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Author’s Note

 Excepting basic historical
events, places, and personages, this series of books is fictional,
and anything that appears otherwise is coincidental and
unintentional.

The principal
characters are imaginary, although they might remind veterans of
specific men whom they knew. The Twenty-third Infantry Regiment, in
which the characters serve, is used fictitiously—it doesn’t
represent the real historical Twenty-third Infantry, which has
distinguished itself in so many battles from the Civil War to
Vietnam—but it could have been any American line regiment that
fought and bled during World War II.

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

Len Levinson /
John Mackie
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CHAPTER ONE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You all
right?” she asked.

“I’m
fine.”

“You don’t look
so fine.”

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

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

“Help him, will
you?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey, buddy,
got another butt?”

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

“Thanks,” the
soldier said.

“Don’t mention
it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m gonna
examine your nose.”

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

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

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

The medic looked at
the Reverend Billie Jones.

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

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

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

“More or less,”
Yabalonka replied.

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

“Hey!” Frankie
said. “What about me?”

“What about
you?”

“I’m
wounded!”

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

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

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

“I am calmed
down. You calm down.”

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

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

“You think I
can?”

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

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

“That wasn’t my
fault.”

“It wasn’t my
fault either.”

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

“What if the
Japs catch us?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Shut up and
lemme think,” Shilansky said.


CHAPTER
TWO

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes,
sir.”

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

“Morning, sir,”
he said.

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

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

“I need
replacements bad.”

“So does
everybody else around here.”

“When’ll we get
replacements?”

“How should I
know?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Anything
else?” General Hawkins asked.

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

“Can you have
what in writing?”

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

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

“No.”

“Don’t you ever
say sir?”

“Yes,
sir.”

“Get out of my
office.”

“Yes,
sir.”

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

 


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

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

A medic walked up to
him. “C’mon.”

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

“Lay down over
there.”

Frankie leaned his M1
rifle against the side of the tent and sat on the table. The air
smelled like chemicals mixed with blood. Men groaned and moaned
under the influence of morphine. He heard the voices of doctors and
nurses in the operating room. A nurse with a big fat ass was
examining a soldier on the other side of the tent. A few medics
looked at another soldier. A nurse peeled bandages off a third
while a doctor looked on.

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

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

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

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

“That’s my
name.”

“I’m Betty
Crawford.”

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

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

“That’s
right.”

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

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

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

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

“Was he wounded
badly?”

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

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

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

“Sounds like
you’re mad at him.”

“I hate the son
of a bitch.”

“Why?”

“Because I hate
him—that’s why.”

“What’d he
do?”

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

“Is that your
main problem right now?”

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

“Lie down and
I’ll look at it.”

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

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

“Can you give
me a shot?”

“Haven’t you
already had one?”

“No.”

“Yes you have.
Don’t lie.”

“Well, I can
always use another one.”

“Lie
still.”

“No
shot?”

“I said lie
still.”

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

“Ouch,” he
said.

“Ssshhhh.”

“Ouch!”

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

“That hurts,”
he said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’ll be
disfigured for life, right?”

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

“Back to the
States?” Frankie asked hopefully.

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

“Shit,” he
said.

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

“It’s about
time.”

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

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

“Sssshhh,” she
said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The door to the cargo
plane opened.

“All right,
everybody out!” somebody shouted.

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

 






CHAPTER THREE

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

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

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

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

“This way,
sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The soldier looked to
his left
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