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The platoon passed through
the lines and the GI’s looked at them in
awe. The word had spread like wildfire across the island that one
platoon had met the spearhead of the Japanese attack and beaten
them back, got surrounded, and fought free. The soldiers looked at
them and could see that they'd been through hell. They were ragged
and bloody … and they looked ready to do it all again.

“Boy,” said one young
marine, gazing in admiration, “they look like one bunch of
butchers, don’t they?”

“I wonder how they did it?”
said another marine standing nearby.

“I’m not sure I want to
know…”
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Chapter One

 


THE SOLDIERS STOOD in the hold of the ship,
listening to the sound of battle above them. They wore new green
fatigues and helmets covered with camouflage netting, their rifles
slung over their shoulders and bandoliers of ammunition hanging
from their necks. It was hot and they were packed in tightly,
smoking cigarettes and perspiring in the dim light. They were
waiting to board the landing craft and hit the beach of a small
island in the South Pacific called Guadalcanal.

PFC. Bannon leaned against the bulkhead, a
Chesterfield dangling from the corner of his mouth. A Jap bomb
could land on the ship at any moment, and he imagined water pouring
through the bulkheads, drowning him and his buddies like rats, but
he gritted his teeth and forced himself to think of the ranch in
Texas where he’d worked before the war, of cattle grazing in the
vast golden fields and him riding along on his horse, without a
worry in the world.

“Jesus Christ,” said Frankie La Barbara,
standing next to him. “I wish we could get the fuck out of
here.”

“Won’t be long now,” Bannon replied.

Suddenly there was the roar of an explosion,
and the ship convulsed. The GIs in the hold fell down like tenpins
in a bowling alley and then clawed each other and the walls in a
frantic effort to get up again.

“Jesus—we’re hit!” shouted Private Ramsey,
his eyes bulging.

“We’re not hit,” growled Sergeant
Harrington, disentangling himself from the bodies all around him.
“Calm the fuck down.”

The soldiers got up and looked around
fearfully. They saw no water and the ship wasn’t listing. Sergeant
Harrington was right. From afar they heard the rattle of machine
guns and multiple shell bursts.

Bannon lit another cigarette and dropped his
trusty Zippo into his pant pocket. The near-miss had shaken him up
and he was trying to control himself again. He looked at Sergeant
Harrington, who was chewing a plug of tobacco and appeared
fundamentally no different from the way he’d looked in Australia,
where they’d trained for this landing. Harrington was an old
soldier who’d fought in the First World War. Bannon felt confident
that everything would be all right as long as Harrington was there
to tell them what to do. Bannon relaxed and leaned against the
bulkhead. The worst thing that could happen was that he’d be
killed, and he was going to die sooner or later anyway, so what was
the big deal?

They heard a hoarse voice in a distant part
of the hold: “All right, let’s move it out!”

Frankie La Barbara, who was six feet tall
and built like a heavyweight, snapped his right finger into the
air. “You heard the man!” he shouted. “Let’s fucking hit it!”

“Shaddup, La Barbara,” Sergeant Harrington
said. “Who asked for your two cents?”

“The man said to move out, Sarge!”

“Shut the fuck up, La Barbara.”

Frankie grumbled and looked at Bannon, who
shrugged. Bannon was as tall as Frankie, but was lanky and sinewy.
He had straight sandy hair and green eyes. The men milled around,
waiting for the troops ahead of them to move out. Bannon stood on
his tiptoes and saw the soldiers farther down the corridor moving
toward the ladder wells.

Frankie La Barbara chewed a wad of gum
frantically. “Well, looks like this is just about it,” he said.

“Yup.”

Bannon puffed his cigarette, wondering if
he’d be alive when the sun went down that day. He’d been in the
Army eight months and hadn’t fired a shot in anger yet, but he and
the rest of the Twenty-third Infantry Regiment were about to go
ashore and fight for their lives against the Japanese on
Guadalcanal. The Marines had landed on the island two months
earlier, in the first American land offensive of the Pacific war,
but had made little headway against the Japs, and now the Army was
being sent in to save their asses.

“Okay, let’s go!” yelled Sergeant
Harrington.

“You heard him!” said Corporal Tuttle,
Bannon’s squad leader. “Move it out!”

The men of Fox Company rumbled through the
corridor, hearing bombs exploding above them. Their worst fear was
a Japanese torpedo hitting the bulkhead right next to them, and
they wanted to get off that ship and on dry land, where they’d have
a chance.

They climbed the ladder well, and the sounds
of battle became louder. They heard airplane engines snarling
across the sky and sailors shouting to each other on the deck of
the transport ship. Bannon lugged his full field pack and M1 rifle
up the ladder well. He’d taken intensive infantry training ever
since he’d enlisted in the Army on the day after Pearl Harbor, and
the Twenty-third was supposed to be a crack regiment, but he still
didn’t know what he’d do when the Japs started firing at him and
the shit hit the fan.

Bannon took a turn in the ladder well and
could see the sky, a trail of smoke running across it. The fresh
salty air was tinged with the odors of diesel smoke and cordite.
The noise was fearsome, and as Bannon climbed higher, he saw an
airplane streak past with smoke pouring out of its belly. A wave of
fear passed over Bannon, and he took a deep breath as he reached
for the rung in front of him.

“Keep moving!” said Harrington. “What the
fuck’s the matter with you guys?”

Some of the soldiers were faltering. They
didn’t want to go up on deck, where the fighting was, and dragged
their feet.

“Holmes!” screamed Harrington. “If you don’t
get fucking moving, I’m going to put my boot right up your
goddamned ass!”

“Hup, Sarge,” grumbled Private Eddie Holmes,
climbing to the next rung. He was above Bannon, and Bannon wanted
to punch him in the calf to get him going faster.

Frankie La Barbara’s jaw worked like a
frenzied machine as he chewed gum and switched it from side to side
in his mouth. He had black hair and a darker complexion than
Bannon, and people said he resembled the actor Victor Mature.
Frankie was high-strung and felt as if his head would explode if he
didn’t get up on deck fast.

He was behind Bannon and he could see that
Holmes still had too much space between him and Corporal Turtle,
who was in front of him.

“Holmes,” Frankie snarled, “I’m gonna kick
your fucking ass when we get on deck.”

Holmes picked up his pace, because he was
scared to death of Frankie La Barbara, who had proven himself to be
nasty and vicious in numerous barracks fights during training.

A Japanese bomb landed on the afterdeck of
the transport ship, and the ship shook violently. Bannon and the
men around him were thrown off the ladder, and they tumbled against
each other, banging around and bouncing off the bulkhead as they
dropped to the deck beneath them. On his way down, Bannon was hit
in the face with the barrel of somebody’s rifle, opening a cut on
his left cheek. When he landed, the blood was flowing smoothly out
of the wound and he felt dazed.

The men pushed and crawled over each other
as they tried to. get up. They heard wild shouting on the deck
above them, and the ship’s artillery was firing rapidly.

“On your feet!” Sergeant Harrington yelled.
“Let’s get up that fucking ladder now!”

Bannon leaped toward the ladder and went up
three rungs at a time. He heard soldiers scrambling after him, and
when his head cleared the top deck, he looked around and saw
billows of black smoke rising from the afterdeck of the ship. The
sky was full of bursting shells, machine-gun tracer bullets, and
dogfighting planes. Off the starboard bow a transport ship was
burning, and men jumped over the side into the water. The noise was
deafening, and Bannon could sense the panic in the air.

He grabbed his M1 and ran to the side of the
ship where Fox Company was supposed to disembark. Soldiers crouched
along the gunwales, and Bannon saw Captain Gwynne on one knee,
leaning on his carbine.

Bannon took his position against the gunwale
and crouched down, watching GIs erupt from the ladder well. Private
Homer Gladley, a farmer from a remote corner of Nebraska, ran to
the gunwale, followed by Billie Jones, who had been an itinerant
preacher in Georgia before the war. Next came Corporal Tuttle and
Private Craig Delane, the rich guy from New York. Sergeant
Harrington followed Delane out of the ladder well, and next was
Frankie La Barbara, running in a crouch, holding his BAR with one
hand and keeping his helmet firmly pressed onto his head with the
other. His jaws were going a mile a minute, and he kneeled beside
Bannon, looking around nervously.

“What the fuck are they waiting for?”
Frankie said between chews and gum snaps. He glanced at Bannon.
“What happened to you?”

Bannon wiped the blood away with the back of
his hand. “Keep your head below the wall or you’re liable to get it
shot off.”

“Huh? Oh!”

Frankie ducked his head. Sergeant Harrington
spat a wad of tobacco juice onto the deck and looked at his watch.
A flaming Zero caterwauled through the air above the ship.

“LAND THE LANDING PARTY!” shouted a voice
over the loudspeakers.

“Let’s go, men!” yelled Captain Gwynne.
“Over the side!”

“Over the side!” echoed Sergeant
Harrington.

Bannon didn’t want to do it, but he raised
himself up and climbed over the gunwale, grasping the thick rope
net that draped down the side of the ship. In the water below were
landing craft bobbing up and down, their crews looking fearfully at
the sky. Bannon climbed down the rope net, which shook and twisted
as the other men of the Twenty-third grappled with it. He imagined
being shot in the back by a diving Zero, but he was reaching a
point where his fear was turning into anger against the filthy
goddamn Japs who were making him go through all this shit. The
soldier above him stepped on his helmet, and Bannon cursed at him.
Another soldier stepped on his right hand, and Bannon shouted in
pain. No one heard him, because the sounds of machine guns and
bombs drowned out his voice. When Bannon pulled his hand loose, his
knuckles were bleeding. He hadn’t even been in combat yet, but
already his knuckles were bleeding. Goddamn son-of-a-bitch
bastard!

Down the rope net he went, his full field
pack pulling him backward and its straps cutting into his
shoulders, cutting off the flow of blood to his arms and making
them go numb. His helmet was askew on his head, but he couldn’t
straighten it because he was sure he’d fall if he took a hand off
the net. All around him men grunted and cursed as they wrestled
with the rope net. They’d done this exercise dozens of times during
training in Australia and the States, and it always had been a
mess, but today it was for real. Today they were in a real war.

The rope net lurched in Bannon’s hand, and a
body came toppling through the air at him. A soldier had lost his
grip and fell onto Bannon, who held the net with all his strength.
The soldier toppled off Bannon’s back and plummeted to the deck of
the landing craft below. Bannon didn’t look at him because he could
feel the panic rising again. I’ve got to get down into that
fucking boat, he thought. I’m just a sitting duck up
here.

Bannon descended the net as quickly as he
could. Somebody dropped a rifle and it clanged against Bannon’s
helmet. Bannon didn’t try to catch it; all he wanted to do was get
into that landing craft. He had only about ten more feet to go.

Barroooom! The transport ship rocked
with the sound of an explosion on its far side. It had been hit
again, and this time it felt serious. Immediately the ship began to
list perceptibly, and Bannon knew it had to be a torpedo below the
waterline. If the ship sank, he didn’t want to go down with it. He
clambered down the net and finally came to the gunwale of the
landing craft. Turning the rope net loose, he dropped into the hull
of the boat.

One of the crewmembers was bending over the
soldier who’d fallen, and Bannon recognized the soldier as Private
Tommy Ryan from Cleveland, a skinny pimply faced kid about eighteen
years old who wasn’t very strong and was always fucking up. Ryan
was out cold.

“I saw him come down,” said the sailor.
“Landed right on his fucking head.”

Maybe it’ll knock some sense into
him, Bannon thought, as he turned and looked at the soldiers
scrambling down the net like a bunch of monkeys.

“Get down!” screamed the sailor.

Bannon dropped onto his stomach on the deck
of the landing craft, and as he went down, he saw an airplane
coming toward him at an altitude of about twenty feet. Bullets
slammed into the side of the landing craft and then stitched up the
side of the transport ship. Bannon watched in horror and saw
soldiers writhing and twisting on the net. Some fell into the
landing craft and others jumped in to gain cover.

Bodies fell all around Bannon. Some got up
and huddled behind the gunwales, some lay still, and others
screamed and clutched wounds.

“Medic!” yelled Corporal Turtle.

There was pandemonium in the landing craft.
Hunched-over soldiers moved back and forth, their eyes ablaze with
terror, and some clustered around the men who’d been shot. Sergeant
Harrington’s face was red with emotion and appeared confused, an
observation that troubled Bannon, because Harrington was the one
who was supposed to know what he was doing. Corporal Turtle looked
at Sergeant Harrington, waiting for him to give an order. Bannon’s
mind was cold as ice and his jaw was set as he crouched behind the
gunwale and looked around him. All the factors of the situation
fell into place in his mind, and he saw quite clearly what needed
to be done. The men in the craft should be told to take cover, and
the ones on the net should be told to hurry down. When they were
all in the craft, the order would be given to go ashore. There was
no need to panic. If you got shot, you got shot, and there was no
sense worrying about it.

“Hey, look—it’s Suarez!”

A dead body was rolled onto its back, and
sure enough it was Suarez, the medic, his bag of bandages still
slung over his shoulder.

“Holy shit, the medic’s dead!”

Everybody turned to Sergeant Harrington, who
looked around nervously. They weren’t even loaded into the landing
craft yet and already they’d taken casualties. Bannon looked up at
the side of the transport ship and saw that the list had increased.
The sky was filled with puffs of smoke and the orange trails of
tracer bullets.

Frankie La Barbara saw Bannon and made his
way toward him, his BAR hanging from his shoulder. “Wow, what a
fucking mess!” He looked back and forth, his jaw going a mile a
minute. “One of them fucking bullets came this far from my head!”
He held up his hands six inches from each other.

Bannon couldn’t keep still any longer. “Hey,
let’s get in here!” he yelled to the men climbing down the net.
“Move your fucking asses, you bastards!” He dashed toward Suarez,
the dead medic, and pulled the medicine bag off his shoulder.
Opening the bag, he took out bandages and sulfa. “Somebody help me
with the wounded!”

Nobody moved to help him; everyone was in a
state of shock. Bannon crouched over Corporal Sandusky and ripped
open his shirt. Sandusky’s shoulder was a mass of mangled gristle
and bone. Bannon tore open a packet of sulfa powder and poured it
over the wound, then plastered a big bandage on top of it.

Sergeant Harrington looked at Bannon and
came back to his senses. “La Barbara, Jones, Shilansky, help Bannon
with the wounded!”

The last soldiers jumped from the net into
the landing craft.

“Shove off!” yelled one of the sailors.

Another sailor pushed against the hull of
the transport ship, and a chief petty officer gunned the engine.
The landing craft motored forward and turned to the left, toward
the green island two thousand yards away. Bannon kneeled next to
PFC. Bennington and saw blood and guts from Bennington’s chest to
his groin. He touched Bennington’s pulse but couldn’t feel
anything. He didn’t know if Bennington was alive or dead because
the engine was throbbing loudly and the boat was trembling. He
didn’t know whether to waste sulfa on a dead man, but then
something told him that Bennington was a goner. If he wasn’t dead
then, he would be before long. He looked around for another wounded
man to treat, but the other men had pitched in and were taking care
of them. Bannon returned to his position at the gunwale, took out a
Chesterfield, and lit it up with his Zippo. He looked back and saw
the transport ship keeling over in the water, a thick plume of
black smoke trailing into the blue sky. It was a beautiful day and
the sun was shining brightly. Somehow the gunfire and explosions
didn’t fit in. He heard the snarl of airplane engines above him and
turned around to see.

“Get down!”

Everybody dropped to the bottom of the
landing craft as a squadron of Zeros dived toward them on a
strafing run. Bullets whacked into the side of the landing craft
and ricocheted into the air. Somebody screamed and somebody else
cursed. Bannon looked out from under the brim of his helmet and saw
the Zeros soar past. In seconds they were gone, looking for new
targets.

Water seeped into the landing craft through
cracks where the ramp joined the walls. Blood mixed with the water
and everybody was getting messy. Bannon looked around and saw fear
on some faces and rage on others. Sergeant Harrington had taken
charge again and was giving orders. Bannon saw no enemy planes
coming toward him, so he peeked over the gunwale to see what was
going on.

He was surprised at how orderly everything
was. His landing craft was part of a wave of similar vessels
plowing through the ocean toward the island in the distance. The
island looked beautiful and serene, a little paradise, but it had
become the crucible in the war between the United States and the
Japanese Empire.

Bannon lowered his head and unslung his
rifle. He opened the bolt, looked inside, and closed it. Then he
tried the bolt a few times to make sure everything worked smoothly.
He checked his bandoliers of ammunition, his canteen, and his
cartridge belt. Everything was okay. The landing should be a cinch
anyway. They were going ashore on Lunga Point, which the Marines
already held, so all they’d have to worry about were Japanese
bombardments and strafing runs. If the US Navy had enough ships and
planes, the GIs wouldn’t even have to worry about that, but it was
October of 1942 and the bulk of American men and equipment was
being earmarked for the campaigns in North Africa and Europe. The
war in the Pacific had the last priority. The generals called the
battle for Guadalcanal Operation SHOESTRING.

The landing craft roared toward the beach,
and Bannon couldn’t wait to get ashore. He’d dig himself a little
hole underneath a tree someplace and stay there for as long as he
could. There’s nothing like a little cover and concealment to raise
a man’s morale.

Frankie La Barbara crab-walked toward
Bannon. “How’re you doing, buddy?”

“Okay. What about you?”

“This BAR is a pain in the ass. Every time I
move, the legs hit me in the fucking head. Why the hell do I
have to carry the BAR?” Frankie’s eyes bounced around in their
sockets and his jaw chomped his chewing gum. He scratched his ass
and took out a cigarette, and Bannon gave him a light. “I hate this
fucking Army. You deserve this shit, Bannon, because you enlisted,
but I didn’t enlist. It took them a long time to find me, and if
I’d been a little sharper, they wouldn’t have found me at all.”

“Bullshit. They would have got you sooner or
later. You’re too healthy to be a 4-F.”

A few feet away Private Billie Jones, the
former itinerant preacher from Georgia, was reading aloud from his
handy pocket-size Bible. “‘Lord,’” he said loudly, his voice
trembling with emotion, “‘deliver me from mine enemies and show
yourself gloriously before me. The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh
away. Praise be to the Lord.’”

“Knock that shit off!” Frankie La Barbara
growled over his shoulder. “I don’t want to hear it.”

“You don’t want to hear the words of the
Lord?” Jones asked, astonished. He was heavyset, with a meaty red
face and wire eyeglasses perched halfway down his button nose.

“That’s right! Shut your fucking yap!”

“If you don’t listen to the words of the
Lord, the Lord might smite you down today, La Barbara.”

That was all Frankie had to hear. He lunged
toward Jones, grabbed him by the lapels of his fatigue shirt, and
shoved him up against the wall of the landing craft.

“I said shut your fucking
yap—understand?”

It happened so fast that Jones took a second
or two to assimilate it, then drew back his fist and punched
Frankie in the mouth. Frankie loosened his grip and saw stars for a
split second. Sergeant Harrington jumped between them as Frankie
reached for his bayonet.

“Knock it off you two!” Harrington bellowed.
“What the hell’s the matter with you? Save it for the goddamn
Japs!”

Frankie relaxed and glowered at Jones. “If
you ever see me coming when we get on that beach, you’d better
start running, cocksucker.”

“I don’t run from heathens,” Billie Jones
replied.

Harrington pushed Frankie away. “Take a
position over there and don’t move until I tell you,
understand?”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Harrington pushed Billie Jones to the other
side of the landing craft. “You get over there, you stupid
asshole!”

“Hup, Sarge.”

Bannon looked up at the sky and saw
dogfights taking place everywhere, but in the distance he could see
a huge number of planes circling around and getting into position.
Bannon figured out what they were doing. They were Jap Zeros and
they were going to attack the beach as soon as the landing boats
started to unload. He raised his head and saw the beach three
hundred yards away. We’re almost there, he thought, holding
his M1 ready. He looked at the coconut palms and the long sandy
beach. It was gorgeous, but it wouldn’t be for long.

“Get ready, men!” said one of the
sailors.

“You heard him!” Sergeant Harrington yelled.
“This is it! Keep your fucking eyes open and do what I say! As soon
as that ramp goes down, hit the beach and get behind that tree
line!”

“What time is chow?” asked Homer
Gladley.

Some of the men laughed, but Gladley hadn’t
been trying to be funny. Whenever he was nervous he became hungry,
and right now he was extremely nervous. Gladley was the giant in
the platoon, six feet two inches tall and tipping the scales at two
hundred and fifty pounds. He had worked hard on his father’s farm
for most of his life and was extremely strong, but he didn’t have
much of a brain.

Bannon sucked his cigarette and settled
himself down. As soon as the ramp fell he was going to take off. If
anybody was in front of him, he’d go right over him, and if he
couldn’t go over him, he’d go under him. He would be safe in the
woods. The Jap planes wouldn’t hang around forever. Things should
quiet down pretty soon.

The landing craft pushed through the water
as the Japanese fighter planes peeled off for their strafing run.
Bannon flexed his leg muscles, his cigarette dangling from the
comer of his mouth. Nearby, Frankie La Barbara was cursing and
rattling the bolt of his BAR. “Fucking piece of shit,” Frankie
muttered. “Never works right.”

The landing craft grounded on the coral and
the ramp splashed down into the water. Bannon looked ahead and saw
palm trees leaning lazily in the sun.

“Hit it!” Harrington screamed.

The men grabbed their weapons and charged
toward the opening as the Zeros dived like angry wasps through the
sky. Their machine guns chattered as the men jumped into the chest
high water and made their way toward the beach.

“Keep moving!” Harrington yelled.

Bannon leaped as far as his long legs would
take him and dropped into the water. He landed on an uneven piece
of coral, lost his balance, and fell forward, slamming his right
knee against the coral and ripping apart his flesh. He hollered
under water and raised his head, boiling mad. The Zeros roared past
overhead, and machine-gun bullets zipped into the water all around
them.

Bannon raised his M1 above his head and
pushed against the water. He heard a deadly whistling sound and
then the beach in front of him exploded, sending a ton of sand
flying into the air. Another shell landed in the water, blowing up
a few men from Easy Company. Bannon’s skin tingled as if he’d been
plugged into an electrical circuit. He cut through the water with
long strides; he was submerged only to his waist now, his knee
stinging from the salt in his wound. Machine-gun bullets peppered
the water all around him, and men screamed and twisted, dropping
their weapons and sinking into the water.

“Don’t stop, you fucking bastards!”
Sergeant Harrington hollered. “Keep moving!”

Bannon plowed through the water. He had only
twenty more yards to go. Glancing to his left and right, he saw
that he was in front of everybody, the first man to hit the beach.
The water came up to his knees and he jumped ahead like a wild
horse, shouting with excitement and shaking his rifle in the
air.

A bomb dropped into the forest in front of
him, and Bannon watched with fascination as trees were sliced down
by flying chunks of shrapnel. A little voice in his ear told him to
drop down into the sand and stay there, but something else told him
to follow orders and get to the tree line. A bomb landed on the
sand with a terrifying clap of thunder, and Bannon felt the ground
shake like an earthquake underneath him. It was an entirely new
sensation, but he didn’t have time to reflect on it.

“Double time!” Sergeant Harrington
cried somewhere behind Bannon. “Move it …”

Harrington’s voice trailed away in
mid-sentence, and Bannon turned around to see his platoon sergeant
falling into the water. Bannon didn’t know whether to turn around
and get him or keep running into the woods. Then he heard an
artillery shell screaming down to earth, and it sounded as if it
was going to land right on top of him. Bannon dropped onto the sand
as the beach erupted ten yards away, deafening him and filling the
air with gray smoke. Clods of wet sand showered onto him, and he
looked back to see Private Delane from New York City pulling
Sergeant Harrington to shore by one arm.

Bannon realized it really didn’t matter
where you were on the beach at Guadalcanal, so he took a deep
breath and ran back into the water to help Delane with Sergeant
Harrington. Bannon kicked his knees high and held his rifle at port
arms. He was halfway to Harrington before he realized that he
didn’t have his helmet on anymore.

Private Constanza looked up as Bannon
passed. “Hey, you’re going the wrong way, Bannon!”

Bannon charged toward Delane, who was slowly
dragging Sergeant Harrington to shore. Sergeant Harrington’s chest
was covered with blood and his eyes were closed. Bannon grabbed
Harrington’s other arm and pulled him toward safety. He could have
gone faster, but Delane couldn’t keep up.

“Delane,” Bannon said, “take my rifle; I’ll
carry Sergeant Harrington!”

Before Delane could answer, Bannon threw his
rifle at him, then lifted Sergeant Harrington and draped him over
his shoulder.

“Follow me!” Bannon shouted to Delane.

Bannon adjusted the heavy weight of Sergeant
Harrington on his shoulder and ran with him toward shore. He saw
Private Constanza up ahead spin around suddenly and fall onto the
wet sand. Machine-gun bullets raked back and forth on the beach and
explosions were taking place everywhere. Bannon didn’t see how he
could reach the tree line in one piece, but it was his only chance.
In his excitement he yelled a wild Texas catcall, and Billie Jones
nearby let loose a rebel yell. Private Sam Longtree, a full-blooded
Indian from Arizona, gave out an Apache war whoop, and Frankie La
Barbara cursed with all the strength of his mighty vocal chords.
The first platoon of Fox Company swarmed across the beach and ran
in a zigzag fashion toward the jungle. Frankie La Barbara was the
first one to reach it and he dived headlong into a bush. Billie
Jones and Homer Gladley were next, and they jumped into a shell
crater behind some trees that had been mutilated by a bomb. Private
Ramsey, who had been so worried about getting hit, entered the
forest and just kept running, anxious to get as far away from the
beach as he could, but an artillery shell from a Japanese
battleship landed on top of him, and he never had to worry about
getting hit again.

Branches slapped Bannon in the face as he
ran into the jungle, and he spotted a shell crater straight ahead.
Trudging toward it, he jumped inside and gingerly laid Sergeant
Harrington down. Then he crouched beside him as Private Delane slid
into the hole.

Bannon leaned over Sergeant Harrington and
saw that his platoon sergeant’s face was ashen. Harrington’s
clothes were soaked with blood, and a lot of it was on Bannon’s
shirt.

“Is he dead?” Delane asked.

Bannon felt Harrington’s pulse and it seemed
as if there was something very faint.

“Medic!” screamed Bannon.

“Isn’t the medic dead?” asked Delane.

Bannon unbuttoned Harrington’s shirt and
peeled it back. Harrington’s hairy chest was covered with blood,
but the wound itself didn’t look that big. It was awfully close to
his heart, though. Bannon opened the first-aid pouch on his belt
and took out the dressing. He tore off the wrapper and pressed the
dressing against the gash, then rolled Harrington to the side so he
could tie the dressing around his torso.

“Good grief!” said Delane.

Bannon stared at Harrington’s back, or what
was left of it. The Japanese bullet had made a small hole going in,
but it had torn away ribs and meat on its way out. Bannon could
have placed both his fists in the exit wound and there still would
have been room for one of Delane’s fists in it.

“Well,” Bannon said, “I think old Sergeant
Harrington has come to the end of his road.”

Delane nodded. Bannon let Harrington roll
onto his back again and stared at him, wondering if he was
dreaming. Sergeant Harrington had been just about the most
important person in his life for six months, and now all of a
sudden he was dead. It was unbelievable.

“What’re we going to do without a platoon
sergeant?” Delane asked. “I wonder if Corporal Turtle’s around.
Corporal Tuttle!”

There was no answer.

Bannon opened Sergeant Harrington’s
first-aid pouch and took his dressing in case he needed it for
himself later. The wrapper was covered with Harrington’s blood, but
it was supposed to be waterproof. Bannon dropped it into his own
first aid pouch, snapped it shut, took Sergeant Harrington’s helmet
off his head, and put it on his own.

Delane peered into the palm grove. “I wonder
if there are any Japs around here.”

“Naw, the Marines have this area
secured.”

“Don’t you think Lieutenant Scofield should
know that Sergeant Harrington is dead?”

“Yes, but where in hell is he?”

A Japanese artillery shell fell not far away
and sent palm trees crashing to the ground. Bannon looked through
the wide leaves above him and saw planes streaking past. The Japs
would pound the beach for as long as they could, so the smart thing
to do was to move inland as soon as possible, but somebody had to
give the order.

Bannon cupped his hands around his mouth.
“Anybody see Lieutenant Scofield?”

Nobody answered. Bannon would have liked to
give the order himself, but he didn’t have the rank. He was used to
giving orders, because he’d worked as a ranch foreman before
joining the Army.

A voice carried through the grove. “Who’s
lookin’ for Lieutenant Scofield?”

“Private Bannon! Tell him that Sergeant
Harrington’s dead!”

“Holy shit!”

Bannon picked up his rifle and worked the
bolt a few times. Delane saw what he was doing and checked his own
bolt.

“Do you suppose we should load our rifles?”
Delane asked.

“What the hell for? You wanna shoot a
Marine?”

“What if some Japs show up?”

“There ain’t no Japs on this part of the
island. Don’t you remember what Captain Gwynne said in the
orientation lecture on the ship?”

“Yes, but I’d feel safer if I loaded
up.”

“Then go ahead, but keep your safety on and
leave the chamber clear.”

“Right.”

Delane picked a clip of ammo out of a
bandolier and stuffed it into the chamber of the M1. He held the
clip down with his thumb and slid the bolt over it so that a bullet
wouldn’t ride into the chamber.

“Hey, Bannon, you around here?” said
Frankie La Barbara from someplace not far away.

“I’m over here!”

The earth heaved with explosions, and the
Japanese Zeros continued their strafing runs. Bannon heard
artillery being fired in the distance but couldn’t figure out whose
it was. The worst thing about the Army was never knowing what the
hell was going on. He lay beside Delane in the shell crater and
noticed the bottom filling up with water. Mosquitoes buzzed around
him and he slapped his neck. Sergeant Harrington’s blood oozed into
the mud.

“Somebody’s coming!” Delane said.

Bannon raised his head and wished he’d
loaded up his M1 too. You never knew who might be out there. Japs
were sneaky and could show up anyplace.

“Cover him,” Bannon said as he took a clip
of ammo from his bandolier and fed it into his M1. When he slid the
bolt forward he let a round enter the chamber. Fuck the rules. He
wasn’t going to be caught unprepared.

Frankie La Barbara’s head appeared
underneath a bush. “Bannon?”

“Over here.”

Frankie crawled forward. “Guess who’s
dead?”

“Lieutenant Scofield?”

“Naw, he’s too stupid to die. Corporal
Turtle got hit just before we reached the tree line.”

“You didn’t shoot him, did you Frankie?”

“Naw, I didn’t shoot him. A fucking bomb
fell on him.”

Frankie slithered into the shell crater and
looked at Sergeant Harrington. “He dead too?”

“Yes,” replied Bannon.

“Well, whataya know about that. Old bigmouth
zigged when he shoulda zagged.” Frankie reached into his pocket and
took a stubby little Italian cigar, tearing off the wrapper and
putting the end in his mouth. “Well, I guess we ain’t got no
platoon sergeant and no squad leader either. What next?”

Bannon shrugged.

“I guess we should wait for orders,” Delane
said.

“Fuck orders. I make my own orders.” Frankie
looked at Sergeant Harrington. “He got any dough on him?”

“I didn’t look,” Bannon said.

“He won a coupla big pots in a crap game on
the ship last night,” Frankie said. “There was at least two hundred
of them Australian pounds in one of those pots, and that’s a lot of
pussy, in case you don’t know it.” Frankie felt for the money in
Harrington’s pockets.

“Jesus, Frankie,” Delane said, “don’t you
have any respect for the dead?”

“The dead don’t have any respect for me, so
why should I have respect for the dead?” Frankie rolled Harrington
over and pulled the wallet out of his back pocket. He
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