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The quiet of the jungle is shattered by a
single command. The air fills with voices of death. A Texas cattle
call. An Apache war whoop. A piercing scream of bloody blue murder.
A killing chorus of zinging hot lead. A mighty green wave surges up
the hill. The Rat Bastards are on the rampage, and what the enemy
began, they are about to finish …
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Chapter One

 


“I BELIEVE THAT’S your Headquarters Company
over there,” the jeep driver said.

Private Homer Gladley, a big farm boy from
Nebraska, looked into the jungle to the right of the dirt road and
saw men wearing helmets and no shirts moving among the branches and
leaves. The sound of gunfire could be heard in the distance. The
sky was clear and the sun shone with burning intensity on
Guadalcanal.

“Well, thanks for the lift,” Gladley
said.

The jeep driver said nothing; he didn’t even
look at Gladley. The jeep driver hadn’t given him the ride as a
favor but had been ordered to do so. He looked grumpily through the
windshield and waited for Gladley to depart.

Gladley swung his long, thick legs to the
ground and stood up. He was six feet two inches tall, with
mountainous shoulders and an expression of innocence, or maybe
stupidity, on his face. He reached into the back of the jeep and
pulled out his full field pack and M-1 rifle. The jeep driver
revved his engine, turning around in the middle of the narrow dirt
road. Gladley waved his rifle in the air as a good-bye gesture, but
the jeep driver hunched over his wheel and paid no attention,
roaring back toward Henderson Field.

The rebuff didn’t bother Gladley; he just
smiled happily as he lifted his pack and ran his arms through the
shoulder straps. He picked up his rifle and carried it in his big
right hand as he trudged toward the jungle, anxious to see his old
buddies again. Nearly six weeks earlier he’d been wounded near
Tassafaronga Point and had been evacuated to the Army hospital in
New Caledonia. The doctors had taken the bullets out of his stomach
and sewed him up, and now he was returning to duty again.

“You know where the recon platoon is?” Homer
Gladley asked some soldiers cleaning the parts of a stripped-down
.30 caliber machine gun.

“Thataway,” said one of the soldiers,
pointing with the trigger assembly of the machine gun.

Homer Gladley turned in that direction and
stepped out, thinking about Butsko and Bannon and all the other
guys in the recon platoon. They’d landed on Guadalcanal in October
and had been through a lot together. He’d missed them while he was
in the hospital.

Homer Gladley made his way through the
jungle. Wherever he looked, there were shell craters and trees
knocked down by explosions. Evidently a big battle had taken place
here recently. He could smell gunpowder and the stench of
putrefying human bodies, which lay in bits on the ground and in the
bushes, indistinguishable from the ordinary muck and slime of the
island. Soldiers everywhere were cleaning weapons and sharpening
bayonets. It looked to Homer Gladley as if the Twenty-third
Infantry Regiment was moving out soon.

Homer Gladley looked at a soldier with dark
craggy features and a cigarette dangling from the corner of his
mouth, pulling a patch of cotton through the barrel of his M-1, and
recognized him as Pfc. Sam Longtree, the full-blooded Apache from
Arizona.

“Hey, Longtree!” Homer shouted, waving his
M-1 in the air. “How’re you doing?”

Longtree glanced up and saw Gladley
approaching. “What the hell are you doing here? We thought you’d be
back in the States by now!”

“They just returned me to duty,” Gladley
said, reaching down and shaking Longtree’s hand. “What the hell’s
going on?”

“The same old shit. How’re you feeling?”

“Real good. The doctor said I’m fit for the
front lines again.”

“I bet you weren’t too happy to hear
that.”

“There ain’t nothing I can do about it, so
there ain’t no use complaining. I guess I’d better report in to
Butsko. Where’s he at.”

“He got shot up about two weeks ago. He must
be in that hospital that you just came from.”

“No shit? If I knew he was there, I woulda
gone looking for him.”

“A lot of the guys are there: Frankie La
Barbara, Craig Delane, Simpson, Larraby. Madonia is dead, and so’s
Atwell.” Longtree took off his helmet and wiped his forehead with
the back of his sleeve. “We’ve been through some bad shit. You’re
lucky you missed it.”

“Looks like everybody’s getting fixed to
move out.”

“The Japs have been pulling back and we’re
going after them.”

“Who’s in charge around here?”

“Bannon.”

“Bannon? He was just a corporal when I
left.”

“Well, he’s a buck sergeant now, and they
turned the platoon over to him.”

“How’s he doing?”

“He’s okay, but there’s only one
Butsko.”

“Where’s Bannon at?”

“Over there someplace.”

“I’d better report in to him. See you later,
Chief.”

Gladley straightened up, adjusted his pack,
and walked toward the section of the jungle where Longtree said
Bannon was located. He looked around and saw a destroyed Japanese
tank lying on its side, the turret stained with dried blood. Empty
C ration cans were scattered about, and Gladley caught a whiff of a
latrine that couldn’t be far away. He checked every foxhole, saying
hello to his old buddies and seeing many new faces—men who’d come
to replace the ones who’d been killed.

Finally he saw Bannon, a tall, lanky Texan,
sitting cross-legged in a hole, looking at a map and moving his
finger across it.

“Hiya, Bannon,” Gladley said, dropping into
the foxhole, “Guess who’s back?”

Bannon looked up, keeping his finger on the
map. “I thought you were dead!”

“That’s what everybody says.” Gladley sat on
his haunches. “I heard Butsko got shot and you’re the new platoon
sergeant.”

Bannon nodded.

“I never thought the Japs’d stop
Butsko.”

“Well, they did.”

“I hear you’ve taken his place.”

“Yeah, and you might as well take your place
back in the First Squad. Longtree’s the new squad leader.”

“I was just talking to him. He didn’t say he
was the squad leader.”

“Yeah, well, he’s always been kinda
strange.”

“Is the Reverend still around?”

“He’s still in the First Squad. Listen, I’m
busy right now. Report to Longtree and get yourself squared away.
We’re moving out pretty soon.”

“Where we going?”

“The Japs are up in those hills out there
and we’ve got to clean ’em out.”

Bannon returned his concentration to his
map, and Gladley stared at him for a few seconds. Bannon used to be
a friendly, happy-go-lucky guy, but now he was all business. His
rank must be going to his head, Gladley thought as he stood up.
He climbed out of the foxhole and walked back to Longtree and the
First Squad.

 


At the Army hospital in New Caledonia,
Master Sergeant John Butsko made his way through the ward, passing
soldiers lying on their cots, sleeping or reading magazines.
Butsko’s chest ached constantly from his wounds, and he was still
weak from loss of blood and the operation, but he could feel his
strength returning steadily and figured he’d be back at the front
in another month.

He pushed open the screened door and saw the
green lawn inclining toward more barrack like buildings like the
one he’d just left. He could smell salt water from the bay, and a
squadron of American fighter planes roared across the clear blue
sky. Butsko wore white pajama bottoms and a white T-shirt puffed
out in front by the bandages on his chest and stomach. He was
deeply tanned and had scars, some of them fresh, on his cheeks,
chin, and forehead.

A group of GIs sat around on chairs,
shooting the shit, but Butsko didn’t like small talk. He took a
chair and carried it toward a coconut palm tree, sitting down in
the shade, leaning back, and feeling weird to be in such a quiet,
peaceful place, so far from the fighting on Guadalcanal.

Butsko wasn’t adjusting well to the
hospital. It was too tranquil for a sensibility accustomed to the
constant dangers of the front lines. He thought there was something
false about his hospital existence, because the real world was the
green hell of Guadalcanal, the machine-gun fire and artillery
barrages, the Jap banzai bayonet attacks at night and your men
getting cut down before your eyes. Butsko felt like a fuck-off
here, away from the action. He thought he was evading his
responsibilities, although common sense told him he had been
wounded badly and was in no condition to fight or lead men. Butsko
was afraid he’d be soft and dull by the time he returned, not able
to lead his platoon anymore, and too slow to stay alive.

He thought of Bannon, Longtree, Jones, and
all the others. They were probably glad he was gone and hoped he’d
never come back, because he was hard on them. Well, he had to be
hard on his men: He didn’t know how to be any other way, and he
didn’t think any other way would be effective anyway. When your
life was on the line, you had to stay tough all the time. Lie back
for a moment and you’d be food for the rats and flies that infested
Guadalcanal.

Butsko took out a Camel and lit it up with
his trusty old Zippo. He glanced at his watch and saw that chow
would be served in two more hours. All he did was go to chow, watch
movies, and get examined by doctors. He was bored to death.

“Sergeant Butsko, you know you shouldn’t be
smoking!”

Butsko shielded his eyes from the sun and
looked up at Nurse Crawford, blond and full-bosomed, the prettiest
nurse he’d seen so far on New Caledonia. She wore a white dress and
cap and stood with her hands on her hips, looking at him sternly.
“The doctor said you shouldn’t smoke until your wounds are
completely healed.”

“They’re almost healed,” Butsko said.

“I think you should put that cigarette out
right now, Sergeant Butsko, and that’s an order!”

Butsko wasn’t accustomed to taking orders
from a woman, but she was a lieutenant and he was a master
sergeant. He took one last deep drag and stubbed the cigarette out
against the bottom of his hospital slippers. “You’re a hard woman,
Nurse Crawford.”

“It’s for your own good, Sergeant Butsko.
And I’d better not see you smoking anymore until Dr. Henderson
gives you permission.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Her face softened. “How do you feel
otherwise, Sergeant Butsko.”

“Good enough to smoke.”

“When Dr. Henderson examines you today, why
don’t you ask him about it?”

“I’ll do that, ma’am.”

Nurse Crawford looked at the group of men
sitting not far away, talking and laughing. Butsko examined her
profile, the small upturned nose, the finely sculpted chin. She was
like the girl next door trying to be a tough Army nurse.

She turned to him. “Why do you always stay
by yourself, Sergeant? Why don’t you mix with the other men?”

Butsko met her gaze. “What you wanna know
for?”

She wrinkled her brow, momentarily surprised
by his question. “Just curious. We don’t think it’s healthy for
recovering soldiers to spend too much time alone, brooding.”

“What makes you think I’m brooding?”

“Then what are you thinking about?”

“I’m just biding my time, that’s all.”

“Until what?”

“Until I go back to the front.”

“Do you want to go back?”

“As opposed to what?”

“Staying here?”

“I’d rather go back.”

She smiled. “Most of the men would rather
stay here.”

“I ain’t them.”

Nurse Crawford wanted to stay and talk to
Butsko, but she didn’t think he wanted to talk with her, and on top
of that she had her rounds to make. “I’ve got to be going,” she
said. “Hope you feel better, Sergeant.”

She turned and walked away and Butsko
watched her caboose swing from side to side under her white skirt.
What a cute little piece of ass she is, he thought. I
wonder if anybody’s plunking her.

 


Nurse Crawford walked across the green lawn,
her arms crossed beneath her breasts, thinking about Sergeant
Butsko. He was such a strange man, so unlike the others who sat
around complaining or telling each other lies all day long. They
all made advances to her, but not Butsko. He acted as if he didn’t
like her very much, but she didn’t take it seriously; he didn’t
seem to like anybody else much either. She’d seen his records and
knew he was married, but he never got mail from anybody and never
wrote letters. He was an old professional soldier busted up and
down the ranks many times, and he’d been on the Bataan Death March,
escaping from a Japanese prison camp in northern Luzon. There was
something intriguing about him, and she could sense his strength
and his rough-and-ready sense of dignity. She thought him the most
interesting man in her ward.

She approached one of the barrack buildings
and turned the corner, nearly bumping into a tall dark-haired
soldier with tanned features.

“Well, hello there!” the soldier said, his
eyes widening. “Where have you been all my life?”

Nurse Crawford smiled and tried to get
around him, but he sidestepped in her way. “Boy, you’re a real
doll!” he said. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

“Get out of my way, soldier. I’ve got work
to do.”

“Hey, let’s get together sometime?”

“I said get out of my way, soldier, and I’m
not going to tell you again.”

The soldier stepped backward and made a
serious face. “Hey-hey, you’re pulling rank on me, huh? Listen, I
got this terrific pain and I wonder if you’d help me out with
it?”

She knew he was putting her on, but she had
to ask, “Where’s the pain?”

He winked. “You know where.”

His impertinence infuriated her. “What’s
your name, soldier?”

He winked again. “You can call me
Frankie.”

“I mean your last name!”

“La Barbara.”

“Your rank?”

“Pfc.”

“I’m an officer in the United States Army,
Pfc. La Barbara, and if you don’t get out of my way, I’ll bring you
up on charges!”

Frankie realized she meant business. This
one was no pushover, like some of the other nurses he’d run into at
the hospital. “Sorry, sir,” he said, stepping out of the way. “I
was just trying to be friendly.”

“You’re not from this ward. What are you
doing over here.”

“I heard my old platoon sergeant is in this
section, sir. Sergeant John Butsko. Know him?”

Nurse Crawford pointed toward the lawn.
“He’s seated back there.”

Frankie saluted. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.
Nice talking to you, sir. Hope to see you again sometime, sir.”

Still saluting, Frankie walked by her, and
she knew he was mocking her. He was a wise guy with a New York
accent. She didn’t like his type and never did. She watched him
walk across the lawn toward Sergeant Butsko, and suddenly he
stopped, turned, and blew her a kiss.

He’d known that she was watching him.
Irritated, she turned and walked away. It’s so easy to hate
men, she thought. Most of them are disgusting.

 


“Hey, big Sarge!” Frankie said, bouncing up
and down and rubbing his hands together as he approached Butsko.
“How’re ya doin’?”

Butsko looked up; his face was like a block
of stone. “Well, well, well,” he said, “look who’s here.”

Frankie sat down at Butsko’s feet. “I heard
you were here and thought I’d come over to say hello. How’re you
feeling?”

“Not bad. How’re you feeling?”

“They say I’m just about all better. They’re
gonna send me back to the front any day now. Hope they take their
time. I’m trying to figure out who to pay off so’s I can stick
around here for a while.”

Butsko shrugged. He didn’t like Frankie but
didn’t dislike him either. Frankie had been in his platoon and
Butsko felt a certain closeness to him for that reason only.

Frankie sensed that Butsko wasn’t overjoyed
to see him, but that didn’t stop him. He was overjoyed to see
Butsko. Like most of the men in the recon platoon, Frankie
worshipped Butsko.

“You fucking any of these nurses yet,
Sarge?”

“Are you?”

“You’re goddamn right I am. Some of them are
real easy, and the others play a little hard to get, but they all
give in sooner or later. The ugliest ones are the easiest. I guess
they never got so much attention in their lives. I just ran into a
real fabulous blonde who told me where you were. You know who she
is?”

“She kinda tall?”

“Yeah, around five seven, I’d say.”

“That’s Nurse Crawford. She’s the head nurse
of this section.”

“She can give me some head anytime.”

Butsko scowled. “She’s a tough broad. She
don’t look it but she is.”

“I think she needs a good stiff cock, and
I’m just the man to give it to her.”

“Good luck,” Butsko said.

“You try to fuck her yet, Sarge?”

Butsko gave Frankie an angry look that made
Frankie turn away.

“It’s real nice here,” Frankie said, anxious
to change the subject. “It’s hard to believe there’s a war going on
back at Guadalcanal, huh?”

“It ain’t hard for me to believe.”

“I wonder what the guys in the old platoon
are doing right now.”

“Probably up to their asses in shit
someplace.”

“Probably. I wish I didn’t have to go back
there.”

“Maybe they’ll send you someplace else.”

“I wish I could stay here. If I could type,
I could get one of them office jobs. That’d be fine with me. Three
hots and a cot and whole lots of pussy.”

Butsko didn’t reply. It was tiresome to make
conversation about nothing.

“You hurt bad?” Frankie asked.

“Not that bad.”

“You don’t think they’ll send you back to
the States.”

“No.”

“I bet you could stay here if you wanted
to.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like it here.”

“There’s cunt all over the place, and
nobody’s shooting at you, and you don’t like it here?”

Butsko looked around and didn’t see Nurse
Crawford anyplace. He took out another Camel and lit it up.

“I know where there’s a good crap game
tonight,” Frankie said. “You interested?”

“Take a walk, willya, Frankie.”

Frankie couldn’t believe his ears. “Whatja
say, Sarge?”

“I said take a fucking walk.”

“Whatsa matter, Sarge? I do something
wrong?”

“I got no time for your bullshit, Frankie.
Take a fucking walk.”

“Sure thing, Sarge. Anything you say.”

Stung, Frankie got up and walked away, his
hands in his pockets and his head inclined toward the ground. He
thought of himself as a dashing, interesting guy and couldn’t
understand why Butsko wanted him to take a walk. Well, Butsko’s
always been a psycho case, Frankie thought. He’s been shot
up too many times. I wonder where that pretty nurse went. Maybe if
I play my cards right, I can get into her pants.

 



Chapter Two

 


BANNON APPROACHED THE desk of Sergeant Major
Ramsay. “I’m Sergeant Bannon from the recon platoon. I understand
the colonel wants to see me.”

“He’s busy right now. Have a seat.” Bannon
sat on a folding chair inside the big walled tent, laying his
carbine across his lap. His face had darkened to the color of
mahogany, due to the Guadalcanal sun, and his uniform was dusty and
frayed. He’d shaved before coming to Regimental Headquarters, but
his straw-colored hair covered the tops of his ears and grew low on
his neck. He was twenty-five years old and had been a ranch hand
and foreman in Texas before the war.

He felt ill at ease at Headquarters, having
the enlisted man’s normal fear and hatred of officers. He knew that
Butsko had often been called by Colonel Stockton for conferences
and figured he’d have to go too someday.

“Mind if I light one up, Sarge?”

“Go ahead.”

Bannon took out a Chesterfield and lit it,
inhaling deeply but not too deeply, because he had a bayonet wound
in his side that still bothered him. He’d gotten it in the big
battle after the regiment had crossed the Matanikau River ten days
earlier, and he’d lost a lot of blood, but the medics said nothing
vital had been damaged, and in fact one of them had taken the
stitches out yesterday. If you could walk, the bastards would send
you right back to the front.

Officers entered and left Colonel Stockton’s
office in a steady stream, and Bannon recognized the colonel’s
battalion commanders and staff personnel, the big, heavy brass in
the regiment. Bannon puffed his cigarette and flicked the ashes
into a nearby butt can with an inch of water in the bottom. The day
was heating up and his uniform stuck to his body. I must
smell like hell, he thought.

“You can go in now, Bannon,” Sergeant Major
Ramsay said. “Put out your cigarette first.”

Bannon dropped his cigarette into the butt
can, stood, slung his carbine, and carried his helmet under his
left arm as he approached the tent flap that led to Colonel
Stockton’s office. He pushed the flap aside and saw Colonel
Stockton sitting behind his desk, while Major Cobb, the regimental
operations officer, sat on a chair in front of the desk. Bannon
marched to the desk and saluted smartly.

“Sergeant Charles Bannon reporting,
sir!”

“Have a seat Bannon.”

“Yes, sir.”

Bannon sat stiffly on one of the chairs.
Colonel Stockton was a lean, silver-haired West Pointer from Maine;
Major Cobb was shorter, heavyset, bald, and wearing glasses.

“Well, how’s my recon platoon doing?”
Colonel Stockton asked.

“Just fine, sir,” Bannon replied, although
the recon platoon was just as fucked up as ever.

“How’re you getting along without
Butsko?”

“Not so bad, but we all miss him, sir.”

“1 know you’ve got a rough bunch of boys in
that platoon, Bannon. You handling them all right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“No problems?”

“None I can’t handle, sir.”

“Good. Glad to hear it.” Colonel Stockton
lifted his briar out of his West Point ashtray and filled it with
fine old Virginia burley. “You may smoke if you like, Bannon.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Bannon took out another Chesterfield and lit
it up, aware that Major Cobb was scrutinizing him. What are
these two fucking officers setting me up for? Bannon wondered,
puffing his cigarette.

“You know, Bannon,” Colonel Stockton said,
“that the recon platoon is very important in this regiment.”

“Oh, yes, sir. I know that.”

“You know because you’ve been in the recon
platoon since the beginning, and the recon platoon’s been in a lot
of tight spots. I guess it’s no secret that I organized the recon
platoon myself and I make the decision on every man who gets
assigned to it. I’ve put the toughest men in the regiment into the
recon platoon, men who couldn’t get along anywhere else, men who’ve
been in and out of the stockade. You were in the stockade recently
yourself, so you know what I’m talking about.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, Butsko was the kind of NCO who could
keep men like that in line, but now that he’s gone, I haven’t
really known what to do with the recon platoon.” Colonel Stockton
lit his pipe, and his head disappeared in a cloud of blue smoke.
“I’ve been under pressure to put an officer in charge of the
platoon, but quite frankly I’m short of officers as it is, and I
couldn’t think of anybody suitable anyway. The same is true of
top-rankings NCOs. Therefore I’ve decided to leave you in charge of
the recon platoon if you think you can handle it.”

Bannon shrugged. “I think I can handle it,
sir.”

“Maybe you’d better think that over a
little, Bannon. The recon platoon hasn’t done much since we crossed
the Matanikau, but we’re moving out tomorrow and your men will be
our advance screen into no-man’s land. There can’t be any slipups
or funny business, because there are too many lives on the line.
There’ll be a lot of pressure on you, let’s make no bones about
that. If you’re not sure, I can put somebody else in charge.”

“I don’t know, sir,” Bannon said. “It’s up
to you.”

“I know it’s up to me. I just asked you how
sure you are that you can handle the recon platoon in combat.”

“I’ve already led some of them during the
times Butsko wasn’t around. I guess I could do it about as well as
most people, but you understand, sir, that I don’t have the
experience of somebody like Sergeant Butsko.”

“Neither does anybody else around here.”

The room was silent for a few moments.
Bannon puffed his cigarette as both officers looked at him,
evidently waiting for him to say something.

“Well,” Bannon drawled, “if you don’t have
anybody around like Butsko, I guess I could handle the recon
platoon about as well as anybody. On top of that, I already know
all the men—what their strengths and weaknesses are. Somebody new
would have to learn all that.”

Colonel Stockton looked at Major Cobb, then
turned to Bannon again. “That’s good enough for me. You’ll continue
to lead the recon platoon until Butsko gets back or unless
circumstances change.”

Bannon knew what Colonel Stockton meant by
that. If Bannon fucked up, someone else would be put in charge of
the recon platoon.

“From now on you’ll report directly to Major
Cobb here,” Colonel Stockton said.

“Yes, sir.”

“The regiment will move out in the morning,
as I said, but I’ll want the recon platoon to get into position
tonight. Come behind the desk here and I’ll show you where I want
you to go.”

Bannon rose and sauntered behind the desk,
looking down at the map. He recognized all the geographical
configurations immediately, because ever since Butsko had been
wounded, Bannon had been spending half his life looking at
maps.

“The Japs have pulled back to these hills
and mountains,” Colonel Stockton said, pointing at them, “and it’s
there that they evidently intend to make their last stand on
Guadalcanal. The only problem is that we don’t know exactly where
they are. Our Air Corps spotters can’t find them, so the recon
platoon will have to do it. The regiment will be traveling through
this area here tomorrow, and I want the recon platoon to go first
and be the screen. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“After chow tonight, move your men into
position. Stay in close touch with Major Cobb on your radio. At
daybreak tomorrow, move your men out and, again, stay in touch with
Major Cobb. Report anything unusual. Don’t let the regiment walk
into a hornets’ nest of trouble. We’ll be depending on you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Anything you want to say?”

“Yes, sir: We need a medic. We ain’t had a
medic since we crossed the Matanikau.”

“I’ll get you a medic. Do you have any
questions about the operation?”

“No, sir.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right, Sergeant. You’re dismissed. Good
luck, and don’t forget to stay in touch.”

Bannon moved in front of Colonel Stockton’s
desk, saluted, and marched out of the office. Colonel Stockton
looked at Major Cobb, who shook his head.

“What’s the matter?” Colonel Stockton
said.

“I still think you should put an officer in
charge of the recon platoon.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know who. Anybody would be better
than nobody.”

“I don’t agree. The recon platoon is like a
violin: Start monkeying with it and it’ll go out of tune.”

“If you’ll permit me to say so, sir, I think
your choice of words is a little inexact. The recon platoon’s not
like a violin. They’re just a bunch of bad eggs, and this Bannon is
as bad as any of them. You know yourself that he beat up an officer
a few weeks back, and if that officer hadn’t subsequently been
killed in battle, Bannon could have gotten a firing squad. I don’t
trust Bannon or any of the other hoodlums in the recon platoon, and
I’ve never thought that much of Butsko either. He’s worse than all
the rest of them put together.”

“That’s why he can handle them.” Colonel
Stockton’s briar. was out, and he placed it next to his ashtray.
“You seem to forget, Major, that the recon platoon has done some
pretty incredible things out here.”

“That’s true, they’ve been nothing but
trouble otherwise.”

“We have to pay a price for everything, and
I guess that’s the price we have to pay for the recon platoon.”

“I still think you ought to break them up
and ship them to other units and then form a new recon platoon.

“Out of what?”

“Out of the best men in the regiment.”

Colonel Stockton leaned forward. “Major
Cobb, I think the recon platoon already contains the best men in
the regiment. War isn’t a parade, you know. I’d hate to have the
recon platoon in a parade, and if I was on an Army post with them
back in the States, I’d probably have to put the whole bunch of
them in the stockade. But out here, on Guadalcanal, I need
fighters, and if there’s anything the recon platoon is good at,
it’s fighting.”

“Yes, but sometimes they forget who they’re
supposed to be fighting.”

“It’ll be up to you to keep that clear in
their minds. It shouldn’t be that much trouble. Bannon seems to be
a sensible man, doesn’t he?”

“He’d better be,” Major Cobb said, “because
I will not tolerate any insubordination.”

“No, or course not. This is still the Army,
after all.”

“Just as long as Bannon and the others
understand that, everything’ll be all right,” Major Cobb said.

 


Deep in the jungle, twenty miles from
Colonel Stockton’s tent, was the headquarters encampment of the
Japanese Seventeenth Army on Guadalcanal. In one of the tents sat
Colonel Tsuji, stern and slender, studying his maps and planning
the last-ditch defense of Guadalcanal. The order had already gone
out, under General Hyakutake’s signature, that they would fight to
the last man. Tsuji had planned most of the disastrous (for the
Japanese Army) battles on Guadalcanal and now was organizing a
series of impregnable defensive positions to hold off the Americans
until General Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo decided what to
do.

The afternoon was hot, and sweat dripped
down Tsuji’s face. He had plenty of water to drink, but food was in
short supply, and a hundred soldiers were dying of starvation each
day. The Imperial Navy had been unable to resupply the Imperial
Army, due to the aggressive patrolling of the US Navy. Reports had
been received of cannibalism in the field. Even General Hyakutake
was losing weight on his diet of rice, boiled grass, and small
quantities of rationed canned meat and fish. General Hyakutake had
ordered that all troops be placed in one of three
classifications:

(1) able to fight and walk

(2) able to fight but not walk

(3) unable to fight or walk.

The situation had become more desperate than
anything Colonel Tsuji could have imagined, but the men were dug
into strong defensive positions and prepared to fight to the death.
They were well camouflaged, and the Americans wouldn’t see them
until it was too late. Tsuji was making certain that the Americans
would pay a heavy price for Guadalcanal.

“Sir!” said Sergeant Kaburagi, outside the
tent. “A message has just arrived for you from Imperial
Headquarters in Tokyo!”

Tsuji sat erect in his chair. “Bring it here
at once!”

Sergeant Kaburagi entered the tent and held
out the message, which Colonel Tsuji snatched from his hand.

Your application for transfer to seventeenth
army not approved. Return here to report on battle situation.

Tsuji sank into his chair. “You may leave,
Sergeant Kaburagi.”

“Yes, sir.”

Sergeant Kaburagi saluted, turned, and
marched out of the tent. Colonel Tsuji stared at the message,
trying to digest it. He’d previously requested a formal transfer to
the Seventeenth Army on Guadalcanal, because technically he’d only
been on temporary duty with General Hyakutake, supervising
operations in the field for Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo. He’d
wanted to make sure he’d stay on Guadalcanal and defeat the
Americans or die an honorable death instead of leaving the
battlefield on which he’d made so many erroneous decisions.

But now he had to return to Tokyo. Orders
were orders. How ignominious it would be to leave the battle now
that it was approaching its final hour. But at least he could tell
the generals and admirals of their complicity in the defeats,
because they’d never taken Guadalcanal seriously enough and never
supplied enough men, ammunition, food, air cover, or anything
else.

If I have to leave, Tsuji thought,
the sooner the better. Perhaps I can convince the generals and
admirals to give us what we need to win on Guadalcanal, so that all
those who died will not have died in vain. Standing, he put on
a fresh shirt and positioned his cap squarely on his head. He
strapped on his samurai sword and stormed out of his tent, walking
swiftly across the clearing, which was covered with camouflage
netting so that American planes wouldn’t spot them. He tried not to
look at the emaciated soldiers listlessly cleaning their weapons or
digging ditches. Some chewed leaves, green scum covering their
lips. What a disaster, Tsuji thought. 
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