.


  In the darkness Longtree could perceive the jagged outline of the ridge system, and when he looked to the side he could see the vast jungle below. If the moon had been shining, he’d have been able to see the ocean and the entire island, but now he could only sense its dimensions, lying like a slug in the Pacific Ocean.


  Drawing close to the ridge where the Japanese were, he got down on his hands and knees and crawled soundlessly, inch by inch, his submachine gun cradled in his arms and his eyes focused straight ahead, looking for movement that would indicate the position of the guard. Like a snake he slithered over the damp rocks and patches of moss, the night breeze wafting over him, his eyes combing the ridge. He knew that a sharp-eyed Japanese guard might have his rifle trained on him at that very moment, ready to pull the trigger, but he continued his steady pace, the fear under control. He wasn’t afraid of death, and when it came he would welcome it like a friend, for he was the descendent of Apache warriors, and his grandfather had been the great Mangus.


  He worked himself to a position fifty yards from the Japanese position, then raised his binoculars and took a look. He could see the top of the ridge fairly clearly, its outline made uneven by boulders. Nothing was moving. He couldn’t see the guard. Maybe the guard was sitting at the mouth of the cave, not expecting an attack from the ridge line itself.


  Then something moved and Longtree aimed his binoculars at it. Seconds later there was movement somewhere else. What’s going on here? Longtree wondered. He would have to crawl closer if he wanted to know for sure. Could there be two guards up there?


  Holding his submachine gun tightly in his hands, he crawled forward more slowly than before, concealing his silhouette behind boulders and hollows in the ridge. The next twenty yards took him twenty minutes, and then he raised his binoculars again.


  The ridge was craggy and still. Nothing was moving. Longtree wondered what had moved there before. He decided to move closer, when suddenly he saw more motion. Straining his eyes, he realized he was looking at a man rolling over on the ground. He scanned the ridge from side to side and realized a bunch of Japs was sleeping up there. It was probably more pleasant sleeping on the ridge than in the cave. The Japs thought they were in a remote place and never dreamed Americans would sneak up on them.


  Slowly and carefully Longtree turned around and crawled back to where Butsko and the rest of the squad were taking a break.


  Butsko was trying not to think of Dolly, but he was thinking of her anyway. No matter what he did, she insinuated herself into his mind. He saw her in every rock formation, every bush and cloud in the sky. That fucking bitch is messing up my mind, he thought. I’ve been miserable ever since I met her.


  It was true, he’d never been happy with Dolly except for once in a while in bed, and even that could be pretty awful. He knew he shouldn’t have married her, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. He had been drawn to her like a bee to honey, only she wasn’t so sweet. In fact she was awfully bitter and nasty. She drank too much and cursed worse than a GI. He knew even before he married her that she fucked around too much. He should have known better than to marry a woman he wound up in bed with two hours after he had met her. But if she was so rotten, why couldn’t he put her out of his mind? Why did he still love her? What was wrong with him?


  He heard footsteps in the distance.


  “Longtree’s coming back,” Bannon said.


  Butsko held his submachine gun ready just in case, and Longtree loomed out of the night, the expression on his face as fixed as the stone he was walking on. Everybody stood up and gathered around to hear the news he brought.


  “The Japs are sleeping on top of the mountain over there,” Longtree said, pointing. “It’ll be awfully hard to take them by surprise.”


  Butsko turned down the corners of his mouth. “We’ll just have to be quiet, that’s all. We’ll crawl close, and when I give the signal, each man will throw a hand grenade. Then we’ll charge all at once. They won’t know what hit them. Everybody understand?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Move it out,” Butsko said. “Longtree, take the point.”


  Longtree walked toward the ridge and the rest of the squad followed, dodging around rocks and trying not to fall down the mountainside. They moved slowly, attempting not to make much noise, but seven men can’t help but make some sounds, and Longtree knew that they’d all have to get down and start crawling before long if they wanted to take the Japs by surprise.


  Bannon made his way along the left shoulder of the ridge, holding his submachine gun ready in case the Japs heard them coming. For the past few hours he’d been thinking that if he’d been in an ordinary rifle platoon, he’d be sound asleep back at Henderson Field right now instead of wandering around mountains in no-man’s-land. He was getting tired of the special dangerous missions behind enemy lines. He wanted to survive the war and go back to Texas, not become a dead hero.


  


  Longtree motioned for them to get down; it was time to crawl. Bannon dropped down onto his stomach and moved forward, his elbows and knees scraping painfully on the hard surface. I could be in my, nice comfortable foxhole right now, he thought. Maybe it’s time I put in for a transfer.


  Slowly and arduously the seven men made their way over the ridge line. Each had bruised elbows and knees, and Bannon’s feet were bothering him worse than ever. If only he could take off his boots and socks and air out his poor feet. He could do that if he wasn’t on this crazy goddamned patrol.


  Ahead, Longtree waved his hand in the air, signaling that they were close to the Japs. Butsko motioned for the men to move one by one to a skirmish line even with Longtree. When it was Bannon’s turn he gritted his teeth and dug his burning toes into a crack in the rocky surface of the ridge, pushing himself forward. The Japs were only about thirty yards from Longtree, and he was sure they’d have to hear or see something before long.


  Finally the GIs all came abreast of Longtree. Butsko pulled a hand grenade from his lapel and yanked out the pin. Each of the other men did the same and drew their arms back, holding the detonating levers against the bodies of the hand grenades with their fingers. They rose to their knees and looked at Butsko. He turned his head from side to side, making sure all of them were ready, and then nodded.


  They all threw their grenades at the same time, then dropped down on their stomachs. The grenades flew through the air and landed with loud metallic thuds on the expanse of rock, bounced a few times, and exploded, filling the night with thunder.


  Bannon pressed his face against the ground as shrapnel whizzed through the sky, ricocheting against rocks and cutting up Japanese.


  “Forward!” Butsko yelled.


  Bannon jumped up, gritted his teeth, and ran with the others toward the spot where the Japs had been sleeping. All the men fired their submachine guns as they charged, spraying the ridge with death, and Japanese soldiers screamed, firing wildly. In the darkness it was difficult to see exactly what was going on, but Bannon could discern figures running across the ridge. He fired his submachine gun at them, sweeping it from side to side, the muzzle blast flashing like lightning. The GIs raced across the ridge and soon came to the place where the Japanese soldiers had been sleeping. They saw bodies lying on the ground and fired bursts into them to make sure they were dead, then bounced around on the balls of their feet, peering into the darkness, ready to fire at anything that moved.


  Butsko kicked a dead Jap onto his back and saw that half his head had been blown off. Another Jap was missing a leg and was moaning softly. Butsko fired a burst into his chest and put him out of his misery. Shilansky saw a wounded Jap reaching with trembling hand for a pistol and shot him full of holes, the impact of the bullets sending the Jap rolling off the ridge. Another wounded Jap whimpered and Craig Delane shot him dead. Everything on the ridge became still. Longtree scouted around and saw a trail leading down the side of the mountain. “I bet that goes to the cave,” he told Butsko.


  “I bet you’re right. Who’s got the fucking smoke bombs?”


  “I have,” said Bannon.


  “There are probably some Japs down in that cave,” Butsko said. “We’ll have to throw in some smoke bombs so they can’t see, and then we’ll give ‘em some hand grenades. After that we’ll go in the cave and pick up the pieces. Got it?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Bannon and me’ll throw the smoke bombs; the rest of you will throw hand grenades. When I give the word we’ll go in shooting. Bannon, give me a smoke bomb.”


  Bannon took off his pack and removed two smoke bombs, handing one to Butsko. Then he put the pack on again.


  “I’ll go first,” Butsko said. “Bannon, you come behind me. The rest of you get your grenades ready, but don’t pull the pins until I tell you.”


  Butsko led them down the narrow path and after ten feet saw it curve toward the mouth of the cave. Butsko pressed his back against the rocks and peeked around the curve. Beeaaaannggggg—a bullet ricocheted off a rock a few feet from his face.


  “Son of a bitch!” Butsko said, pulling the pin from his smoke bomb. In the split second that he’d been able to see around the corner, he’d spotted the mouth of a cave about five feet away. He swung back his arm and lobbed the smoke bomb around the corner, smoke pouring from the canister the moment it left his hand, and heard it land with a clunk. Quickly he pulled another hand grenade from his lapel, yanked the pin, let the detonating lever pop up in the air—scaring the hell out of the others—counted two seconds, and tossed it around the corner.


  The smoke grenade came flying out of the cave, and that was just what Butsko had expected. He figured a Jap would run up and throw it away, but now that Jap would find himself face to face with a hand grenade about to go off.


  Barrrooom—the grenade exploded, the cave acting like a megaphone. The roar reverberated down the mountain and across the jungle below. Butsko snatched the smoke bomb from Bannon’s hand and pulled the pin, and the black smoke billowed out. He darted around the corner, charged the mouth of the cave, tossed the smoke bomb back as far in as he could, and then pressed his back against the rock wall beside the mouth of the cave.


  “Grenades!” he screamed.


  The other GIs rushed around the corner with grenades in their hands. Shots were fired out of the cave, and one of them hit Craig Delane in the chest. One moment Craig Delane was full of life, his eyes fixed on the mouth of the cave, and the next second he felt a firestorm in his lungs. He blacked out instantly and fell to the ground, the grenade falling out of his hands.


  Bannon saw him fall and swooped down like an eagle, picked up the armed grenade, and threw it toward the cave. Meanwhile the other GIs tossed their grenades into the cave and ducked down. Bannon flopped onto his stomach, his guts quaking with fear, because he knew Delane’s grenade would have blown all of them to Kingdom Come in another second or two.


  The grenades exploded inside the cave, and black smoke gushed out. Butsko jumped up and held his submachine gun high. “Follow me!” he screamed.


  Butsko charged up the slope and jumped into the cave, firing his submachine gun from the waist. The others followed him, and Butsko rushed through the smoke, firing wildly, hearing bullets ricocheting back in the bowels of the cave.


  “Hold your fire and get down!” he yelled.


  The men dropped onto their stomachs beside him. Butsko yanked his flashlight out of his belt, crawled against the side of the cave, and flicked it on. In the ray of light he saw clouds of smoke.


  “Anybody back there?” he yelled.


  Shilansky cleared his throat. “Hey, Sarge, you think if somebody’s back there he’s gonna tell you?”


  “Shaddup. Anybody back there?”


  They listened for a few moments, then a high-pitched voice said: “I sullender!”


  “Come on out of there!”


  “I sullender!”


  Butsko heard footsteps not far away. He pointed his flashlight toward them as the others aimed their submachine guns.


  “Come on out!”


  “When he gets close,” Shilansky said, “I’ll blow his fucking head off.”


  “Right,” replied Butsko, because the recon platoon couldn’t take prisoners on operations like the one they were on.


  “I sullender!” said the Jap, shuffling forward.


  Butsko aimed his flashlight and the Japanese soldier came into view through the layers of smoke, his hands high in the air. Shilansky opened fire, blasting holes in the Jap’s chest, and the Japanese soldier dropped to his knees, astonishment and pain on his face. Then he collapsed and was still.


  “Bannon,” said Butsko, “go scout back into the cave.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Bannon crouched low and moved toward the side of the cave, aiming his submachine gun straight ahead. “Gimme some light!”


  Butsko shined the flashlight deep into the cave and Bannon followed it, moving sideways, keeping his back close to the walls and his submachine gun swinging from side to side, ready to fire at the least movement.


  He saw something move on the floor of the cave and opened fire, the submachine gun kicking in his hand and the explosions making his ears ring.


  


  “What is it?” Butsko said.


  Bannon peered through the swirling smoke and couldn’t see anything except the scars of his bullets on the rock floor of the cave. He advanced deeper inside. Butsko’s light barely provided him enough light to see. “I need more light!”


  “Stay where you are!” Butsko called out.


  Bannon pressed his back against the wall and saw the light bounce around in the smoke. Butsko was carrying it forward. “You guys cover us,” Butsko said.


  It became lighter in the rear of the cave, and Bannon saw that the cave came to an end only ten yards away.


  “There’s nothing back here, Sarge,” he said.


  “Yeah, I can see.”


  Butsko flashed the light around, and it fell on a mutilated field radio. The grenades had broken off pieces of it and mashed in its back. Lying on his side next to the radio was a Japanese soldier with his eyes open and blood pouring out of his mouth. Butsko kicked him, and the soldier appeared to be dead. Butsko leaned over and felt his pulse to make sure.


  The Jap spun around suddenly and whipped out a knife, taking a swipe at Butsko and slicing across his forearm. Butsko howled in pain and jumped back as Bannon lowered his submachine gun and pulled the trigger. The submachine gun barked and the bullets sent the Japanese soldier into convulsions on the floor. Bannon stitched bullets into his head, tearing apart his skull, and then backed off the trigger. The Jap bled from holes all over his body, and his brains oozed out the big crack in his skull.


  “You okay, Sarge?” Bannon asked.


  “That son of a bitch!” Butsko kicked the Jap’s head, and it shattered like a rotten watermelon. Now Butsko had blood and brains all over his boot. “Shit!”


  Butsko took out his first-aid bandage and held it against the cut on his arm. He walked beside Bannon to the front of the cave, where smoke was clearing and they could see dead Japanese soldiers and portions of dead Japanese soldiers scattered everywhere.


  “Delane!” Butsko said.


  “Delane’s been hit,” Bannon told him.


  “Is he alive?”


  


  “I don’t know.”


  “Where the fuck is he?”


  “Outside.”


  Butsko led them out of the cave, holding his first-aid bandage against his arm, but the blood flowed out freely anyway, making red ribbons down his hairy wrists. Outside, Delane was on his back, his chest covered with blood. Bannon knelt beside him and felt his pulse. “He’s alive.”


  “I don’t think he’s gonna be alive much longer,” Butsko said. “See how bad that wound is.”


  Bannon knelt beside Delane and unbuttoned his bloody shirt. Parting the soaking cloth, he could perceive a big hole underneath the right side of Delane’s rib cage. Bannon took off his pack and pulled out the little rubber bag of sulfa powder, which he tore open, sprinkling the powder on Delane’s wound. The powder would disinfect the wound and stop the bleeding, but Bannon knew Delane would have to see a doctor soon to get the bullet out.


  Butsko picked up the walkie-talkie that Delane had been carrying and called Henderson Field, reporting tersely that the Japanese observation post had been wiped out and that they were on their way back. Bannon pressed a gauze bandage to Delane’s wound and tied it around his torso.


  “How is he?” Butsko asked.


  “Pretty bad.”


  Butsko kneeled beside Delane and looked him over. “The bleeding’s stopped,” he said. “He might make it. Gimme your shirt, Bannon. We’ll make a stretcher.”


  Bannon and Butsko took off their shirts and tied them into a stretcher. They rolled Delane onto it and lifted him up.


  “Let’s get back to camp,” Butsko said. “Watch your step going down.”


  The GIs descended the mountain, leaving behind the cave filled with smoke and gore. Going down required less muscle but more caution, because it was easier to slip. Butsko and Bannon had the worst of it, because they were carrying Craig Delane, who moaned softly as he swayed back and forth in the makeshift stretcher. They dug their feet into cracks and crevices and leaned toward the rocky bluffs as they climbed down step by step. Sweat rolled of their bodies, and their shoulders felt as if they were being pulled out of their sockets. After an hour of painful exertion, Butsko ordered Longtree and Shilansky to carry Delane, and the switchover was made. Butsko looked at his watch; it was 0330 hours. The sun would come up in another hour and a half. He doubted whether they’d make it back to Henderson Field before then, and that meant they’d have to go part of the way in broad daylight, which would be extremely dangerous. They’d already used half their ammo and nearly all their grenades. Something told Butsko it wasn’t going to be such a wonderful morning.


  


  


  FOUR . . .


  In his tent on the edge of the jungle, General Ooka was fast asleep, dreaming of tanks churning up mud, their engines roaring, their cannons and machine guns firing as they charged through the jungle. His mind traveled round and round with the tank treads, then pierced the thick armor and saw the crew inside, steering the huge mechanical contraption, firing its weapon systems, sweating and shouting orders, and he could smell oil and gunpowder, hear the thunder of the guns. His mind sank into the engine, where he saw pistons pumping furiously and red-hot explosions of the carbureted gasoline. He saw spark plugs flash and the crankshaft rolling through its oil bath. His mind flitted into the exhaust manifold and out the tailpipe and into the jungle again, where he saw the wide steel tank treads roll over American bodies, crushing bones and mangling guts, the runners clogged with red gristle.


  The Americans shrieked so loudly that General Ooka awakened suddenly and sat upright on his cot, his naked body streaked with sweat. He blinked, realized he had been having an unusually vivid dream, and then heard the loud hysterical call of a bird nearby. That’s what woke me up, he thought. A damned bird.


  He worked his arm underneath the mosquito netting, took his canteen off the table, and brought it under the net with him, unscrewing the cap and taking a drink. He felt sticky and uncomfortable; he was having difficulty adjusting to the jungle. He hadn’t had a full night’s sleep since he had arrived three weeks earlier. It was so hot and damp, with the air full of bugs. Rations were skimpy, because the US Navy was becoming increasingly successful at interdicting the Japanese supply convoys.


  General Ooka placed his canteen back on the table and relaxed against his pillow again, thinking of his years in Germany. He considered it the best time of his life and often wished he could have been born a German, so that he could serve in the German army and follow the great Adolf Hitler.


  He’d never forget the time he’d been introduced to Adolf Hitler. It was at a diplomatic reception, and he’d actually spoken with the great führer of the German Reich, who’d looked into General Ooka’s eyes and shook his hand firmly, welcoming him to Berlin.


  General Ooka had felt a ray of light emanate from Adolf Hitler’s eyes and touch his own brain, and he’d never been the same since. He knew that somehow he had become a Nazi, although his outer appearance was that of a Japanese officer. And Hitler had started as a mere soldier, too—a corporal at that. He had risen, against all the odds, to become führer to sixty million Germans, and sometimes General Ooka thought that his destiny might be similar. He was already a general and had a certain following among the younger officers. If he could win a great victory there on Guadalcanal, it would give him national recognition and the power to oust Tojo and the superannuated officers who surrounded him and take over the premiership of the country.


  If Hitler could do it, why couldn’t he? That ray of light that had passed between Hitler and him had been a divine message that showed they were the same kind of men, with the same destiny. How wonderful it would be if he could meet the führer someday as an equal, as two heads of state, and discuss politics and war.


  General Ooka fell asleep again, a smile on his face. Soon he heard the roar of tanks and saw their treads flash in front of him, crushing and grinding American soldiers to death.


  Shaw stayed up all night, guarding Frankie La Barbara and staying alert so he wouldn’t miss Butsko and the others when they came by Now the night was reaching the point where it was merging with day, and the jungle was becoming lighter. The sun was nowhere to be see on the horizon, yet the day was coming.


  It had been difficult for Shaw to stay awake all night. Many times sleep had enticed him, and a few times it had nearly carried him off, but he had shrugged it off, slapped himself, and moved around a little to get his blood moving again. A few times he’d shadowboxed silently, throwing uppercuts and hooks, blocking imaginary punches, dancing around on the balls of his feet, trying to wake himself up.


  Shaw had won thirty-seven of his professional fights, twenty-eight by knockouts, and had lost nine fights, with one draw. He’d been ranked sixteen by Ring magazine and had hoped to get a title shot against Joe Louis in a year or two, and then the war had broken out and he’d been drafted. He was twenty-four years old and hoped he’d be young enough to fight when the war was over. Boxers start losing their steam when they’re twenty-nine. He hoped he’d still have some left when the war was over.


  Shaw loved to box; for him it truly was the sweet science. He knew it was much more than two guys just punching each other; there was tremendous skill involved. You had to figure the other guy out and know how to take advantage of his mistakes without making any mistakes yourself. You had to know all the moves and tricks, you had to be fast, you had to be in great condition, and you had to hit hard. Shaw believed he had it all, and the fights he’d lost had been at the beginning of his career, when he’d been learning. He’d won his last six fights in a row, all by knockouts. They called him Terrible Tommy Shaw, and he wore a gold robe with green lettering. In two years, maybe only one, he would have had a shot at Joe Louis, but here he was on Guadalcanal, shooting at the fucking Japs.


  The thought of boxing made his blood race through his veins, and he stood up, rolling his shoulders and throwing punches. He danced around, feinted, threw two left jabs at an imaginary opponent, bobbed, weaved, scored with a right lead, hit him with another left, and then hammered his midsection. Go up and then go down, his manager used to say. Over and under. Get him on the ropes and bust his ribs. Fake him out and cut him down. Then stand over him with both your gloves in the air, the greatest feeling in the world.


  Frankie La Barbara, coming out of a fever dream nearby, looked up and saw Shaw shadowboxing in the first light of day. But Frankie’s brain was muddled and on fire. He didn’t recognize Shaw; he thought he was looking at a Jap.


  Frankie felt the shock of profound fear, because his condition exaggerated everything. The Jap was doing some kind of weird ritual dance before cutting off his head. Frankie had to kill him first. Sucking air through his clenched teeth, Frankie inched his fingers toward his Thompson submachine gun while Shaw danced from side to side, throwing punches in bunches, doubling up on his left and hammering with his right, working his way out of clinches, ducking and dodging and slipping punches.


  Suddenly, Shaw heard a metallic click and stopped cold, sweat dribbling down his chest. He spun around and saw Frankie La Barbara, a weird smile on his face, raising his submachine gun.


  “Hey, Frankie, what’re you doing!”


  “You fucking Jap cocksucker!”


  Shaw threw himself to the side as Frankie opened fire. The dawn thundered with the sound of the machine gun as Shaw hit the jungle floor, scooped up some muck and leaves, rolled over, and threw the stuff in Frankie’s face. Frankie raised his hand to wipe the filth away, and Shaw dived on him, ripping the submachine gun out of his hands. Frankie reached feebly for Shaw’s throat, and Shaw drew back standing in front of Frankie.


  “It’s me,” Shaw said.


  “Who’re you?” Frankie asked.


  “Shaw.”


  “Shaw who?”


  “Forget about it, Frankie. Go to sleep.”


  Frankie was so weak, he didn’t need much encouragement. He closed his eyes and drifted away to his hothouse slumber-land. Shaw exhaled noisily and laid Frankie’s submachine gun down on the ground. Feeling a chill, he put on his shirt and buttoned it up. Then he sat and leaned against the trunk of a tree, holding his submachine gun in his lap, gazing at the jungle as it slowly became suffused with light.


  On Henderson Field shortly after dawn, a jeep screeched to a stop in front of the rickety wooden shack that was the headquarters of General Vandegrift. Colonel William Stockton, commander of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment, jumped out of the jeep, his old briar sticking out the corner of his mouth and a weatherbeaten briefcase in his hand. His aide, Lieutenant Harper, followed him up the stairs and into the building, and the old Marine sergeant major sitting at the front desk looked up at them from his cup of black coffee.


  “I’m here to see the general,” Colonel Stockton said in his deep, resonant voice.


  “He’s expecting you, Colonel Stockton. Go right in.”


  “Wait for me here,” Colonel Stockton said to Lieutenant Harper.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton opened the door and entered the office of General Vandegrift, a jowly, dour-looking man with round shoulders and a thin nose that became a little round bulb at its end. “Morning, Colonel,” he said. “What can I do for you?”


  Colonel Stockton saluted and stood erectly, holding his pipe and briefcase in his left hand. “Sir, I hate to be a pain in the neck, but I’d like to talk with you again about taking the other side of the Matanikau River. As you may recall, you stopped me the day before yesterday because a Japanese observation post was spotted right in front of me, but my recon platoon knocked it out during the night and now I don’t see anything to hold me back.”


  General Vandegrift was in charge of all units on Guadalcanal, including the Cactus Air Force and the P T squadron. His mind was full of plans, schemes, requisitions, problems, and catastophes about to happen, and he couldn’t remember the specifics of Colonel Stockton’s plan. “Familiarize me with the details again, will you, Colonel?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton spread out his map on General Vandegrift’s desk. Stockton was tall and lean, gray-haired, and in his fifties. He was a West Point graduate and had fought in the First World War.


  “I’ve scouted the Matanikau rather extensively, sir,” he said, “and there are narrow points here, here, and here.” He pointed to three red circles drawn onto the river. “At night I’d like to cross the river at those three points, establish defensive positions on the other side, and then have my engineer battalion throw pontoon bridges across. The rest of the regiment, including tanks, will go over on the pontoon bridges and spread out. If we move fast, we can attack in strength on a wide front by daylight, and I think we can reach those mountains back there in a day or two. Once we have those mountains, we’ll be able to put most of Jap-held Guadalcanal under our artillery.”


  General Vandegrift examined the map and reflected on Colonel Stockton’s plan, trying to fit it into the big picture. If Colonel Stockton attacked as he’d said, the Japanese might very well respond with a counterattack someplace else, perhaps along the sector of the line to the west of Bloody Ridge, where they’d attacked so many times before. If Stockton was committed on the west side of the Matanikau, it would be difficult if not impossible to draw him back to meet another threat to Bloody Ridge. General Vandegrift was low on troops, equipment, ammunition, and food. The Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington were gearing the American war machine for the impending landings in North Africa and Italy, and Guadalcanal was just a sideshow to them.


  General Vandegrift didn’t feel ready to mount a major attack such as the one Colonel Stockton was suggesting, but if you fought a purely defensive war, you let your enemy build his strength and make plans of his own. It was best to keep him off balance if you could, and the only way to do that was to keep attacking.


  “Your plan looks good,” General Vandegrift said, “but I’d like to go over it with my staff. Could you come back here at fourteen-hundred hours and present it to them the way you presented it to me?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good. It appears to be a viable plan. I just want to make sure we can back it up once it gets rolling. You’ll need some air support, for instance, and we’ll have to move a Marine unit behind you just in case you meet more resistance than you expect.”


  “I think I know what to expect, sir,” Colonel Stockton said. “My recon platoon has been patrolling the other side of the Matanikau every night. And as for the air support, I’m glad you mentioned that. We’ll definitely need air support to neutralize enemy artillery.”


  “We’ll talk about it at fourteen-hundred hours, Colonel Stockton.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton gathered up his maps, saluted, did a smart about-face, and marched out of General Vandegrift’s office. In the orderly room Lieutenant Harper rose as Colonel Stockton approached; he could see the expression of satisfaction on Colonel Stockton’s face.


  “He gave you the green light, sir?” Lieutenant Harper asked.


  “Not yet,” Colonel Stockton replied, “but I think he will later on today.”


  They left General Vandegrift’s headquarters and climbed into the jeep. Their driver started up the engine and headed for the headquarters of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. Colonel Stockton stuck his empty briar between his teeth and felt exhilarated by the prospect of attacking the Japs across the Matanikau. If that attack went well, it would provide an important strategic advantage for the American forces on Guadalcanal and also might get him the general’s star that he’d been craving all his life.


  With a little bit of luck, he thought, I can be on the other side of the Matanikau in two days, and a week later I’ll be halfway to Cape Esperance. The Japs won’t know what hit them, and Washington will have to give me that star.


  Shaw looked at his watch; it was 0730 hours. Where the hell was the rest of the squad? He wondered if they’d gotten wiped out or if they’d gotten in trouble and had to leave him behind. If they didn’t show up in another hour or two, he’d have to think about returning to Henderson Field with Frankie La Barbara, because Frankie needed medical treatment badly.


  


  Sweat poured off Frankie as he lay in a coma on the ground. He hadn’t become conscious since he had fired his submachine gun at Shaw earlier in the morning, and Shaw was wondering whether he should wake Frankie up and force him to take some quinine pills. A person with malaria shouldn’t go for too long without taking quinine pills. Shaw decided to wake Frankie up.


  Shaw kneeled beside Frankie and shook him. “Hey, Frankie!”


  Frankie’s head lolled from side to side, his mouth hanging open. He looked as if he’d lost twenty pounds since yesterday.


  “Hey, Frankie!”


  Shaw shook him more roughly, but it did no good. He slapped Frankie’s face; Frankie’s face flew to the side, but Frankie stayed unconscious. Jesus Christ, is he dying on me? Shaw thought. “Hey, Frankie!” He raised Frankie’s eyelids with his thumbs and saw the whites of Frankie’s eyeballs covered with yellow. Feeling Frankie’s pulse, it was sluggish and irregular. The son of a bitch is going to die on me. Shaw tried to fight down the rising panic. He wanted to do something for Frankie but couldn’t imagine what.


  “How is he?” asked the deep voice of Sam Longtree.


  Shaw spun around and saw Sam Longtree standing behind him, holding his submachine gun in his right hand.


  “Jesus Christ, where did you come from?” Shaw said.


  “You know where I came from. How’s Frankie?”


  “Pretty bad.”


  “I’ll be right back.”


  Sam Longtree turned around and walked into the jungle. He was gone for a minute or two, then he returned.


  “The others will be here soon,” he said.


  “Did you knock out the listening post?”


  “Yes, but Delane’s been shot and Butsko’s cut on his arm by a bayonet.”


  “Is Delane dead?”


  “No, but it’s a bad wound.”


  “How’d you bring him down the mountain?”


  “It wasn’t easy.”


  Shaw heard footsteps in the jungle, and one by one the squad came into view. Bannon looked pissed off and Butsko’s arm was covered with a bandage. O’Rourke and Billie Jones carried the unconscious Craig Delane. Shilansky brought up the rear and he looked exhausted.


  “Take a break,” Butsko said, dropping to the ground. “Light ‘em if you got ‘em.”


  Everybody took out cigarettes and lit them up. Shaw noticed that the bandage on Butsko’s arm was soaked with blood. Delane didn’t appear to be breathing very well.


  “Well,” Butsko said, blowing smoke out the corner of his mouth, “I can’t say it’s the best patrol I’ve been on in my life, but it could’ve been worse. If that son of a bitch”—he pointed to Frankie—“had had the sense to take his Atabrine pills, he’d be okay right now, and if that fuck-up”—he pointed to Delane—“had had the sense to stay low, he could’ve come down the mountain all by himself.”


  “What about your arm, Sarge?” Bannon asked.


  “Some things can’t be helped.”


  They puffed their cigarettes as insects flew around them and took bites. It was early morning, but they could feel the heat of the sun coming on already. The floor of the jungle smelled sweet with the decay of vegetation. Birds swooped amid the vines and branches, chirping and tittering. Rodents scurried everywhere, looking for food.


  Bannon sat next to Delane and felt rotten. Delane had been part of the original group that had trained in Fort Ord, California, and had then shipped out to the South Pacific. He hadn’t liked Delane at first, because Delane was rich and had fancy manners, but Delane had pulled himself together on Guadalcanal and shown that he had guts. Although Delane wasn’t one of the big guys in the platoon, he had plenty of stamina and never had difficulty keeping up with the others. He was very conscientious about his duties and always kept his weapon and equipment in good working order.


  Billie Jones lay on his side next to Bannon. “Don’t worry about Delane none,” he said in his Georgia drawl. “The good Lord’ll take care of him. I got all cut up with a bayonet and nobody thought I’d pull through, but here I am again, big as life and twice as ugly. Homer Gladley got shot as bad as Delane, maybe worse, and he’s doing okay in that hospital on New Caledonia. He’ll be back to duty anytime now.”


  “Yeah,” Bannon said, “but both of them got medical help right away.”


  “Look at it this way, Bannon. The Lord’s got all our names in a little book he carries around with him, and when it’s your time to go, you go. It might be from a bullet, or you might get run over by a jeep, or you might die in your sleep when you’re eighty-five. There ain’t no sense worrying about it. It’s all in the hands of the Lord.” Jones whipped out his dog-eared pocket Bible and opened it to an appropriate page. “ ‘I will praise thee, O Lord, with my whole heart, I will show forth all thy marvelous works.’ “


  Shilansky spit into the dirt. “What ‘marvelous works’? Frankie and Delane are dying, and you’re talking about ‘marvelous works’? Blow it out your ass, you fucking hillbilly.”


  “Well,” said Jones huffily, “I guess we can’t expect a Jew to understand these things. Everybody knows a Jew ain’t nothing but a nigger turned inside out.”


  Like a mountain cat Shilansky sprang across the clearing and dived into Jones, grabbing him around the neck with both hands. Jones recovered quickly from the shock of the attack and elbowed Shilansky in the face, but Shilansky hung on and squeezed with all his strength. Jones turned purple, but he had the presence of mind to pull back his fist and punch Shilansky squarely in the balls.


  Shilansky screamed, stuck out his tongue, and fell backward, clutching his groin in his hands. Jones pulled out his bayonet and went after him, but Bannon jumped on Jones, pinning his arms together, and Longtree stood in front of Shilansky in case Jones broke away from Bannon.


  Jones struggled, but he couldn’t get loose from Bannon’s viselike hold. Shilansky rolled over and over on the ground, cupping his balls in his hands. “The son of a bitch kicked me when I wasn’t looking! I’ll fucking kill him! Where’s my fucking gun!”


  Shilansky looked up and saw the barrel of a Thompson submachine gun two inches from his nose, and at the other end of the submachine gun was Butsko. “Settle down or I’ll blow your fucking head off, got it?”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Butsko walked across the clearing to Jones, who was trying to break loose from Bannon’s grip. “If I want any shit out of you, I’ll shoot it out of you,” Butsko said, jabbing the barrel of the submachine gun into Jones’s neck. “Get the picture?”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Butsko sat on the trunk of a tree that had fallen to the ground, then lit another cigarette. “I don’t know what I ever did to deserve you guys,” he muttered. “You’re the biggest bunch of eight balls I ever met in my life. Can’t get along with each other. Can’t do anything right. Fucking up all the time. Jesus Christ!”


  Nobody said anything because they all knew he was right. They liked him and felt guilty about all the trouble they caused him. Contrite, they puffed their cigarettes and looked at the ground.


  Butsko stood up and groaned. “We might as well get moving,” he said. “You can finish your smokes on the trail.”


  “Who’s gonna carry Frankie La Barbara?” Shaw asked.


  “You and Bannon. Make a stretcher out of your shirts.”


  Bannon and Shaw tied shirts together and rolled Frankie onto them, waking him up.


  “Japs!” Frankie screamed. “Japs’re coming!”


  “Shut him up!” Butsko said.


  Bannon put his hand over Frankie’s mouth, but Frankie bit him hard. “Japs! Lookit all the Japs!”


  “Punch him out,” Butsko said.


  Bannon raised his fist and brought it down hard on Frankie’s cheek. Frankie went limp and closed his eyes.


  Butsko spat out his cigarette. “There’s nothing like a good punch in the mouth to straighten a man out. Let’s go.”


  They moved out, with O’Rourke and Billie Jones carrying Delane and Bannon and Shaw carrying Frankie. Longtree took the point and they left the jungle, entering the field of kunai grass they’d passed through the night before.


  


  Longtree crouched low to the ground and strained his eyes in an effort to see Japs. They were moving through Japanese territory in broad daylight, the most dangerous maneuver a soldier could make, but they had to chance it for Frankie and Delane, who needed medical attention. There was a good possibility they’d get through, because the front line on Guadalcanal wasn’t a solid mass. There were units sprinkled all across the line, and a few men could slip through them easily in the thick jungle, provided they were careful.


  Longtree had every intention of being careful, because his life was on the line too. He wanted to get back to that reservation in Arizona someday and live a normal life again. He wasn’t married, but he intended to get married as soon as he returned. The fighting on Guadalcanal had taught him the value of the simple things of life, like a good wife and children. It was no good for a man to be alone, because a man alone became a beast, like Frankie La Barbara and all the rest of them. Longtree wondered how long it would take before he started acting like an animal too.


  They passed through the kunai grass and entered another stretch of jungle. The sun rose in the sky and beat down on them, drying the rain of the night before and sending clouds of steam into the air. The jungle spoke with the voices of a thousand animals, birds, and insects as the GIs made their way toward their lines, hoping there would be no more trouble, because they didn’t feel up to it.


  Longtree’s arms and legs ached from moving close to the ground, and he had a headache from straining his eyes. He peered through the underbrush and set his feet down silently, looking in all directions; you couldn’t relax for an instant because that might be the instant that gets you killed.


  He saw something move far in front of him and motioned toward the ground. The others saw him and got down. He, too, dropped silently onto his stomach and crawled forward, hoping it was just the breeze moving a branch or a stray animal loping through the woods. But there wasn’t that much breeze, and a jungle creature would never let a human being get that close. He inched forward through the bushes and saw the movement again. Now he knew for sure something was there, and it had to be Japs. What a rotten break. Now he had to see how many there were and how they were deployed.


  Crawling through the underbrush, he pushed the branches and leaves away from his eyes. The Japs were so close it took him a half hour to go fifteen feet, but then finally he saw it all: a Japanese heavy artillery piece covered with camouflage netting and pointed toward the American lines, and a sandbagged bunker nearby. Four Japs sat around the gun, cleaning it and joking around. Longtree figured more were in the cave. He and the others had better detour around the emplacement on their way back to the Henderson Field.


  Slowly and arduously he crawled back to the others, who had taken cover in the heavy underbrush.


  “What took you so long?” Butsko asked.


  “Japs,” Longtree replied. “Four that I could see, and probably more in a bunker. They’re the crew of a big fucking cannon.”


  “Shit,” Butsko said. “Just what we need.” He took off his cap and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. “Well, there’s no point in waiting around. Lead the way, Chief.”


  Longtree stood and estimated a wide arc that should take them around the artillery piece, then ducked his head and moved through the underbrush, leading the rest of the squad in that direction.


  The men made their way through the thick jungle, trying to be quiet, snorting and cursing under their breaths. Bannon slouched along next to O’Rourke and Billie Jones, who were carrying Craig Delane, and Delane looked as if he were turning blue. Bannon touched Delane’s wrist; there still a pulse. He wasn’t bleeding anymore, but evidently he was in deep shock. Bannon hoped they’d get him to the medics before it was too late.


  Farther back, Shilansky slipped on a pile of animal shit and fell on his ass, dropping Frankie La Barbara. The sudden lurch woke Frankie out of his delirium, and he looked around in horror. “Japs!” he screamed. “Japs!”


  Shilansky punched him in the mouth, and Frankie dropped off into unconsciousness again. Excited chattering and shouts of alarm came from the vicinity of the Japanese artillery emplacement. Butsko motioned for his men to get down and heard them fall to their stomachs all around him. He tried to think of what to do. The alternatives boiled down to two: fight the Japs or try to get away. If Longtree’s estimate was correct, the Japs outnumbered them, so a fight might not be a good idea. The area was infested with Japs, and all of them would be alerted. The rest of the trip in broad daylight would be tough, but Frankie and Delane might die if they waited until nightfall to move.


  It was a difficult situation and Butsko realized he had to take drastic action. Already he could hear the Jap artillerymen entering the woods, looking for them.


  “O’Rourke!” he said.


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  “Gag that son of a bitch so he doesn’t make any more noise!”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  O’Rourke took his filthy, snotty hankerchief out of his back pocket and stuffed it into Frankie La Barbara’s mouth. Butsko looked over the rest of his men, trying to figure out who should get the dirty work. He decided it would have to be him and Bannon.


  “Bannon,” he said, “you stay here with me and we’ll try to hold off the Japs. Longtree, you lead the others back to our lines. Get going!”


  Longtree took a moment to get his bearings, then plunged into the jungle, heading toward Henderson field. The others followed him, carrying Frankie and Delane. They made a considerable amount of noise, and the Japs shouted excitedly to each other, indicating they’d heard something.


  Bannon crawled beside Butsko. “Whataya want me to do?”


  “We gotta draw their attention to us. Give ‘em some lead and make ‘em think they’re under attack.”


  They raised their submachine guns to their shoulders, aimed in the direction of the Japanese artillery emplacement, and opened fire. The stillness of the jungle was shattered by the explosions of their bullets, and leaves in front of them trembled before the withering fire.


  “Let’s get closer!” Butsko said.


  


  They stood and charged toward the artillery emplacement, firing from the waist, shouting to make it appear that a major attack was under way. They heard frantic Japanese voices as the artillerymen ran for cover. Butsko knew from experience that rear-echelon soldiers like artillerymen were unaccustomed to close battle and could be counted upon to flee as soon as one started.


  Butsko and Bannon came to the edge of the artillery emplacement, raking it with submachine-gun fire, while the Japs hid in their bunker, taking an occasional wild shot. Butsko had one hand grenade left, and the opening to the bunker was too tempting for him to pass up. He pulled the grenade from his lapel, yanked the pin, drew back his arm, and threw it like Joe Dimaggio in Yankee Stadium. The grenade sailed through the air and was swallowed up by the darkness of the bunker opening.


  A moment later there were hysterical screams as Japs ran out of the bunker. Bannon mowed them down with his submachine gun, and seconds later the grenade went off, detonating the artillery shells stored in the bunker.


  The ground heaved with the violence of the explosion, and the bunker was blown apart, Japanese soldiers with their arms and legs outstretched flying through the air along with clods of earth and boulders. The artillery piece was knocked over onto its side, and Bannon’s ears rang as if an eardrum were burst; he dived to the ground.


  Lying beside Butsko, he watched the debris and dead bodies fall to earth. The artillery emplacement had been devastated.


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


  They rose and moved back into the jungle, trying to pick up the trail left by Longtree and the others.


  


  


  FIVE . . .


  Butsko and Bannon caught up with the others in an hour and made it back to Henderson Field without incident. Frankie La Barbara and Craig Delane were carried to the medics, and the rest of the squad returned to the platoon area while Butsko reported to Colonel Stockton.


  Butsko still had the same filthy bandage on his arm, and his clothing was torn and cruddy. He smelled like a water buffalo in heat, and a two-day growth of black beard bristled all over his face. He climbed the steps to regimental headquarters, threw open the door, and stepped inside.


  Two young lieutenants and Sergeant Major Ramsay looked up at him as he stomped across the floor. The men and officers at headquarters didn’t know what to make of Butsko, whom they considered a brawling, violent fool, and yet he was the only man in the regiment that Colonel Stockton was friendly with. The colonel and Butsko sometimes spent hours together behind the closed doors of Colonel Stockton’s office, and often their laughter could be heard. Everyone wondered what two such dissimilar men could have in common, for Colonel Stockton was a scholar as well as a regimental commander, and Butsko was a brute and a killer.


  “The colonel in?” Butsko asked, stopping at Ramsay’s desk.


  “No. He’s at a meeting with General Vandegrift.”


  “Anything cooking?”


  “Yes—something big.”


  “When?”


  “Tomorrow I think.”


  Butsko groaned and sat on the chair near Ramsay’s desk. He’d hoped he and his men could rest for a few days, but now it appeared they wouldn’t have much time to recoup. He was getting worried about them: They were all worn out and showing signs of strain. Even Bannon, who ordinarily was the coolest head in the platoon, was getting jumpy.


  “That arm of yours all right?” Ramsay asked.


  “My arm?” Butsko looked at the bandage and remembered the wound. “I think it’s all right.”


  “Maybe I’d better get a medic over here,” Ramsay said, reaching for his telephone.


  “Naw, I’m okay. When do you think the colonel will be back?”


  “Shouldn’t be long now. He’s been gone for nearly two hours.”


  Butsko extended his arm and peeled off the dirty bandage. Ramsay and the two young officers peeked surreptitiously at the gruesome scab on Butsko’s arm. Might as well let the air get to it, Butsko thought.


  “How’d you get that?” Ramsay asked.


  “Who the fuck knows?” Butsko replied, because he was drowsy and didn’t feel like talking about it. He checked his watch; it was four o’clock in the afternoon. Closing his eyes to rest them, he quickly dropped off to sleep, snoring loudly.


  The two young officers left the orderly room, and Sergeant Major Ramsay wished he could do something about Butsko snoring with his head hanging to the side. It didn’t look right for men who looked like Butsko to sleep in regimental headquarters. But Ramsay was afraid to say anything to Butsko, who was Colonel Stockton’s favorite in the regiment. Ramsay adjusted the wire-rimmed eyeglasses on his nose and tried to work, although it sounded as if a buzzsaw were sitting next to him.


  Bannon sat in a foxhole in the recon platoon area, eating a C ration can of cold chicken stew. He knew that hot chow would be served in about an hour, but he couldn’t wait. The hunger he’d suppressed during the mission had attacked him as soon as he’d sat down. He’d eat C rations now and a hot meal later.


  Bannon was in a rotten mood because he’d been thinking that his days were numbered and it wouldn’t be long before he stopped a bullet or a piece of shrapnel. He’d been on Guadalcanal for nearly five weeks and had seen many of his friends get killed or wounded. The law of averages said that he was long overdue. He was starting to get scared, and the awareness of that troubled him more than the possibility of pain or actual death itself, because a scared man was a danger to his buddies.


  Bannon was mad at himself and the world. He knew that the GIs and Marines on Guadalcanal were being shortchanged in reinforcements and supplies. If the War Department was serious about Guadalcanal, they could have taken it long ago, but instead they were fucking around, and men were getting killed as a result. Those big shots always acted as though they were so smart, but when you got right down to it, they didn’t know a bull’s ass from a banjo.


  On top of everything else, he hadn’t received a letter from his girl friend, Ginger Gregg, and just knew she was shacking up with another guy. Ginger always had hot pants and needed her fucking. A pretty girl like that never had to look very hard for men, because men were coming at her all day long, tripping over each other, trying to do favors for her, buy her drinks, send her flowers, and shit like that. Ginger would have to give in sooner or later. It nearly drove Bannon wild to think of another man in bed with her and her touching him in that special delicate way she used to touch him. She probably felt guilty about all her screwing around, and that’s why she didn’t write him. She didn’t realize that if she just wrote something nice, no matter if it was a lie or not, it would make him happy and he wouldn’t worry so much. But she had always been a dizzy broad. You could never rely on her to do the sensible thing.


  Bannon threw the empty C ration tin over his shoulder and lit a cigarette. He was starting to hate women. Several guys in the platoon had gotten Dear John letters already, and many of the others had girl friends who’d stopped writing them altogether. All the married guys were sure their wives were fucking around on them. It’s all they ever talked about. Only Homer Gladley was completely sure that the girl he was going to marry was still a virgin, but he was practically a moron, and he might be dead by now for all Bannon knew. Gladley had been wounded so badly that they’d shipped him out to the naval hospital at Tulagi, thirty-five miles away across Ironbottom Sound. His girl friend was probably blowing the mailman right now.


  Bannon thought he wouldn’t feel so bad if Frankie La Barbara was around. Frankie was the worst lowlife he’d ever met in his life, but he was always good for a few laughs. There never was a dull moment when Frankie was around. Frankie got letters from his wife and several other women back in New York City. Frankie was the kind of guy who really knew how to handle women. He’d told Bannon many times that the worse you treated women, the more they loved you, and the moment you started being sweet to them, that’s when they decide to fuck your best friend.


  “What’s this C ration can doing over here, soldier!”


  Bannon turned around and saw a captain in a steel pot looking down at him. Beside the captain was a master sergeant. Bannon had never seen either one of them before. At their feet was the C ration can he’d just thrown over his shoulder.


  Bannon was in an ornery mood. He knew he was headed for trouble, but he didn’t give a shit. “What C ration can’s that?” Bannon asked.


  The captain got red in the face. “Don’t you stand up when an officer talks to you, soldier?”


  Bannon pulled himself to his feet and stood listlessly in the foxhole. “This good enough for you, sir?”


  “I think you’d better come out of there and pick up this C ration can, soldier!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Bannon climbed out of his foxhole and picked up the C ration can while the captain and sergeant looked around at other C ration cans, empty packs of cigarettes, and other debris.


  “Who’s in charge here?” the captain asked.


  “Actually I am, sir.”


  “Who the hell are you?”


  “Sergeant Charles Bannon, sir.”


  “Where are your sergeant stripes?”


  “I ain’t had a chance to sew them on yet, sir.”


  “What outfit is this?”


  “This is the recon platoon, sir.”


  


  The captain and the sergeant exchanged glances. “So this is Colonel Stockton’s famous recon platoon, eh? You guys are supposed to be the big heroes in this regiment, aren’t you? Well, you sure as hell aren’t showing me much. This area is a mess. Assemble your men and clean up around here.”


  Bannon looked at the captain and all the rage and frustration bubbled into his brain. “My men just came back from an operation and they’re tired,” he said gruffly. “I’m not gonna make them do anything until they get rested up.”


  The captain couldn’t believe his ears, and an expression of incredulity came over his face. “What!”


  “I think you heard me, sir.”


  “Who do you think you’re talking to, soldier?”


  “I don’t know; I never saw you before.”


  Bannon turned away to jump back into his foxhole, but the captain grabbed him by the arm


  “Now see here . . .”


  Bannon spun around and brought one up from the ground. It hit the captain underneath his chin and lifted him into the air, sending him sprawling onto his back. The captain blinked and shook his head as blood dribbled out the corner of his mouth. The sergeant helped the captain to his feet as soldiers from the recon platoon gathered around.


  The officer spoke with difficulty, because his jaw was broken. “You’re going to pay for this,” he said to Bannon. “You’d better not go anywhere.”


  “Where the fuck am I gonna go?” Bannon asked.


  Butsko was fast asleep in regimental headquarters when Colonel Stockton walked inside, carrying his briefcase. Lieutenant Harper followed him in.


  Sergeant Major Ramsay stood behind his desk. “Sergeant Butsko has been waiting to talk with you, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton smiled faintly and moved toward Butsko, shaking his shoulder.


  “Huh—what?” Butsko said, jumping up, looking for his submachine gun.


  “Come into my office,” Colonel Stockton said.


  Colonel Stockton pushed open the door to his office and Butsko staggered as he followed him in.


  “Sorry to fall asleep, sir,” Butsko said, “but I’m a little tired.”


  “Guess you didn’t get much sleep last night.”


  “None at all.”


  “Have a seat.”


  Lieutenant Harper stuck his head into the office. “You need me for anything else, sir?”


  “Not right now, Harper. Come back in about a half hour.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Harper closed the door, leaving Butsko and Colonel Stockton alone. Colonel Stockton opened his briefcase, took out some papers and maps, laid them on his desk, and sat in his chair, filling his pipe with tobacco.


  “We got your message on the Japanese observation post,” Colonel Stockton said. “Have any problems?”


  “Lots of problems. One of my men was wounded, another one got sick with malaria, and a Jap cut me.” Butsko held up the wounded forearm.


  “Maybe you’d better get that looked at.”


  “It’s all right.”


  Colonel Stockton lit his pipe, and his head disappeared in billows of pale blue smoke. “What did you find at the Jap observation post?”


  “About a dozen Japs and a radio.”


  “No prisoners?”


  “No.”


  “What could they see from where they were?”


  “Just about everything down here.”


  “They’ll probably send another observation post to that ridge.”


  “Probably.”


  Colonel Stockton puffed his pipe. “Henderson Field will never be safe unless we take that ridge, but first we’ve got to get across the Matanikau, and we’re going to do that tomorrow night.”


  Butsko became more alert. “Tomorrow night?”


  “Yes, and the recon platoon will lead the way, as usual.”


  “Sir,” said Butsko, “my men need some rest. They’ve been on the go for too long and some of them are starting to crack.”


  “They can rest until tomorrow night. That should be enough, don’t you think?”


  “I imagine so, but what they really need is a couple of weeks of R&R.”


  “We could all use some of that, Butsko, but we can’t have any. There are too many Japs out there and not enough of us.”


  “How’re we gonna cross the Matanikau, sir?”


  “Come here, I’ll show you.”


  Colonel Stockton stood and spread the maps out on his desk. Butsko lit a cigarette without asking Colonel Stockton’s permission: Because he spent so much time in the colonel’s office, he felt at home. Colonel Stockton pointed to the three red circles drawn over the river.


  “After dark tomorrow night,” he said, “three teams will cross the Matanikau in rubber boats and secure the far bank long enough for the engineers to put pontoon bridges across. Then I’ll move my main forces across, with tanks and artillery, and start clearing out those woods. There aren’t many Japs over there, and I imagine we’ll make pretty good headway until old Jap Hyakutake finds out what we’re up to. Then the resistance will stiffen, but I think we’ll have enough momentum to carry us forward to the mountains. The Seventh Marines will back us up.”


  “That’s Colonel Puller’s outfit, isn’t it, sir?”


  “That’s right, and Chesty Puller is a good man to have with you when the going gets tough.”


  Butsko examined the map, tracing paths of attacks with his fingers, sniffing like the war dog that he was.


  “What do you think, Butsko?”


  “Well, sir, I think I’d do it a little differently.”


  “In what way?”


  “I think it might be better if the Seventh Infantry and the Seventh Marines went across side by side in depth, instead of one after the other.”


  “And each of us hold back something in reserve?”


  “Right. And I’d have two bridges for each regiment. That should get us across faster.”


  “That’ll spread the engineers awfully thin.”


  


  “Infantry soldiers and Marines can help with the work, and the engineers can tell them what to do.”


  Colonel Stockton puffed his pipe and leaned on one elbow as he studied the map up close. “I don’t believe we have enough bridge equipment for four crossings.”


  “There are some awfully narrow points in that river. I bet you’d have enough equipment for four narrow crossings.”


  “Maybe, but that’s where the Japs would expect us to cross. We’ve got to go over where they don’t expect us.”


  Butsko nodded. “Maybe we can make one of the crossings with boats alone.”


  “There aren’t enough boats.”


  “Shit!” Butsko said. “Why the hell don’t they give us enough to fight with here?”


  “Because this is the asshole of the war, Butsko.”


  Butsko snorted angrily, and Colonel Stockton smiled. He’d always admired the fighting spirit of Butsko. It was much more invigorating to be with him than with officers who were worried always about their behavior and jockeying for promotion. Butsko didn’t give a damn about promotions. All he wanted to do was kill Japs, and he had more front-line experience than most of the officers in the regiment.


  There was a knock at the door.


  “Come in!” said Colonel Stockton.


  Sergeant Ramsay opened the door. “Sir, we’ve got another problem in the recon platoon.”


  Butsko interrupted him before he could say more. “What do you mean, another problem in the recon platoon!”


  “Sir,” Sergeant Ramsay continued, “a man in the recon platoon just beat up Captain Hargreaves from Fox Company and broke his jaw.”


  Colonel Stockton opened his mouth to speak, but Butsko was faster. “What’s the name of the man in the recon platoon who did it?”


  Sergeant Ramsay looked at a slip of paper in his hand. “Sergeant Charles Bannon.”


  Butsko turned to Colonel Stockton. “I told you they were starting to crack, sir. They’re a good bunch of men, but they can only take so much. Bannon’s got a lot of responsibility, and I’m sure he has a touch of malaria too. He’s got a bad case of trenchfoot and I happen to know that he hasn’t gotten a letter from home in nearly two weeks. Who the fuck is this Captain Hargreaves anyway? What was he doing in my platoon?”


  Colonel Stockton held out his hand, indicating that Butsko should shut up. “Were there any witnesses?” he asked Ramsay.


  “Sergeant Carberry from Fox Company, sir.”


  “Send for him immediately.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Ramsay withdrew his head and closed the door. Butsko looked at Colonel Stockton. “Sir,” he said, “I got a tough bunch of boys in that platoon, and this Captain What’s-his-name must have done something he shouldn’t’ve. Bannon wouldn’t’ve hit him for nothing. Bannon’s one of my best men.”


  “Didn’t I make him a sergeant recently?” Colonel Stockton asked.


  “Yes, sir. For that reconnaissance down on Tassafaronga Point. He saved my life down there. The whole operation would have been fucked up if it weren’t for Bannon.”


  Colonel Stockton sat wearily behind his desk. “There’ll have to be a court-martial. We can’t have enlisted men beating up officers.”


  “I’m sure that officer was looking for trouble. He should’ve stayed out of my platoon.”


  “Butsko, sometimes you carry on as if your platoon isn’t in the US Army.”


  “I know it’s in the Army, sir, but they’re not the kind of guys you can push around. You have to know how to handle them. Let’s face it, sir, the whole platoon, including me, probably would be in the stockade right now if we weren’t in the recon platoon. Sometimes even I have trouble handling them. But we already talked about this, sir. You said you wanted the toughest guys in the regiment for the recon platoon, and that’s what you got.”


  “I know,” Colonel Stockton said, resignation in his voice, “but your men are in the Army and subject to the Uniform Code of Military Justice. I’m afraid I have no choice but to see this through to the bitter end. I think you’d better go back to your platoon, Sergeant Butsko. We’ll talk of this later.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Butsko stood, threw a highball, did an about-face, and marched out of the office, closing the door behind him. Colonel Stockton crossed his arms over his chest and scowled; he was annoyed that this new problem had cropped up just when his big offensive was about to get under way, but he’d been having problems with his recon platoon almost from the day he’d organized it. The soldiers in the recon platoon fought with everybody and stole anything that wasn’t nailed down. Some had been criminals in civilian life, others were rowdies and bullies, and a few were warped geniuses. They could handle any difficult job you threw at them and seemed to thrive on danger, but when things got quiet, they went wild.


  This new incident was the worst yet. It was a shame it had to happen to Bannon, because Colonel Stockton knew who he was and considered him one of the more stable members of the platoon. But enlisted men couldn’t be permitted to strike officers. That was a threat to the fundamental organization of the Army.


  An example would have to be made of Bannon. Colonel Stockton didn’t want to do it, but unless mitigating information was presented to him, he’d have no choice.


  Butsko rushed through the jungle, a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth, anxious to get back to the recon platoon and find out what the hell had gone wrong. Bannon had saved his life on Tassafaronga Point, and Butsko had to get him off the hook one way or another. If Bannon couldn’t beat the court-martial, Butsko would bust him out of the stockade. Then the shit really would fly, but Butsko couldn’t turn his back on a man who’d saved his life.


  He stomped through the leaves and slime, pushing branches out of his way, slapping mosquitoes that dive-bombed him, trying to figure out what had happened. He’d known Bannon hadn’t been his old self lately, and that officer must have been a chickenshit son of a bitch. Probably he tried to push Bannon around and Bannon had let him have it, breaking the officer’s jaw. Butsko wondered if he’d done that with one punch. Bannon was muscular and strong. He’d been wrestling steers since he was a kid and was nobody to fuck with.


  Butsko arrived in the platoon area and saw that it was a mess, but things like that never bothered him. He’d never been a very good spit-and-polish soldier himself and had a long record of courts-martial to prove it. He barely noticed the cans of C rations on the ground and the scraps of paper. The jungle wasn’t the Astor Hotel.


  The men in the platoon jumped out of their foxholes and ran toward him.


  “Hey, you hear what happened?” Shilansky asked.


  “Yeah, I know what happened,” Butsko said, “but how did it happen?”


  A little guy named Sweeney from the Fourth Squad bounced up and down on the balls of his feet. “Some fucking officer came by and Bannon hit him a shot—wow!”


  “Anybody see what happened?” Butsko asked.


  “I just told you!” Sweeney said.


  “I mean the details. Who was the closest man to Bannon?”


  Sam Longtree stepped forward. “I was.”


  “What’d you see?”


  “I don’t know; it all happened so fast. A sergeant and a captain walked through the platoon area, and the captain said something to Bannon, who was in that foxhole over there. Bannon got out of the foxhole and talked with the captain, then threw a punch out of nowhere and knocked him on his ass. The sergeant called for help and the MPs came to take Bannon away.”


  “You didn’t hear what Bannon and this captain said to each other?”


  “No.”


  “Shit.”


  Billie Jones spoke in his deep-throated preacher’s voice. “They say he’s gonna get the firing squad.”


  “Bullshit!” Butsko said. “I’d like to see ‘em try it!”


  “Yeah!” said Shilansky.


  “Fuckin’ A!” yelled Jimmy O’Rourke.


  “Okay,” Butsko said. “You guys stay here and be calm. Don’t do nothing crazy and, for Chrissakes, don’t hit no more officers, got it?”


  “Got it!” they replied in unison.


  “Good. I’m gonna go get the story right from the horse’s mouth. I’ll be back in a little while.”


  The Army stockade on Guadalcanal was a small fenced-in yard next to a wooden shack left by the Japanese when the Marines first landed on Guadalcanal in August. Bannon sat in a section of the yard shaded by palm trees and massaged his bare feet, trying to get some circulation going so that they wouldn’t hurt so much.


  He looked around the stockade and didn’t like what he saw. The other prisoners sat in the shade around him, and from listening to their conversations he could tell they were a bunch of lowlife coward bastards. Some of them had gone AWOL and tried to hide in the jungle. Others had stolen stuff from their buddies. A few had shot themselves in the foot so that they would be sent to the hospital, and after leaving the hospital they’d been court-martialed. A few of them were talking about getting put before firing squads, and Bannon figured that was what they probably deserved.


  A soldier with bony shoulders and a sorrowful expression on his face walked across the yard to Bannon. He looked something like the guy in the Sad Sack cartoons, and as he drew closer Bannon could see that his hands and face were filthy with grease and blackheads.


  “Mind if I sit down?” the man asked.


  “Suit yourself,” Bannon replied.


  The man sat down. He had the long sad face of a horse. “You’re the guy who hit an officer, right?” he asked.


  “Yeah,” Bannon said.


  “I hit a sergeant,” the man said proudly.


  “No shit.”


  “No shit.”


  Bannon reached over and shook the man’s hand. “Congratulations—what’s your name?”


  “Plotnik.”


  “What you hit the sergeant for?”


  


  Plotnik wrinkled his greasy nose and rolled his shoulders shyly. “He was picking on me. Everybody’s always picking on me. They think I’m funny-looking, but I got feelings like anybody else. The sergeant went a little too far. He called me Shitstick and I pooned him in the eye.”


  “When?”


  “Two days ago.”


  “You been before the court-martial yet?”


  “Tomorrow.”


  “Good luck.”


  “Fuck luck. There’s no luck when you go before a court-martial board. It’s just a hard way to go. They can’t bust me, because they already did that, so I guess they’ll fine me and send me to an infantry company.”


  “What were you in?”


  “The motor pool. I was a mechanic before I got drafted. I can fix anything.”


  “What’d they bust you for the last time?”


  “I hit a corporal.”


  “Jesus, Plotnik, you sound worse than me.”


  “Nobody’s gonna fuck with me and get away with it, but look who’s talking. You hit an officer.”


  Bannon sighed. He knew he shouldn’t have done it, but he also knew that if the same circumstances arose again, he’d do it again.


  “You’re in that Rat Bastard platoon, ain’t you?” Plotnik asked.


  “The what platoon?”


  “The Rat Bastard platoon in the Twenty-third Infantry—you know, the recon platoon.”


  “Yeah, I’m in the recon platoon.”


  “You guys got a reputation. You’re supposed to be a crazy bunch of guys. Sounds like a good outfit.”


  “It has its good points and bad points, like anything else.”


  Plotnik had a nervous furtive manner and was always looking over his shoulder. He narrowed his eyes at the approach of a big burly master sergeant on the other side of the wire. The master sergeant carried a Thompson submachine gun, and his face was covered with scars.


  


  “Jesus, looka that guy,” Plotnik said.


  Bannon turned around and saw Butsko coming toward the wire. Bannon jumped up and grinned; he figured Butsko would come to see him sooner or later.


  “Hey, Sarge, how’re you doing!” Bannon said happily.


  “You fucking asshole, I ought to blow you away,” Butsko replied.


  “Hey, what’s the matter, big Sergeant!”


  “You stupid bastard, what you hit that captain for?”


  Bannon shrugged. “I don’t know, I was in a bad mood I guess and he rubbed me the wrong way.”


  “You guys are like a bunch of fucking kids,” Butsko said. “I leave you alone for a minute and you get into trouble. Tell me what happened, from the beginning to the end.”


  Bannon explained everything, detailing with special relish the wonderful feeling he had had in his arm when his fist connected with the captain’s jaw. “It was a beautiful punch, Sarge. My whole body was behind it and I even had my fucking toes into it.”


  Butsko puffed a cigarette dourly. “They’re talking about a firing squad, you know.”


  The smile vanished on Bannon’s face. “A firing squad?”


  “You can’t hit an officer and get away with it. I imagine they’ll try to make an example of you.”


  “But you’re tight with the colonel. Why don’t you put in a good word for me?”


  “He’s in the Army too. He can’t turn loose an enlisted man who broke an officer’s jaw. The Army is built on discipline. You broke discipline and you’ve got to pay for it.”


  Bannon wrapped his fingers around sections of the fence that didn’t have barbs. “You really don’t think they’ll put me before a firing squad, do you?”


  “They might,” Butsko said. He didn’t believe it, but he was trying to scare Bannon so that he’d never punch an officer again.


  “Jesus,” Bannon said, “it’s that bad, huh?”


  “Yeah.”


  “What can I do?”


  “It’s too late for you to do anything now. You shoulda thought about all this before you hit that officer. You shoulda smiled at him and saluted and said ‘Yes, sir.’ Then, when he walked away, you coulda given him the finger and gone back to whatever you were doing.”


  “You’re right, Sarge.”


  “You just sit tight here and I’ll see if I can do anything. I’ll get you out of this if I can, but don’t hit anybody else, for Chrissakes, you hear me?”


  “I hear you, Sarge.”


  “Take it easy.”


  Butsko turned and walked away. From behind, moving into the jungle, he looked like a gorilla in Army fatigues.


  “Who was that?” said Dooley.


  “That’s Sergeant Butsko.”


  “He looks like a mean son of a bitch. What does he do?”


  “He’s my platoon sergeant.”


  “He’s the platoon sergeant of the recon platoon?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Jesus.”


  Both men sat down in the shade again. Bannon took out his pack of cigarettes and realized he only had four left. He should have asked Butsko for some, but he had forgotten. Son of a bitch, he thought, lighting one of the cigarettes, I’m fucking up by the numbers in everything I do. I’d better get a hold of myself before it’s too late.


  


  


  SIX . . .


  It was night on Guadalcanal. Captain Hargreaves of Fox Company lay sleeping on a cot in a walled tent at the rear of his company area. His face was bandaged and his jaw was set in a cast. Under normal circumstances a man with a broken jaw would be hospitalized, but on Guadalcanal a broken jaw wasn’t much, and he’d been returned to duty immediately with a bottle of painkiller pills and the advice that he shouldn’t try to chew any food that was hard.


  Hargreaves was from Minnesota, and hadn’t always been an officer. When the war broke out he’d been a sergeant and had been made an officer because the Army had needed officers desperately. Many sergeants with long terms of service had been upgraded to officers, and some, like Hargreaves, had become even more obnoxious than they had been before.


  Hargreaves slept soundly, the painkillers having knocked him out. It was a typically hot and humid night on Guadalcanal, and he had no covers on. His body was covered with perspiration, and he wore only his shorts. Birds called to each other in the trees above him, and in the distance a wild dog howled at the moon. Occasionally the sound of footsteps could be heard as GIs passed by on their way to or from guard duty.


  Shortly after midnight the long gleaming blade of a straight razor sliced soundlessly through the fabric of the tent. It paused for a second, then cut down swiftly, making a zip sound, and withdrew as suddenly as it had appeared. Two hands appeared in the rip, spreading it wide, and then a big burly figure came through, his face covered by a mask made from a torn fatigue shirt. The figure crept toward Captain Hargreaves and crouched beside him. He folded the razor, pushing it into his back pocket, and then drew an Army-issue Colt .45, placing the cold barrel against Captain Hargreaves’s forehead.


  Captain Hargreaves may have been drugged and dopey, but he was enough of a soldier to know when something was amiss. He opened his eyes and they widened into saucers at the sight of the big man holding a Colt .45 against his head.


  “Don’t move,” the man said.


  Hargreaves went as stiff as a board on the bed.


  “This is the scoop,” the man said. “Today you charged a certain GI with assaulting you. Tomorrow you’re gonna withdraw those charges. You’re gonna say it was all a mistake, that you got sunstroke and fell down. You only thought the GI hit you, got it?”


  Captain Hargreaves realized immediately that this man must be a friend of Sergeant Bannon’s and was from that damned recon platoon. The audacity of the man made Hargreaves turn red with anger.


  “Now wait just a minute . . .!” Captain Hargreaves said.


  The man pressed the barrel of the Colt .45 more firmly against Hargreaves’s head. “No, you wait a minute. I just told you what you’re gonna do. If you don’t do it, you’re gonna die. That’s all there is to it. See you around.”


  The man duckwalked backward to the slit in the tent, holding the Colt .45 leveled at Captain Hargreaves. The man paused before leaving the tent. “Don’t think you can hide from us, because you can’t. We’ll get you sooner or later, so if you’re as smart as you think you are, you’ll make it easy for yourself and do the right thing.”


  The man slipped through the gash in the tent and disappeared into the night.


  “Guard!” screamed Captain Hargreaves, but his voice didn’t carry far due to his wired teeth and plaster-cast jaws. “Guard!” He pulled his own Colt .45 from underneath the pillow and fired a shot right through the roof of the tent. “Guard!”


  He heard running feet, and a few seconds later a GI with an M 1 rifle appeared in his tent. “Yes, sir?”


  Hargreaves pointed to the slit in his tent. “Somebody just broke in here and tried to kill me! After him!”


  “Was it a Jap, sir?”


  


  “No, it was somebody from the recon platoon!”


  “The recon platoon, sir? Are you sure?”


  “What do you mean, am I sure! Get after him!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  The soldier ran out of the tent. With trembling hands Captain Hargreaves picked up his pack of Camels from the folding chair beside his cot and placed one gingerly between his teeth. He lit it with his Zippo and inhaled, raging inwardly. He’d never liked the recon platoon, always considering them a bunch of wiseguys and criminals who were a threat to the whole concept of Army discipline, and Hargreaves was an old soldier who had found a home in the Army. He believed in going by the book at all times. He was not the type who backed down to threats. Now he was more determined than ever to put Sergeant Bannon before a firing squad.


  Corporal Longtree was waiting for Butsko in the bushes behind Captain Hargreaves’s tent, and together they made then-way through the jungle back to the recon platoon area. They hadn’t gone twenty yards before they heard Hargreaves hollering for the guard.


  “That son of a bitch!” Butsko said.


  “Looks like he’s not gonna cooperate.”


  “I should’ve slit his throat while I had the chance.”


  “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”


  They held their heads low and stayed in the shadows as they ran back to the recon platoon. Behind them they could hear soldiers running about and MPs screaming orders.


  As dawn came to Guadalcanal, Colonel Stockton sat at his desk, smoking his pipe and working on the details of the attack he was going to launch across the Matanikau the next morning. He’d been at his desk all night, except for an hour or two of sleep on the cot a few feet away. This attack was the biggest opportunity presented to him since he had come to Guadalcanal, and he knew that his future was riding on its success. He had to make certain that nothing would go wrong.


  This was a flaw of Colonel Stockton’s, and he knew it. So did many of his superior officers, who often criticized him in efficiency reports for his inability to delegate authority. Colonel Stockton’s problem was that he knew he was smarter than most of the officers who served under him, and he couldn’t trust them with important matters, so he had to take care of them himself. Let the brass downgrade him for not being able to delegate authority; that wasn’t so important. A big victory would turn his whole career around, and no one would give a damn about how he delegated authority.


  Sergeant Ramsay brought him a pot of coffee and some scrambled powdered eggs with toast at 0630 hours, and Colonel Stockton ate while continuing to work, dropping some coffee and egg on the maps and flicking them away with a fingernail. He’d incorporated part of Butsko’s suggestions into his plan and sold it to General Vandegrift. The Twenty-third Infantry Regiment and the Seventh Marines would cross the Matanikau side by side on narrow fronts, instead of one after the other in waves. The Twenty-third would be on the right, with their right flank on Ironbottom Sound and their left flank abutting the Marines. Stockton was glad old Chesty Puller would be his partner in the operation, because Chester Puller was one of the best fighting officers the Marines had on Guadalcanal.


  The only hitch was the pontoon bridges. Stockton and Chesty Puller would get only one bridge apiece. General Vandegrift was saving the other bridge for another purpose, and Colonel Stockton couldn’t pry it loose.


  This forced Colonel Stockton to plan three boat crossings, one for each of his infantry battalions. The middle crossing would be made initially by the recon platoon, and they’d have to hold on over there until the pontoon bridge was up. Then the tanks, artillery, and other heavy equipment could be put across, along with Colonel Stockton’s combat headquarters. All units would fan out in a prearranged pattern throughout the jungle and push hard toward the mountains straight ahead.


  Colonel Stockton puffed his pipe and smiled as he looked down at the map. The plan was perfect. He’d racked his brain and looked at it from all the angles, but had been unable to find anything wrong. It was the kind of plan you could put in a textbook for the cadets at West Point to study. One of Colonel Stockton’s dreams was to become commandant of West Point someday. He’d spent the best years of his life as a cadet there, or so he liked to think anyway.


  There was a knock on his door. “Come in.”


  Sergeant Ramsay stuck his head in. “Captain Hargreaves wants to see you, sir, and he says it’s very important.”


  Colonel Stockton frowned. The last thing he wanted to deal with just then was that mess in the recon platoon. “Send him in.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton looked up from his maps as Captain Hargreaves, his face bandaged, marched into the office and saluted in front of the desk. “Sir,” he said, “I hate to bother you, but I’m afraid it’s necessary. Last night, when I was asleep, somebody from the recon platoon snuck into my tent and threatened my life. He pointed a gun at me and told me if I didn’t withdraw my charges against Sergeant Bannon, I would be killed.”


  Colonel Stockton couldn’t believe his ears. It sounded utterly preposterous, yet he knew that somebody in the recon platoon could well have done it. They’d been out on so many dangerous and unusual missions that something like this would be nothing to them. But, despite all that, Colonel Stockton didn’t want to deal with it just then. He wanted the men in the recon platoon to go away.


  “Did you see who it was?” he asked.


  “No, sir. He wore a mask.”


  “A mask?”


  “Yes, sir. A mask.”


  “Were you under medication last night by any chance?”


  “Yes, sir, and I imagine you think I dreamt all this, but I didn’t, and I’ve got a four-foot slash in my tent to prove it.”


  Colonel Stockton expelled air from his pursed lips. “I’m afraid I don’t have time for this right now. We’ll hold the court-martial and see this through after our attack is over and we’re consolidated on the other side of the Matanikau.”


  “But that might not be for weeks, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton stared at him angrily. “Captain Hargreaves, there are more important things taking place on Guadalcanal than this court-martial!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  “Return to your unit and prepare for the attack. When I’m ready for the court-martial, I’ll get in touch with you.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “That is all.”


  Captain Hargreaves saluted, turned, and marched out of the office. Descending the steps of the hut, he put on his helmet and placed a cigarette between his lips, lighting it up and cursing to himself because he knew Colonel Stockton had just brushed him off. Everybody knew the recon platoon was Colonel Stockton’s pet project within the regiment, and evidently the colonel didn’t like the way Captain Hargreaves was pressing his case. But Captain Hargreaves didn’t give a damn; he’d been in the Army a long time and he knew how to get things done. He had friends in high places too. A colonel wasn’t shit in the Army when you looked down from the top. Colonels had been relieved of command before, and it could happen again. If Colonel Stockton didn’t prosecute Bannon to the fullest extent of the Uniform Code of Military Justice, Captain Hargreaves would go over his head.


  Captain Hargreaves puffed his cigarette as he walked toward Fox Company. He paid no attention to the short, dumpy GI sitting beneath a tree nearby, cleaning an M 1 rifle. When Hargreaves was out of sight, the GI reassembled the M 1 quickly and ran off into the jungle in the direction of the recon platoon.


  Butsko was sitting in a foxhole with Longtree and Tommy Shaw, smoking cigarettes and shooting the shit, when Sweeney burst through the bushes and ran toward them. Butsko looked up and grimaced, because he knew bad news was on the way.


  Sweeney jumped into the foxhole with the rest of them and tried to catch his breath.


  “Well?” said Butsko.


  Sweeney’s chest heaved and his mouth was wide open, his tongue hanging out. “Captain Hargreaves . . . just went to see . . . Colonel Stockton,” he said. “He was . . . in with him . . . for about five minutes.”


  “That son of a bitch,” Butsko said.


  “You should have killed him while you had the chance,” Longtree said.


  


  “You’re right, I should’ve.”


  “It still ain’t too late,” Shaw said, caressing his submachine gun lovingly.


  The field telephone buzzed in a foxhole six feet away. The Reverend Billie Jones, who’d replaced Craig Delane as the platoon runner, answered it, then signed off and called out, “Sergeant Butsko!”


  “What is it?”


  “You’re wanted at regiment right away!”


  “Aw, fuck,” Butsko said.


  “They know it’s you,” Longtree said. “I told you you shoulda killed him while you had the chance.”


  “I know, I know.” Butsko stood and slung his submachine gun barrel-down over his shoulder. “Well, I’ll-be back in a little while,” he said, climbing out of the foxhole and heading toward regimental headquarters.


  “Sergeant Butsko here to see you, sir,” said Sergeant Ramsay.


  “Send him right in.”


  The door opened wide and Butsko tromped into the office, throwing a salute.


  “Have a seat, Butsko.”


  “Yes, sir.” Butsko sat and crossed his legs, smiling pleasantly, trying to look innocent.


  Colonel Stockton leaned forward, folding his hands on his maps, and looked into Butsko’s eyes. “Captain Hargreaves was just here, Butsko. He said somebody broke into his tent last night and threatened to kill him if he didn’t withdraw his charges against Sergeant Bannon. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


  “Who me? No, sir, I don’t know anything about it.”


  “C’mon Butsko. Level with me.”


  “What do you mean, sir? Why, you don’t think I had something to do with that, do you?”


  “To be blunt, I do. Who else would have done such a thing except somebody in the recon platoon, and you know everything that happens in the recon platoon.”


  Butsko smiled. “Were there any witnesses?”


  


  “No.”


  “Then how do you know it happened, sir? How do you know Hargreaves didn’t dream that it happened.”


  “Because dreams don’t cut holes in tents.”


  “Maybe it was a Jap.”


  “If it was a Jap, he wouldn’t have left him alive.”


  “Gee,” Butsko said, “I don’t know what to tell you, sir.”


  “Then let me tell you something, Butsko,” Colonel Stockton said, raising his voice. “If anything happens to Captain Hargreaves, I’m going to hold you personally responsible. Do you understand?”


  “Me? But, sir, I didn’t do nothing!”


  “You’re lying to me, Butsko!”


  “No, I’m not, sir.”


  “Yes, you are. I never dreamed that you’d lie to me, after all that’s passed between us, but I guess I was wrong. I guess you don’t trust me, right?”


  Butsko felt bad, because Colonel Stockton had been good to him. Colonel Stockton gave the recon platoon special treatment and had even promoted him back to a master sergeant the month before, after he’d been busted down to buck sergeant for that brawl in a bar in Australia.


  Butsko hung his head in shame. “I trust you, sir,” he said. “I’m the one who did it.”


  “You admit it!”


  “Yup.”


  “You son of a bitch, Butsko!” Colonel Stockton burst into laughter. The whole situation suddenly seemed hilarious to him. Captain Hargreaves was a pompous ass and Colonel Stockton could imagine the expression of his face when he woke up to see Butsko holding a gun on him. Colonel Stockton perceived the problem as a prank like the ones he used to pull when he’d been a cadet at the Point. Captain Hargreaves had never been to West Point and didn’t have the refinement an officer should have. No wonder somebody punched him in the mouth.


  “You all right, sir?” Butsko asked, alarmed by the change in Colonel Stockton’s mood.


  Colonel Stockton wiped his reddening face with his handkerchief. “Yes, I’m all right.” He took a few deep breaths and tried to calm himself. “Just because I was laughing, it doesn’t mean I condone what you did,” he said, trying not to smile.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You don’t threaten officers with guns.”


  “No, sir.”


  “And you don’t hit them.”


  “No, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton leaned back in his chair. “This court-martial will have to take place. There’s no way out of it. I imagine we’ll bust Bannon back to private and and fine him for a few months. There are mitigating circumstances, after all. He just came back from an arduous patrol, and he’s suffering from malaria, I believe.”


  “He is?”


  “Well, isn’t he?”


  “Yes, I guess he is.”


  Colonel Stockton sighed. “The court-martial shouldn’t be so bad. There’s no way around it. If I didn’t go through with it, they might bust me down to private.”


  “I sure wish I could have Bannon on this attack tonight. He’s one of my best men. He’s not just an ordinary soldier; he’s a squad leader.”


  “It can’t be helped. I can’t hold off the attack to get this court-martial over and done with. By the way, the plans for the attack have been finalized. Come behind the desk here and I’ll show you what we’re going to do.”


  General Ooka entered General Hyakutake’s office and marched to his desk, saluting. It was nearly noon.


  “Sir,” he said, “I would like to have an idea of approximately when my division will attack the Americans.”


  General Hyakutake turned to Colonel Tsuji, who was sitting to the side of the desk. “How soon will we be able to put our offensive into action?”


  “Perhaps another week, sir.”


  “Very good.” General Hyakutake looked at General Ooka. “There is your answer. Oh, yes, there’s been a change in plans that will affect you, I’m afraid.”


  


  “What change?”


  “I’m afraid we’ll have to hold back your tank corps.”


  “What!”


  “Calm yourself.”


  “But . . .”


  “I said calm yourself.”


  General Ooka took a deep breath. “But, sir, my tanks are necessary for the success of my attack. I thought we agreed upon this already.”


  “Have a seat please, General Ooka.”


  General Ooka sat stiffly, feeling himself get warm under the collar. He glanced at Colonel Tsuji, who had a faint smile on his lips. Now General Ooka knew where the change came from: Colonel Tsuji, the “God of Operations,” had pushed it through.


  “Listen to me,” General Hyakutake said coolly. “It is not good to be inflexible in war. Your ideas are all very well and good, and I know they’ve worked wonders in the German army, but our situation is a little different here, and I need to hold those tanks in reserve in case of an emergency.”


  “But, sir, everything depends on my division achieving a breakthrough, and for that I need my tanks!”


  “It has been decided, General Ooka, that the tanks will be held in reserve.”


  General Ooka was turning purple with rage. “But, sir, I thought we decided . . .”


  General Hyakutake interrupted him. “I’ve told you that the plans have been changed, and there will be no more discussion about it. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You may go.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  General Ooka stood, saluted, shot Colonel Tsuji a dirty look, and marched out of the headquarters tent, entering the hot, sticky jungle. His driver saw him coming and opened the rear door of the car. General Ooka got in and took his helmet off, wiping his forehead with a handkerchief. His heart was pumping loudly and he thought he’d have a heart attack. All his intricate planning had been ruined in one stroke by that perfidious Colonel Tsuji. Victory and glory had been snatched away from him. It was almost too much to bear.


  His driver got in the front seat. “Back to your headquarters, sir?”


  “Yes.”


  The driver shifted into gear and drove off down the narrow jungle road. General Ooka gnashed his teeth and racked his brain for a way to change General Hyakutake’s mind. There must be something I can do, he thought. Adolf Hitler would not allow himself to be stopped by something like this, and neither shall I.


  


  


  SEVEN . . .


  Throughout the next morning Colonel Stockton’s orders drifted down through the command echelons of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment. The soldiers struck their tents, loaded up their packs, and received rations and ammunition. The regiment squeezed to the right and Colonel Chesty Puller’s Second Marines came up on the line to occupy the relinquished sector. There was great confusion in the transfer, and several fights broke out between Marines and GIs.


  It took all day to reorganize the units, and after dark the engineers brought their equipment to the banks of the Matanikau. The Cactus Air Force on Henderson Field was ready to fly its first support mission. Artillery battalions had their cannons aimed at the Japanese side of the Matanikau, and all available ammunition was made ready for the first barrage.


  By midnight every man and piece of equipment was in place. The recon platoon was situated about midpoint in the regimental line, and they’d all exchanged their Thompson submachine guns for M 1 rifles and carbines. Tonight they were going on no special missions. They’d just be another rifle platoon in the assault on the Matanikau. They sat around in the jungle as the Matanikau rushed by only a few feet away. They couldn’t smoke and had to be quiet so as not to tip off the Japs on the other side of the river, although the engineers had made a hell of a racket unloading their bridge equipment earlier. Butsko figured the Japs must know something was up. He expected a warm welcome when he reached the other side. The recon platoon would go across with Baker Company, commanded by Captain Victor Franklin from Milwaukee.


  Butsko sat near Billie Jones, who carried the platoon’s walkie-talkie and bazooka and was the new runner. Billie Jones read his handy pocket Bible in the moonlight, squinting his eyes, trying to derive inspiration and comfort. Butsko glanced at him out of the corner of his eye, wishing he could believe in something, too, but religion had never done anything for him. He’d always considered clergymen a bunch of bullshit artists. They always had their hands in your pocket, and everybody back in his home town of McKeesport, Pennsylvania, knew that Father Pulaski was screwing the widow Mularcyzk. Bunch of fucking hypocrites. Butsko thought Billie Jones was more of a psycho case than Frankie La Barbara.


  Butsko had been in many battles, but he always had the same fear before one started. It wasn’t a bone-paralyzing fear or even a nerve-shattering fear but just the cold knowledge that he might be dead soon. He wondered if there was a heaven or a hell and what would become of him if he died. Dolly would probably have a party on his insurance money.


  He thought of Dolly and felt desolate. He knew she was screwing somebody else at that very moment. Goddamn faithless bitch. He couldn’t understand why he loved her. Was it her wicked eyes, her sly smile, her fat ass? Hard to figure it out. Ever since he’d met her, it had been like living in a foreign land of misery and jealousy. He’d been all right before he’d met her. Whores had been fine with him. Maybe he was attracted to her because she had the personality of a whore and he was basically just another john. Even his name was John.


  I’ve got to stop thinking about her, he told himself. I’ve got to concentrate on the attack. The men depend on me. I’ve got to be sharp.


  He wished he could smoke a cigarette. His lungs felt like a vacuum. He looked around at his men, who were dark shadows beneath the trees. He knew they were having the same thoughts as he, about life and death and the women they’d left behind. A lot of them were nothing more than kids. Hilliard in the Second Squad was no more than sixteen years old. He was big for his age and had lied on his enlistment form. He’d thought war was a game. Just line up and sign up. Uncle Sam needs you. Fuck Uncle Sam. War was bullshit no matter how you looked at it. Just a bunch of men fighting for real estate they’d never own if they won it. Politicians made wars. Fuck ‘em all.


  At two in the morning Colonel Stockton arrived in the platoon area with a retinue of aides. Colonel Stockton wore his helmet and a .45 strapped to his waist. His fatigues were ironed and his boots polished, and he exuded confidence. He was making the rounds of his units, giving pep talks, preparing the men for battle. His aides moved through the jungle, rounding up the recon platoon and Baker Company. Colonel Stockton stood in a clearing, his thumbs hitched in his cartridge belt, as the soldiers gathered around him.


  “All right, men,” he said in a deep somber voice, “you know what you’ve got to do and you know how to do it. We’ve been fucking around on Guadalcanal long enough. The Japs are on their last legs and all we have to do is knock ‘em out. When you go across that river, I want you to move like you’ve never moved before. And when you get on the other side, I want you to kick ass. If you see a Jap, you’d better shoot him before he shoots you. And if you get close to him, stick him with your bayonet before he sticks you. They’re a bunch of little runt bastards and they’re dirty fighters, so you’ve got to fight dirtier. Show no mercy, because they’ll show no mercy to you. Japs die when you shoot them, just like anybody else. There’s nothing special about them at all, except that they all want to die for their Emperor, so you should accommodate them. You’ve beat them before and you can beat them again. Is there any man here who’s afraid of a Jap?”


  Colonel Stockton moved among them, looking into their eyes, and naturally no one opened his mouth. They all knew they were acting roles in a little drama that Colonel Stockton had cooked up, and they had to go along with it. They stood erectly with their shoulders squared as he passed them, trying to be brave, battle-hardened soldiers.


  “Good,” Colonel Stockton said, returning to the center of the circle. “That’s what I thought.” He looked at his watch. “We’ll be jumping off pretty soon. You men are going across first, and I know you won’t let me down. When the shooting starts, I’ll be right there with you. I wouldn’t ask you to do anything I wouldn’t do myself. Remember your training, obey your officers and NCOs, and do your duty. Victory goes to the side that digs in its heels and fights the hardest, and I know that’s going to be you. Are there any questions?”


  Nobody said anything.


  “Carry on,” said Colonel Stockton.


  “Ten-hut!” shouted Lieutenant Harper.


  The men snapped to attention as Colonel Stockton set his jaw and marched off to deliver the same talk to the next unit down the line.


  “At ease!”


  The men went slack and returned to their resting places on the ground. Butsko sat underneath the same coconut palm tree and craved a cigarette. Colonel Stockton’s speech had been the same old shit, but somehow it had perked him up a little. He’d come to know Colonel Stockton well since they’d been on Guadalcanal and always marveled at the way Stockton could change his behavior to fit a situation. When he spoke to the men he was rough, tough, and profane. When he was with his staff at Headquarters he was a cold, calculating thinking machine. Sometimes Butsko had seen him in his office with his reading glasses low on his nose, studying books like a college professor. Other times he was as grumpy as a GI who had just missed chow. One night Colonel Stockton had dropped his guard and gotten personal with Butsko. He’d asked Butsko about his wife, and Butsko told him all about Dolly. Then, to Butsko’s surprise, Colonel Stockton had confessed that his wife had left him, too, and when last heard of she was living in London with an RAF officer. That strengthened the bond already existing between them, but after discussing the deficiencies of their respective wives for a while, Colonel Stockton’s mood had changed abruptly, as if he were embarrassed by what he was saying.


  They’d never discussed their wives again. Now Butsko knew why Colonel Stockton didn’t have a photograph of his wife on his desk, like all the other officers.


  In the distance Butsko heard the whir of airplane engines; it was Louie the Louse and Washing Machine Charlie coming to bomb Henderson Field again. Butsko was glad he wasn’t near Henderson Field. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the trunk of the tree, hoping to get some rest before the attack began.


  In the stockade compound, all the prisoners except Bannon were asleep in their cots. He was out in the yard sitting on the ground and looking at the half-moon floating over the palm trees. It was quiet around the compound, most of the soldiers having moved toward the Matanikau. Bannon knew a big attack was about to take place. He’d seen the men move out and trucks hauling equipment to the staging areas. He’d asked a passing GI what was up and had been told that the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment was going across the Matanikau.


  Bannon felt like an orphan, his buddies moving to the front without him. He realized he should be happy about it, since his ass wasn’t going to be on the line, but instead he felt guilty. It didn’t seem right that he should be in safety while Butsko and the others would be going at the Japs.


  Things weren’t the same anymore. He’d been part of the recon platoon and now he was nothing. Frankie La Barbara, Craig De-lane, and Homer Gladley were in the hospital on New Caledonia. He’d been a sergeant and now he was going to be a private again. They might even put him before a firing squad.


  He heard footsteps and turned around. It was Plotnik, the sad sack, slouching toward him, a cadaverous figure whose neck seemed to extend to his arms without the benefit of shoulders.


  “You can’t sleep either?” Plotnik asked.


  Bannon grunted. Plotnik sat down and took out a cigarette. “What’re you thinking about?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Something big is cooking, huh?”


  “Yup.”


  “I guess they won’t court-martial us until it’s all over.”


  “Guess not.”


  “Maybe, if we’re lucky, the guys we punched will get killed.”


  “Maybe.”


  “You’re not very talkative.”


  


  “Nope.”


  “I was thinking about this whore I met in Australia. You fuck any of them whores in Australia?”


  “I hear something.”


  “I don’t hear nothing.”


  Bannon looked around frantically. “Holy fuck!”


  “Whatsa matter?”


  “Washing Machine Charlie is coming!”


  “I don’t hear him.” Plotnik got on his knees and perked up his ears. “Oh, yes, I do.”


  “They don’t even have foxholes for us in here!”


  “Where we gonna go!”


  “I don’t know!”


  The warning sirens went off and activity erupted all around them. Soldiers exploded out of tents and dived into foxholes. Air Corps technicians ran to Henderson Field to pull the planes off the runway. The other prisoners ran outside and looked around wildly for some place to hide.


  Bannon tried to calm himself down. “They’re not coming to bomb the stockade,” he told Plotnik. “They’re coming to bomb Henderson Field.”


  “But what if a stray bomb lands over here.”


  “Probably won’t.”


  “Don’t bet on it. Wherever I am, something bad usually happens.”


  “You just think that because you’re a sad sack.”


  The prisoners lay down on their stomachs and looked fearfully into the air. Bannon and Plotnik got down, too, and Bannon wished they’d at least let him keep his steel pot to protect him from shrapnel. He’d never been in a combat situation where he didn’t have his steel pot and rifle, and he felt naked.


  Louie the Louse made his first pass over Henderson Field and dropped his parachute flare. The prison compound was lit by a ghostly light, and the siren wailed in the distance. Bannon rested his head on his arms and tried to become resigned to whatever would happen.


  Washing Machine Charlie unloaded his bombs, and they whistled as they fell to earth. Antiaircraft batteries opened fire, but the planes were only vague shadows high in the sky. The bombs landed and burst violently, shaking the ground and blowing everything nearby to smithereens. They demolished trees, huts, a hangar, and a few planes. One lucky shot hit a fuel dump, and a huge orange ball of flame rose into the sky, brightening the airfield. The Japanese bombers threw caution to the wind, diving low, seeing an opportunity to wreak more damage than usual. This brought them closer to the antiaircraft guns, and Bannon watched in fascination as one of the bombers shattered in midair as if struck by a bolt of lightning. It split in two as it fell to earth. Bannon wondered if the pilot was still alive, and he could imagine the horror the pilot felt, the claustrophobia and panic. Bannon was glad he was just a foot soldier, because if he got hit, he’d never have far to fall.


  “They’re coming this way!” somebody shouted.


  Bannon turned around, and sure enough, over the tops of the trees, he saw bombers coming, little black footballs falling out of their stomachs. The jungle exploded beneath them, trees and portions of buildings flying into the air, and the shellburst came closer, heading straight for the stockade. The planes were overhead now, still dropping bombs, and Bannon gritted his teeth, because he knew the stockade would not escape unscathed.


  Baroooooom went the jungle only twenty yards away, and then Barooooom—a bomb fell in the stockade compound, blowing a dozen prisoners to bits. The force of the explosion nearly knocked Bannon cold, and the shock wave knocked him over. At first he thought he’d been hit in the head, so severe was the headache it gave him, so he touched both his hands to his skull, looked at them, and was gratified to see no blood. Another bomb fell nearby, and Bannon roasted for a split second in the heat before it dissipated and rose in the air along with clods of earth and scattered arms, legs, and torsos.


  “I told you so!” Plotnik screamed at him, shivering on the ground. “I told you we’d get it!”


  Bannon rolled back onto his stomach and held his head in his hands. The ground heaved like the deck of a ship in a hurricane, and the ferocity of the explosions made him think his eardrums would burst. Barrroooom went another bomb, and Bannon prayed the planes would go away. He pressed his nose against the dirt and squinched his eyes tightly, his brain going numb with noise and pain.


  It only lasted a minute or two, but it seemed like forever. Then Bannon was aware that the planes had passed, and he looked up to see that a huge length of the barbed wire had been blown away!


  A bunch of the prisoners saw it, cheered, and got to their feet. They ran toward the opening, screaming at the top of their lungs, waving their arms in the air. At first Bannon didn’t know what to do. Then he thought, Fuck this—I’m getting out of here! He jumped and ran toward the opening in the wire.


  “Where you going?” Plotnik shouted.


  Bannon didn’t have time to answer; he was speeding toward the fence like Jesse Owens in the 1936 Olympics. All he knew was that he wanted to get out of the stockade. He didn’t know where he’d go once he got out, but he was going.


  “Wait for me!” Plotnik yelled.


  But Bannon didn’t wait for him; he wouldn’t have waited for anybody or anything just then. He hotfooted it into the jungle, hearing bombs drop in the distance as the Japanese planes continued their devastation. The area was bright with fires and filled with the shouts of soldiers. Bannon heard the planes coming back for another run and dived into a deep bomb crater, landing belly first. A few seconds later Plotnik landed next to him.


  The planes roared viciously as they approached again, spilling their lethal eggs. Again the jungle erupted all around Bannon, but this time he was concealed in a hole in the ground and felt safe. The odds were a million to one that a bomb wouldn’t land in the crater where he lay.


  “Are you fucking crazy?” Plotnik said. “We’re AWOL!”


  A bomb landed nearby and Bannon ducked his head. The explosion shook coconuts loose from the trees, and one of them landed in the hole, causing Plotnik to jump with alarm; he thought at first it was a hand grenade.


  They lay side by side as the planes passed overhead and the bombs rained down. They heard an explosion above them and looked up to see a Japanese bomber without a wing, flames pouring from its fuselage. It had just been hit and caterwauled out of the sky, landing in the jungle nearby and disappearing in a bright orange flash. Bannon and Plotnik cheered, imagining the pilot and crew roasting to death.


  The sounds of planes receded into the distance, and Bannon realized the raid was ending. Louie the Louse and Washing Machine Charlie had done their dirty work and were flying home to Rabaul. A few flares still hung in the sky, and fires raged everywhere.


  “Guess it doesn’t matter if we smoke now,” Bannon said, taking out a cigarette.


  “We’re AWOL!” Plotnik replied. “We’d better get back in the stockade before somebody finds out!”


  “Not me,” Bannon said, lighting his cigarette.


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “I’m not going back in there.”


  “You’re not?” Plotnik asked incredulously.


  “Fuck no. I’m going back to the recon platoon.”


  “You can’t do that!”


  “Watch me.”


  Bannon climbed out of the foxhole, brushed off his fatigues, and walked toward the Matanikau River as if he owned the world.


  Plotnik looked at him for a few seconds, blinked, and then ran after him. “Wait for me!”


  On the banks of the Matanikau, Colonel Stockton sat in his jeep and listened to the Japanese bombers heading toward Rabaul. The bombing had forced him to postpone his artillery barrage, because the Japanese bombers would have spotted it from the air and bombed the artillery emplacements too.


  Now it was safe to open up. Colonel Stockton turned to Major Cobb, his operations officer. “Begin the barrage.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Major Cobb, a stout man who wore steel-rimmed spectacles, got on the radio and passed the order down the line. Within minutes the seventy-five-millimeter pack howitzers lined up on the east side of the Matanikau opened fire. The night filled with thunder once again, but this time the explosives were going the other way.


  Colonel Stockton stood and raised his binoculars to his eyes, watching the shells land on the Japanese side of the Matanikau. The barrage would continue for a half hour, softening up the Japanese defenses for the first assault. The peaceful jungle on the other side of the river became a holocaust of flames and exploding trees.


  “Very good,” he murmured to Major Cobb. “Perfect.”


  In the middle of the regimental line, Butsko watched the trucks move to the banks of the Matanikau, because there was no longer any need to be quiet; the attack was on and the Japanese knew it. The trucks stopped and the engineers unloaded the wooden boats, stacking them up on the riverbanks. Each boat had a square bow and stern and room for a rifle squad. Butsko would go across with Bannon’s First Squad, the lead boat. Butsko’s throat became dry. Soon he’d go into action again, and all he could think about was that he didn’t want to die because he didn’t want Dolly to get his GI insurance.


  Colonel Tsuji was sound asleep in his tent when he felt someone touching his shoulder. He jumped out of bed and grabbed his samurai sword, nearly hacking Sergeant Kaburagi in half.


  “Oh, it’s you,” Colonel Tsuji said.


  “Yes, sir,” replied Sergeant Kaburagi, who had turned pale and was saluting. “We’ve just received word that the Americans are shelling our side of the Matanikau River very intensely. The local commander is expecting an attack.”


  Colonel Tsuji blinked, trying to digest this sudden bad news. His own offensive was scheduled to begin in less than twenty-four hours, and this would cause it to be canceled.


  “Return to the radio shack and phone me news of any new developments. I’ll be with General Hyakutake.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Tsuji pulled on his pants and stepped into his boots. Picking up his shirt, he left his tent and ran across the clearing, buttoning as he went. He arrived at General Hyakutake’s tent, and the guards stepped aside to let him enter. He expected General Hyakutake to be sound asleep, but instead the general was sitting up in bed, drinking sake and marking marks on a map, his eyeglasses low on his nose. General Hyakutake looked up as Colonel Tsuji entered and could see by the look on Colonel Tsuji’s face that something was wrong.


  “What is it?”


  “The Americans have launched an intensive artillery barrage against our side of the Matanikau. An attack appears imminent.”


  General Hyakutake swore and appeared ready to throw his glass of sake into the air, but restrained himself and adjusted his eyeglasses on his nose. “This couldn’t have happened at a worse time, but war has its own schedule. Awaken my staff and have them join me in my conference room.”


  “Shall I inform General Ooka, sir?”


  “Yes, and also General Saito, because either the Forty-eighth or One Hundred and Fifth Division will be sent to reinforce that sector. Order both of them to prepare their divisions to move out at a moment’s notice.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Tsuji dashed out of the tent to do what General Hyakutake had ordered. General Hyakutake groaned as he rolled out of bed, placing his feet on the floor. He took off his eyeglasses, rubbed his eyes, put the eyeglasses on again, and looked around for his clothes.


  


  


  EIGHT . . .


  The boats were lined up in the water and an engineer held each one. Butsko and the recon platoon huddled together beside the boats, waiting for the order to go on board and move across. The land across the river was a mass of explosions and fire.


  “All right,” Butsko said to his men. “This is it. When we get over there, don’t stop to think, just move inland and take ground. If any Jap gets in your way, put a bullet in his head and go right over him. You’ll stop when I tell you to stop. Most of you have been through this before, so it’s nothing new. The rest of you, just do what I tell you and you’ll be all right. Got it?”


  They nodded or grunted assent.


  “Lock and load,” Butsko said, “and fix bayonets. And, for Chrissakes, don’t shoot the man next to you.”


  Each soldier took a clip of bullets from a bandolier and pushed it down into his M 1, making certain not to let a round into the chamber. They pulled their bayonets and attached them onto the barrels of their rifles, then stood and looked at each other, their faces illuminated by the flashes of shell bursts across the river.


  Butsko felt jumpy and shifted from one foot to the other. He took out a cigarette and lit it, letting it dangle from the corner of his mouth. Butterflies fluttered around in his stomach and he wished they could get started. An engineer officer approached him.


  “All right, load your men up, Sergeant.”


  “Let’s go, you heard him!” Butsko shouted. “Get on the fucking boats!”


  The recon platoon loaded onto the boats, which bobbed in the water. The night reverberated with a symphony of artillery whose explosions were reflected on the top of the river. The boats lurched with the sudden weight of the men, and a few of them nearly fell into the water as they made their way to their seats. A jeep drove up to the edge of the river, and long, lean Colonel Stockton got out, wearing his helmet and Colt .45. The men could see that he was there with them as he said he’d be. His runner was speaking into his field radio, and a few seconds later the artillery barrage began to diminish, then stop altogether. The night became silent and the roar of nothingness filled the men’s ears.


  “Move ‘em out!” bawled the engineer officer.


  Longtree and Shaw had the oars in the First Squad boat, and they pulled against the water. The engineers on shore pushed the boats away. Colonel Stockton was looking at the opposite shore through his binoculars, and suddenly two figures burst out of the jungle and ran toward Butsko’s boat. Butsko’s cigarette dropped out of his mouth when he realized one of them was Bannon.


  “Mother of Christ!” Butsko said.


  Bannon had no helmet, no pack, and no rifle. Behind him was a living scarecrow running as fast as his skinny legs would carry him.


  “Hey, where are you two going!” somebody yelled.


  Bannon and Plotnik jumped into the river and ran against the current toward Butsko’s boat. Everyone stared at Bannon in astonishment. O’Rourke held out his hand and Bannon grabbed it, losing his footing in the swift-moving current and falling in. He reached out for the boat with his other hand and Shilansky caught it in midair, pulling with O’Rourke. They dragged Bannon into the boat, and since Plotnik was hanging onto Bannon’s shirt, he came aboard too.


  “What in the fuck are you doing here?” Butsko screamed. “And who is this sorry-looking son of a bitch!”


  Before Bannon could say anything, the Japanese soldiers on the other side opened fire, and bullets whizzed over the GIs’ heads, plunking into the water. They turtled their heads into their collars and got down, while Longtree and Shaw heaved and pulled the oars.


  


  “I said what the fuck are you doing here?”


  “It’s a long story, Sarge.”


  Butsko turned to Plotnik. “And what is this supposed to be!”


  “That’s Sad Sack Plotnik.”


  Bazzaaannnnnnggggg—a bullet hit the prow of the boat and knocked off a chunk of wood. Bannon looked around and saw a row of boats on either side of the one he was on. They were about a third of the way across the river, and the Japanese machine-gun fire was becoming heavy.


  “Hey, Sarge,” said Sweeney, “I thought the artillery was supposed to soften up the Japs!”


  “Your fucking head is softened up!” Butsko grimaced as he looked at Bannon. “Are you AWOL?”


  “How can I be AWOL if I’m with my platoon sergeant?”


  “Because you’re supposed to be in the stockade!”


  Whump-whump-whump went the American mortar squads, in an effort to overpower the Japanese fire. The mortar rounds landed on the Japanese side of the river, blowing up more vegetation and Japs, but the Japanese machine guns and rifles continued to fill the air with too many bullets.


  “Pull them fucking oars!” Butsko hollered.


  Longtree and Shilansky heaved and pulled against the flow of the river. Baaazzaaannnnnggg—another bullet hit the boat, went through the hull, and just missed Plotnik’s foot.


  “Yaaahhhh!” he screamed, jumping up in the air.


  Butsko grabbed Plotnik’s head like a basketball, pushing him down again. “Where’d you find this?” Butsko asked Bannon.


  “In the stockade!”


  “Just what I need—two yardbirds!”


  The boats passed the halfway mark in the river, and intense American mortar fire succeeded in sending most of the Japs scurrying back into their holes. Only stray bullets whistled by overhead, but Butsko knew that the Japs could come out again as soon as the mortars stopped.


  Bannon knew it, too, and he didn’t have a gun. He didn’t even have a helmet. Plotnik had spend most of his Army career in motor pools, and he’d never been this close to fighting before. His teeth chattered with terror and the blood drained out of his face, making the blackheads and subcutaneous filth stand out in bold contrast to the pale color of his few patches of clear skin.


  Bannon noticed him and winked bravely. “Well, you said you wanted to come with me.”


  “Everybody makes mistakes,” Plotnik said.


  A Japanese machine gunner raised his head and fired a burst that ripped into the boat next to Butsko’s, splintering wood and the chest of a soldier, who slumped into the water. Butsko’s heart quickened and he got mad. He set his teeth on edge and looked at the far shore directly ahead, studying the jungle, looking for the way to lead his platoon inland.


  Shilansky and Shaw pulled their oars and the boat cut through the water. The soldiers kept their heads low, holding their rifles tightly, their bayonets gleaming in the moonlight. Each was scared; each thought of death. Billie Jones closed his eyes and mouthed a prayer. Dolly flashed into Butsko’s mind and he wished she could see him just then, leading his men into battle; maybe she’d be proud of him. But the vision stayed only a few moments, and then there was the river again, the bullets in the air, and the Japs on the shore.


  The boat approached the bank and the mortars stopped so they wouldn’t kill their own men. Longtree raised himself in the bow, ready to jump overboard and head for cover. The Japs came out of their holes again, set up their weapons, and opened fire. Their mortars lobbed shells onto the riverbank, and hell erupted around the First Squad, blowing water and mud into the air.


  The boat struck bottom and Longtree was over the side, running forward on his long, agile legs, bullets whistling past his ears. Then came Sweeney, O’Rourke, and the rest.


  “Let’s go!” Butsko screamed. “Move your fucking asses!”


  Butsko jumped into the water and galloped toward the riverbank. Bannon and Plotnik were behind him, with Billie Jones a few feet away, having visions of Armageddon, the radio and bazooka swinging from his neck.


  “Get into the treeline!” Butsko bellowed.


  The bushes in front of them flashed with a withering fusillade that made the men falter. Sweeney was shot through the throat and fell to the ground, gurgling blood. The others dropped down onto their stomachs, stopped cold almost before they had started.


  “Hand grenades!” Butsko yelled.


  The men ripped grenades from their lapels with shaking hands, pulled the pins, and heaved. The black pineapples flew through the night, landing in the bushes, and the ground shuddered at the impact of their explosions.


  “Forward!”


  The men jumped up and charged into the smoking jungle. Bannon ran toward Sweeney, scooped up his M 1 rifle and bandoliers of ammunitions, stuffed his hand grenades into his pockets and put Sweeney’s helmet on his head. Meanwhile the others rushed into the bushes, uprooted and mangled by the grenades.


  Butsko saw a Jap move in a dark hole and shot from the hip, putting a hole in the Jap’s stomach. He jumped into the hole, stabbed the Jap in the chest with his bayonet, then turned and saw another Jap running toward him with samurai sword held high. Butsko fired rapidly from the waist, but his bullet was wide of its mark and the Jap kept coming. The Jap swung downward with his sword, and Butsko raised his M 1 over his head with both hands, receiving the blow on the metal of the rifle barrel. The Jap drew back to hack him again, at which time Butsko turned his M 1 around, firing a fast shot that hit the Jap in the balls. The Jap screamed and dropped his sword, cupping his groin in his hands and dropping to his knees, and Butsko shot him again, this time through the top of his head.


  Plotnik was so frozen with fear he barely could move his legs, while up ahead Bannon ran with his head low, his rifle and bayonet straight before him like a lance. Two Japanese soldiers arose from the smoke and stench of the jungle and fired point-blank at Bannon, but miraculously they both missed and Bannon kept charging, slamming one Jap alongside his head with his rifle butt, dodging a bayonet thrust from the other, and lunging forward, burying his bayonet in the second Jap’s chest. The Jap fell down and Bannon pulled back to disengage his bayonet, but it was stuck in the Jap’s ribs. He had to pull his trigger, blasting his bayonet loose, leaving a cavity of blood and bones behind him. Bending down, he picked up a Japanese rifle and tossed it back to Plotnik.


  Plotnik was afraid the bayonet would stick him in midair, and the rifle and bayonet sailed past him, plopping into the mud at the riverbank. Plotnik picked it up, looked at it, and swallowed hard, forgetting his bayonet training, shitting his pants. The stench rose up to his nostrils and his knees hammered each other. He looked back and there was the river, wide open, full of boats. There was no place to hide. He looked ahead and saw GIs grappling with Japs, clanging and banging, struggling wildly, and Bannon was in the thick of it. Bannon’s long, sinewy arms pushed his bayonet and pulled it back. He swung his rifle butt around, smashing a Jap in the head; then another Jap came at him from the side, and Plotnik saw Bannon go down.


  A Jap poised his bayonet over Bannon, ready to plunge it in, and Plotnik saw himself running toward the Jap, shouting “No!” He leaped over Bannon, holding the Japanese rifle in front of him, and collided with the Jap as the Jap went into his downswing. The Jap lost his balance and fell to the ground, Plotnik on top of him. Too close to use their rifles, they went at each other with their hands. But Plotnik was from a tough neighborhood in Chicago were a few people carried guns but everybody carried knives.


  The Jap was on his back and shot up his thumbs, trying to gouge out Plotnik’s eyes, but Plotnik whacked the Jap’s arms out of the way and punched him in the mouth with everything he had. The Jap was stunned, then raised his hands to protect himself, and Plotnik slugged him again. Nearly out cold, the Jap struggled feebly and Plotnik grabbed him by the neck, pressing his thumbs against the Jap’s Adam’s apple, squeezing with all his strength. The Jap’s Adam’s apple went up into his throat and he went limp. Aghast, Plotnik loosened his grip and looked down at him, the first man he’d ever killed. Bannon stirred nearby and Plotnik turned around. Bannon was bleeding from a gash on his cheek and was trying to shake the cobwebs out of his head.


  Plotnik hopped to him. “You all right?”


  


  “Yeah, I’m all right.”


  Bannon got up, hearing bells and birds. He picked up his rifle and looked around. The GIs had overpowered the Japs on the riverbank, and Butsko raised his arm in the air.


  “Let’s go! Marching fire!”


  The platoon formed a skirmish line on either side of Butsko, stepping on the bodies of Japanese soldiers mangled by the artillery barrage and bleeding from bayonets. On Butsko’s signal they marched forward, and on every third step they fired their rifles from their waists or shoulders, sending a hail of bullets before them as they moved forward. They shot at anything that moved, at vague outlines of Japs or at Japs who sprung out of the bushes before them. If they saw no targets, they shot anyway, to maintain the steady fire. Plotnik saw a dead American soldier on the ground and picked up his helmet, rifle, and ammunition, because he had no idea how to fire the Japanese Arisaka. He fell in step with the others and did what they did, firing at every third step, amazed that his terrible fear had left him and feeling powerful, part of an inexorable force on the move.


  Dawn came to the woods as the soldiers moved forward, taking ground. Now the soldiers could see more clearly the devastation of the bombardment—the twisted, broken trees with roots sticking like fingers into the air, and Japanese soldiers sprawled everywhere, guts glistening in the pale light. Behind them, on the riverbank, the engineers floated their pontoons across the river, and behind the engineers the tanks and pack howitzers lined up, waiting to go across.


  Butsko estimated they’d moved about a hundred yards inland, and all had been easy so far, but it wouldn’t be for long. The Japs had probably moved the bulk of their forces back when the bombardment had started, and soon they’d come forward again. Resistance would stiffen and the real fighting would start. The worst time to get hit was after you’d taken some ground, because then you were tired, had used up a lot of ammunition, and had no fixed positions to fight from.


  A machine gun opened fire in front of them, and Butsko thought, Here it is.


  “Hit it!”


  


  He didn’t have to give the order; the recon platoon was on its way down at the first burst of fire. They crawled into craters and Japanese foxholes, and Butsko found himself with Billie Jones and a dead Jap lying on his back, his eyes open and staring and flies eating his face.


  Butsko raised his head and scanned the jungle ahead, picking out the location of the machine gun’s muzzle blast. “Gimme that bazooka!” he said to Jones.


  Jones unslung it and passed it to Butsko, who got on one knee and lifted the bazooka to his shoulder. He pulled out the sight and took aim at the machine-gun nest, but the machine gunners must have seen him, because the ground in front of him was suddenly peppered with bullets and he had to duck down quickly.


  “Pin that son of a bitch down!” Butsko shouted.


  “Where is he?” somebody asked.


  “Over to the left.”


  They saw smoke and a flutter of leaves, and then the flashes of light, obscured and faint. Braving the bullets, they raised their rifles and shot at the target. O’Rourke, who carried a Browning automatic rifle, poured hot lead into the machine-gun nest. The Japanese machine gunners swung their weapon from side to side, trying to stop the fire.


  Butsko saw his opportunity and took it. Rising up again, he took aim while Billie Jones loaded the rocket and tied the wire to the terminal posts. Jones tapped Butsko’s helmet and Butsko pulled the trigger. The rocket shot out so slowly that it could be seen arcing through the air. It landed in the jungle and there was a powerful explosion, blowing away bushes and knocking down trees.


  The smoke cleared and a sandbagged bunker could be seen. It had survived the artillery bombardment, and Butsko’s bazooka rocket hadn’t made a dent in it. It could only be knocked out from the rear.


  “Who’s got the explosives?” Butsko shouted.


  “I have!” replied Private Joseph Garino from the Third Squad.


  Butsko ducked and tried to figure out how to knock out the bunker. His platoon continued firing at it, keeping the Japs crouching inside, but the Japs were brave soldiers, too, and they kept their weapon in section. Garino was a new man and Butsko hardly knew him. He was carrying the explosives because the new men always got the shit duties, but now Butsko wanted someone experienced and sharp to use them.


  “Bannon!”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  “Get them fucking explosives!”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  Like a jackrabbit Bannon jumped out of his foxhole, holding his rifle in one hand and his helmet on his head with the other. He ran through the mangled jungle and dived into the foxhole with Garino, who handed him the haversack full of TNT. Bannon slung the haversack over his shoulder and looked up at the bunker, waiting for Butsko’s next move.


  “Advance in waves!” Butsko yelled. “The First Squad first and the rest of you cover them!”


  “Let’s go!” Bannon hollered.


  The men of the First Squad came up from their shelter and charged the bunker while the rest leveled deadly fire at the bunker. Bannon’s legs pumped underneath him as he zigzagged toward the bunker.


  “Hit it!” Bannon said.


  They dived to the ground and fired at the bunker, to cover the next squad to move up.


  “Second squad!” Butsko shouted.


  The Second Squad advanced toward the bunker, and then the Third and Fourth squads. After everyone got set, the First Squad moved out again and the sequence was repeated, but this time Dunleavy from the Second Squad got shot in the head, and Buhl from the Fourth Squad took a bullet in the gut and rolled on the ground, screaming.


  “Medic!” Butsko yelled.


  Pfc. Harwood, the medic, a red cross on his arm, ran toward Buhl, carrying his bag full of bandages and medicine. Meanwhile the squads continued their advance, each covering the other, with Bannon’s squad moving to the far right, because that was the squad that would go around the back of the bunker and do the dirty work.


  


  Butsko watched from his foxhole as his men moved into position. He was proud of them. They were a bunch of eight balls and madmen back on Henderson Field, but in combat they were a well-oiled machine; he’d made them that way.


  Bannon lay flat on a bed of branches and leaves, waiting for the order to finish the job. Back in combat again, he felt charged with electricity, not too afraid, and surprised by the improvement in his mood. I must really be getting fucked up, he thought. I’m starting to like this stuff.


  “First Squad—do it!” Butsko ordered.


  While the others kept the Japs busy, Bannon and the First Squad swung around to the side of the bunker. They charged like running backs on a football team as they made the left turn, and then Bannon ran forward with the sack of explosives while the others dropped to their stomachs and aimed their rifles at the bunker door, ready to open fire if it opened suddenly.


  But it didn’t open, and Bannon streaked over the jungle floor, the sack in his left hand and his rifle in his right. He stopped beside the door, laid the explosives against it, opened the flap, and set off the detonator. He had ten seconds to get away, and he darted around the corner of the bunker, pushing his fingers into his ears.


  Barrrooooommmm! Smoke and lightning shot out the door, and a second later Bannon was charging, his rifle in both hands, his finger on the trigger. He jumped into the bunker and looked through the smoke, ready to shoot, but all was still except the swirling gloom. Blood and limbs were everywhere. The Japs were torn apart, the legs of their machine guns were bent out of shape, and blood covered the walls like paint.


  The others poured into the bunker and looked around. They smelled guts and cordite, and Longtree slapped Bannon on the back.


  “Good work.”


  Butsko came through the door, grim-faced, holding his rifle. “Let’s go,” he said. “I didn’t tell you to take a break.”


  They left the bunker, formed their skirmish line, and advanced with marching fire again. Butsko looked around but couldn’t see any other Americans. He thought they should try to link up with other units, but first he wanted to take enough ground so they wouldn’t be pushed back into the river.


  Beeaaannnnggggggg!


  A bullet ricocheted off a tree near Butsko’s head, and a second later a volley of fire opened up in the woods in front of him.


  “Hit it!”


  The GIs dived into shell holes and behind fallen trees. Before them the entire jungle was alive with machine-gun and rifle fire. Butsko realized that the Japs had finally recovered and put together a front line. He estimated there were many more Japs in front of him than his men could handle easily, but he was reluctant to give up the ground he’d just taken.


  “Jones!”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  “Get that radio over here!”


  Jones crawled forward, mumbling prayers, because he was sure his last day had come. Before him he saw not Japs but the wrath of God or maybe the retribution of Satan; he wasn’t sure. He caught up to Butsko and handed him the radio.


  Butsko held the walkie-talkie to his ear. “Red Dog One calling Blue Dog King. . . . Red Dog One calling Blue Dog King. . . . Do you read me? Over.”


  He heard static and faint fragments of conversation, then the voice of Captain Franklin came through. “This is Blue Dog King. I read you loud and clear. Over!”


  “We’ve hit heavy Jap resistance and need help. We’re about a hundred and fifty yards from the beach in a straight line from where we landed. Over.”


  “You’re where?”


  “About three hundred yards from the beach in a . . .”


  Captain Franklin interrupted him. “What the hell are you doing way out there?”


  “Were we supposed to stop?”


  There was silence for a few seconds. “No, you weren’t supposed to stop,” Captain Franklin said, exasperation in his voice, “but you’re far in front of the rest of us. You’d better pull back right now.”


  “Why can’t you people come up here?”


  


  “Sergeant Butsko, I just gave you an order. Pull back.”


  “What the fuck for?”


  “I said pull back!”


  “But, sir, there ain’t no need!”


  “Pull back, goddamn you!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Butsko handed the radio back to Jones. “If Captain Franklin calls for me, tell him I’m not here.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’m not going anyplace. Shut up and let me think.”


  Butsko looked around and surveyed the lay of the land. Although his men were outnumbered, they had good cover and deployment. If he could get his machine guns and mortars working, he might be able to hold the Japs off until the others caught up.


  He shouted a litany of orders that moved his machine gun crews out on his flanks, so that the Japs wouldn’t work around them, and then he told his mortar sections to start shelling the Japs in front of him.


  Again his men went into action smoothly, and soon they were throwing systematic hell at the Japanese. Butsko raised his head and fired at whatever targets presented themselves, realizing that although he couldn’t move forward any more, neither could the Japs. His only problem was that the Japs might outflank him, but if they tried, he was certain he could see it in time and pull back.


  “Goddamn officers,” he muttered, thinking about Captain Franklin. “They’d even fuck up a wet dream.”


  “What’d you say, Sarge?” Billie Jones asked.


  “Shaddup and keep firing,” Butsko growled.


  


  


  NINE . . .


  At the Japanese headquarters deep in the jungle, General Hyakutake sat frowning behind his desk while a crowd of officers murmured around him about the American assault across the Matanikau.


  General Ooka stood coolly to the side, not caring to retail rumors and suppositions and wishing he were at the front with his tanks, because a clever riposte at this point would rock the Americans back on their heels.


  He thought of that black day on New Georgia Sound when the American Navy sank the battleship he was on as he was being transported to Guadalcanal. He remembered the bitterness of defeat in his mouth and the rage in his heart, and now wanted only to tear up Americans.


  Colonel Tsuji, his face flushed, rushed into the office, a communiqué in his hands, and approached General Hyakutake’s desk. He saluted and said, “Sir, the picture is becoming clear. The Americans have two bridges across the Matanikau and are sending tanks and artillery across. Our soldiers have been pushed back varying distances; the line is ragged and confused at this point. We estimate that an American division is across the river right now and working its way inland against the troops we have in that sector.”


  “I see,” said General Hyakutake, dread rising within him, because he remembered all the other setbacks his army had suffered on Guadalcanal. Standing, he walked to the large map of the island pinned to the wall, placed his hands behind his back, and studied the terrain on both sides of the Matanikau. “We will have to send reinforcements,” he said gravely. “The situation is serious but presents many opportunities for us. We know what the enemy is doing, but he knows nothing of our plans. General Saito!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  General Saito, a handsome, well-built officer with thick black hair, stepped forward.


  “General Saito, you will move your division to the front at once and engage the Americans. You will stop them and drive them back across the Matanikau. When your position is consolidated, you will prepare to cross the Matanikau River, and at my command you will cross and assault Henderson Field. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Please return to your headquarters and prepare to move your division to the front.”


  General Saito saluted, turned, and marched out of the tent.


  “General Ooka?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “You will hold your division in readiness to move to the front at a moment’s notice.”


  “May I make a suggestion, sir?”


  “You may.”


  “Sir, I believe this is an opportunity to use my tank corps.” General Ooka advanced to the map and pointed to the Matanikau River. “Once the weak point in the American line is determined, I can push my tanks forward and achieve a break-through. The Americans will be taken by surprise, and we can get behind them, destroy their bridges, cut them off, and annihilate all their forces on our side of the Matanikau. Then we can cross and reduce whatever forces they have left around their airfield.”


  General Hyakutake shook his head. “I doubt whether tanks can have the mobility in the jungle to do all you suggest.”


  “But, sir, the jungle has been heavily bombarded. Much of it presumably has been leveled. We should have no difficulty maneuvering.”


  General Hyakutake’s expression became as hard as rock. “How do you know what the terrain is like there if you haven’t seen it?”


  General Hyakutake’s tone was condescending, and Colonel Tsuji smiled as General Ooka felt his face becoming warm. “We all know what jungle looks like when it’s been bombarded.”


  “Do we? Well, General Ooka, perhaps you’re clairvoyant as well as wise, but I certainly don’t know exactly what the terrain looks like out there, and I’m certainly not taking any chances with the tanks. Please be so good as to carry out my orders.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  General Ooka saluted and stormed out of the tent, his face white with rage. I am surrounded by fools, he thought. My tanks can change the face of the battle out there, but no one has the vision to understand that. What must I do to convince them?


  The sun was a flaming ball just below the treeline as he sat in the backseat of his vehicle. In the distance he could hear the sound of the big battle. “To my headquarters,” he told his driver, “and hurry.”


  Colonel Stockton’s map was laid on the hood of his jeep, and he marked the overlay with a pencil as his units reported in one by one and gave their coordinates. Not far away, tanks and seventy-five-millimeter pack howitzers were rolling across the pontoon bridge, while overhead the Cactus Air Force flew low over the tree tops, bombing and strafing Japanese positions.


  “I have Captain Franklin on the radio, sir,” Lieutenant Harper said.


  Colonel Stockton took the headset and pressed it against his mouth and ear. “This is Hound Dog calling Blue Dog King,” he said. “What is your position?”


  “Well,” said Captain Franklin, “my command has become split. My company is operating in grids sixty-three and sixty-four, but your recon platoon is in grid eighty-seven.”


  “Why are they way out there?”


  “I don’t know, sir. I’ve told them to come back, but I haven’t been able to reach Sergeant Butsko. His runner keeps telling me that Butsko is off someplace.”


  Colonel Stockton smiled faintly because he knew what must have happened. It was like the first night they had landed on Guadalcanal. Butsko’s platoon had advanced farther than any other and had gotten surrounded, but it had held on until finally the rest of the regiment had caught up.


  “I think,” Colonel Stockton said, “you’d better move the rest of your company up with Butsko’s platoon.”


  “But, sir, we’re facing extremely heavy resistance.”


  “You wouldn’t have faced it if you’d moved faster. If the recon platoon could do it, why couldn’t you?”


  “Evidently they had easier going than the rest of my company.”


  “How could that be? You were all in the same area.”


  “Well, we can’t do much now. The Japs have reinforced the sector in front of us. I’m afraid your recon platoon will get cut off out there.”


  “Listen to me,” Colonel Stockton said in his most menacing top-brass voice. “When the going gets tough, the tough get going. I want you to move your company up right behind Butsko. The way should be fairly clear behind him if he’s not cut off yet, and he’s probably not, otherwise he would have notified you. Any questions?”


  “No, sir,” Captain Franklin said.


  “Then get going.”


  The connection broke off, and Colonel Stockton handed the headset back to Lieutenant Harper. He knew that Captain Franklin would be furious at Butsko just then, but Butsko knew how to take care of himself. The main thing was to advance as far as possible and dig in before the Japs counterattacked.


  Butsko lay on his stomach and watched through his binoculars as American airplanes strafed and bombed the jungle in front of him. The Japs weren’t firing at him and his men much anymore, because they were too busy ducking. His mortar squad still lobbed shells at the Japanese positions while his machine gunners covered his flanks. Everything was okay, but it would be better if Baker Company would catch up with him. What the hell were they waiting for?


  Butsko heard running footsteps and lowered his binoculars. Longtree was running through the jungle toward him and slid into his foxhole.


  


  “What’s up?” Butsko asked, noticing that the Indian’s sleeve was torn open and blood was showing on his left bicep.


  “Sarge, who’s the squad leader in the First Squad: Bannon or me?”


  “You are.”


  “But Bannon’s back.”


  “Bannon’s not supposed to be back. Bannon’s fucking AWOL.”


  “How can he be AWOL if he’s here?”


  “He’s AWOL. Take my word for it.”


  “Is he the assistant squad leader?”


  “He’s nobody. Forget about him.”


  “How can I forget about him if he’s here?”


  “Treat him like a private, but if you’ve got anything a little hairy to do, you can have him do it.”


  “What about the character with him?”


  “That sad sack? I dunno. Treat him like a private too.” Butsko got mad, because he didn’t want to deal with Bannon and Plotnik. “Look, it’s your squad. Handle them the way you want to.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Longtree crawled away to his hole, where Bannon and Plotnik were waiting for him, firing their rifles at the Japs.


  “What he say?” Bannon asked.


  “He said to treat you guys like privates. He also said you’re AWOL.”


  Bannon turned to Plotnik. “Did you hear that? How can we be AWOL?”


  “Search me,” Plotnik said.


  Longtree spat into the dirt. “This is the most fucked-up thing I ever heard of.”


  “Shit,” Bannon said, “if I wanted to be AWOL, the Army would never find me again.”


  “Me too,” said Plotnik.


  Machine-gun bullets peppered the front of the hole they were in, and a few minutes later mortar rounds began to fall. The Japanese fire became more intense, and a report came in to Butsko that Japanese infantry was trying to work around his right flank. Butsko ducked as mortar rounds smashed into the ground, sending clods of earth flying through the air. His platoon was falling into danger because Captain Franklin wouldn’t move his company up. If he didn’t get some support soon, he’d have to retreat and give up the ground he’d taken.


  “Gimme the walkie-talkie,” Butsko said to Jones.


  Jones handed it over, and Butsko held it to his ear. “This is Red Dog One calling Hot Chocolate. This is Red Dog One calling Hot Chocolate. Do you read me? Do you read me? Over.”


  The airwaves crackled and buzzed in Butsko’s ear, and then he heard a faint voice in the distance. “This is Hot Chocolate calling Red Dog One. I read you poorly. Over.”


  “I need some artillery support fast,” Butsko said. “I’ve got a whole mess of Japs about a hundred yards in front of me. Can you give me some help?”


  “Where the fuck are you?”


  “I’m in grid eighty-two.”


  “What’re you doing way out there?”


  “Just trying to fight a war, that’s all. Can you give me an over, and then I’ll talk you onto target.”


  “Will do.”


  While Butsko was talking with the artillery battalion, the Japs stepped up their fire against the exposed recon platoon. Butsko glanced over the top of his trench and saw mortar rounds exploding everywhere and machine-gun bullets raking back and forth.


  Billie Jones flinched as a piece of shrapnel zipped over his head. “Sarge,” he said. “Don’t you think we should get out of here?”


  “What for?”


  Butsko heard a sound like a freight train roaring through the sky. It was a big fat artillery shell and it was coming from the vicinity of the Matanikau River. Raising his binoculars to his eyes, he looked at the Japanese position in front of him and saw the artillery shell explode far to the Japanese rear.


  “Adjust two hundred yards east,” Butsko told the artilleryman, “and about a hundred yards north.”


  “Will do.”


  Butsko lowered his head in the hole and waited until he heard another American artillery shell flying across the sky. He looked up and saw it land about a hundred yards behind the center of the Japanese position.


  “You’re getting the range,” Butsko said over the radio. “Now gimme one a hundred yards north of where you sent the last one.”


  A few minutes later another artillery shell came, but it too was a little off, and Butsko made the final adjustment. The next artillery shell was right on target, and Butsko told the artilleryman to give him a barrage right there.


  “Here they come!” somebody yelled.


  Butsko looked up and saw Japanese soldiers coming out of the jungle in front of him, an officer waving a samurai sword around in the air.


  “Open fire!” Butsko said.


  The machine gunners on his flanks raked the attacking Japs, and each GI fired his rifle or BAR as fast as he could. The sky above filled with a terrible ungodly roaring sound, and then the American artillery barrage hit home on top of the charging Japs. The artillery shells were much larger and more powerful than mortar rounds, and they ripped the jungle apart. Butsko watched gleefully as Japanese soldiers were blown to bits in front of him. High in the sky a squadron of American bombers saw the effects of the barrage and realized that Japs were down there. Peeling off, they came in low and steady for a bombing run while their fighter escorts swooped down for strafing.


  Butsko watched through his binoculars; it was a hell of a show. The jungle was shredded and Japanese soldiers were decimated. Butsko’s soldiers and machine gunners chopped down the charging Japs, and the officer with the samurai sword bit the dust, Butsko making a mental note of where he landed.


  The jungle disappeared in smoke and flames, and the ground shuddered as if an earthquake were taking place. The Japanese charge was stopped cold and their jungle stronghold demolished. The planes flew on to other targets, and Butsko told the artillery battalion to stop firing in exactly two minutes.


  “Get ready!” Butsko shouted to the men around him. “When I give the word, attack!”


  


  The GIs made sure their rifles were loaded and their bayonets tightly affixed. They checked their hand grenades, bootlaces, and equipment, to make sure nothing was loose or hanging. Crouching in their holes, they waited for Butsko to tell them to go.


  The artillery barrage stopped as suddenly as it had begun. The jungle ahead was obscured by black smoke. Butsko jumped out of his hole and raised his rifle high in the air.


  “Charge!” he screamed. “Clean the sons of bitches out!”


  The recon platoon crawled out of their holes and followed him forward, running toward the steaming jungle. Longtree let out an old Apache war whoop and Billie Jones gave a rebel yell. Bannon bellowed like a wild bull and Plotnik screamed maniacally, anxious to kill more Japs. The recon platoon swept across the clearing and toward the jungle. They came abreast of the Japs who’d tried to attack them, and Butsko reached down, picking up the samurai sword he’d had his eyes on. Raising it with his right hand high in the air and holding his M 1 rifle in his left hand, he led the charge into the shattered trees and huge shell craters.


  A few scattered dazed Japs tried to stop them, but they were overrun quickly. The GIs shot and bayoneted them, and Butsko lopped off heads with terrible swings of his sword. The GIs made their way through the devastated area, climbing over lengths of trees and piles of bushes.


  Finally they reached the edge of a jungle area that had not been bombed or shelled.


  Japanese small-arms fire opened up on them, indicating the position of the next Japanese line.


  “Hit it!” Butsko yelled.


  The men took cover in holes and behind fallen trees. The bombardment had made the jungle a hospitable area, with lots of holes for good concealment. They settled into their new positions, wiped blood from their bayonets, and took out cigarettes. Butsko looked at his watch; it was 1100 hours. Puffing his cigarette, he decided it was time to report his new position to Captain Franklin.


  •••


  


  “It’s Sergeant Butsko, sir.”


  Captain Franklin snatched the headset from his runner’s hands and held it against the side of his face. “Where the hell have you been?” he shouted.


  “I’m just calling to report, sir, that the recon platoon is in grid one-oh-two and that the jungle should be pretty clear between us and you, sowhy don’t you come on up here?”


  “Where did you say you were?” Franklin asked incredulously.


  “Grid one-oh-two.”


  Captain Franklin looked at his map. He was kneeling behind a tree as his company cautiously probed the jungle ahead of him. “Grid one-oh-two?” he asked. “Are you sure that’s where you are?”


  “Yes, sir, but I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold on with just the recon platoon. The Japs’ll start fighting back sooner or later, and the more ground we get now, the better.”


  “Are you sure you’re in grid one-oh-two?”


  “Yes, sir. Completely sure, sir. There can be no doubt about it. And the jungle’s pretty cleared out behind us.”


  “I see,” said Captain Franklin. “Well, we’ll be up there as soon as we can. Over and out.”


  Captain Franklin handed the headset to his runner and looked at the map again. Butsko had made a huge advance relative to Baker Company and had made Captain Franklin look bad. Now Captain Franklin hated Butsko more than ever.


  Captain Franklin called the commanding officers of Able and Charlie companies and told them he was moving forward to grid 102 and that they should cover his flanks. Then he called his platoons and told them to move out on the double to grid 102.


  While Captain Franklin and Baker Company were running through the jungle, the recon platoon was having lunch under a mild mortar bombardment. In every hole one man ate K rations while the other man fired his weapon into the jungle ahead.


  


  “I got him!” yelled Plotnik, his big smile showing teeth as green as jade.


  “Good for you,” Bannon muttered, chewing on the big dry cracker.


  “Shit, man,” Plotnik said, aiming his rifle again, “I shoulda never gone into the motor pool. I shoulda gone into the infantry. This is the real Army. All the other stuff is bullshit.”


  Bannon nodded as he chewed his cracker, surprised by the transformation that had come over Plotnik, who was becoming a little kill-crazy. Plotnik squeezed his trigger and his M 1 fired. He squeezed it again, his rifle barrel kicking into the air. A bullet ricocheted off the top of the hole a few feet from his head, and he ducked down.


  “You’re drawing fire,” Bannon said.


  “I don’t give a shit.”


  Plotnik raised his head again, aimed his rifle, and took a quick shot. He ducked quickly as a bullet whistled through the air in the vicinity of where his head had been.


  “You’d better stay down awhile,” Bannon said. “They got your number.”


  “Fuck ‘em,” Plotnik said.


  “No, I mean it. You raise your head again and they’ll put a hole in it.”


  “Shit, I ain’t afraid.”


  “Lemme show you.”


  Bannon took off his helmet, put it on the end of his rifle, and raised it in the air.


  Beezzzaaaannnnggggggg—a bullet put a hole in the helmet. Bannon pulled it down and showed it to Plotnik.


  “Get the picture?”


  Plotnik nodded. “Yeah.”


  Bannon put the helmet with the hole in it on his head and resumed munching his cracker.


  “Gee,” Plotnik said, staring at him. “I guess you just saved my life.”


  Bannon shrugged.


  Plotnik decided he might as well grab a bite to eat. He rustled around in the pack he’d taken from a dead American soldier and came up with a can of beans. A little more rustling produced a can opener.


  “How we gonna get out of this foxhole?” Plotnik asked, opening the can.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, that Jap’s got us zeroed in. How we gonna get out?”


  “He’s got more to do than worry about this particular hole. In a few minutes it’ll be safe to leave.”


  “Gotcha,” said Plotnik, spooning some beans into his mouth.


  Ten yards away Butsko lay in the bottom of his hole, smoking an Old Gold cigarette while Billie Jones fired his M 1 rifle at Japs in the jungle ahead. Now that Butsko was relaxed again, with no pressing military concerns, his thoughts turned back to Dolly, and he cursed her again for writing him and scrambling his brains. Bullets whistled over the top of the hole, and he saw her face floating in the sky, smiling at him, her big brown eyes glittering with delight.


  Why can’t I put her out of my mind? Butsko asked himself. What is it about her that’s fucking me up? He tried to figure out all the angles, but no answer came. She wasn’t especially pretty and she certainly wasn’t very nice. Yet, she’d always attracted men like shit attracts flies. She had something you couldn’t see, but you felt it in your guts. And he was still feeling it, although she wasn’t even there. Jesus, what a woman, he thought. You can’t trust her for a minute. All she wants from me is my GI insurance.


  That was the part that bothered Butsko more than anything else. If he died, she’d get ten thousand dollars, and she’d probably spend it all on some silly son of a bitch. She’d be glad Butsko was dead and tell funny stories about him to people in bars. His life would become a joke. She’d piss the money away and then it’d be all gone. She’d forget him. Everybody would forget him except a few people in McKeesport, Pennsylvania.


  He imagined Dolly laughing at a bar, her arm around some young guy’s shoulders, buying drinks for everybody on his insurance money, and he got mad. He couldn’t let that happen. What could he do?


  


  He looked at Billie Jones sitting cross-legged in the hole, reading his Bible. What I need in here with me is a fighter, Butsko thought, not a fucking Bible basher. I gotta get me a new runner right now. He thought of the men in the recon platoon, trying to figure who would be the best in a pinch, and realized all the best were corporals or sergeants with important jobs, and he couldn’t turn any one of them into his runner.


  A light bulb went off in his head when he remembered that Bannon wasn’t a sergeant anymore. He wasn’t even a private; he was a private E-nothing, an AWOL from the stockade.


  “Jones,” said Butsko.


  “Huh?”


  “Go get Bannon. Tell him to get his ass over here, and you stay over wherever he is. Leave your radio and bazooka here, but take all your personal shit with you, got it?”


  Jones wrinkled his forehead and tried to figure out what Butsko was up to. “Ain’t I gonna be your runner anymore?”


  “No.”


  Jones was hurt. “Did I do something wrong, Sarge?”


  “Naw, but I figger I’m interfering with your Bible studies, Jones. If you weren’t my runner, you’d have more time to study your Bible, wouldn’t you?”


  “Oh, yes, Sarge.”


  “Good. And while you’re studying your Bible, say a little prayer for me every now and then, wouldja?”


  “Sure thing, Sarge.”


  “Get your fucking ass out of here.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Jones gathered together his equipment and crawled out of the hole, heading toward the hole where Bannon and Plotnik were having lunch. Butsko stretched out in the bottom of his hole, now that he had more room. He congratulated himself on being so clever. Bannon was a good soldier and a fighting son of a bitch. He was a country boy and he understood terrain. Bannon will keep me alive, Butsko thought. He’ll make sure Dolly don’t wind up with all my GI insurance.


  Butsko lit another cigarette, and a few minutes later Bannon crawled into the foxhole, followed by Plotnik.


  “Hiya, Sarge,” Bannon said. “I heard I’m your new runner.”


  


  “That’s right, but what’d you bring this scumbag with you for?”


  “What’d you call me?” Plotnik screamed.


  Plotnik jumped on Butsko, but Butsko leisurely raised his foot and kicked him in the stomach. Plotnik fell to the side, gasping and clutching his stomach.


  “He’s very sensitive,” Bannon said.


  “Fuck him.”


  “He’s really an awfully nice guy underneath the dirt and shit.”


  “Nice guys don’t win wars.”


  “We can’t leave him alone. He’s never been in the infantry. He has to be taught what to do, otherwise he won’t last long. I mean, he really doesn’t know shit about what to do at the front here.”


  “What’d he used to do?”


  “He was in the motor pool.”


  “Just what I need, a fucking jeep driver.”


  Plotnik hugged his stomach and grit his teeth. “I wasn’t no jeep driver! I was a mechanic!”


  “Why don’t you go find yourself a motor pool.”


  “Because I wanna be in the infantry!”


  “Is he crazy?” Butsko asked Bannon.


  “I don’t know, but he likes the infantry.”


  Plotnik raised his fists in the air. “I wanna kick ass!”


  “Is he for real?” Butsko asked Bannon.


  “Yeah, and he’s got guts. He’ll be a good soldier once he learns the ropes.”


  “What’s his name again?”


  “Plotnik.”


  “That his first name or his last name?”


  “I think it’s his last name.”


  Butsko looked at Plotnik. “What’s your first name?”


  “Louie.”


  Butsko looked at Plotnik, who was snarling like a dog who’d been kicked. Butsko had seen men come and go and figured Plotnik was the kind of nasty son of a bitch who might make a good soldier, and beside, it wouldn’t hurt to have two men helping him keep his GI insurance safe from Dolly.


  


  “Okay,” Butsko said, “both of you guys are my runners from now on. Do what I say and everything’ll be just fine.” Butsko’s ears perked up. “I hear something.”


  “So do I,” Bannon said.


  The sound was coming from their rear. They turned around and saw movement in the jungle. Butsko’s hair stood on end for a moment, because he thought the Japs had circled around him, but then he saw GI helmets and uniforms and realized it must be Baker Company catching up at last.


  “Hey!” Butsko snouted. “Who are you looking for?”


  “Is that the recon platoon?” replied a voice in the jungle.


  “You’d better believe it!”


  Three GIs crept out of the jungle and crawled on their bellies toward Butsko’s hole, slithering in like lizards.


  “Jesus,” one of the GIs said, “how’d you guys get way the fuck up here?”


  “We walked,” Butsko said.


  “Who’s in charge here?”


  “I am.”


  The GI narrowed his eyes. “You Butsko?”


  “I am.”


  “We’re from Baker Company, and Captain Franklin sent us forward to find out how your men are deployed.”


  Butsko reached into his shirt pocket and took out a map he’d drawn. “My men are here,” he said, pointing to sections of the map, “and I suggest Captain Franklin have his men dig in here, here, and here.”


  “Captain Franklin wants to see you personally,” the GI said. “You’ll have to go back and tell him yourself.”


  Butsko looked at Bannon. “You take charge here while I’m gone.”


  “How can I take charge here?” Bannon said. “I’m a private E-nothing AWOL from the stockade; you said so yourself.”


  “I said take charge here and stop fucking talking so much.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Butsko walked off with the three GIs, feeling pissed off. He followed them through the jungle, which stank with the sickly sweet odor of human bodies on the verge of putrefaction. Butsko usually respected officers who were colonels and generals and deferred to majors and lieutenant colonels, but he thought captains and lieutenants were shit and had utter contempt for them until they proved themselves worthy of their ranks.


  Baker Company was strung out in a long skirmish line in the jungle, and Butsko could feel all eyes on him as he approached. He passed through the line, following the three GIs, and finally came to a complex of holes farther back, where a squad of soldiers were digging fortifications just in case. In the center hole, his radioman at his side, was Captain Franklin, looking Butsko up and down, an expression of hauteur on his face.


  Butsko dropped down into the hole with him and made a half-assed attempt at a salute. “You wanted me, sir?”


  Franklin narrowed his eyes at Butsko, studying him with a mixture of admiration and jealousy. “You’ve covered a lot of ground, Butsko, but I think you’ve taken a lot of risks.”


  “Which ones were they, sir?”


  “It’s amazing that you weren’t outflanked.”


  “I was watching my flanks, sir. You got to bear in mind that the Japs just had the shit bombed out of them and didn’t know what to expect. When they saw me coming, they didn’t know what was beside me or behind me. They knew we had a big attack under way and they were being cautious, like you were, sir.”


  Captain Franklin bristled at those words, because he didn’t like to think of himself as cautious. “Can you give me an idea of what’s up ahead, Sergeant?”


  Butsko took out the map and told him what was happening. “I suggest you put your men here, here, and here,” he said, pointing to the map.


  “Yes, well, I’ll make that decision myself if you don’t mind, Sergeant.”


  “Do it however you want.”


  Captain Franklin was annoyed by Butsko’s confident manner, but he kept his feelings hidden. “You men take a break!” he shouted to the GIs working around him. “I want to talk with Sergeant Butsko alone.”


  The men shuffled off with their rifles and shovels, looking over their shoulders at Captain Franklin and Butsko in the hole. They perceived the antagonism between the two men and wished they could listen in on the conversation.


  “Sergeant Butsko,” Captain Franklin said, “sometimes I get the impression that you think you don’t have to take orders from me. Is that right?”


  “Oh, no, sir. Whatever makes you think that?”


  “Because you’ve disobeyed a few of my orders already today.”


  Butsko had been through this with officers before and knew what to do. Officers had to feel superior, and if you wanted to make them happy, you had to act like a dope. “Aw, shucks sir,” he said, looking at his feet like a big kid, “you know how it is when there’s shooting going on. It’s hard to think straight sometimes, and I had my hands full for a while there. I’ll be good from now on.”


  Captain Franklin narrowed his eyes, trying to figure out if Butsko was putting him on. It was hard to tell, because so many GIs were morons.


  “I’m glad we understand each other,” Captain Franklin said. “Hereafter, don’t do anything unless you check with me first, all right?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “In fact, don’t do anything at all unless I tell you to, understand?”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “You may return to your platoon, Butsko. Keep a sharp eye out for infiltrators.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Butsko crawled out of the hole and walked hunched over back to the recon platoon, hating himself for knuckling under to Captain Franklin. I’ll get even with that son of a bitch one of these days, he thought, and then I’ll show him who’s who and what’s what.


  


  


  TEN . . .


  By nightfall the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment and the Seventh Marines were across the Matanikau with their tanks, artillery, and transport. They held a long irregular line that went from Ironbottom Sound south along the Matanikau to linkup with the Second Marines. There had been deep penetrations at some points in the line, whereas other units had only advanced a few hundred yards against heavy resistance and thick jungle.


  Colonel Stockton was also across the Matanikau, with his field tent, jeep, and headquarters personnel. He sat behind his desk, eating Spam and dehydrated potatoes, studying his map, trying to figure out what to do the next day.


  Air observers had reported the approach of a large Japanese force coming through the jungle. A major battle was building, and Colonel Stockton didn’t know whether to handle it offensively or defensively. His instincts told him to attack first and try for a knockout punch, but caution whispered that he should take no chances, because if his offensive failed, he might very well be relieved of command and might not get another chance.


  Colonel Stockton was at the crossroads of his career and he knew it. Victory would bring him a general’s star, and failure would send him to a desk job far from the shooting.


  He stood and paced the ground inside his tent, puffing his briar, the kerosene lamp casting shadows on his tanned features. It is better, he thought, to fail as the kind of man he was than as the kind of man he wasn’t. His inclination was to stay on the attack, and if it didn’t work, at least he’d be doing what he knew best. The men of the regiment were well trained and experienced: They could follow through. Those Japs would be awfully tired by the time they came up on the line, and that’d be the best time to hit them.


  


  But he’d have to sell the plan to General Vandegrift, because Chesty Puller would have to attack with him. Otherwise his left flank and Chesty Puller’s right flank would be wide open. They’d have to be supported; a lot of ammo had been expended that day.


  Colonel Stockton sat behind his desk, to work out his plan. He knew only a thin crust of Japanese was in front of him, and he could break through that without much trouble. The big problem was the advancing Japanese column. That would have to be located, tracked, and attacked from all sides. It would be a crucial battle, because the Japanese couldn’t afford to lose a sizable number of troops. Wipe out that column and they wouldn’t have much left to fight with. Victory would be assured for the Americans on Guadalcanal.


  Colonel Stockton looked at his map and realized he could make no plans until he found out where the advancing Japanese soldiers were. He knew their location roughly, but where were they right now? He could assume they were probably traveling in a fairly straight line, hoping to come up on the line as soon as possible. If the Japs continued on the path they were on now, they’d probably strike in the area where his regiment linked up with Chesty Puller’s Seventh Marines.


  Of course! Colonel Stockton thought, realizing in a flash what the Japanese commander was up to. Japanese observers at the front must have noticed that they were fighting two different units, one Marine and one US Army, because of the slight difference in uniforms and equipment. The weakest point in the American line would be where those two units linked up. That probably was where the Japs were going to strike. But Colonel Stockton didn’t know that for sure. Observation planes could give him a fix on the Jap column in the morning, but what if the Japs only moved at night? He’d have to send out a screen of patrols, and the outfit that could do that best was the recon platoon. He’d split them up into teams of four men each, spread them across his front, and ask Chesty Puller to do the same with his own men. That ought to give advance warning.


  Colonel Stockton bent over the map and made an X on the grids where he wanted the patrols to go. Then he called Lieutenant Harper and told him to have Butsko sent back to him immediately.


  General Ooka walked across the clearing, holding his samurai sword and scabbard, looking at soldiers lying around listlessly. They were emaciated and gaunt, surviving on a small quantity of white rice per day and whatever they could eat off the land. His driver had told him that the men were eating rodents and grass boiled until it was soft. Ammunition was short. The situation was becoming precarious and he felt frustrated and angry, because he was certain he could change everything if he could be permitted to use his tank corps as he wished.


  He entered General Hyakutake’s tent, pushed aside the flap, and entered General Hyakutake’s office. General Hyakutake sat behind his desk, sipping a small cup of green tea and looking at a map while Colonel Tsuji sat beside him, taking notes on a pad.


  General Ooka saluted stiffly. “I thought I’d stop by to see if you needed me for anything, sir.”


  “Have a seat, General Ooka.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  General Ooka put aside his samurai sword and sat on one of the chairs, crossing his legs. He looked disdainfully at Colonel Tsuji, then tried to focus on the map on General Hyakutake’s desk, trying to glean the latest information about the situation at the front.


  “The Americans appear to have made their deepest penetration here,” General Hyakutake said, pointing to a sector of the line. “They’ve also made substantial gains in other sectors, but many of their commanders have been overly cautious.”


  “We could,” Colonel Tsuji said, “try to snip off their points of greatest penetration.”


  “No,” said General Hyakutake, “that could weaken other sections of our line. All we can do is hold the Americans until General Saito moves into attack position.”


  General Ooka cleared his throat. “When will that be, sir?”


  “Another day or two, depending on conditions. I don’t think General Saito will be able to make much progress during the day, because he will be bombed and strafed by the Americans.”


  “My tanks could move swiftly at night,” General Ooka said.


  General Hyakutake scowled. “I do not want to discuss your tanks at this time. All we can do is hold the Americans as best we can until General Saito can launch his counterattack. There is no other way.”


  “Sir,” General Ooka said, “I don’t believe we have considered what we will do if General Saito fails.”


  “Fails?” asked General Hyakutake. “How can he fail?”


  “Battles have been lost before, by troops better equipped and better prepared than General Saito’s. I’ve been thinking that perhaps my division should be moved out immediately and be prepared to support General Saito, just in case.”


  Colonel Tsuji smiled thinly. “What if this attack across the Matanikau is just a feint, General Ooka? What if the main thrust of the American offensive will come someplace else, such as to the south?”


  “So what?” General Ooka replied. “In fact, that would be fine. We’d be able to push through to their airfield in the west and then attack them from behind in the south.”


  General Hyakutake shook his head. “I doubt if this is a feint. I believe it is the beginning of a major offensive headed directly this way. An attack from the south wouldn’t lead directly to our main strongholds.”


  “It could,” General Ooka said. “The Americans might simply turn west after moving south. It would be difficult but not impossible. Anyway, we’d have our strength in the west, where we need it. I think it would be a gamble worth making.”


  General Hyakutake’s mouth turned down at the corners. “I am a military officer, not a gambler. I am not taking chances with the lives of my men. This battle will be fought one stage at a time. We’ll observe the results of each move and then take whatever further action is required. You have a passion for bold, dramatic results, General Ooka, but wars are won by persistence and carefully laid plans.”


  General Ooka wanted to say that such methods hadn’t earned much success for General Hyakutake on Guadalcanal thus far, but he only nodded and kept his mouth shut.


  


  “Don’t worry,” General Hyakutake continued, “you’ll be in the fight before long. Just try to be patient. This isn’t Poland or France, and you’re not with the German army. You’re on a small jungle island with only a fraction of the Imperial Army, and we have few options at this point. Try to bear that in mind.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  General Ooka sat quietly as General Hyakutake and Colonel Tsuji discussed the situation west of the Matanikau. One of these days they’ll have to listen to me, General Ooka thought. I only hope it won’t be too late.


  “Sergeant Butsko is here to see you, sir,” said Sergeant Major Ramsay.


  “Send him right in.”


  Colonel Stockton looked up from his desk as Butsko entered his office. Butsko was filthy and grimy, his M 1 rifle slung over his shoulder and the captured samurai sword hanging from his belt. He saluted and dropped into the nearest chair, exhausted. Colonel Stockton smiled, remembering when he was a young liuetenant in the First World War, fighting the Huns and looking as disreputable as Butsko.


  “How goes it, Sergeant?”


  “It’d be a lot better if I didn’t have to deal with that Captain Franklin.”


  “What’s the problem?”


  “He’s scared of his own shadow, that’s the problem. He won’t make a move unless everything is perfect, but when is everything ever perfect?” He harumphed. “Never.”


  “You’ve got to be patient with green officers, Butsko. It’s up to experienced men like you to teach them.”


  “How can I teach him if he doesn’t listen?”


  “Maybe you should become an officer yourself. I could give you a battlefield commission if you wanted one.”


  “Naw,” said Butsko, “too much paperwork. I couldn’t handle it.”


  “I know what you mean. Sometimes I can’t handle it myself.” He smiled. “How’s my recon platoon?”


  “Not bad. Five men killed and seven wounded. Could have been worse, but it would have been better if that fucking Franklin had kept up. The problem with green officers is that people get hurt while they’re learning the ropes.”


  “You think I should relieve him of command?”


  “Naw, ‘cause I’d just get another asshole to contend with.”


  “I got a job for you, Butsko.”


  “I figured you didn’t invite me here just to talk.”


  “Come here behind the desk and look at the map.”


  Butsko arose noisily and lumbered behind the desk. Colonel Stockton’s eyes fell on the samurai sword at his waist.


  “Where’d you get the sword?”


  “From a Jap officer. I cut off his fucking head with it.”


  “Mind if I take a look at it?”


  Butsko pulled the sword out of the scabbard and handed it to Colonel Stockton handle first. Colonel Stockton examined it, admiring the fine workmanship. It appeared to be a better sword than most of the ones he’d seen. Evidently the officer who had carried it had had it custom-made. A chrysanthemum was engraved on the blade near the handle, and the hilt was finished in gold.


  “Could I buy this from you, Butsko?” Colonel Stockton asked.


  “You can have it,” Butsko said. “I can always get another one.”


  “Let me pay you something for it.”


  “It’s not for sale, but I’ll give it to you.”


  Colonel Stockton wasn’t sure of what to say, because officers normally didn’t accept gifts from enlisted men. He’d decided to keep it brief. “Thanks, Butsko.”


  Butsko grunted, took off the scabbard, and laid it across Colonel Stockton’s desk. Colonel Stockton thought he might wear it from then on; it’d make him look dashing in front of his men. He moved the sword and scabbard to one side so that they wouldn’t obstruct the map.


  “I want you to take the recon platoon out tonight, Butsko,” Colonel Stockton said, bending over the map. “You’ll be hunting big game.”


  Deep in the moonlit jungle, the 105th Division made slow, painful progress. The Japanese soldiers were heavily laden with ammunition and supplies; some even carried mortars and machine guns, and others pulled howitzers through the muck and tangled branches. Ahead was the mountain range, and the soldiers couldn’t imagine how they’d get over it. They were existing on rice softened with water, and many had malaria. General Saito was worried that his men wouldn’t be very effective when the time came to fight. Previously he’d served with the Kwangtung army in China, which had been victorious in battle after battle, but now, after only two weeks on Guadalcanal, he realized he was in a distinctly different situation. The Americans were not like the Chinese. There’d be no easy victories here.


  General Saito was exhausted, and he wasn’t carrying anything except his sword. As he plodded through the jungle, surrounded by aides and bodyguards, he thought of his wife in Tokyo and his young son attending the military university. He thought of his Emperor and the glory of Japan. Somehow he had to keep going. Somehow he had to provide inspiration and leadership for his men.


  He heard a crashing sound nearby and turned around. A soldier had fallen under the weight of a heavy machine gun. A sergeant kicked the soldier and ordered him to get up.


  “Stop that!” General Saito shouted.


  The sergeant stepped back and looked at General Saito, alarmed. It was common for sergeants to beat enlisted men in the Japanese army, and the sergeant had never been stopped before. General Saito walked to the man lying on the ground, picked up the machine gun, and settled it on his own shoulders.


  “Major Doihara!” General Saito shouted.


  Major Doihara, his chief of staff, ran toward him. “Yes, sir!”


  “All officers will share the burden of this march! Pass along the order that all officers will help carry equipment! Any officer found not carrying equipment will be shot on the spot!”


  Major Doihara couldn’t believe his ears. “Yes, sir!” He turned around, called for his radio operator, and transmitted the order to all commands. General Saito clenched his teeth and stomped through the jungle, the machine gun grinding into his shoulder muscles with every step.


  


  “Forward!” he shouted. “The sooner we reach our destintation, the sooner we’ll be able to rest!”


  Captain Franklin was sleeping in his pup tent, dreaming of the Australian girl he’d loved during a three-day pass to Melbourne. Somebody prodded his shoulder and he said, “Oh, darling, not again.”


  “I ain’t your fucking darling,” Butsko growled. “Wake up.”


  Captain Franklin opened his eyes and sat up. “What? Who?”


  “It’s me,” Butsko said. “Wake up.”


  Captain Franklin looked at his watch; it was nearly midnight. “What are you doing here, Butsko?”


  “I’ve got a message from Colonel Stockton, sir.”


  “Colonel Stockton? Oh. What is it?”


  “He’s sending me and my platoon on a reconnaissance. He said to make sure it’s in your morning report.”


  “What happened? Where are you going?”


  Butsko pointed to the west. “Out there. See you later, sir.”


  Butsko saluted with one finger and backed out of the tent. He turned around and walked grimly through the jungle to the area occupied by the recon platoon. He knew they’d all be sleeping, happy to have a respite from the war, but they wouldn’t be sleeping long. He carried a dozen walkie-talkies, issued to him by the Headquarters Company supply sergeant.


  “Halt—who goes there!”


  Butsko recognized the voice of Private McGibney from the Third Squad. “It’s me, Butsko.”


  “Hey, Sarge, what’re you doing out here?”


  Butsko walked up to McGibney, who was crouching behind a bush. “On your feet!”


  McGibney stood. “What’s going on, Sarge?”


  Butsko delivered a short hard punch to McGibney’s mouth, and McGibney saw stars. When he opened his eyes he was lying on the ground, blood pouring out of his mouth. “Hey, what’d I do.”


  “It’s what you didn’t do. Hereafter give the correct challenge and ask for the countersign.”


  “But it was you!”


  “What if it wasn’t me? What if it’d been a Jap who sounds like me? You’d have your throat cut right now, you dumb fuck-up.”


  Butsko walked past him and headed for his hole. His fist hurt from the punch and that made him madder. He didn’t feel like going out on reconnaissance tonight, but he didn’t dare tell that to Colonel Stockton. He’d just said “Yes, sir” and written down the details. On his way back to the recon platoon he’d figured out the number of patrols and who’d be in them.


  He jumped into his hole, awakening Bannon and Plotnik. “Bannon,” he said, “go round up the squad leaders and tell them to report to me right away.”


  “What’s up?”


  “Shaddup and do as you’re told.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Bannon crawled out of the hole, his mind still fuzzy with sleep, and headed for Longtree and his old squad. Butsko took out his map, on which he’d marked the spots where Colonel Stockton wanted listening posts, while Plotnik sat up and drew closer to see what was written on the map.


  “What’re you looking at?” Butsko said.


  “Nothing, Sarge,” Plotnik replied, pulling away.


  “If I want you to know something, I’ll tell you. Otherwise mind your own business.”


  One by one the squad leaders showed up in Butsko’s hole. Longtree arrived first, his eyes heavy-lidded and his face puffy. Then came Corporal Gomez, the pachuco from Los Angeles, who’d replaced Sergeant McCabe as leader of the new Second Squad. Sergeant McCabe and the original Second Squad had been wiped out on a little nameless hill near Tassafaronga Point. Corporal Di Pietro of the Third Squad and Sergeant Slattery of the Fourth Squad arrived with Bannon. None of them looked very happy. They all knew some shit was coming down.


  “Okay,” Butsko said, “gather round.”


  They huddled around him in the hole and he laid the map on the ground.


  “Plotnik, gimme my poncho.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Plotnik took Butsko’s poncho out of his pack, and Butsko draped it over their heads. Butsko took out his flashlight and shone it onto the map. “I just came back from Colonel Stockton,” he said, “We’re going out tonight.”


  Everybody groaned.


  “Shut up!” Butsko said.


  They became silent and he explained what they’d do. They’d split up in groups of three or four men each and occupy the positions shown on the map, each position about a half mile into no-man’s-land. “Your only problem will be coming and going through the Jap lines,” Butsko told them. “Just take it slow and easy and you’ll be all right. You’ve done it all before and you can do it again. Any questions?”


  Nobody said anything. It was all simple but extremely hazardous.


  “Okay,” Butsko said, “you’ll stay out there until you’re told to come back. Every group will take a walkie-talkie. Make sure your men understand they’ve got to check in with Colonel Stockton’s headquarters every two hours. Get going.”


  They crawled out of the hole, and Butsko heard a whistle high in the sky.


  “Hit it!”


  They pressed their bodies against the ground as the mortar round dropped to earth. It landed with a thudding roar, knocking down a tree that had stood for a hundred years, and seconds later more mortars whistled through the sky.


  “We’re gonna get attacked!” Butsko yelled. “Everybody back to his squad!”


  The squad leaders crawled frantically through the jungle, stopping whenever it sounded as if a mortar round would drop close to them. In the holes the GIs readied their rifles and bayonets, because they knew what was coming next.


  “Fuck!” Butsko said, pushing a fresh clip of ammo into his M 1. “Of all time to attack, they have to come now!”


  Butsko, Bannon, and Plotnik kept their heads low as the mortar rounds dropped all around them. Butsko and Bannon knew from experience that it wasn’t a very heavy shelling, but Plotnik thought he’d died and gone to hell. The violence of the explosions knocked clods of dirt loose from the walls of the hole, and huge trees crashed to earth in the jungle. A GI screamed in pain not far away, and through the havoc they could hear Captain Franklin shouting orders.


  The bombardment lasted only a few minutes but seemed like a half hour. Suddenly the jungle was silent, and then came the bloodcurdling cry of “Banzai!”


  The GIs raised their heads and tucked their M 1s to their shoulders. Japanese soldiers erupted out of the woods in front of them, shaking their rifles and bayonets, their officers swinging swords in the air. They ran toward the GIs, who took aim and fired. Japanese soldiers fell to the ground, but the main body of them kept charging.


  Bannon forced himself to be calm, because a steady hand produced the best markmanship. He lined up his sights on an advancing Japanese soldier, squeezed the trigger, and felt the M 1 kick into his shoulder. The Japanese soldier tumbled to the ground, and before he stopped moving, Bannon shifted his sights to the Japanese soldier nearest him, lined him up, and squeezed the trigger again. That Jap fell and Bannon pasted his sights on one carrying a samurai sword, and it was with special satisfaction that he squeezed the trigger. The officer stopped, dropped his sword, and hugged his chest, and Bannon shot him again, sending him sprawling backward.


  There were too many Japs and they were charging too hard. Although many were shot down, more kept coming. The GIs fired their fusillades, and the machine gunners on the flanks cut the Japanese soldiers down like wheat in a field, but the momentum of the Japanese soldiers carried them forward until they were only yards from the first American trenches.


  Now the gritty stuff was about to begin, and every GI knew it. They came up out of their holes, meeting the Japs head-on, grappling, pushing, and stabbing. The air filled with the sounds of grunts and howls, the clash of bayonets on rifle stocks. Soldiers fell to the ground, and in the darkness it was difficult to see which army they were from.


  Bannon charged like a wild brahma bull, lunging with his bayonet. His first victim didn’t even see him coming until it was too late. The Japanese soldier rushed forward wildly, screaming “Banzai!” and suddenly there was a gleaming American bayonet zooming toward his guts. He tried to parry it, but he didn’t have a chance. Bannon’s bayonet went into the Japanese soldier’s soft belly to the hilt, and the Japanese soldier shrieked in sudden pain, dropping to his knees. Bannon withdrew the bayonet and charged a Japanese officer brandishing a sword. The officer brought the sword down with all his strength, and Bannon raised his rifle and bayonet, catching the blade on his rifle stock. Bannon punched forward with his rifle butt, whacking the officer on his nose. The officer was stunned and Bannon slugged him again, then drew back and jammed his bayonet into the officer’s ribs.


  Bannon pulled down on his rifle, but the bayonet wouldn’t come out. He pulled again and saw a Japanese soldier rushing him from the side, his bayonet streaking up toward Bannon’s stomach. Bannon let go his rifle and dodged to the side as the bayonet shot past. He dived onto the rifle and tried to wrest it it from the Jap’s hands.


  The Japanese soldier’s face drew close to his, and Bannon could see his slanted eyes and the stubble on his chin. The soldier was thin and hollow-eyed, but he was fighting for his life and had drawn on his last reserves of strength to save himself. Bannon tried to kick him in the balls, but the Jap pivoted to one side and Bannon’s foot collided with the Jap’s outer thigh. The Jap pushed while Bannon was on one leg, and Bannon lost his balance. He fell to the ground, but his grip was viselike on the Jap’s rifle and the Jap fell too.


  They rolled around, elbowing and kneeing each other, trying to pull away the rifle, but neither soldier achieved an advantage. The Jap became frantic and spit in Bannon’s face, causing Bannon to go wild. Bannon let go of the rifle and punched the Jap in the eye and in the mouth, then hit him an uppercut on the tip of his jaw. The punches were short and vicious, and the Jap was on queer street. He loosened his grip on the rifle and Bannon snatched it out of his hands, stood, and harpooned the Jap in the chest.


  Before he could pull the rifle out, somebody hit him on the head with a rifle butt, and then Bannon was hearing bells and birds. The Japanese soldier who’d hit him got set and thrust forward with his bayonet, but Bannon tripped over the soldier he’d just killed and fell to the ground.


  The Japanese soldier stood over him, his legs far apart, and poised himself to run Bannon through. He thrust his rifle and bayonet downward, but at the last moment Bannon spun away. His hand fell on a rock the size of a baseball and he sprang to his feet, still dazed and tottering, looking around for the Japanese soldier.


  The Japanese soldier screamed “Banzai!” and charged Bannon, who spotted him, wound up, and threw the rock. The Jap saw it coming and ducked, but Bannon expected that and had aimed low. The Jap wore a soft cap and the rock hit him on top of his skull, causing a mild concussion. The Jap’s eyes rolled into his head and he fell to the ground. Bannon took his rifle, stomped on his face twice to make sure he wouldn’t get up right away, and rammed the rifle and bayonet into his throat.


  Bannon screamed and charged a Jap who was struggling with young Private Hilliard from the Third Squad. The Jap turned to face Bannon, and Hilliard took advantage of the opportunity to stick his bayonet into the Jap’s kidney. The Jap shrieked horribly and dropped to his knees. Bannon bashed him in the face with his rifle butt, jumped over him, and landed in front of two Japs running side by side directly at him. One Jap fired his rifle from the waist, and Bannon heard the bullet whistle past his cheek, feeling the heat of the hot lead.


  “Fuck you!” Bannon yelled, pulling the trigger of the Japanese Arisaka rifle in his hands, but there was no round in the chamber and the bolt went click. “Son of a bitch!” Bannon should have backpedaled, but he was so pissed off and crazy that he charged, lashing out with his rifle butt. He hit one Jap on the face and tried to do the same with the other Jap, but the Jap darted backward, saw that Bannon was off balance, and pushed his rifle and bayonet forward, aiming for the middle of Bannon’s torso.


  Bannon twisted so hard that he almost cracked his own spine, and the bayonet caught his shirt, ripping through the fabric but missing his flesh. Still off balance, he slashed wildly with his rifle and bayonet and caught the Jap on the neck, burying it an inch into the Jap’s flesh and slashing across. The pain was so sudden and intense that it stopped the Jap cold, and Bannon jabbed his bayonet into the Jap’s side. The Jap fell down and Bannon pulled out his bayonet, stabbing him again in the stomach, then turning around.


  He saw a Japanese officer with a Nambu pistol, aiming at a soldier to Bannon’s right. Bannon turned his rifle around and held it like a baseball bat, charging the officer and bellowing like a wild animal. The officer heard him coming and held his fire, turning to see what this new threat was.


  Bannon was in front of the officer before the officer knew what was happening, and Bannon swung hard, like Joe DiMaggio at Yankee Stadium, aiming for the far centerfield bleachers. His rifle stock connected with the Japanese officer’s ear, and there was a sickening clunk as the officer’s skull caved in and blood squirted out his nose, ears, and mouth. The officer dropped his pistol and Bannon plucked it out of the air just as a Japanese sergeant ran toward him to avenge the officer’s death. Bannon took quick aim, held the pistol in both hands, and pulled the trigger. The sergeant tripped and fell at Bannon’s feet.


  Bannon loved pistols; in Texas he’d carried one around with him on the range all the time. Holding the Nambu in front of him, he charged into the melee of battling soldiers. He held the pistol near the head of a Japanese soldier, pulled the trigger, and blew his brains all over the face and shirt of Corporal Gomez from the Second Squad. Turning to the side, he fired point-blank at a Japanese soldier standing with his side to him and knocked him down. Bannon took a step forward and saw a Japanese soldier charging him. The soldier stopped cold and goggled his eyes at the Nambu aimed straight at him. Bannon smiled as he pulled the trigger.


  Click. It was empty. The Jap realized his good fortune and rushed toward Bannon, his bayonet straight before him like a lance. Bannon threw the pistol at the Jap, but it bounced harmlessly off the Jap’s shoulder. The Jap kept coming and Bannon looked on the ground for something to fight with. He saw a length of branch that would make a good club and scooped it up, swinging at the same time, hitting the Jap’s bayonet and deflecting the thrust to the side. Bannon backhanded the branch before the Jap could get set and slammed him in the face, knocking his jaw loose from its hinges. The Jap fell down and Bannon slugged him again to make sure, then picked up the Jap’s rifle and bayonet and ran him through. Blood oozed out of the hole in the Jap’s stomach, and Bannon looked around for another Jap to kill.


  He couldn’t see any more Japs; they were withdrawing to the woods. The GIs around Bannon shouted victoriously.


  “Give it to ‘em!” Butsko hollered.


  The GIs dropped down, took aim at the backs of fleeing Japs, and squeezed their triggers. The Japs fell like mosquitoes that had been sprayed with DDT. Bannon watched a Jap dance in the sights of his Arisaka rifle and squeezed the trigger carefully. The Jap lurched forward onto his face. The jungle swallowed up the few Japs who’d managed to get away.


  


  


  ELEVEN . . .


  The jeep stopped in front of General Vandegrift’s headquarters and Colonel Stockton jumped down, heading for the steps of the wooden building. Behind him came Major Cobb and Lieutenant Harper. They entered the orderly room and the old Marine sergeant major motioned for them to go into the meeting.


  A Marine opened the door and the three Army officers marched into the conference room. Maps were spread out over a large table and officers stood around in the light of kerosene lamps, General Vandegrift pointing to a terrain feature on one of the maps. Everybody stopped what they were doing and looked up as the Army officers advanced to the table.


  “Sorry to be late,” Colonel Stockton said, “but we’ve just had an attack along our front. We pushed them back, but there were a lot of casualties.”


  General Vandegrift frowned. “Sounds like the Japs still have a lot of fight in them.”


  “I don’t think so, sir. It looked like a last desperate effort to me.”


  “That remains to be seen. Anyway, we’ve begun the meeting without you, and I’m afraid most of my officers think this isn’t the time to launch a major effort to the west.”


  Colonel Stockton felt like a balloon that just had been punctured, but he smiled, stood erectly, and approached the edge of the map table. “May I ask what the reasoning behind that opinion is?”


  “Well,” General Vandegrift explained, “we’ll be stronger in a few weeks than we are now, while the Japs are getting weaker. Most of us think that we shouldn’t be too anxious, because we might overextend ourselves.”


  


  I see, said Colonel Stockton, seeing his dreams and plans crumble before his eyes. “That certainly makes sense, but I don’t see why we should stop now while we’ve got the Japs off balance. We’re pressing them hard in the west; why give them three weeks to rest? If we keep pressure on them now, I think we can crack them.”


  There was silence in the room as General Vandegrift mulled over what Colonel Stockton had said. Should he try for a knockout blow now or wait until he was stronger?


  “May I say something, sir?” said Major Harvey, one of General Vandegrift’s staff officers.


  “Go ahead.”


  “Sir, I think it would be taking a chance if we tried to exploit the crossing of the Matanikau. Why gamble when we could have a sure thing in two or three weeks?”


  General Vandegrift turned to Colonel Stockton. “What do you say to that, Colonel?”


  “War is a gamble no matter when you fight. In three weeks the Japs could be much stronger, too, whereas right now we have them reeling. I don’t think we should let this possibility pass us by. I think we can take the mountain range to the west right now, and then we’ll be in an improved position for future operations. When the decisive battle comes here on Guadalcanal, it will be best if we, and not the Japs, held those mountains.”


  “That’s true,” General Vandegrift said. He looked at Colonel Chesty Puller. “What do you think?”


  Chesty Puller had the face of a bulldog and a barrel chest, which had given him his nickname. “I think we should finish what we’ve started, and if the Japs attack Henderson Field from the south, at least we’ll have the benefit of interior lines. We’re in a strong position right now, and I think we should take advantage of it.”


  “Consider this,” Colonel Stockton said. “What if the Japs manage to land more men and equipment during the next few weeks? What if their navy prevents our navy from landing more reinforcements? Then our situation will be more dangerous and we’ll regret not taking the opportunity before us now.”


  Colonel Booth, another of General Vandegrift’s staff officers, stepped forward. “Sir,” he said, “I think we ought to realize that if we press for a major victory west of the Matanikau, we can expect the Japs to pour more of their resources into that sector. That means we’ll have to divert more of our troops there too. Do we want to unbalance our defense to that extent? Will it be worth it?”


  “I think,” replied Colonel Stockton, “that the mountains west of the Matanikau will be worth a major effort. Once we have those mountains, we’ll have all the Jap strongholds under our artillery. It would be extremely difficult for them to mount major operations against us in the future. I admit it’s a gamble, but I think the stakes would be worth it.”


  “I think so too,” said Chesty Puller.


  The officers debated the issue for another half hour, while General Vandegrift asked both sides questions and pondered the answers. Gradually he was moved to accept the positions of Colonel Stockton and Chesty Puller. It didn’t make sense to wait for a victory that could be won right away.


  “All right,” he said finally, “I think the attack west of the Matanikau will proceed for the time being.”


  Colonel Stockton was relieved by the verdict. He listened as General Vandegrift issued orders that would bolster troop strength in the west, in case the Japs counterattacked there. Colonel Stockton realized that the decisive battle for Guadalcanal was shaping up. His reputation was going on the line, and his future hung in the balance.


  The first main obstacle to success was the Japanese column advancing to the Matanikau. If that column could be put out of action, he’d feel more optimistic about the success of his campaign in the west. In order to knock out that column, it would be necessary to locate it as soon as possible.


  He hoped Butsko and the recon platoon would find it soon.


  In groups of three or four the recon platoon crossed the Japanese lines in the chaos following the night attack. They had no difficulty getting past the confused and beaten Japanese soldiers and soon were loose in the wide dark jungle.


  Butsko, Bannon, and Plotnik traveled together, making their way slowly through tangled vines and thick foliage. Clouds had covered the moon, and the jungle was pitch black. Every few minutes they stopped and listened for Japs but heard nothing except the breeze and insects buzzing around. They continued, cursing the jungle and the war, gradually becoming exhausted. It was too dark to get a compass fix on land features, so Butsko proceeded by dead reckoning.


  At 0300 hours’ Butsko decided they were approximately at the listening post designated by Colonel Stockton. “Okay,” he said. “This is far enough. You two get some sleep and I’ll take the first watch.”


  “Here?” asked Plotnik, wrinkling his nose, which was covered with blackheads. He looked around. “We can’t see anything here. Why don’t we climb a tree so we can see better?”


  “A tree?” Butsko asked. He looked up in the air and saw trees towering high over the jungle. “Not a bad idea.”


  They found a thick old tree with fat branches and decided it would be strong enough to hold them all. Butsko took a rope out of his pack and, handed it to Bannon, and Bannon lassoed a branch. Bannon went up first, then Plotnik, and finally Butsko. They climbed to the top of the tree and sat like monkeys on the branches.


  “When day comes we’ll be able to see a long way,” Plotnik said. He was more excited about the patrol than Bannon and Butsko, because it was the first one he’d been on in his life.


  “We’d better tie ourselves up here so we don’t fall off,” Butsko said.


  They tied themselves to the wide branches with lengths of rope, then Bannon and Plotnik dozed off while Butsko took the first watch. Butsko couldn’t see very far, but if a Japanese column advanced toward his vicinity, he’d be able to hear them coming. It was an ideal listening post.


  The night was so dark, it was almost as if he had his eyes closed, although his eyes were open. He saw glowing orbs of color and spirals of light. How strange it was to be high in a tree like a bird. It would be nice to be a bird, he thought. Just fly around without a care in the world. Butsko wished he could fly away from Guadalcanal and never come back again.


  •••


  


  The Japanese 105th Division struggled up the side of the mountain. Men weakened by insufficient rations fainted, and others lost their grips on howitzers, which broke loose and fell down the mountainside. General Saito gave the heavy machine gun to an underling and climbed from unit to unit, urging the men on. Lesser soldiers would have given up and stopped, but the main body of the division continued to move, their tenacity and warrior spirit overcoming their bone-numbing fatigue.


  Finally they reached the top of the mountain, and General Saito ordered a rest. Some of the men swallowed rice softened with water; others collapsed and fell asleep immediately. General Saito was one of those too tired to eat. He told one of his aides to wake him in an hour, then dozed away.


  The aide, Lieutenant Haruma, watched General Saito snoring on the ridge and fought back sleep himself. He thought of his home in Osaka, his mother and father, and the young girl with almond eyes whom he was going to marry.


  The night was still and dark. Only a few hours remained until dawn, and they’d have to get down the mountain by then, otherwise they’d be spotted by American planes. Lieutenant Haruma was apprehensive about the effectiveness of the 105th as a fighting unit. The men were too tired and weak to fight, he thought. He used to believe that the spirit of the Emperor would guarantee victory for the Imperial Army, but now realized that that had been only youthful idealism. He’d found out that victory usually went to the side that had the most troops and supplies, the best training, and the highest morale. He looked around him at soldiers sleeping all over the ridge. Could these men really mount an effective attack the next day?


  After an hour Lieutenant Haruma awakened General Saito, and the long trek down the other side of the mountain began. The men struggled with their heavy packs and equipment, their fingers were ripped bloody by the sharp rocks, and sweat poured down their faces as they heaved against the howitzers, trying to prevent the big guns from dragging them to their deaths.


  They reached the jungle shortly before dawn, and it was so thick that they could barely see the sky through the leaves and vines. General Saito decided that American planes would not be able to see his men through the jungle and thought he should continue his march through the day, but first he’d have to give them a rest, two hours this time, so that they could recover their strength.


  He gave the order to Lieutenant Haruma, who passed it down through all echelons. Each unit posted guards, and the rest of them men dropped off to sleep, aching, their fingers shredded, their stomachs crying for food.


  The sun was hot silver ball on the horizon, and birds chirped in the trees. Butsko opened his eyes and saw Bannon sitting a few feet away, his rifle cradled on his lap, wide awake.


  “Anything happen?” Butsko asked.


  “I would’ve woke you up if it had.”


  Butsko took a can of Spam out of his pack, opened it up, and cut off a slab with his bayonet. “Here.”


  “Thanks,” said Bannon, accepting it.


  Butsko cut off a slice for himself and munched it. The sun rose in the sky and surrounded the three GIs with a bright emerald haze. Plotnik heard the sounds of the other two and opened his eyes.


  “Have some Spam,” Butsko said.


  Plotnik took a slice and bit off half of it. “I love this stuff,” he said. “Everybody complains about it, but not me.”


  They finished the Spam, then ate some K ration crackers, washing down their breakfast with water. They lit cigarettes and lay around on the wide branches of the tree, enjoying the fragrance of the blossoms.


  “This is turning out to be pretty good duty,” Bannon said.


  Butsko nodded. He’d slept well and the morning was beautiful. It was almost as if he weren’t in the war anymore. He’d bet Dolly would like that morning, and then he realized she was on his mind again; she’d just slipped in when he wasn’t paying attention.


  Somehow he didn’t have the anger and revulsion he usually felt when he thought of her. He was in a good mood, well rested, and his stomach was full. He thought that maybe Dolly wasn’t so bad after all. They’d had some good times together. She couldn’t help it if she was a little frisky. He hadn’t been the greatest husband in the world anyway. She’d often called him a grouch, and maybe he was.


  He felt guilty about not wanting her to have his GI insurance. Why was he being so vindictive toward Dolly? It’s true that she’d been unfaithful to him, but she was weak, that’s all. Her father had died when she was little and her mother was a drunk. How could you expect miracles from a person like that? If he was killed, at least she’d be able to have some fun on the ten thousand dollars until it ran out. She might even have some nice thoughts about him as he lay in his grave. It was possible that she might shed a few tears for him. Butsko realized he was feeling mushy and sentimental. He shook his head and wrinkled his brow.


  The morning passed slowly and the GIs dozed on the fat branches of the tree. Brightly colored birds sang around them and the sun became hot. They unbuttoned their shirts and smoked cigarettes, talking about women, money, and the war.


  For lunch they had more Spam and crackers; they smoked more cigarettes. The breeze rustled the leaves around them, but after a while Bannon detected a new rustling around very faintly in the distance. At first he thought it was just his imagination, but then he saw Butsko stiffen and perk up his ears.


  “You hear it too?” Bannon asked.


  “I hear something,” Butsko replied.


  “I think I do too,” Plotnik added.


  They sat still and listened and soon recognized the unmistakable sound of a large number of men coming through the jungle. The foliage was so thick that they couldn’t see very far, but it sounded as if it were coming their way. Butsko wondered whether to climb down to the ground and try to track down whoever was coming or wait until they came by. He decided to wait where he was, because the Japs appeared to be headed directly toward them.


  “Look!” said Bannon, pointing.


  Butsko looked through the branches and saw a lone Japanese soldier walking catlike through the jungle, probably a forward scout. He glanced to his front, and to left and right, but it didn’t occur to him to look up, although he would have had difficulty spotting the GIs high in the tree.


  The scout passed, and several minutes later the main elements of the Japanese force came into view. The GIs watched them staggering through the jungle under the weight of their ammunition and equipment. Each one carried two mortar rounds tied to his pack, and some pulled and pushed howitzers through the muck on the floor of the jungle.


  Butsko took out his map and drew an arrow in the direction of their march. They poured through the jungle below in three columns, grunting and cursing under their burdens, with their officers urging them on.


  Butsko waited patiently for the Japs to pass by so he could call Headquarters on the walkie-talkie. He looked down at the map in his hands, and just then a bee landed on his neck and jabbed in his stinger.


  Butsko’s eyes bulged and he jumped two feet off the branch, but bit his tongue and made no sound. His reflex action made him drop the map in his hands, and the three GIs watched helplessly as it floated like a big white butterfly toward the ground. Halfway down it was caught by some leaves, on which it hung precariously.


  Butsko swallowed hard. If that map fell on the ground, the Japs would look up and see him and the others, and that would be the end of the road for all of them. Worse than that, the map indicated the positions of the regiment, and with that information the Japs would know where and how to strike.


  A breeze knocked the map off the branch, and it fell through the air again. Butsko thought his heart would stop beating as he watched it flutter through the air. What if a Jap looked up and saw it. Butsko broke out in a cold sweat. He looked at Bannon, who had gone pale. Plotnik had an expression of stark terror on his face.


  The map was caught again in a cradle of leaves as the Japanese soldiers filed through the woods below. Butsko feared the Japs would take a break, lie on the ground, look up, and see the map and then him and Bannon and Plotnik. Butsko wasn’t very religious and never prayed, but he closed his eyes and uttered a prayer. Please don’t let them look up here, God. Please don’t let them see the map.


  It took an hour for the Japanese soldiers to pass by, an hour of torment and anxiety for Butsko and the others. They thought the columns of Japs would never end, but finally it did, the scraggly band of Japanese soldiers bringing up the rear plodding through the jungle underneath them. The jungle became silent again except for the birds and insects.


  “That was too close for comfort,” Butsko wheezed. “Bannon, go down and get the map.”


  Bannon climbed down the tree, got the map, and brought it back. Butsko raised the walkie-talkie to his head, pressed the button, and called Colonel Stockton’s headquarters, reporting the location and direction of the Japanese force.


  Colonel Stockton sat in his office with Major Perrin, his supply officer, conferring about shortages of artillery shells, machine-gun ammunition, and medicine, when the door burst open and Major Cobb entered.


  “Sir,” he said, “we’ve just received a radio message from the recon platoon. They’ve spotted the Japs.”


  Colonel Stockton stood behind his desk. “Where are they?”


  Major Cobb handed him the transcription of the communication. Colonel Stockton looked at it and moved swiftly to his map table. He made a pencil mark on the grid where the Japanese had been spotted, then an arrow indicating their direction of movement. Looking at his own lines, he determined which units would be moved up to intercept the Japs.


  “Major Cobb,” he said, “have the battalion commanders report to me immediately.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Major Cobb turned and left the room. Colonel Stockton bent over his map table, drawing lines, working out the plan for his ambush. The recon platoon reported a force consisting of approximately two regiments, and they were in a fatigued state. Colonel Stockton became excited, because he thought victory was within his grasp. If he could wipe out that unit and then rush forward to take the mountains behind them, victory on Guadalcanal would be assured.


  Major Perrin was aware that Colonel Stockton had forgotten alt about him, and he felt like a voyeur watching Colonel Stockton work. Clearing his throat, he said, “Should I leave now, sir?”


  “No,” Colonel Stockton said, still looking down at the map. “It’d be good for you to see why it’s imperative that we get more supplies.”


  It was four o’clock in the afternoon, and General Saito realized his men were in no condition to attack the Americans that day. although they were close to the American lines. He decided to let his men rest, eat, and prepare for the march to the front, which he’d lead first thing in the morning.


  He told Lieutenant Haruma to order the halt and then sat against a coconut tree, taking off his helmet and drinking some water from his canteen. Although fatigued, he felt optimistic about the prospects for the following day. His men would be well rested and they’d be able to supplement their meagre rations with the coconuts around them. Although he’d left much heavy equipment along the trail, he still thought he could mount an effective assault early in the morning.


  Through half-closed eyes he watched his men scurrying about, gathering up coconuts. Some climbed trees and shook them, making the huge green fruits fall to the ground. A private hacked open a coconut with a machete and brought both halves to General Saito, who murmured his thanks and drank the sweet coconut milk.


  “Lieutenant Haruma!” he shouted.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Bring the radio over here and call Headquarters. I wish to speak with General Hyakutake.”


  Lieutenant Haruma carried the backpack radio to General Hyakutake and handed the headset to General Saito.


  “Sir,” said General Saito, “I’m pleased to report that I’m in position for my attack, which I shall launch in the morning.”


  “The morning?” asked General Hyakutake through the static and fuzz. “Why wait till morning? Why not now?”


  “Because it’s an arduous journey, sir, and my men need some rest.”


  “It may not be wise to wait,” said General Hyakutake. “You should strike before the Americans determine your position.”


  “We’ve passed through thick jungle, and I doubt whether they’ve seen us. Moreover, I can see that my men are in no condition to fight right now. It would be like sending them to be slaughtered. I really must give them a rest, sir.”


  General Hyakutake considered what General Saito had told him. “Very well, you’re closer to the situation than I and I’m sure you know what’s right. Good luck tomorrow. Strike hard and strike well. We are depending on you.”


  “We shall do our best, sir.”


  General Saito signed off and handed the headset to Lieutenant Haruma. Then he stretched out on the ground to get the rest he knew he would need for the big battle the next day.


  Throughout the night the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment and the Seventh Marines moved into position for their morning attack. Colonel Stockton thinned out his line so that his First and Second battalions could attack together, with his Third Battalion in reserve. There would be a brief artillery barrage, because he had little ammunition left, and then the big assault. He expected his two battalions to break easily through the Japanese lines and then converge on the right flank of the advancing Japanese column. Chesty Puller’s Seventh Marines would hit them on the left. Then they’d push forward and take those mountains in the distance, the mountains that Colonel Stockton believed held the key to victory on Guadalcanal.


  Meanwhile the recon platoon returned group by group to Baker Company and bedded down for the night. Except for sporadic firing, an ominous quiet fell on Guadalcanal. Soldiers from both sides had difficulty sleeping, because they knew the morning would bring a big battle in which many of them would be killed. The optimists were sure they’d survive somehow, while the pessimists thought they might be spending their last night on earth.


  


  •••


  At the Japanese headquarters encampment General Ooka was still awake at midnight, poring over maps and chain-smoking cigarettes. He didn’t like the way General Hyakutake had organized the battle, sending in units one after another instead of all together in a major blitzkrieg-style offensive. And General Hyakutake was still holding back General Ooka’s tanks for an emergency. General Hyakutake didn’t realize there would be no emergency if he used the tanks as the main striking force.


  If reports on the impassibility of the jungle were true, General Ooka wondered how his tanks could be moved to the front when the emergency finally came. He was aware that the Americans had the advantage of interior lines and could shift forces around their defense perimeter to meet any attack. The tanks would arrive too late, in difficult terrain, probably running low on gasoline, and would be destroyed by American antitank guns. If only there was some way to get them to the front quickly. General Ooka needed a highway to the front, but there were no highways on Guadalcanal.


  Then his eyes fell on the beach, and he was struck by an audacious idea. Tanks could move quickly on sand; Rommel had proven that in Africa. Maybe his tanks could make a fast run along the beach, turn inward at the crucial point, and hit the Americans’ flank. The scene of the fighting should provide good terrain for tanks, since many of the trees presumably would have been knocked down by shelling. Each tank could carry eight men as shock troops. It was possible that such a force could take the Americans by surprise and shatter their lines. It would be almost like a blitzkrieg, and if he could coordinate with the Japanese air force at Rabaul, a stunning victory could be won.


  General Ooka was electrified by the idea. He wanted to go to General Hyakutake immediately, wake him up, and tell him about it, but cold reason overtook him and he realized General Hyakutake wouldn’t accept the plan. Only a major reversal would make General Hyakutake try it, and General Ooka thought such a reversal might occur the next day. He found himself hoping for it, although it would mean the destruction of many Japanese troops. We must not be afraid to spill blood, General Ooka thought, recalling one of Hitler’s speeches. If it would take a disaster to prod General Hyakutake to action, so be it. Then General Ooka would present his plan to General Hyakutake, who could not refuse, for it would be his only chance.


  General Ooka bent forward and studied the length of beach on his map. What a brilliant idea, he thought. It’s amazing no one ever thought of it before.


  


  


  TWELVE . . .


  The Twenty-third Infantry was awakened two hours before dawn, and the men breakfasted on C rations. Trucks carrying supplies were driven to the front, and the soldiers were issued bandoliers of ammunition and hand grenades. The men returned to their holes and cleaned their rifles one last time. They sharpened their bayonets and got ready for battle.


  Artillery pieces had been zeroed in on the Japanese lines, and at five o’clock in the morning, while darkness was still on Guadalcanal, they began their barrage. The sky was illuminated by the flashes of their explosions, and the jungle in front of the regiment was blown apart.


  The recon platoon crouched in their holes, waiting for the order to go over the top. Each man was alone with his own thoughts, trying to muster courage, hoping they’d get through this one. In Butsko’s hole Plotnik whistled a tune, trying to appear unconcerned. Butsko peered over the top of the hole, looking at the jungle in front of him, wondering how many Japs were there. He knew they were cowering deep in their fortifications, waiting for the barrage to stop so they could come out and fight. Colonel Stockton believed there weren’t many Japs out there, and Butsko hoped he was right.


  Bannon had no responsibilities except to follow Butsko’s orders, and his thoughts were free to roam. In times of stress he always thought of his girlfriend, Ginger Gregg, because she represented happiness to him. He thought of her long red hair, the freckles on her cheeks, her tall rangy, body and voluptuous breasts. They had provided many feasts for him, and he wondered if anyone was feasting on them just then.


  Bannon wished he’d married her before he left for war. At least they would have been together and had some happiness, because now who knew what would happen? He might be killed at anytime. If you love a woman, you should marry her, he thought. Now that he was a soldier, he realized that marriage wasn’t the big step he’d thought it was. It was nothing compared to war.


  The artillery stopped suddenly, and Butsko jumped out of his hole.


  “Follow me!” he yelled. “Charge!”


  The recon platoon came up out of their holes and followed him. They ran across the jungle, hollering and screaming, firing their rifles from the hip, the machine gunners behind them carrying their weapons and ammunition. Bannon forgot about Ginger and concentrated on the jungle ahead of him, waiting for the Japs to get set and start firing.


  He didn’t have to wait long. After twenty paces the first Japanese shot was fired, followed by a few more desultory rifle shots, and then a Japanese machine gun opened up and the battle was on. The recon platoon was hit by a solid wall of fire and they were down on their bellies even before Butsko could shout the order.


  Butsko peered out from underneath his helmet and sized up the situation as fast as he could. There were two Japanese machine guns in front of him, which he could spot clearly, and a number of riflemen. Knock out those machine guns and the rest would be easy.


  “Gomez!” he shouted.


  “Yo!” replied Corporal Gomez.


  “Get that fucking machine gun!” Butsko pointed at the one on the left.


  “Yo!”


  “Where are my fucking machine guns!” Butsko bellowed. Each squad reported their positions.


  “Get set up and gimme some support!”


  “Yo!”


  Butsko pulled a grenade off his lapel, yanked out the pin, and hurled it at the machine-gun nest on the right. His grenade landed five yards from the machine-gun nest and exploded, silencing it for a few moments, during which Butsko leaped to his feet and charged forward, urging the first and second squads to follow him.


  His own machine gun opened fire, and then the Japanese machine-gun nest was in trouble. It had too many targets, and all it could do was fire wildly, sweeping from side to side.


  “Everybody throw a fucking hand grenade and then follow me!” Butsko yelled.


  The men grabbed their steel pineapples, pulled the pins, and hurled them. A concatenation of explosions followed, and they were on their feet, charging the machine-gun nest while Butsko’s crew continued to pour hot lead into it. On the run Butsko threw another hand grenade, and this one landed on target. He and his men flopped down again, waited for it to detonate, and then rushed forward, firing their M 1s at the devastated machine-gun nest. They swarmed over the position, shooting Japanese soldiers already dead and dismembered, and pushed forward, firing their rifles from the hip, throwing hand grenades, meeting only weak resistance.


  A few Japanese soldiers came out of their holes to fight with bayonets, but the GIs shot them down and kept going. The recon platoon encountered another machine-gun nest and disposed of it as before, pinning it down, advancing in waves, and delivering the coup de grace with hand grenades.


  The Japanese didn’t retreat and were killed methodically by the advancing Americans. Butsko lined up his men in a skirmish line and moved forward with marching fire through the jungle. They soon reached the Japanese rear and saw tents and supply dumps burning, with huge shell craters in the ground and dead Japanese soldiers everywhere. It appeared that the survivors in the rear had fled, unlike the front-line soldiers who’d fought to the death.


  The Twenty-third Infantry passed over the Japanese positions and moved into the wide silent jungle behind them, aiming for the Japanese column headed their way. Colonel Stockton had been right: The Japanese front line had proven to be nothing more than a thin crust, and the big battle lay ahead. Somewhere out there in the jungle was a Japanese division on the move, and the next task was to find and annihilate it.


  


  •••


  General Hyakutake was dreaming of platters of sushi and huge cauldrons of miso soup when he felt himself being shaken.


  “Sir!” said Colonel Tsuji. “The Americans are attacking again west of the Matanikau!”


  General Hyakutake opened his eyes and sat upright. “Where?”


  Colonel Tsuji laid a map on the bed. “Here and here,” he said, pointing.


  “And where is General Saito?”


  “Approximately here.”


  “Hmmm. I see. Wait a minute! Look here, Tsuji! It looks as if the Americans are trying to converge on General Saito from both sides! They must have spotted him! I knew he shouldn’t have moved so much by daylight!”


  “He insisted the Americans couldn’t see him.”


  “Well, they’ve seen him all right. Notify General Saito of the situation in front of him at once, and then have all my staff officers and major unit commanders meet in my conference room in one half hour.”


  Colonel Tsuji lingered. “Anything else, sir?”


  “That is all.”


  Colonel Tsuji ran out of the tent. General Hyakutake groaned as he rolled out of bed and looked for his pants.


  General Saito was awakened by the first sounds of the barrage, and he figured it must be American artillery, because he hadn’t been told of any imminent Japanese artillery bombardments. He knew that artillery bombardments usually preceded attacks and wondered what was going on at the front.


  “Lieutenant Haruma!”


  Lieutenant Haruma awoke from a deep slumber and sat up straight. “Yes, sir!”


  “Call General Kita and find out what’s going on at the front!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Haruma crawled toward the radio and called General Kita, who was commanding the troops at the front, but couldn’t get through the static.


  


  “I can’t reach him, sir!”


  General Saito furrowed his brow. He didn’t know what was going on, but thought he’d better prepare his men to move out. “Order the commanders to prepare their men for battle!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The Japanese encampment stirred as soldiers were awakened roughly by sergeants and officers. They ate a quick breakfast of rice and coconut meat; many had diarrhea from eating too many green coconuts. The jungle area filled with a disgusting odor as these men relieved themselves behind bushes.


  In the minutes before dawn, as General Saito was preparing to move his men to the front, he received the radio call from Colonel Tsuji, who told him that American units had broken through the front Japanese lines and were heading toward him like two long knives.


  “How many Americans?” General Saito asked.


  “A sizable force.”


  “But how many?”


  “We don’t know exactly. Perhaps a division.”


  “A division?” General Saito’s hair stood on end. He himself had a division, but it was under strength and lacking much of its equipment. Many of his men were sick with malaria, and others still were weak from the previous day’s march. “What does General Hyakutake propose that I do.”


  “You will continue the operations you have begun. You will smash through the American lines and capture their airfield.”


  “But you just said there’s an American division in front of me.”


  “Hurl them back with your Japanese bayonets and Japanese spirit. The Americans are evidently trying to catch you in a classic pincer. You must probe for their lines of approach and then destroy them. These are General Hyakutake’s orders. Are they clear?”


  “Yes.”


  “You have no questions?”


  “I hope that General Hyakutake will reinforce this front, because I cannot guarantee that I can hold off an American division.”


  “General Hyakutake will take whatever action he deems necessary. In the meantime he urges you to do your duty, General Saito. Do you understand?”


  “I understand.”


  General Saito handed his headset to Lieutenant Haruma and tried to think of what to do. He knew it would be improvident to launch an attack from where he was without knowing first where the two advancing American units were. Perhaps it would be best to have his men dig in where they were, while patrols were sent out to determine the positions and actual strength of the American units.


  It seemed like a reasonable way to proceed. The Americans couldn’t be far away, and the patrols wouldn’t take long. Perhaps he could set a trap for the Americans and let them blunder into it.


  “Lieutenant Haruma!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Pass along these orders to all unit commanders: Have the men dig in where they are, prepare the howitzer batteries and mortar companies for action, and send out patrols to find the Americans. Come here.” General Saito opened his map case. “I want to show you exactly where I want the patrols to go.”


  Colonel Stockton had crossed the Matanikau River the night before and set up his headquarters in the jungle near the front. He’d awakened early in the morning, before the artillery barrage began, and directed the entire operation by radio, making marks feverishly on maps and feeling a thrill when word came through that his forward elements had broken through the Japanese lines.


  Now, at ten o’clock in the morning, his regiment had broken all resistance in front of him and was moving toward the Japanese unit in the jungle. Reports from Chester Puller’s headquarters indicated that the Seventh Marines were making similar progress. Colonel Stockton’s neck and face were covered with bug bites, and he scratched them absentmindedly as he wondered what to do next.


  He didn’t want to charge blindly into the open, because it was unwise to attack unless you knew exactly what was in front of you. It was possible that the Japanese unit had changed direction during the night. Colonel Stockton concluded that his best bet would be to stop the men where they were and send out the recon platoon to probe for the position of the Japanese.


  But that would take a lot of time, maybe an hour or two, perhaps all morning. He wondered if air observers could see anything through the jungle. Putting on his helmet, he went outside and looked up. The foliage was thick but he could see the sky, and if somebody was in the sky at a low altitude just above the trees, somebody could see him.


  He decided to call Henderson Field and get the Cactus Air Force in the air to reconnoiter the jungle for the Japanese force headed his way. If the Cactus Air Force couldn’t find the Japs, he’d have to send out the recon platoon. Maybe to save time he should send out both together.


  Colonel Stockton looked at his watch and felt mild anxiety in the pit of his stomach. The day was passing away and he hadn’t made contact with the big Jap unit yet. It was important that he located them before they located him. Picking up his phone, he called Major Cobb and told him to send the recon platoon out and then phoned Major General Roy Geiger, commander of the Cactus Air Force on Guadalcanal, and requested the reconnaissance flights.


  Captain Franklin sat beneath a tree with his executive officer and first sergeant, smoking a cigarette and sweating like a pig. He had his shirt off and was tanned and well muscled, with a locket hanging from his neck on a gold chain next to the stainless steel chain that held his dog tags. He opened the locket and looked at the picture of his wife, pretty and blond; they’d only been married six months before he was shipped overseas, and sometimes he missed her so much that he felt a sick emptiness in the pit of his stomach.


  “Somebody’s coming,” said Lieutenant Greller, the executive officer.


  Captain Franklin looked and saw a scrawny filthy soldier with a terrible slouching posture approaching.


  “Captain Franklin anywheres around here?” the soldier asked.


  “I’m Captain Franklin.”


  “Oh!” The soldier stiffened and threw a salute. “I’m Private Louie Plotnik from the recon platoon, sir. Sergeant Butsko asked me to report to you, sir, that Colonel Stockton has asked us to go out on patrol again, so we won’t be around for awhile, sir.”


  Captain Franklin nodded. “Anything else?”


  “No, sir.”


  Captain Franklin shrugged. Plotnik saluted, did a smart about-face, and marched off.


  “Did you see how filthy that guy was?” asked Lieutenant Greller.


  “Disgusting,” agreed Captain Franklin. “Looks like he’s spent his life in a grease pit.”


  “I don’t know how they get away with the shit they do in that recon platoon. They don’t even have an officer. I don’t understand what the colonel sees in them. They’re just a bunch of filthy bastards, as far as I can see.”


  “I agree with you,” Captain Franklin said, “but just remember one thing: Colonels come and colonels go, and one of these days, when we get a new colonel, that recon platoon’ll have to shape up fast.”


  “Boy,” said Lieutenant Greller, “I’d like to get that Plotnik guy in this company. I’d have him scrubbed with wire brushes until he bled, but by God, when it was all over, he’d be clean at least.”


  “I’d like to have that Butsko in this company,” Captain Franklin muttered, an edge to his voice. “I’d like to get him here without the colonel to protect him, and then I’d show the son of a bitch who’s boss.”


  By the time Plotnik returned to the recon platoon, the men were all packed up and ready to roll. He told Butsko he’d delivered the message in person to Captain Franklin, and Butsko told him to get ready to move out. Butsko was sending each squad out separately, fanning through the jungle, hoping to make contact with the Japanese.


  Butsko traveled with the Third Squad, led by Corporal Lupe Gomez, the pachuco from Los Angeles. Gomez was short, heavyset, and mean-looking, with eyes like a snake’s and a grin that could turn your blood to ice. His favorite possession was the switchblade knife he’d brought with him from the back alleys of Los Angeles.


  Pfc. McGibney, who had been a carny in civilian life, had the point, and Butsko was back with Gomez, Bannon, and Plotnik. They moved through the jungle in a single file, stopping every few minutes to listen for Japs. It was a beautiful sunny day that was already becoming hot, and sweat dribbled down the bodies of the men. Each of them smelled foul from lack of bathing facilities, and their faces were itchy from not shaving.


  The jungle was vast, and the American and Japanese patrols passed each other but didn’t see one another. The Japanese patrols headed for the American positions, while the Americans pressed closer to the 105th Japanese Division.


  “They can’t be much farther away,” Butsko said. “I think it might be a good idea to spread out a little. Plotnik, go get McGibney and bring him back here.”


  “Hup, Sarge!”


  Plotnik ran forward, spoke with McGibney, and led him back to Butsko. When he was halfway back, they all heard the sound of aircraft rushing toward them from the vicinity of Henderson Field. Butsko motioned toward the ground and they all dropped down, just in case. The planes roared closer and Butsko looked up as the planes flew low over the treetops. Butsko spotted the star insignia on their wings and knew for sure they were Americans.


  “They’re flying awfully low,” Butsko muttered. “They must be looking for something.”


  General Saito heard the planes coming and dropped down onto his stomach. They were headed straight for him and he looked through the branches, seeing the white star on their gray wings, knowing they were Americans looking for him. The American planes were flying just above the treetops, and he wondered if they could detect the camouflaged Japanese army in the jungle below.


  Pow-pow-pow-pow—General Saito heard the bark of one of his antiaircraft guns. Pow-pow-pow. Then he heard an explosion in the air.


  


  “Stop that gun!” General Saito screamed, although he knew it was too late and the damage had been done.


  Lieutenant Haruma got on the radio, trying to locate the battery firing the gun. The American planes snarled as they pointed upward and climbed into the sky. General Saito felt sick to his stomach, because if the American planes hadn’t seen his division before, they knew where he was now because of the antiaircraft gun.


  “I found them, sir,” Lieutenant Haruma said. “It’s a gun in the third Battery of Field Artillery Battalion A.”


  “I want the commander of that gun brought here immediately.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lieutenant Haruma passed the order on, and General Saito rose from the ground. The Americans know where we are now, he thought. We will not be able to surprise them now. He took out his map and looked at it, figuring out how to deploy his men. He knew the Americans would attack soon; they liked to attack in the morning, fight all day, and sleep at night.


  “Sir,” said Lieutenant Haruma, “the sergeant in charge of that gun is being brought here right now.”


  “Good. Radio our patrols and tell them to press their efforts to make contact with the Americans.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The sound of airplane engines became louder again. The Americans were going to make another pass.


  “Get down!” yelled General Saito. “Hold your fire!”


  The American planes came in just over the treetops again, and General Saito knew what they were doing: taking a good second look at the 105th Division. The sound of their engines riled up General Saito’s fighting spirit; he was anxious to fight the Americans. Here we are, he thought as he looked up at the planes. Come and get us.


  “Headquarters wants you,” Plotnik said to Butsko.


  Butsko held the radio to his face. “Yeah?”


  “Return back to our lines immediately,” Lieutenant Harper said. “Is that clear?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  “Over and out.”


  Butsko handed the radio to Plotnik.


  “What he say?” asked Gomez.


  “The patrol’s over; we’re going back. Turn the men around.”


  “Go back?” asked Gomez in his peppery conversational style. “Whataya mean, go back? We just got out here!”


  “I said turn the men around and go back. Don’t gimme no shit.”


  “Hup, Sarge.”


  Gomez motioned with his hand and turned the men around. They retraced their steps through the jungle, heading for their own lines.


  In his headquarters tent Colonel Stockton was jubilant. The Cactus Air Force had given him the location of the Japanese force, and it wasn’t far away. He drew lines on his map, detailing the paths for his battalions and companies. Chesty Puller was doing the same thing in the south. Major Cobb, Lieutenant Harper, and the rest of Colonel Stockton’s staff waited tensely for the final orders to attack. The air was filled with electricity and the officers twitched and shifted from foot to foot, smoking cigarettes and sipping water from their canteens.


  Sweat dripped from Colonel Stockton’s forehead to the map below him as he pinched his lips together and drew the final lines. Then, satisfied with his plans, he took a step backward from the table, wiped his forehead, and checked his work. He told his officers to gather around the table so that he could give them their final orders.


  Not far away from Colonel Stockton’s tent, Japanese patrols were making contact with the Twenty-third Infantry’s defense perimeter. They could hear men digging, cursing, and laughing, and the clank of equipment and the snap of rifle bolts. The Japanese soldiers smiled at each other, and their patrol leader made marks on his map, indicating where the Americans were.


  Then he motioned with his hand and led his men away from the American lines, so that he could find a safe quiet spot from which to call General Saito’s headquarters and tell him where the Americans were.


  Meanwhile, Butsko and the Third Squad were roving through the jungle on their way back to their own lines. McGibney still had the point, with the rest of the men in a single file about twenty yards behind him. They weren’t being especially quiet, because they were nearing their own lines and had no idea Japanese patrols were about.


  However, the Japanese patrols in the area were being much more cautious, because they were closer to the American lines than to their own. They slipped slowly and silently through the jungle, in contrast to the noisy speed of Butsko and the Third Squad, and finally one of the Japanese patrols stopped suddenly in the jungle, dropping down on their stomachs, because they heard something coming toward them from the direction of their own lines. The Japanese sergeant pointed forward with his bony finger and one of his privates darted forward like a squirrel to see what was ahead. A few minutes later he returned and told his sergeant that a squad of American soldiers was approaching.


  The sergeant wasn’t looking for a fight so close to the American lines. He decided the best thing to do would be to hide with his men in the jungle and wait for the Americans to pass.


  The Japanese soldiers crawled into the thickest bushes, camouflaged themselves, and lay down, listening to the approach of the American patrol.


  The sun was hot, and mists boiled up from the floor of the jungle. Butsko took off his helmet and wiped his forehead with a dirty handkerchief. He and his men had been on the move steadily ever since they had received orders to return to their lines, and he thought it was time he gave them a break.


  “Take ten,” he said.


  The GIs sprawled out in the jungle, lighting up cigarettes. It was 1030 hours, and some took out candy bars, munching them down. They sucked water out of their canteens and took off their helmets.


  


  Butsko looked at his watch to make sure that he didn’t let the men rest too long. The attack would start soon, and he didn’t want to get caught in the middle of it. The Twenty-third Infantry was moving toward the Japs even as he was sitting there. In fact, Baker Company was probably not where he’d left it, and he’d probably wind up fighting with some other outfit under a new officer who was even worse than Captain Franklin.


  Butsko heard somebody cough behind him and he didn’t think anything about it at first, but something bothered him about it, and then he realized that all the men in the Third Squad, plus Bannon and Plotnik, were right in front of him.


  If they were right in front of him, then who had coughed behind him?


  His heart racing and his skin going prickly, he turned around casually and saw a bush behind him. Good God, Butsko thought, don’t tell me there’s a Jap in there.


  As if in answer to his questions, a Japanese hand grenade came flying out of the bush.


  “Hit it!” Butsko screamed.


  The GIs didn’t know what was going on, but they dived to the ground anyway. Butsko watched the trajectory of the Japanese hand grenade, leaped toward it, caught it on the first bounce, and threw it sideways as far as he could. The throw set him off balance and he fell to the ground, landing on his right shoulder as the bushes behind where he’d been sitting erupted with small-arms fire, and the grenade exploded harmlessly far away.


  The Japanese patrol had the element of surprise on their side, and bullets flew all around the Americans. Private George Parkinson of Manchester, New Hampshire, was shot through the head, and Pfc. Victor Madonia from Buffalo, New York, took a slug in the chest. Rolling on the ground to make a difficult target, Butsko tore a grenade from his lapel, pulled the pin, and hurled it into the bush. The Japs screamed and ran out of the way, and the GIs fired at them as they ran through the jungle, but the Japanese sergeant was as tough as Butsko, and he scrambled through the bush, picked up the grenade, and threw it at the GIs.


  


  His throw was high, and it was headed toward Plotnik, who jumped high in the air, caught it over his head, and threw it back. Before Plotnik could get back on his stomach, one of the Japanese soldiers shot him through the neck, the impact of the bullet making him do a somersault in the air.


  The grenade exploded, blowing the sergeant and the few Japs in the bushes with him into the air. The rest of the Japs were fleeing through the jungle toward their lines. The smoke cleared and Butsko lay still on his stomach, poised to fire at anything that moved. He didn’t know all the live Japs had run away.


  Bannon crawled toward Plotnik, who was lying on his face, not moving. “Plotnik,” he said, “are you okay?”


  As Bannon crawled closer, he could see Plotnik’s head lying in a pool of blood. Bannon felt a sick emptiness in his stomach when he saw the hole in the back of Plotnik’s neck, blood oozing out of it. He rolled Plotnik onto his back and saw the entrance wound in his throat, tearing apart his jugular. Bannon touched his finger to Plotnik’s pulse and felt nothing. Plotnik was dead.


  Something snapped inside of Bannon’s head, and his hands started shaking. Plotnik had been alive only moments ago, and now he was no more. He’d risked his life to save the squad from the grenade, and lost. Plotnik’s face was pale from loss of blood and Bannon looked at the blackheads and grease, feeling tears well up in his eyes. Plotnik had been born behind an eight ball and people had been cruel to him all his life. He had been ugly and his profession as a mechanic had ruined his complexion, but funny-looking, weird old Plotnik had saved Bannon’s life and the lives of the other men in the squad when he’d caught that grenade and threw it back.


  Bannon covered his face with his hands. We all treated you like shit, Bannon thought, but you saved our lives, you poor sorry sad-sack son of a bitch.


  Meanwhile, Butsko and the others checked out the bushes and realized the Japs had run for the hills. A few dead Japs were in the bushes, and Butsko emerged with a shiny new Nambu pistol tucked into his belt. He saw Bannon blubbering over Plotnik, and kneeled beside Bannon, placing his hand on his shoulder. “Hey, take it easy, kid,” he said. “Nobody lives forever, you know.”


  Bannon heard Butsko’s voice but somehow couldn’t break loose from the pit of gloom he was in. Frankie La Barbara, Craig Delane, and Homer Gladley were in the hospital, Sergeant Harrington was dead, and now poor Plotnik was gone too. And there had been so many others. Bannon had kept himself under control whenever one of them had been carried away, but Plotnik was so pathetic, a poor fucking sad sack. How could anybody shoot a poor fucking sad sack?


  “Look at it this way,” Butsko said gently, “he won’t have to go out on patrol anymore, or do KP, or stand guard duty, or any shit like that. Nobody can touch him where he’s at now. The war is over for Plotnik.”


  “Those fucking Japs!” Bannon said between his teeth.


  “Yeah, they’re the ones who did it to him, but we’ll pay ‘em back, don’t you worry about it.” Butsko reached out, grabbed Plotnik’s dog tags, tore one away, and dropped it into his shirt pocket. “Okay, let’s get out of here before the shit really hits the fan.”


  “Lemme get his wallet,” Bannon said. “I’ll send it back to his folks.”


  The other survivors in the patrol watched as Bannon rolled Plotnik over and took the wallet out of his back pocket. Bannon realized the others were looking at him and tried to pull himself together. There was nothing he could have done to save Plotnik. There was nothing anybody could have done. It was the fucking war.


  Bannon stood and took a deep breath, tucking the wallet into his back pocket beside his own. “Rest in peace, you poor bastard,” he whispered to the corpse of Louie Plotnik.


  “Let’s move it out,” Butsko said.


  The squad formed a column and plodded back toward their lines. Bannon looked over his shoulder and saw Plotnik lying in the clearing with Parkinson and Madonia. So long, old buddy, he thought, and then there was a bend in the trail, and Louie Plotnik disappeared behind the green leaves and brown branches of the jungle.


  


  


  THIRTEEN . . .


  The Americans knew where the Japanese were, and the Japanese knew where the Americans were. The Twenty-third Infantry, the Seventh Marines, and the 105th Japanese Division moved inexorably toward each other in the green hell of the jungle. Each unit had forward elements probing for contact with the enemy. General Saito, Chesty Puller, and Colonel Stockton studied their maps and evaluated reports from the front, trying to stay on top of the situation and not be taken by surprise. It was only a matter of time before all the units collided and the jungle exploded with violent battle.


  Meanwhile the Third Squad of the recon platoon was making its way back to its lines. Butsko was keeping an eye on Bannon, who seemed to be recovering well from the death of Plotnik. Bannon wasn’t happy, but he wasn’t prostrate with grief either; he felt sick to his stomach, and his mood alternated between rage at the Japanese and despair over the futility of war.


  “Halt—who goes there!” shouted a voice in the bushes ahead.


  The Third Squad of the recon platoon stopped, happy that they’d finally made contact with their regiment. They looked to Butsko to handle the challenge for them.


  “Sergeant Butsko and the recon platoon, returning from patrol!”


  “Advance to be recognized!”


  Butsko and the platoon moved forward, feeling as if they were returning home.


  “Halt!”


  Butsko and the squad halted.


  “Silk,” said the soldier in the bushes, in a softer voice.


  


  “Stockings,” replied Butsko.


  “Pass on.”


  The squad moved forward and came upon a large number of men advancing through the jungle.


  “What outfit is this?” Butsko asked.


  “Fox Company,” somebody replied.


  Butsko stopped and tried to orient himself within the regiment, estimating where Baker Company might be. Neither he nor Bannon made the connection between Fox Company and Captain Hargreaves, who was its commanding officer.


  Twenty yards in front of the Third Squad, Master Sergeant Carberry pushed his way through the jungle and looked up to see Butsko and Bannon. He recognized them instantly and ran toward Captain Hargreaves.


  “Sir,” he said. “Look!”


  Captain Hargreaves’s face still was bandaged and his jaw was wired up. He focused on the GIs in front of him and recognized Butsko and Bannon. “Sergeant, gather up a few men and come with me.”


  Sergeant Carberry called the names of three men and assembled them behind Captain Hargreaves, who marched with eyes blazing toward Butsko and Bannon. Corporal Gomez noticed them moving closer but didn’t know who they were. “Somebody’s coming,” he said.


  Captain Hargreaves walked up to them and pointed to Bannon. “Take that man into custody!” he ordered.


  “Hey!” Butsko said. “What’s going on here?”


  The soldiers and Sergeant Carberry clustered around Bannon, aiming their rifles at him.


  “I’ll take that,” Sergeant Carberry said, lifting the M 1 out of Bannon’s hands.


  Bannon looked at Captain Hargreaves and knew he was in a whole world of trouble.


  Captain Hargreaves took a step toward Bannon. “What’re you doing out of the stockade, soldier!”


  “The stockade was bombed,” Bannon replied, “so I went back to my platoon.”


  “In other words you’re AWOL!”


  “He ain’t AWOL,” Butsko said calmly. “He’s with me.”


  


  “He may be with you,” Captain Hargreaves said, “but he’s AWOL and you’re aiding and abetting.” Captain Hargreaves looked at Sergeant Carberry. “Take this man into custody too!”


  Sergeant Carberry reached for Butsko’s rifle, but Butsko stepped back and jerked it out of his reach. “Keep your fucking hands off me,” he said.


  The Third Squad moved to protect Butsko and Bannon, and the atmosphere became tense.


  “Sergeant Carberry,” said Captain Hargreaves, “I think you’d better get some more men over here.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Sergeant Carberry cupped his hands around his mouth and called the names of all the men he saw nearby. Soon the clearing became crowded with armed men, who surrounded Bannon and Butsko and the Third Squad.


  Captain Hargreaves turned to Butsko and the Third Squad. “You men—lay your weapons on the ground.”


  “Don’t do it!” Butsko said.


  The men of the Third Squad held on to their weapons. They knew they were outnumbered, but nobody was going to push them around.


  Captain Hargreaves took two steps toward Butsko, leaned forward, and stared into his eyes.


  “Are you disobeying the orders of an officer?” Captain Hargreaves asked.


  “The Japs are nearby and we’re not giving up our weapons.”


  “You’re being insubordinate!”


  Butsko wanted to put another fracture in Captain Hargreaves’s jaw, but he tried to keep himself calm. “I think you should call Colonel Stockton and let him settle this.”


  “Don’t you say sir when you talk to an officer!”


  “Sir.”


  “I’m the commander of this company and I’ll do as I see fit,” Captain Hargreaves said, turning white with rage. He looked at Bannon. “You’re a deserter, and in wartime you can be shot on the spot.”


  “Now hold on a minute . . .” Butsko said.


  “Shut up!” Captain Hargreaves turned to Sergeant Carberry. “Sergeant, assemble a firing squad.”


  


  “A firing squad?”


  “You heard me! Assemble a firing squad!”


  “But, sir . . .”


  “Are you being disobedient too?”


  Butsko lowered his M 1 and aimed it at Captain Hargreaves’s face, ramming a round into the chamber. “I told you to hold on, motherfucker!”


  “What!”


  “You heard me.”


  Captain Hargreaves looked down the barrel of Butsko’s gun and was so furious, he vibrated like a guitar string. “Have you gone crazy, Sergeant?”


  “No, but I think you have.”


  “Put that rifle down this instant!”


  “Call Colonel Stockton before I blow your fucking head off!”


  “What!”


  “You heard me.”


  Captain Hargreaves balled up his hands into fists. “Sergeant,” he said in a trembling voice, “you’d better think about what you’re doing. I’ve got you outnumbered here.”


  “If any of your men tries anything funny, you’re gonna be minus a head. Tell them to sling their rifles.”


  “I’ll tell them no such thing!”


  “Oh, no?” Butsko tightened his finger on the trigger.


  Sergeant Carberry decided he’d better do something before somebody got shot. “Sling arms!” he ordered his men.


  Captain Hargreaves spun around and faced Sergeant Carberry. “Who told you to give that order!”


  “Sir,” said Sergeant Carberry, “I think you’d better calm down.”


  “Calm down! How dare you talk to me that way!”


  Captain Hargreaves reached for the Colt .45 holstered on his cartridge belt, and Butsko charged forward, slamming him on the jaw with his rifle butt. Captain Hargreaves slumped to the ground, blood seeping from the bandage on his face.


  The men of Fox Company looked down at their commanding officer and couldn’t believe their eyes. Captain Hargreaves had been terrorizing them for months, and it didn’t displease them to see him out cold.


  “Sergeant,” said Butsko, “get your radio over here. We’re calling Colonel Stockton. Everybody else stand easy. Everything’s gonna be all right.”


  “Bickerton!” yelled Sergeant Carberry.


  A Pfc. with a backpack radio stepped foward.


  “Turn around,” Butsko said.


  Bickerton turned around and Butsko took the headset, pressing the button and speaking the call letters of Captain Stockton.


  Colonel Stockton was moving forward on foot with his Headquarters Company when the call came in.


  “Lieutenant Harper,” said Pfc. Carr, the radio operator, “Sergeant Butsko wants Colonel Stockton.”


  “I’ll take it.” Lieutenant Harper held the headset against his face. “What’s the problem, Butsko?”


  “I gotta speak to Colonel Stockton. It’s an emergency.”


  “What kind of emergency?”


  “If I thought you could handle it, I would’ve called you. Put Colonel Stockton on.”


  “But he’s busy.”


  “I said it’s an emergency.”


  Lieutenant Harper was another officer who resented Butsko’s closeness with Colonel Stockton, but he was afraid of what might happen to him if he didn’t put Butsko through. “Just a moment.” He called out to Colonel Stockton, who was up ahead of him. “Sir!”


  “What is it?” Colonel Stockton said, still trudging through the jungle.


  “It’s Sergeant Butsko, sir. He’s says it’s something important.”


  “Bring the radio up here.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Pfc. Carr and Lieutenant Harper ran forward, and Pfc. Carr held out the headset.


  “Make it fast, Butsko,” Colonel Stockton said. “We’re going to run into the Japs at any moment.”


  “Sir,” Butsko replied, “we just returned from patrol and we ran into Fox Company. Captain Hargreaves saw us and tried to shoot Bannon for being a deserter.”


  “Bannon?” asked Colonel Stockton. “I thought Bannon was in the stockade.”


  “The stockade got bombed and Bannon didn’t know where to go, so he turned himself in to me.”


  “Then he’s not a deserter.”


  “I know, but Captain Hargreaves reached for his weapon to shoot him, so I had to hit Captain Hargreaves.”


  Colonel Stockton groaned. “How badly did you hurt him?”


  “He’s coming to right now, sir.”


  “Tell him I want to talk with him.”


  Butsko prodded Captain Hargreaves with the barrel of his M 1. “The colonel wants to talk to you, asshole.”


  Captain Hargreaves was groggy and his face boiled with pain, but he heard what Butsko called him and was enraged. He staggered to his feet and snatched the headset out of Butsko’s hand.


  “Hargreaves here,” he said thickly.


  “What the hell are you trying to do out there?” Colonel Stockton demanded.


  Captain Hargreaves tried to clear out his mind. He looked around at his men, who hadn’t made a move to help him, and then his eyes fell on Bannon, who had a half-smile on his face. “Sir,” said Hargreaves, “I’m faced with a situation of gross insubordination in the face of the enemy. Sergeant Butsko attacked me physically and my men refused to obey my orders. I think you’d better get the MPs out here right away.”


  “MPs!” Colonel Stockton exploded. “Are you crazy? Did you try to shoot Sergeant Bannon?”


  Hearing Colonel Stockton’s voice, Captain Hargreaves’s perspective shifted suddenly. He realized how odd it would appear for an officer to shoot someone for being AWOL during an attack, but he only could say “Yes, sir” weakly.


  “You did?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You’re relieved of command. Turn your company over to your senior officer and report to me immediately.”


  


  “But, sir . . .”


  “I don’t have time to discuss this with you. Who’s your next in command?”


  “Lieutenant Moore, sir.”


  “I want to speak with him.”


  “Yes, sir.” Captain Hargreaves looked around and saw Lieutenant Moore standing nearby with his carbine slung and his helmet slanted over his eyes. “Lieutenant Moore, get over here!”


  Lieutenant Moore walked closer and Captain Hargreaves handed him the headset.


  “Lieutenant Moore speaking, sir.”


  “Lieutenant Moore,” said Colonel Stockton, “I’ve just relieved Captain Hargreaves of command. You are now the CO of Fox Company. Move your men forward to their objective.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Let me speak with Butsko.”


  “Yes; sir.”


  Butsko took the headset from Lieutenant Moore’s hand. “Sir?”


  “Lieutenant Moore is the new CO of Fox Company. Captain Hargreaves has been relieved of command and I’ve ordered him to report to me. I’m placing Bannon in your custody officially. The regiment is closing with the enemy, so I want you to stay with Fox Company and take your orders from Lieutenant Moore. Any questions?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Over and out.”


  Butsko handed the headset back to Pfc. Bickerton. “He said to place my platoon under your command,” he said to Lieutenant Moore.


  Lieutenant Moore raised his carbine in the air. “All right, move out! Let’s fucking go!”


  The company formed up and moved out, and Captain Hargreaves watched, bewildered, as his men moved away from him. In moments he was standing alone, blood dripping from his bandage and onto his shirt. He was in a daze; he knew his career as an officer had come to an end. He’d have to return to the ranks as a sergeant, and he didn’t think he could bear that.


  


  Looking up, he saw Butsko and Bannon moving out with his company and felt as though a white-hot poker were being prodded into his brain. The son of a bitch has disgraced me, Captain Hargreaves thought. He’s destroyed everything I’ve worked for during twenty years in the Army.


  Captain Hargreaves had come to the end of his rope. All he could think of was hatred for Butsko, and his hand moved down to his Colt .45. Fuck the Army and fuck his career—at least he could have the satisfaction of killing the man who’d ruined him.


  He drew his Colt .45 and walked forward quickly so that he could shoot Butsko down at close range. A soldier at the end of the column heard him coming and turned around, seeing the bloodied Captain Hargreaves with service revolver in hand, aiming toward Butsko.


  “Hey—watch out!”


  Everybody turned around and Butsko saw Captain Hargreaves charging toward him, aiming the pistol. His soldier’s instinct had him dropping to the ground before he even thought of it, and Captain Hargreaves fired his Colt. The bullet zoomed over Butsko’s head and whacked in the chest of the hapless soldier who’d been standing behind him.


  Butsko rolled over on the ground, stopped, and brought his rifle quickly to his shoulder as Captain Hargreaves fired again, his bullet burrowing in the muck six inches from Butsko’s face. Butsko fired at Captain Hargreaves without taking careful aim, the bullet whistling over Captain Hargreaves’s head and making him duck. Captain Hargreaves raised his pistol to fire again, but Butsko had him in his sights and squeezed off the round. The rifle bucked into Butsko’s shoulder, the report resounded through the jungle, and Captain Hargreaves went flying backward, falling onto his stomach and lying still, his pistol lying three feet from his hand.


  All of Fox Company was down on the ground, wondering what to do next. At the head of the column Lieutenant Moore wasn’t sure of what exactly had happened; he thought the shots might have come from Japs nearby.


  Butsko stood and advanced cautiously toward Captain Hargreaves. He saw the big red blot on the back of Captain Hargreaves’s shirt. Digging his combat boot under Captain Hargreaves, he kicked him over onto his back.


  Captain Hargreaves’s eyes were closed and his face was wrenched in pain. Blood covered the front of his shirt and he looked deader than a doornail, but Butsko felt his pulse to make sure. There was nothing at all. Butsko had killed him.


  The men of Fox Company crowded around, looking down at their dead CO. Lieutenant Moore ran back to them and broke through to Butsko. He noticed Captain Hargreaves lying on the ground and couldn’t believe his eyes. “What the hell happened?”


  “He must have gone psycho,” Butsko told him. “He tried to shoot me but hit somebody else. Finally I brought him down.”


  “Good Christ! Who’d he shoot?”


  “Private Fonseca, sir,” somebody said.


  “Where’s he?”


  “Over there.”


  Lieutenant Moore turned around and saw Tice, the company medic, kneeling over Private Fonseca. Lieutenant Moore trotted toward him. “How is he?”


  “Shot through the gut, but he’s still alive.”


  Lieutenant Moore looked at Pfc. Bickerton. “Have him moved to the rear. And Captain Hargreaves too.” Lieutenant Moore thought about calling Colonel Stockton and reporting the incident, but decided he didn’t have time.


  “All right, let’s get going!” he yelled. “Line it up and move it out! Go!”


  The company formed up again and stepped out toward the Japanese force up ahead. Butsko looked back and saw Pfc. Bickerton with the medic and the soldier who’d been shot. Farther back, all alone in the jungle, was the corpse of Captain Hargreaves.


  One less cocksucker to worry about, Butsko thought, then turned and followed Lieutenant Moore through the jungle.


  


  


  FOURTEEN . . .


  Colonel Stockton was in an angry mood as he stomped through the jungle with Headquarters Company. His regiment should have made contact with the Japs by now, but somehow they hadn’t, and he wondered if the Japs had moved to circle around him or roll up his flank. Nearly overshadowing tactical considerations was the problem in Fox Company, which was so unusual and serious that his mind kept returning to it. It was difficult for him to imagine how such an incredible situation could have taken place. An officer setting up a firing squad in the middle of an attack was unheard of, even during the First World War, when enthusiastic soldiers often attacked after being told not to. I’m going to court-martial that son of a bitch right out of the Army, Colonel Stockton thought. I’ve never liked him and never thought he was much of an officer.


  A fusillade of small-arms fire erupted in front of him, and he stopped in his tracks. Moments later he heard a machine gun open fire not far from the first shooting.


  “Find out where that’s coming from!” he said to Lieutenant Harper.


  Lieutenant Harper tried to determine which battalion was operating in the area of the fighting, when Pfc. Carr said, “George Company calling, sir.”


  Lieutenant Harper took the headset. “Yes?”


  It was Captain Rose, the CO of George Company. “We’ve made contact with the enemy,” he reported.


  “Is it a patrol or the main body?”


  “They’ve got machine guns, so it must be the real thing.”


  Lieutenant Harper turned to Colonel Stockton. “George Company reports contact with the main enemy force, sir.”


  


  Colonel Stockton whipped out his map and knelt down. A Pfc. placed a thin lightweight tabletop on the ground and Colonel Stockton laid his map upon it. He found the George Company position and made a circle with his pencil as more gunfire broke loose ahead of him.


  “Easy Company calling, sir,” said Lieutenant Harper. “They’re reporting contact all along their line.”


  Colonel Stockton made another circle as more calls came in from his companies. He marked up his map and soon had a fair picture of where the Japanese were. We’ve found them, he thought happily, his concerns about being outflanked vanishing. The calls continued to come in, as Colonel Stockton studied his map and plotted tactics that would hurl back the Japanese.


  King Company had run into a wall of Japanese fire and was pinned down. “Mortars!” screamed Lieutenant Moore. “Give it to the bastards!”


  The mortars were set up behind the main King Company lines, and soon shells rained down upon the Japanese in the jungle in front of them. American machine-gun squads tore up the jungle, but the Japs had machine guns, too, and they returned the fire, making the GIs keep their heads low. The Japs had only two mortar tubes, and one of those was quickly put out of action by a burst from an American mortar.


  Bannon pumped bullets into the jungle in front of him. His first clip emptied and sprang up into the air, so he rolled to his side, took a fresh clip out of a bandolier, and stuffed it into the M 1, bringing it to his shoulder and firing again. The Japanese fire diminished, so overwhelmed were they by American firepower. Butsko was near Lieutenant Moore, who chewed his lips nervously, wondering what to do next. Moore had never commanded a company before and was afraid to take any chances. Better to just keep firing and see if the Japs fell back.


  But the Japs didn’t fall back. They were fanatical soldiers who fought with desperation. They burrowed under fallen trees and fired their rifles and machine guns whenever they weren’t ducking American mortar rounds. As their cover improved, so did the intensity of their fire.


  


  “Sir,” Butsko said to Lieutenant Moore, “I think we ought to move in on them.”


  “It’s too chancy. I’ll try to get some artillery support. Bickerton!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Gimme that radio!”


  “Wait a minute, sir,” Butsko said. “We’re too close to order an artillery strike. All we can do is advance before they get too snug over there.”


  “How’re we gonna do that?”


  “Platoon by platoon, on our bellies.”


  Lieutenant Moore mulled that over in his mind as bullets whistled over his head and his company laid down a steady base of fire against the Japanese. He realized that Butsko was telling him to use the same basic infantry tactics that were taught in OCS school at Fort Benning, Georgia.


  “All right!” Lieutenant Moore called out. “First platoon—forward! The rest of you, provide cover!”


  The rest of the company intensified their fire, but the first platoon didn’t move forward.


  “What the hell’s wrong over there?” Lieutenant Moore shouted.


  “We can’t move!” replied Sergeant Charles Maple of the First Platoon.


  “That’s bullshit,” Butsko said. “I’ll get them going. Gomez, Bannon, Third Squad, come with me!”


  Butsko and the Third Squad of the recon platoon swung to the left, slithering over the jungle floor toward the First Platoon. Bullets slammed into the ground all around them and shattered the trunks of trees. A mortar round exploded nearby, stopping them momentarily and covering them with mud. Butsko urged them onward again. Another mortar round landed, knocking over a tree that came crashing down in front of them. They crawled over the tree, turned right, and soon reached the First Platoon.


  “We’re pinned down,” said Sergeant Maple, his face white with fear.


  “Like hell you are,” Butsko growled. “You men—move forward!”


  


  The soldiers looked at each other and hugged the ground more closely. They didn’t know who Butsko was, and on top of that they still were shaken up by Captain Hargreaves’s breakdown and death.


  “I said move forward!”


  Again, no one followed the order.


  Butsko lost his temper. He crawled next to Sergeant Maple, tore off Sergeant Maple’s helmet, grabbed him by his wiry red hair, and pressed his Nambu pistol against Sergeant Maple’s pug nose.


  “Tell them to move forward, goddamnit!”


  Sergeant Maple’s blue eyes bugged out of his head. “Move forward!”


  His men grumbled and refused to follow the order. Butsko was beside himself with rage. “Follow me, you son of a bitch,” he said to Maple. “Third Squad—forward!”


  The Third Squad crawled past the men of the first platoon, snarling and spitting at them, calling them cowards and fairies. Inching forward, Butsko and his men with the reluctant Sergeant Maple moved ahead of the First Platoon, and the Japs saw them coming.


  Bullets like angry gnats whizzed around the Third Squad, but the recon platoon was battle-hardened and tough. The jungle provided natural cover and they’d have followed Butsko anywhere. Lieutenant Moore saw them drawing all the Japanese fire and ordered the Third Platoon on his right flank to move forward. This platoon had a nasty old sergeant named Krafft in charge and they were more afraid of him than they were of the Japs, and besides, the Japs weren’t firing at them so much anymore.


  The Third Squad advanced slowly through the muck and fallen trees, and soon they, too, were drawing fire, which took some pressure off Butsko and the Third Squad.


  “I need a BAR,” Butsko said, gritting his teeth at bullets whacking into dead leaves a few feet from his head. “Bannon, get me a BAR.”


  Bannon crawled back ten yards to the First Platoon, looked around, and saw a pimply-faced young soldier with a BAR, firing it in short bursts at the Japanese.


  


  “Gimme that!” Bannon said.


  “It’s mine!”


  “I said gimme it—and your ammo too!”


  “But . . .”


  “Don’t argue with me, you little son of a bitch, or I’ll kick your ass.”


  The young soldier was afraid of Bannon and handed him the BAR and his belt full of ammo clips. Bannon tossed him his M 1 and bandoliers of ammunition. Turning around, Bannon cradled the twenty-pound weapon in his arms, holding its barrel up so that its bipod legs wouldn’t snag on the ground, and crawled back to Butsko.


  “Start shooting that thing!” Butsko said. “What the fuck you waiting for!”


  Bannon set down the bipod legs, pulled the butt plate to his shoulder, set the switch on full automatic fire, looked down the sight, and fired. The BAR danced on its two steel legs and its bullets blew apart the jungle in front of him. He swung his body from side to side, filling the jungle with bullets. The Japanese soldiers saw what he was doing, turning their weapons on him again.


  Bannon could hear the bullets flying all around him, but he didn’t budge an inch. He kept the trigger pulled back until the clip emptied, then pulled it out of the bottom of the gun, tapped a new clip in, and resumed firing.


  Farther back, Lieutenant Moore surveyed the battleground in front of him. He saw how Butsko had moved forward slowly but steadily, and also his own Third Platoon had made good gains. He thought the time had come to be a good officer and lead the main body of his men closer to the Japanese.


  “Keep those mortars and machine guns going!” he yelled. “The rest of you, follow me!”


  Lieutenant Moore crawled forward quickly, trying to get in front of his men to show them how it was done. His men saw him and followed blindly; the noise and battle was so intense that they saw no other choice. The Fox Company machine guns and mortars devastated the Japanese position, and gradually the men moved closer. Butsko and the First Platoon made the most progress on the left flank, and Butsko blinked as he saw a hand grenade come flying out of the jungle, heading straight for him. He was about to try to catch it and throw it back, then realized the grenade didn’t have much steam on it and would fall short.


  “Watch out!” he yelled.


  His men stopped and buried their heads in their helmets. The grenade hit the ground, bounced, rolled, and exploded like thunder, making the ground shake as if a subway were passing underneath it.


  The moment the explosion ended, Bannon fired his BAR at the spot the grenade had come from and a second later heard a scream. A Japanese soldier stood up, holding his hands over his bleeding face, and Bannon gave him another burst, this time in the stomach, sending the Jap sprawling back in the bushes. Bannon saw a Japanese soldier’s arm go up with a grenade in his hand and poured bullets into those bushes. The hand fell back and moments later the grenade exploded in a blinding flash.


  Butsko saw the hole blown in the jungle and ran for it, holding his rifle at high port arms. “Follow me!” he yelled.


  His Third Squad and a handful of men from the First Platoon gritted their teeth and followed him into the hail of bullets. Two men fell but the rest kept driving, and Butsko dived into the hole, Gomez and then Private McGibney landing behind him.


  The first thing they did was throw hand grenades to clear out the jungle around them. The grenades exploded viciously, devastating more jungle, and when the smoke cleared, the rest of the First Platoon advanced and occupied the area.


  They had punched a small hole in the Japanese line and pressed outward to expand it. Meanwhile, twenty yards away, Lieutenant Moore led Charlie Company’s Second Platoon closer to the Japanese line, but the Japs held on tenaciously. The GIs threw hand grenades at the Japs and the Japs threw hand grenades back. Men from both sides were blown apart, but the Japs refused to give ground and the GIs kept inching closer until the Japs and GIs were only a few yards apart in the steaming, smoking jungle.


  “Go get ‘em!” Butsko said. “Charge!”


  


  The GIs stormed against the Japs with bayonets fixed, and the Japs rose to meet them. The soldiers grappled with each other, their movements hampered by the thick hanging vines and branches of trees. They stabbed and butted each other, but the GIs had the numerical advantage and slowly gained ground.


  Bannon slung his BAR so that it hung at a level slightly above his waist, and he fired it like a submachine gun, although it kicked like a mustang. He kept going forward, firing at everything that moved, blowing apart the jungle in front of him and to his sides, clearing it out for the men behind him. Bullets whizzed around him but he kept advancing, aware that the moment he stopped firing, a Jap would be able to draw a bead on him.


  He threw out such a hail of bullets that no Japs nearby could get a clear shot at him. Butsko ordered the rest of the platoon to advance with marching fire, and gradually they made their way through the jungle. Lieutenant Moore also ordered marching fire, and all of Charlie Company moved forward as the outnumbered Japanese gradually retreated.


  The battle line disintegrated into small pockets of hard fighting. Reserves were rushed to endangered sectors and advancing Japanese units were stopped cold. Around noon, resistance in front of King Company evaporated and it advanced in a skirmish line through the jungle, Butsko wondering what had happened to the Japs. But the going was easy only for a few hundred yards, and then the company came under heavy fire from a dense jungle area in front of them. Butsko realized the Japs had withdrawn to the area and dug in, to stop King Company from advancing any farther.


  Repeated attempts to assault the jungle were met with withering fire, and finally Lieutenant Moore called Butsko over to confer with him on what to do next.


  Butsko lay beside Lieutenant Moore in the thick jungle and gazed through binoculars at the Japanese up ahead.


  “Looks like they’ve brought up reinforcements,” Butsko said. “We’re not gonna get any closer to them without help.”


  “I’ll call for reinforcements,” Lieutenant Moore replied.


  “Good luck.” Butsko knew every unit on the line was calling for reinforcements, and the chances of getting any were slim.


  


  Lieutenant Moore called his battalion headquarters on the backpack radio carried by Pfc. Bickerton and finally got through to Captain Potter, the battalion operations officer.


  “I’ve hit a stone wall out here,” Lieutenant Moore said. “Can you send me some help?”


  “What do you need?”


  “I think it’d take another company in addition to mine to get through what’s in front of me.”


  “I don’t have anything available, but I can send you some artillery. Where the hell are you?”


  Lieutenant Moore looked at his map. “I think I’m in grid one eighty-three.”


  “You think you’re in grid one eighty-three? Don’t you know for sure?”


  “It’s hard to say.”


  “I can’t send you any artillery unless I know where you are. Figure it out and call me back.”


  Lieutenant Moore frowned as he handed the headset back to Pfc. Bicketon.


  “What he say?” Butsko asked.


  “He said he’d send us artillery support if I can tell him where we are, but where are we?”


  “Damned if I know.” Butsko looked around and saw trees. He thought he could make a rough estimate, but if he was far off, the American artillery shells might fall on King Company. “Somebody’ll have to climb a tree and look for landmarks. You got any good tree climbers?”


  “Tree climbers?”


  “That’s what I thought.” Butsko wished O’Rourke was with him, because O’Rourke was his champion tree climber. “Hey, Bannon, you think you can climb one of these trees and get a fix on where we are?”


  “I don’t have my compass anymore.”


  “Take mine, and here’s my binoculars too.”


  Bannon put the compass in his shirt pocket and slung the binoculars from his neck. He looked around for a good tree, spotted one that was high and had a thick trunk, and crawled toward it. He stood behind the tree, where the Japs couldn’t see him, jumped to the first branch, and began to climb, trying to keep the tree between him and the Japanese. The tree narrowed as he rose higher, and it offered increasingly less protection. He looked around and could see no distinguishing landmarks, so he decided to climb higher.


  Whap—a bullet hit the tree a foot above his head and he ducked. The Japs had seen him. Another bullet whizzed past his ear, and he cowered behind the round segment of the tree in front of him, wondering how he’d get down without having an arm or leg shot off. Wham—a bullet hit the tree directly in front of him and buried into the wood. He looked down; it was fifteen long feet to the ground, but he knew his only chance was to jump. He looked down and saw too many branches; there was no clear way to drop.


  Butsko saw his predicament. “Stay up there!”


  “I can’t stay up here! They’ve seen me!”


  “You can’t come down either.”


  “I’ll throw you my rope.”


  Another bullet whizzed past Bannon. “Hurry up!”


  Butsko opened his pack and took out his length of rope.


  “Banzai!” shouted a voice in front of him.


  Butsko looked up and saw that the Japs were pouring out of the woods, bayonets fixed. “Holy shit!” he said, forgetting all about Bannon. “Cut ‘em down!”


  King Company opened fire on the charging Japs, but the Japs kept coming. Many fell, but the rest were in a frenzy, shaking their rifles and bayonets, screaming and shouting. No one was firing at Bannon anymore, and he descended the tree as the Japs swept closer.


  “Charge!” yelled Butsko.


  “Follow me!” shouted Lieutenant Moore.


  Sergeant Carberry jumped to his feet and ran toward the Japs, when suddenly he lost his footing and did a pirouette in the air, a Japanese bullet having hit him in the rib cage.


  Butsko saw him fall, but there was nothing he could do about it: The Japs were almost upon him. “Kill the bastards!” he screamed.


  Bannon jumped down to the ground, ran toward Sergeant Carberry, snatched up his carbine and bayonet, and ran forward, firing the carbine from the hip. He only got off a few shots before Japs were all around him. He lunged with his bayonet and ran one through, pulled out his bayonet, spun to avoid the thrust from a second Japanese soldier, smashed a third in the face with his carbine, shot another through the face, and then was slashed on his left arm by a Japanese bayonet.


  His arm stung like fire and his hand went numb, but he bellowed like a wild animal and pushed forward, stabbing and butting, ducking and turning. He was fast and strong, a tall rangy killing machine wading through a sea of Japs, ripping them with his bayonet and bashing them with his carbine butt. Japs stabbed at him, but suddenly he wasn’t in front of them anymore. A Japanese officer fired a wild shot with his Nambu pistol, and the bullet ricocheted off Bannon’s helmet, stunning him for a moment, and he dropped to his knees. His vision cleared and he saw a Japanese rifle butt swooping down toward his head. He dodged to the side, then lunged forward like a cobra, tackling the Jap and bringing him down. The Jap tried to punch Bannon in the mouth, but Bannon blocked the punch, kicked the Jap in the balls, pulled out his K-bar knife, and thrust it into the Jap’s stomach, ripping upward and causing the Jap’s guts to fall out like greasy sausages.


  The Japanese soldier howled in pain, and Bannon jumped to his feet, looking around for a rifle, his knife and hand covered with blood and his left arm bleeding profusely. A Jap charged him, bayonet aimed at Bannon’s heart, and Bannon sidestepped quickly, batting the Japanese rifle to the side with his left arm, closing with the Jap, and burying his knife in the Jap’s stomach. The jap shreiked and let go of his rifle, dropping to his knees. Bannon plucked the rifle out of his hands, pushing his K-bar back into it sheath, and was slammed in the head by a Japanese rifle butt. Knocked cold, Bannon fell onto his back.


  Butsko was nearby and saw Bannon go down. A Jap stood over Bannon and prepared to stab him, and Butsko let out an angry bellow, rushing toward the Jap, who saw him coming, forgot about Bannon, and got ready to meet the scar-faced American soldier charging him. Butsko lunged wildly with his rifle and bayonet, and the Jap tried to parry the blow, but he simply didn’t have enough strength. Butsko crashed through his defense and buried his bayonet to the hilt in the Jap’s chest.


  


  Bannon came to consciousness as the Jap fell to the ground beside him. He looked up and saw that his shirt was torn and his arms were covered with blood.


  “Get up!” Butsko said.


  Bannon staggered to his feet, picking up a Japanese rifle. Seven Japanese soldiers rushed forward and the two GIs stood shoulder to shoulder to meet them. The Japanese soldiers lunged with their bayonets, getting in each other’s way, while Butsko and Bannon parried their thrusts and lashed out with their own bayonets, cutting the Japs and making them step backward. One Jap fell and then another. Corporal Gomez, fighting nearby, ran to help Butsko and Bannon. Now it was three against five, and Bannon ripped out a Jap’s throat, making it three against four. Gomez managed to shoot the Jap in front of him, Butsko cracked a Jap in the head, and Bannon bayoneted a Jap in the groin.


  The last Jap turned and ran. Butsko fired from the hip and winged him, but Bannon took careful aim and shot him in the back. Butsko looked around and saw grim hand-to-hand fighting everywhere.


  “Forward!” he yelled. “Push ‘em back!”


  The GIs surged forward, pressing the Japs hard, stabbing and butting, fighting like maniacs. The Japanese soldiers were still worn out from their long march and insufficient rations. Gradually they drew back, and the GIs followed them, shooting them in the back, tearing them up with their bayonets, cracking their skulls. Finally the Japs turned and ran away. The GIs dropped onto their stomachs and fired at their backs as the Japs retreated into the jungle.


  By late afternoon it was clear to General Saito that he was being pushed back on most fronts. His 105th Division was inflicting heavy casualties on the Americans but taking even heavier casualties. He was being hammered on all sides and ordered withdrawals to reorganize his line. Finally, with sinking heart, he realized he’d better call General Hyakutake and tell him the 105th Division was losing the battle.


  •••


  


  General Hyakutake was dining on canned crabmeat and saki from his diminishing stores when Sergeant Kaburagi burst into his tent.


  “Sir!” he said. “General Saito is calling on the radio! He’d like to speak with you! He says he’s in trouble!”


  General Hyakutake nearly choked on the crabmeat. Colonel Tsuji, who had been dining with General Hyakutake, sat upright on his chair, fearing a catastrophe. General Hyakutake wiped his mouth with a napkin and put on his soft cap and ran out of his office, entering the conference room. It was empty except for the radio operators; the other officers on his staff had taken a break for dinner too. A radio operator stood up and General Hyakutake sat in his seat, taking his headset.


  “This is General Hyakutake,” he announced.


  “This is General Saito. The battle is lost.”


  “How can the battle be lost!” General Hyakutake demanded. “Have all your men been wiped out!”


  “No, sir, but we’ve taken heavy casualties and have been pushed back toward the mountains.”


  “Haven’t you reached the Matanikau?”


  “No, sir. We were attacked on two sides en route.”


  “They knew where you were! You did not exercise proper caution!”


  General Saito’s voice was weary. “My men were tired and hungry. They couldn’t hold the Americans off.”


  “It sounds to me like you’re tired, General Saito, but I don’t know about your men.”


  “The march has been difficult,” General Saito said. “The terrain was almost impassable.”


  “I don’t want to hear your excuses!” General Hyakutake said. “You will stop the Americans and counterattack!”


  “That will be impossible, sir. I request permission to fall back to the mountains and set up a defensive line there.”


  “You will do no such thing!” General Hyakutake said. “You will stay right where you are and fight, and if you cannot do it, I will relieve you of command.”


  Being relieved of command was the worst thing that could happen to a Japanese officer, so General Saito only said, “Yes, sir.”


  


  “Colonel Tsuji is here with me. Tell him specifically where your men are and what your situation is, but try to be objective. Don’t make things sound worse than they are. Don’t exaggerate. I’ll call you back with new orders after I confer with my aides.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  General Hyakutake stood, his knees quaking with anger. “Colonel Tsuji, take down the information General Saito will give you.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Tsuji sat at the radio, and General Hyakutake turned to Sergeant Kaburagi. “Notify all officers in my headquarters to report to me immediately.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Sergeant Kaburagi ran out of the tent, and General Hyakutake approached his map table. He placed his hands on his hips and looked down at the lines that indicated the path of General Saito’s march as it had been planned. He saw the mountains and knew they would make a good defensive position, but you don’t win battles with defensive positions. Somehow he would have to regain the initiative.


  Colonel Tsuji walked toward him, coordinates and information on a sheet of paper. “Here is General Saito’s report,” he said.


  “Show me on the map,” General Hyakutake told him.


  General Ooka was lying on his cot, smoking a cigarette and reading Mein Kampf in a Japanese translation when Sergeant Kaburagi entered his tent.


  “Your presence is requested at a meeting to be held in General Hyakutake’s tent, sir.”


  “What’s the meeting about?”


  “I am not at liberty to say.”


  Sergeant Kaburagi turned to walk off, but General Ooka leaped off his cot and grabbed his shoulder, spinning him around.


  “I said what’s the meeting about!”


  Sergeant Kaburagi looked into General Ooka’s cold steely eyes and felt a shudder of fear. “General Saito is being defeated, sir.”


  


  General Ooka widened his eyes. “You may go.”


  Sergeant Kaburagi ran out of the tent and General Ooka clasped his hands together in excitement. This was what he’d been hoping for, and now it had happened. General Hyakutake hadn’t expected this setback, although General Ooka had. General Ooka was ready to make the move that he thought would mark the turning point in his life.


  “I’ve got to be calm,” he whispered to himself. “I must impress them all with my intellect and manner.” He took a freshly laundered shirt and put it on, buttoning it up and tucking it into his pants. Sitting on his cot, he tied on his leggings and put on his shoes. He stood and buckled on his sword, placing his helmet on his head. Moving to his desk, he gathered up the detailed plans he’d made. Somehow he had to convince General Hyakutake of their validity. His future and the future of Japan hung in the balance.


  He placed the plans in his briefcase and left his tent, walking calmly but purposefully across the clearing, entering General Hyakutake’s tent. Many officers were already there, watching General Hyakutake and Colonel Tsuji conferring in low tones in front of the map table. An atmosphere of gloom dominated the meeting. Although General Hyakutake hadn’t said anything yet, the assembled officers knew that something had gone wrong at the front.


  General Ooka stood in a corner as more officers arrived, their faces flushed with the exertion of running to the tent. General Ooka was aware of how cool he appeared, like a true leader. He tried to project the image of one who was prepared to take over and do incredible things.


  General Hyakutake looked up at the officers. “Are we all here?” he inquired. He glanced around and saw that they were. “Well, let us begin.” He took a deep breath. “General Saito has met heavier American resistance than was anticipated and is being forced back. Evidently he was attacked on both his flanks by large, well-equipped American forces. He believes he should retreat to the mountains here”—he pointed to the mountains on the map—“and wage defensive war, but I told him to stay where he was.” General Hyakutake looked at his officers. “We’re facing a crisis here; let’s not make any bones about it. It will take a day at least, and maybe longer, to rush substantial reinforcements to the front. I believe we should . . .”


  General Ooka interrupted him. “Not necessarily, sir.”


  “Who said that?”


  General Ooka stepped forward. “I did, sir.”


  General Hyakutake scowled. “What are you talking about?”


  “I have a plan by which we can attack the Americans in strength this very night, sir. Would you like to hear it?”


  General Hyakutake, at that point, would have listened to anything, although he doubted that the brash General Ooka would have anything useful to say. “I would be very interested to hear,” he said, sarcasm dripping from his lips, “how you could move substantial troops through the jungle to General Saito in a matter of hours.”


  “By not going through the jungle, sir.” General Ooka approached the map table, laid his briefcase on top of it, and took out his own map of Guadalcanal. “We will go over the beach, with my tank detachment in the lead, carrying eight of my best troops in each tank, and behind will be every available vehicle, full of shock troops.” He pointed at the map. “We’ll turn in here and hit the Americans in their flank, roll them back, and destroy them. I myself will lead the attack. Then, after we’ve obliterated all resistance on the west bank of the Matanikau, we’ll turn left, cross the bridges the Americans have constructed themselves, and recapture Henderson Field. I have all the details worked out, but there’s no point in going into them here. Suffice it to say that I will have the element of surprise on my side, and my troops are rested, whereas the Americans will be tired out because of their attack. We will not be observed because we’ll be traveling at night. We cannot fail. Victory will be ours.”


  It was so quiet in the tent, you could hear General Hyakutake’s deep breathing. “Very interesting,” he said, his brow furrowed in thought. “Very interesting indeed, General Ooka.”


  


  


  FIFTEEN . . .


  As the sun sank behind the trees, the men of the Twenty-third Infantry were digging in for the night. Five hundred yards away the Japanese also were digging in. American howitzers were lobbing shells at the Japanese, but it wasn’t a heavy bombardment, because little ammunition was left. The GIs heard the shells burst in the distance, as they dug their holes. Some were dug in already and ate C rations, drinking stream water that had been purified with chlorine tables. Butsko sat in his foxhole, his poncho over his head, smoking a cigarette.


  “I don’t think I can take another day like this,” he said.


  “Me neither,” replied Bannon.


  “When I joined the Army in 1930, I never realized there was gonna be a war,” Butsko said. “All I was looking for was three hots and a cot, because that was during the Depression. The factories were closed down and we were living on macaroni with salt and pepper, and some nights there was nothing except the salt and pepper. So I joined the Army and I thought I’d see the world. I didn’t even know what a Jap was. What a fucking bunch of shit the Army turned out to be.”


  “I got a trick knee,” Bannon said, lying on his back and looking at the moon. “I probably coulda beat the draft. Instead I enlisted because I wanted to fight for my country. Instead I’m fighting for this goddamn island. It don’t seem right somehow.”


  Corporal Gomez sat in the foxhole with them, sharpening his switchblade knife. “It ain’t so bad,” he said. “Reminds me of home, in fact. We were always fighting back home, only we didn’t have that many guns. We used these.” He wagged his switchblade in the air, then resumed sharpening.


  


  “What the fuck you gonna do with that?” asked Butsko. “You should be sharpening your goddamn bayonet if you wanna sharpen something.”


  “I already sharpened my bayonet. It’s like a razor. But this is sharper than a razor, because the steel’s better. It might come in handy some day.”


  “For what?”


  “You never know.”


  They heard footsteps and looked up. Lieutenant Moore walked toward them, his carbine slung over his shoulder, his spine bent with fatigue. He sat on the edge of the foxhole and groaned. “Guess what?” he said.


  “Don’t tell me—lemme guess,” Butsko told him. “We gotta attack first thing in the morning.”


  “How’d you guess?”


  “Because I know the way those bastards think.”


  “Colonel Stockton gave the order. I thought he was your buddy.”


  “I ain’t got no buddies,” Butsko said. “Besides, this is Fuck-Your-Buddy Week.”


  Bannon closed his eyes. “I’m tired,” he said. “I’m gonna go to sleep.”


  Gomez closed his switchblade. “Me too.”


  Butsko put out his cigarette, stretched out, and went limp. “Should be a quiet night,” he said, yawning. “Wake me up when the war’s over.”


  In seconds Butsko, Bannon, and Gomez were snoring. Lieutenant Moore turned around and staggered toward his trench.


  A mile away Colonel Stockton was getting ready for bed. He sat on his cot in his wall tent and wearily pulled off his combat boots, while on his map table were the plans for his attack the following day. He knew that it would be the crucial day, the one that could break the back of the Japanese Army on Guadalcanal. The mountains lay straight ahead. The campaign on Guadalcanal was finally coming to an end.


  He blew out his kerosene lamp and lay down on his cot, closing his eyes, but he could still see his maps on the inside of his eyelids. He was worried, because he knew the next day’s victory wasn’t in the bag by any means. He knew his men were tired, but he hoped the Japanese would be more tired. His men were low on ammunition and supplies, but the Japs were even lower. It would be tough going, but he thought his men could do it. Then maybe . . .


  He drifted off to sleep, and the maps vanished from his mind.


  The Japanese tanks, trucks, cars, and captured American jeeps were lined up on the beach, soldiers in them and hanging on to them. The engines sputtered and the air was filled with exhaust fumes. Inside the tanks the crews were ready at their guns and controls. General Ooka had been training them for a blitzkrieg attack ever since they’d come to Guadalcanal, and now they were finally going to do it. They knew how important the attack would be, that Guadalcanal would be won or lost by them that night, and they didn’t intend to lose.


  Nearby, General Ooka, in helmet and full battle dress, marched up to General Hyakutake, who was standing in front of the treeline with his staff officers, Colonel Tsuji beside him. General Ooka saluted.


  “We’re ready to leave, sir.”


  General Hyakutake returned his salute. “Good luck, General. May your ancestors ride with you into battle.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  “You know the significance of this battle. Do your duty.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  General Ooka saluted again, turned, and marched toward the lead tank. Soldiers leaned down to give him a hand, and he climbed up with their help. They moved out of his way and he dropped into the turret of the tank, standing erectly with the top half of his torso showing, drawing his sword and holding it high.


  “Forward!” he yelled.


  The tank was shifted into gear, bucked twice, and then moved forward, churning up sand with its wide tracks. The next tank followed, and then all the other tanks, along with the trucks, cars, and captured jeeps. Some of the jeeps towed howitzers, and others pulled wagons full of supplies for the campaign.


  General Hyakutake stood at attention, his right hand on his sword as each vehicle passed, the soldiers cheering and shouting “Banzai!” and waving their rifles in the air, full of enthusiasm, thirsting for American blood.


  The long column passed by General Hyakutake and disappeared into the night, while General Hyakutake listened to the receding sound of their engines and the roar of the surf.


  “General Ooka is a fine officer,” General Hyakutake said. “It is impossible that such a man, and such a plan, could fail.”


  “Well,” replied Colonel Tsuji, “I think we ought to plan our defense of the mountains, just in case.”


  “You’re too pessimistic, Tsuji,” General Hyakutake said. “You always see the dark side of everything. When we’ve sent the Americans running back to their country with their tails between their legs, I’m sure you’ll still find something to worry about.”


  “I don’t know about that, sir,” Colonel Tsuji said in a low voice, “but I’d like to work on the defense of those mountains anyway.”


  “Do as you like, Tsuji. Anything that makes you happy.” General Hyakutake turned to his other officers. “Come, gentlemen, let’s return to my headquarters. General Ooka should reach the American positions within two hours, and I’m anxious to receive the good news.”


  The battleground west of the Matanikau was quiet, and soldiers from both sides were sleeping soundly except for the ones who had to guard their defense perimeters. Only sporadic shots were fired, and the artillery was silent, because General Saito and Colonel Stockton wanted to save their ammunition for the morning.


  On the Japanese side General Saito was awake in his tent, trying to make sense of his front lines. He sat cross-legged on a cushion, his maps in front of him, a kerosene lamp burning beside him. He studied communiqués from his front, drawing lines on the maps, trying to figure out where his units were. It had been a horrendous day, the worst in his life. The war in China had never been like this.


  He’d received word that General Ooka would arrive sometime that night with his tanks, traveling over the beach, but General Saito was doubtful that he’d get through. After the setbacks of that day, he was even more pessimistic than Colonel Tsuji.


  General Saito finished with his last communiqué and looked at the maps. His division had lost nearly half of its men and held only a small portion of the jungle. There was very little between the Americans and the mountains to the rear. But he was determined to stand and fight to the last man, falling in battle himself, if necessary, if that was what General Hyakutake wanted.


  It’s all in the hands of the gods now, he thought. To the victor will go the spoils, and, to the loser, ignominy forever.


  General Saito blew out his kerosene lamp and lay down on the ground, closing his eyes and falling asleep.


  General Ooka stood in the turret of his tank, the salty wind whistling through his teeth. Behind him thundered the deadly caravan, soldiers brandishing their weapons and shouting battle cries. Ahead and out of sight was a patrol jeep searching for the Matanikau River.


  The tank rocked and bucked underneath General Ooka as it lunged over the sand. Clouds covered the sky and he could feel an occasional drop of rain, which he thought refreshing. General Ooka had never felt better in his life. He believed victory was assured by his bold surprise attack where the Americans least expected it. He would be the hero of Guadalcanal, and after that his loftiest ambitions could be attained. Nothing would stop him. He would become Japan’s Hitler and the New Order would cover the globe.


  General Ooka held the turret of the tank tightly, a wide smile on his face. So exuberant was he that he burst into song, shouting the strains of the Horst Wessel Lied in Japanese-accented German. His tank crew looked at him curiously.


  •••


  


  Butsko was awakened by raindrops falling on his face. He growled, wrinkled his nose, covered himself with his poncho, and rolled over, falling asleep again. Rain plinked on C ration cans and machine guns, forming rivulets and puddles. Foxholes filled with water, and some of the men made themselves get up and dig little drainage ditches so that they wouldn’t drown in their sleep. The men cursed the rain that pelted their helmets and shirts, trying to stay dry, trying to get a little sleep.


  They didn’t know it, but they’d soon have something much worse than rain to worry about.


  The rain came down in torrents, but General Ooka remained erect in the turret of his tank, soaked to his skin. Excellent combat weather, he thought. Couldn't ask for better. The Americans won’t see us until we’re right on top of them.


  Out of the pouring rain up ahead, General Ooka spotted his patrol jeep returning. “Halt!” General Ooka shouted, holding up his hand. The tank stopped, and so did the column behind it. The patrol jeep braked beside General Ooka’s tank and Lieutenant Matsu jumped out. He climbed up onto the tank and saluted General Ooka.


  “Sir, the river is a half mile ahead!”


  “Good work, Lieutenant Matsu.” General Ooka spoke into the headset strapped underneath his helmet. “Deploy for attack!”


  Engines roared as the tanks turned around on the sand and faced the rain-swept jungle. Soldiers jumped off the tanks and piled out of the other vehicles, forming a skirmish line behind the tanks. Water dripped off General Ooka’s nose as he raised his samurai sword high in the air.


  “Charge!” he screamed. “Banzai!”


  Drivers gunned their engines and the tanks moved forward, crashing into the jungle. The soldiers followed in the paths made by the tanks.


  Colonel Stockton was snoring peacefully on his cot when Major Cobb entered his tent and shook him.


  “What is it?” said Colonel Stockton.


  


  “Captain Cordell of Love Company reports hearing tanks on his right flank!”


  “How many tanks?”


  “Lots of them.”


  Colonel Stockton sat upright, putting his feet on the ground. Love Company held the shoulder of his right flank, on the edge of the jungle near Ironbottom Sound. In a flash he realized what had happened. The Japs must have moved their tanks up on the beach!


  “Alert all units,” he told Major Cobb. “Tell them we’re being attacked on our right flank by tanks—and, for Chris-sakes, tell them to hold!”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Major Cobb turned and ran out of the tent. Colonel Stockton stood and reached for his fatigue shirt. Through the pouring rain he could hear the first volley of cannon in the distance.


  My God, he thought, his hands trembling. Why didn’t I put a listening post out on that beach someplace?


  Butsko heard artillery fire in the distance and jumped up from Dolly’s arms. He strained his ears and perceived the unmistakable sound of big tank engines. They were coming from the south, and he didn’t know whose tanks they were, but he knew trouble when he heard it.


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


  Bannon opened his eyes. “What’s happening, Sarge?”


  Butsko kicked him in the ass. “Get up, you fucking dope! The war’s not over yet!”


  The Japanese tanks plowed through the jungle, guns ablaze. Their cannons blew up American trenches and their machine guns cut down fleeing American soldiers. General Ooka’s tank was buttoned down and he looked ahead through slits at the dawn light. American soldiers ran away in a wild panic, and the ones who’d fallen were mashed into the jungle floor by the tank treads. “Forward!” he screamed. “Faster!”


  His tank engine roared as the huge lumbering mechanical contraption rolled over logs and American corpses. To his right and left his other tanks were pressing forward steadily, annihilating everyone before them, blowing up artillery emplacements and supply tents. In front of him a GI raised his head out of a foxhole, a bazooka on his shoulder, but a burst of machine-gun fire hit him in the face and took his head off. The tank thundered forward over the foxhole, and after it passed, the GI’s blood covered the tank’s treads and pieces of his bones stuck in the steel plates.


  Behind the tanks came the Japanese infantry, mopping up the few Americans who remained alive, stabbing and shooting them, advancing steadily behind the tanks.


  General Ooka moved from peephole to peephole, exulting in the devastation. What a victory this is going to be! he thought excitedly. Look at them run!


  Colonel Stockton ran into his radio room. Major Cobb and Lieutenant Harper were there already, their faces creased by worry.


  “What’s the latest?” Colonel Stockton asked.


  “Our right flank has caved in, sir.”


  “Where are the Japs now?”


  Major Cobb pointed to the map. “Around there.”


  Colonel Stockton looked at the map and made a quick decision.


  “Order all units to pull back and form a defensive line here.” He pointed at the map. “All units behind that line must move up to it without delay. Have all howitzers and antitank weapons brought to that line. We’ll win or lose on that line, but we’re not budging from it. Make sure everybody understands that.”


  “What about the Japs we’ve been fighting? Can they hit us to the rear of that line?”


  “We’ll worry about that later. Right now we’ve got to stop this new Japanese drive. Have you reported this situation to General Vandegrift?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton turned to Lieutenant Harper. “Get me General Vandegrift on the telephone!”


  Major Cobb got on the radio and Lieutenant Harper picked up the phone. Colonel Stockton rested his fists on the map table and closed his eyes, cursing himself for not watching that beach.


  “Sir!” said Major Cobb. “Major Stallings reports that the Third Battalion is in a full rout!”


  “I’ll speak to him!”


  Colonel Stockton dashed toward Major Cobb and tore the headset from his hand.


  “Major Stallings!”


  “Sir,” said Major Stallings excitedly, the sound of battle in the background, “my men are retreating in a panic! Discipline has broken down totally! We’re in bad trouble!”


  Colonel Stockton gritted his teeth and stiffened his spine. “Now you listen to me,” he said in a low, ugly rasp. “You’d better settle down and restore discipline! You will take command of your battalion and move them back in an orderly fashion to the coordinates Major Cobb just gave you. He did give them to you, didn’t he?”


  “Yes, sir, but . . .”


  “But what?”


  “Sir,” Major Stallings said in a pleading voice. “The men are in a rout!”


  “Then you stop that rout!”


  “I . . . I . . .”


  Colonel Stockton steadied his voice again. “Major Stallings, if you don’t think you’re up to it, tell me which of your officers to place in command of your battalion.”


  There was silence for a moment, then Major Stallings’s voice became stronger. “I’ll do it, sir.”


  “You’d goddamned better. Over and out!”


  Colonel Stockton handed the headset back to Major Cobb. “Carry on,” he said.


  Colonel Stockton stood square-shouldered next to the map table, but inside his guts were quaking. He’d heard the panic in Major Stallings’s voice, and Major Stallings was an old war veteran like himself. Major Stallings wasn’t the kind to fall apart in the face of the enemy, but he was falling apart. The Third Battalion was being annihilated, and they represented one-third of his foot soldiers. Colonel Stockton felt a terrible disaster looming, and it was all his fault. Those men were dying because he hadn’t expected an attack from the water. Colonel Stockton gasped for breath, and he saw white dots in front of his eyes. He fought to hold on to himself and remembered that famous line from von Clausewitz: “The most important characteristic of a field commander is the ability to remain calm and make intelligent decisions in the face of the most overwhelming reversals.” Somehow I’ve got to turn this mess around, Colonel Stockton told himself. My men will be slaughted if I don’t.


  “Sir,” said Lieutenant Harper, “I have General Vandegrift for you.”


  Colonel Stockton took the telephone from his hand and calmed himself down. “Sir,” he said, “my line is cracking. You’ve got to send me reinforcements.”


  “They’re on the way,” General Vandegrift replied, steel and gunpowder in his voice. “But you must hold on until they get there.”


  “We’ll hold on, sir, but I’m worried about my rear. The Japs we’ve been fighting will try to hit us there.”


  “I’ve already thought of that. Chesty Puller is swinging around and he’ll be there to meet them.”


  Thank God, Colonel Stockton thought.


  “Do you think you can hold the Japs until my Marines get there?”


  “We’ll hold them, sir. They will not pass the defensive line I’ve designated unless every man in the regiment including myself is dead. I’d better get out there right now.”


  “Good luck, Stockton.”


  “Over and out.” Colonel Stockton handed the phone to Lieutenant Harper. “Bring my jeep around!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Colonel Stockton drew his Colt .45, made sure it was loaded, and jammed it back into his holster. He pushed aside the tent flap and rushed out into the pouring rain.


  The rain cascaded onto the jungle as Butsko moved north with his Third Squad and Fox Company. The sound of the cannons were louder than the thunder in the sky, and the jungle was full of grim-faced infantry advancing toward the line Colonel Stockton had designated. Some soldiers pulled howitzers over dead logs and through puddles of muck. Two light American tanks were to Butsko’s extreme right, also on their way to the line. Everybody knew the shit was about to hit the fan, and they wanted to get ready before it started.


  Behind Butsko, Bannon knew that the regiment was in trouble. The word had come down that the Third Battalion had been virtually wiped out and that a huge number of Japanese tanks were coming. Bannon didn’t see how infantry supported by a few tanks could hold off a major Japanese tank attack. Something told him he was going to die, but he felt strangely calm. If he had no future, he had nothing to worry about.


  They double-timed through the jungle, jumping across shell craters and dodging around trees. The sounds of battle became louder, and the ground shook with the sound of artillery explosions. Ahead they heard shouts and the clanging of shovels against earth. They finally came to the line and saw soldiers with their shirts off, scooping holes in the ground.


  “Dig in along here!” Lieutenant Moore ordered. “I want a machine gun there, there, and there! Line up the bazookas over here! Let’s move it, boys! We haven’t got much time!”


  The men threw off their packs, removed their shirts, and lifted their entrenching tools, adjusting the blades and digging into the mud. Rain plinked on their helmets as the sound of battle came closer. They dug frantically, because the deeper they got, the safer they’d be. Officers ran around, shouting orders. The dawn was the color of iron behind the dark-green haze of the jungle. Sweat poured off the bodies of the men and mixed with the rain as holes were dug into the ground. Men cursed and strained their muscles. They were full of urgency and adrenaline, knowing the Japs would be on top of them at any moment.


  Then, out of the jungle in front of them, soldiers came running. Some of the men in Fox Company raised their rifles to shoot them down.


  “Hold your fire!” Lieutenant Moore shouted. “They’re ours!”


  The running soldiers came closer and became American GIs without helmets or packs, but none had left their rifles behind. Some carried wounded comrades; others had machine guns on their shoulders.


  “Dig in here!” Lieutenant Moore told them. “This is where we’ll stop the fucking slant-eyed bastards!”


  A soldier bleeding from his face and carrying the tripod of a machine gun in his arms collapsed to his knees beside Lieutenant Moore. “They’re right behind us, sir!” he said.


  “Well, we’re right in front of them! Set up that machine gun over there!”


  The soldier got to his feet and set down the tripod. Another soldier dropped the machine gun on top of it and set the transverse mechanism. A shell exploded farther down the line, and the Japanese tanks came out of the jungle, guns blazing, rolling over the jungle floor, advancing toward the GIs. Another shell landed on the American line, and then another. Soldiers screamed and the American artillerymen open fire. One Japanese tank was hit directly and blown to smithereens. A second tank had its treads blown off, but the other tanks thundered forward, firing cannon and machine guns. Shells burst all along the American line, but not a GI stepped back. Japanese machine-gun bullets raked the hasty half-dug fortifications, spreading death everywhere.


  Butsko and Bannon lay side by side and fired their rifles at the tanks, although they knew it wouldn’t do any good, but they had to do something. Another American howitzer blew up a Japanese tank, but there were just too many tanks to stop. They rumbled closer, and Butsko took a grenade from his lapel, pulling the pin. A tank lumbered in front of him and he hurled the grenade, which bounced off the tank’s front deck and exploded in the air, doing no damage. Machine-gun bullets whizzed through the air, and one hit Butsko in the shoulder, spinning him around and throwing him to the ground.


  Bannon couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d always thought Butsko was invincible, Butsko had been through a hundred fire-fights and had never been hurt badly, but now he was down. Bannon ran to Butsko and turned him over onto his back.


  “Get back on the line!” Lieutenant Moore shouted at Bannon.


  


  Bannon looked down at Butsko, whose shoulder bled profusely. Butsko opened his eyes and groaned. “What happened?”


  “You okay, Sarge?”


  Butsko growled and pushed Bannon away. He got to his knees, blood running down his left arm. He turned toward the Japanese tank that had shot him, pulled a grenade from his lapel, yanked the pin with his teeth, swore bloody blue murder, and ran at the tank!


  “Get down!” Bannon screamed.


  But Butsko didn’t hear him; Butsko just wanted that tank. His shoulder and arm numb, he ran toward the tank as machine-gun bullets whizzed all around him. The tank fired its cannon, nearly deafening him, but he managed to stumble to the side of the tank, drop to his stomach, and lob the grenade into the tracks of the tank.


  The churning treads caught up the grenade and spun it around. The grenade exploded, ripping apart the tracks, sending them flying into the air like a weird angry snake. The tank stalled and Butsko jumped up, taking another grenade from his lapel and charging the tank from the side. Japanese tanks to the rear fired their machine guns at him, but Butsko was pissed off and nothing would stop him. He jumped onto the tank, planted the grenade in the opening between the tank’s turret and body, and dived headlong off the tank, doing a somersault on the ground and running away.


  The grenade blew the turret loose, sending fragments of hot metal flying around inside, killing one crewman and maiming another. Butsko ran back to his rifle, picked it up, and tried to bring it to his shoulder, but his left arm wasn’t working anymore and he couldn’t aim.


  The hatch on the turret opened up and the Japanese crewmen climbed out. Bannon had his rifle ready and picked the first one off. The second Jap was hit by eight bullets all over his body and twitched like an epileptic. The other Japs decided they’d better stay in their tank, but they couldn’t close the hatch because the dead Jap was lying on top of it. Out of the night streaked Corporal Gomez, a grenade in his right hand. He jumped up on the tank, ran to the hatch, and threw the grenade down through the opening with all his strength. He jumped off the tank and the grenade went off, smoke and lightning shooting out the open hatch.


  A howitzer blew up another Japanese tank, and a bazooka hit the treads of a third, but an artillery shell landed near the bazooka position, exploding the crew into the air. The bazooka sailed through the sky and landed near Bannon.


  He picked it up and put it on his shoulder. “Somebody load me up!” he yelled, looking through the sight and seeing that the lens was cracked apart. Somebody ran behind him and loaded a rocket, tying the wires to the terminal posts. Bannon pointed the bazooka at a tank rumbling toward him, its machine guns peppering the ground around Bannon with bullets. Bannon sighted down the length of the bazooka and pulled the trigger. The rocket sailed out of the tube and Bannon could see it arcing through the air. It landed on the turret of the tank and exploded. When the smoke cleared, the tank had no turret and was still.


  “Load me again!”


  The GI behind Bannon pushed another rocket inside the bazooka.


  “They’re breaking through!” somebody yelled.


  Bannon turned to the side and saw a tank thirty yards away grinding over a section of the American line. He aimed at it and pulled the trigger, and the rocket shot forward, hitting the tank broadside and knocking it onto its side, turning it into a mass of twisted, charred steel with a big hole in its center.


  “Load me again!”


  “I ain’t got no more ammo!”


  “Get more!”


  The GI ran away in search of more rockets, and Bannon looked around. He saw Butsko lying on the ground, his mighty chest heaving and his eyes closed. Bannon dropped the bazooka and dashed to his side. “Medic!”


  Butsko opened his eyes to half-mast. “Where am I?”


  “Don’t worry about it.”


  Butsko closed his eyes and became unconscious. A tall skinny medic with bloody hands ran over, his haversack full of medicine flapping at his side. He knelt beside Butsko and examined his wound.


  


  Barroooom—a Japanese shell landed nearby, a huge chunk of shrapnel hitting the medic in the chest. The medic fell on top of Butsko, and Bannon didn’t know whether to shit or go blind.


  “Medic!” he yelled.


  But there were no more medics, and Bannon wasn’t one himself. Japanese machine-gun bullets whistled through the air all around him, and he dropped to his stomach on the ground.


  Barrrooom went an explosion in front of him, and he looked up to see another Japanese tank hit by an American howitzer shell, the heat of the blast making his face warm.


  “We’re holding them!” Lieutenant Moore screamed. “Push ‘em back!”


  Bannon looked up and saw the smoking hulks of tanks all over the jungle. Other Japanese tanks were retreating backward, still firing their cannons and machine guns.


  “We did it!” Corporal Gomez yelled, jumping into the air. “We did it!”


  General Ooka was two hundred yards to the rear, crouching in the turret of his tank, looking out the slits at his stalled attack. Furious, sweat pouring down his face from the heat of the engines and jungle, he realized what had gone wrong: There was no air support. The German panzer division had flocks of Stukas to help them, but he had nothing except his tanks and his infantry, which was fast catching up. He couldn’t go back now; he could only go forward.


  “Attention all units!” he shouted into his microphone. “There will be no retreat! Forward for the Emperor! Banzai!”


  His tank driver gunned the engine and the tank rolled forward. The tanks that had been retreating shifted gears and moved forward again with new resolve. American howitzer shells and bazooka rockets fell in their midst, but they rushed forward, the Japanese infantry right behind them. The tanks fired their cannons and machine guns, and the wave of Japanese advanced toward the American lines once more.


  “Here they come again!” Lieutenant Moore bellowed. “Give it to them!”


  


  The GIs still alive got behind their weapons and poured everything they had at the Japanese tanks roaring toward them out of the jungle. Nearly every tree had been knocked down by the fierce shelling, and the tanks had easy going. They rumbled over the demolished trees and rushed toward the American lines.


  Bannon had only an empty bazooka, his M 1, and three hand grenades. Fuck it, he thought. Nobody lives forever.


  He threw away his rifle, stood up, and ran toward the nearest Japanese tank while tearing a grenade off his lapel. The tank’s machine guns kicked up mud near his feet as he dodged to the side, turned, and ran at the tank broadside. He tossed his grenade at the treads, flopped onto his stomach, waited, and heard the resounding explosion. When he looked up, the tank’s wheels had stopped turning and it had no tread. He was wondering what to do next, when he heard the cry of “Banzai!”


  Looking up, he saw Japanese infantrymen running toward him. He got to his feet, looked for something to fight with, and saw a large chunk of metal that had been blown off the tank’s treads. Picking it up, he faced forward and saw a Japanese soldier running toward him, holding his rifle and bayonet aimed at Bannon’s heart. Bannon threw the piece of metal and it hit the Japanese soldier in the chest. The Japanese soldier faltered and Bannon tore the bayonet out of his hands, bashing him in the face with the butt and stabbing him as the soldier fell to the ground. Glancing around quickly, he saw tanks breaking through the American lines and rolling to the rear.


  They’ve beaten us, Bannon thought, as a Japanese soldier jumped in front of him.


  “Banzai!” screamed the soldier, charging forward.


  Bannon parried his thrust, kicked him in the balls, bashed him on the helmet, and slashed down with his bayonet, nearly severing the Jap’s head. The Jap fell and Bannon leaped over him, landing in front of another Japanese soldier. “Yaaaahhhh!” Bannon hollered, dashing forward and driving his bayonet forward.


  The Jap parried the thrust and tried to hit Bannon in the head with his rifle butt, but Bannon raised his shoulder and blocked the blow, losing his balance for a moment. The Jap tried to slug him again, but Bannon went under and came up with his bayonet, sticking the Jap in the stomach and twisting for good measure. The Jap shrieked and fell down, Bannon pulling out his bayonet. Then Bannon looked up to see three Japanese soldiers rushing toward him, and he aimed the Arisaka rifle at the one in the middle, pulling the trigger. Blam—the Jap fell down. Before he could work the bolt, the other two Japs were on top of him. Bannon parried a thrust, slammed the Jap in the jaw, dodged a bayonet lunge, and slashed the other Jap across his face, taking off an inch of flesh all the way down. The Jap screamed and backed off, and Bannon bolted a new round into the chamber of the Arisaka. He fired, hitting the Jap in the stomach and knocking him down.


  More Japs charged Bannon and he waded into them, certain every moment would be his last. Fighting like a wildman, he stabbed, bashed, kicked, and screamed, dodging blows and feeling bayonet cuts on his arms and the sides of his body. But he fought on, always in motion, broke through the Japs, encountered more, and ran the first one through. Turning and struggling, a rifle butt came out of nowhere and slammed him on the hand, making him drop his rifle. Baring his teeth, he leaped forward and grabbed his assailant by the throat as the other Japs passed him by.


  The Jap dropped onto his back and Bannon fell on top of him, still squeezing. The Jap’s eyes bulged out and his mouth opened wide. Bannon squeezed with all his strength and something snapped in his hands. The Jap went limp and Bannon let him go. He looked around, expecting to get bayoneted in the face at any moment, but saw no more Japs. Turning around, he saw them still charging, overwhelming the American line and heading south. Bannon arose and took a few steps, then fell to his knees again, blood dripping from both his arms and his right side, but he didn’t feel anything except the anguish of defeat.


  We lost, he thought ruefully. His lifeblood drained from his body and everything went black. He keeled over in the mud and was still.


  •••


  


  General Ooka was jubilant. His tank thundered forward through the jungle, breaking into the American rear, and he realized that he’d won the battle! Somehow he’d done it without Stukas, and even the great Guderian had never accomplished that.


  “Forward!” he shouted. “Demolish their supply dumps and rear-echelon headquarters!”


  Suddenly a tank in front of him disappeared in a burst of smoke and flame. A moment later another tank was hit. General Ooka was shocked and tried to see what was going on. Huge hulks in the distance were moving toward him out of the jungle, and he recognized them as tanks. At first he tried to tell himself they must be his own, but they fired their cannons in the wrong direction and then another of his tanks was blown off the face of the earth.


  American tanks! he thought, the full horror of that prospect passing over him. He hadn’t expected to find American tanks this far back. But he still could do nothing except press forward.


  “Attack them!” he screamed. “Banzai!”


  Two more of his tanks exploded before his eyes, and then suddenly his ears filled with a mighty roar and he saw a flash of fire. He fell forward and his head hit the metal wall of the tank, opening a long gash. Stunned and bleeding, he smelled smoke and heard the screams of his crewmembers. I’ve been hit, he thought. I’d better get out of here.


  He reached up and opened the hatch of his tank. The rain fell on him and he saw the American tanks rumbling forward, followed by waves of infantry. Another of his lead tanks blew up, and the rest were retreating.


  “No!” he hollered, climbing out of the tank turret. He jumped to the ground and drew his samurai sword. “Turn around! Charge!”


  One of his tanks sped backward twenty yards to his right. “Go back!” he shrieked. “Banzai!”


  A shell from an American tank landed on the tank near him, and it was blown apart by the explosion. Shrapnel flew threw the air, and a huge chunk of it tore off most of General Ooka’s left leg. He fell to the ground, writhing with the terrible pain, and then tried to get up, but you can’t stand up if you don’t have a left leg. He looked down and saw in a horrible blazing instant that his leg was hanging on only by a few tendons. Then he went into shock and collapsed backward onto the ground. “Charge!” he said in a weak voice. “Forward.”


  The ground shook and he heard a clashing, thundering sound. Looking up, he saw one of his tanks backing straight toward him. He tried to crawl out of the way but couldn’t get coordinated. The tank continued its rapid retreat, and General Ooka saw its treads in front of his eyes. “No!” he gurgled. “Go back!”


  The tank rolled over him, mashing his body and breaking his bones. It roared along, carrying bits of him on its tracks, and then an American artillery shell fell on the tank, blowing it off the face of the earth.


  Bannon came to on a quiet battlefield and at first thought he’d died and gone to heaven. Then his eyes focused and he saw a medic leaning over him, taping a bandage to his side.


  “Who’re you?” Bannon asked.


  “I’m Private Ginsberg, and I think you’re gonna be okay.”


  Bannon looked around. The ground was littered with the bodies of Japanese and American soldiers. In the distance he could hear the sounds of fighting. “What the fuck happened?”


  “The Marines showed up and pushed the Japs back,” Ginsberg said. “Really kicked their asses.”


  “No shit.”


  “No shit. You just lay still here, and you’ll be picked up by stretcher-bearers. They’ll take you to the field hospital, okay?”


  The medic stuffed his equipment back into his pack and walked off to treat another wounded American soldier. Bannon moved his body around. Everything seemed to be there. I wonder if I can get up? he thought. He rolled over and pushed with his hands, getting to his knees. It made him dizzy, but it wasn’t as bad as he’d expected. Exerting all his strength, he worked his way to his feet. The battlefield spun around him, but he blinked his eyes and that made it slow down. He saw smoking hulks of tanks and dead soldiers lying everywhere. Some were wounded, patched up with bandages, waiting for stretchers. He saw an M 1 rifle, picked it up, and slung it over his shoulder, orienting himself and stumbling toward the line he’d tried to hold.


  He could barely put his foot down without stepping on somebody’s body. Sucking in huge lungfuls of air, he made his way toward the line and saw soldiers sitting and lying around. He noticed Lieutenant Moore resting on the edge of a shell crater, a bandage wrapped around his head. Bannon’s legs went out from underneath him and he fell to the ground next to him.


  “You all right?” Lieutenant Moore asked.


  “I think so,” Bannon said, trying to sit up. “We pushed them back?” he asked.


  “The Marines did.”


  “Where’s Butsko?”


  “They took him back to the medical tent.”


  “Is he all right?”


  “You can’t kill an old war dog like Butsko.”


  Bannon raised his face to the sky and let the rain fall upon it. “Jesus, we won, huh, Lieutenant?”


  Lieutenant Moore nodded, taking out his pack of cigarettes. “Yeah, we beat ‘em all right.”


  Bannon felt dizzy. He leaned backward and lay on the ground, looking at the steel-gray clouds above him. Rain pelted his face and he let it wash the blood and sweat away. Well, we won this one, he thought. But what about the next one?
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