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      July 1942, Solomon Island chain, Guadalcanal

      

      Colonel Araki squatted beside Captain Toryu with his pistol drawn. He looked into the dark jungle, but couldn’t see more than a few feet. The night’s torrential rain had stopped. The rising mist gave the jungle an eerie feel. The foreigner, the gaijin told him the village was there only yards away, but to him it looked like any other miserable part of this miserable jungle.

      Silent as a snake, the gaijin was beside him, his whisper in his ear startling him. The man moves like an apparition. In the mist, the image made him shiver. He suppressed the feeling. “We have the village surrounded, Goro. We are ready for your order to assault.”

      The scowl from Colonel Araki went unnoticed in the darkness, but the tone of his voice gave little doubt to his displeasure. “Do not presume to use the familiar with me, Mr. Welch.” He said the name as if he’d stepped in dog shit.

      He heard the foreigner swallow and caught the slight movement of his head nod. He looked at his watch, straining to see the translucent dials. The watch was a gift from his father upon his commission into the Army. He remembered Thomas Welch being nearby when his father presented the watch to him. Many hundreds of miles and countless hours of hard victorious battles had passed since that summer day in Tokyo. Now he was reunited with this gaijin, whose entire race he’d come to despise. “Tell the men we attack in five minutes.”

      Captain Toryu nodded and passed the word to a waiting sergeant, who scuttled away in silence.

      The time passed slowly. At the stroke of five minutes the jungle erupted in noise as six Nambu machine guns opened fire. The guns were joined by the sharp cracks of rifles. All along the line Colonel Araki could see the winking of muzzle flashes through the gloom. The tracer rounds had been removed to keep the machine guns’ locations hidden. The flat firing Nambus were stable platforms. The veteran gunners swept their sectors back and forth. The villagers had little chance of survival.

      The thumping of knee mortar rounds arcing through the air and landing in the village accompanied the guns. Colonel Araki wanted to bring the heavier 81mm mortars, but the two-day walk through the thick jungle would slow them down too much. The heavy mortars were left behind and the light 50mm knee mortars brought instead. He could tell they were more than sufficient.

      The attack was over in minutes. The mortars and machine guns stopped as abruptly as they started and his men rose from the jungle like wraiths. Keeping low they advanced into the village, firing at any movement. In minutes, they’d gone through each hut completing their grisly work.

      Colonel Araki stood in the center of the village his pistol ready. He had yet to fire the weapon and was itching for a target. The huts were smoking, some destroyed and on fire. The flames lit up natives sprawled in various death poses. Their flowing blood looked like black tar against their dark skin.

      Welch trotted up to him with a worried look on his face. “Report,” Colonel Araki barked.

      “The attack’s a complete success, Colonel.”

      “Then why do you look troubled?”

      Welch broke eye contact. He had streaks of blood across his face, not his own. “The Captain isn’t among the dead.”

      Colonel Araki gritted his teeth. “You said he would be here, you assured me he would be here.”

      In desperation Welch said, “He must be close, perhaps he slipped out only minutes ago.” He pointed to the dark jungle, “Perhaps a patrol could…”

      Colonel Araki cut him off, “He’s gone, he moves even better than you through this jungle. Finding him will be impossible.” Welch stammered and started to speak. Araki’s hand moved in a blur cuffing his face with a loud smack. Welch yelled out in surprise. “You’ve failed me gaijin.” Welch dropped his eyes to the ground. To continue speaking would bring more pain. Once the man’s mind was made up there was no changing it.

      Colonel Araki raised his pistol. For a moment Welch thought he’d shoot him and he felt his bowels loosen, but instead Colonel Araki found another target for his rage. He strode to the edge of a burning hut. His men surrounded a native woman and her squalling infant. As he approached, the men sprang to attention.

      Colonel Araki addressed a sergeant, “what do we have here, sergeant?”

      The sergeant, a stocky man with bowed legs and hard eyes gave a quick bow. “A survivor, sir. A captive.”

      The woman clutched her crying baby to her bare chest. He noticed the child had much lighter skin than his presumed mother. Colonel Araki scowled, “These heathens are disgusting. This child’s wail is grating on my nerves, sergeant.” The sergeant nodded waiting for an order. “Take the baby from her breast.”

      The sergeant didn’t hesitate as he slung his rifle and ripped the baby from the woman’s arms. She screamed, tears streaming down her bloodied face, pleading. The sergeant held the baby away from his body like holding something foul. Colonel Araki put the barrel of the pistol against the infant’s screaming face. The woman leaped at him, but the soldiers were ready and grabbed her. He pulled the trigger spraying blood and gore onto the sergeant who dropped the lifeless body to the jungle floor.

      The woman dropped to her knees clutching for her baby. Colonel Araki safed his weapon, pulled out a white cloth and wiped blood from his hand and the gun barrel. He holstered the weapon and started to walk away. The sergeant spoke up, “What should we do with her?” he leered.

      The colonel turned, “That’s the men’s reward for a well-coordinated attack, sergeant. Have your fun then dispose of her. Be quick about it.”

      The sergeant smiled showing mangled teeth in the firelight. He gave a quick bow and said, “Hai.”

      The woman looked up from her lifeless son as the soldiers pulled her towards a partially destroyed hut. She saw Thomas Welch approaching the officer who’d just killed her baby boy. She pointed and screamed his name. Welch froze, the color drained from his face as he met the eyes of his accuser. Her hatred was palpable. He strode to the knot of men and in Japanese addressed the sergeant dragging her, “Sergeant.” The soldier scowled at Welch. “Be sure she doesn’t survive.” She struggled to break away, to get at him, scratch out his eyes, but the men pulled her into the dark hut. It was the last time he saw Captain Morrisey’s wife.
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      Three months later, October 1942 off the coast of Guadalcanal

      

      Elements of the 164th Regiment of the Americal Division worked their way down the cargo net ladders to the undulating landing craft. The air was muggy and Private O'Connor thought his Irish ass would melt.

      He wondered how a boy born and raised in the woods of Oregon ended up in this hot corner of the world. The men around him were from the mid-western part of the country, North Dakota mostly. He had no idea how he’d ended up with these cornhuskers, but here he was.

      He looked down at his next step waiting for the man beneath him, Private Dunphy to move his hand. “Come on Dunphy, hurry your ass up.”

      Dunphy scowled at him and kept his methodical pace, not daring to release his hand to give him the finger. One false move and you’d either fall twenty feet to the bottom of the landing craft assuring broken bones or you’d miss and sink to the bottom of the blue Pacific, pulled down by the sixty pounds of gear on your back.

      O'Connor had seen it happen, the young kid from South Dakota’s capital. He couldn’t remember his name. He’d sunk like a rock, struggling to release his pack as he shot to the bottom. Even if he’d managed, he went down so fast the pressure probably killed him before he drowned. The vision was still firmly imprinted in his mind. The look in the young man’s eyes as he disappeared into the blue abyss was haunting. He glanced at the green island a mile off and wondered what other experiences he’d soon be unable to forget.

      The official name was Guadalcanal, but everyone called it ‘the Canal.’ The fighting had been going on since early August. The 1st Marine Division had landed unopposed and pushed inland to seize the newly constructed Henderson airfield. Of course, the Japanese had their own name for it, but to the Marines, it was Henderson.

      Henderson was the key to the whole operation. If the Japanese owned the island they’d use the airfield to launch attacks directly against the shipping lanes around Australia and use the island as a rally point for a full-on invasion. The allies were determined to stem the steady advance of the Imperial Japanese Army and Navy. They sent nineteen thousand Marines to secure the airfield and the island.

      The Marines held off relentless Japanese attacks over the next few months and inflicted heavy casualties, but they took casualties of their own. The jungle was as dangerous as the enemy soldiers, causing mounting casualties from malaria and dengue fever, foot-rot and some diseases the Navy docs had yet to name.

      The entire world had heard of the Marines holding off three times their numbers on the miserable little island. Guadalcanal, a name ninety-nine percent of Americans had never heard before the summer of ‘42, was now a household name.

      The men of the 164th Regiment were no exception. They’d heard all about the hell they were being sent to. They’d been acclimated to the stifling tropical environment on the island of New Caledonia. They’d spent months training in the jungles, learning the sights, smells and sounds of the harsh environment where they’d meet the enemy.

      Now it was October 13th, 1942 and the 164th was offloading troop ships and heading to the beaches at Lunga Point, the same place the Marines had landed three months earlier. No opposition was expected, the Marines had secured the area, but there was the ever-present danger of artillery and marauding Japanese aircraft.

      As O'Connor finally jumped from the ladder to the boat he hoped they’d get a move on. Sitting in these damned boats made him feel like a sitting duck. One well-placed artillery shell and they’d all die instantly, shredded shark meat.

      He lined up behind Dunphy and watched the last man from the rope ladder enter the boat, Sergeant Carver. Carver was his platoon Sergeant. He was a big man, everything about him was big, his hands, his eyes, his jutting jaw. Even his eyebrows were big and bushy.

      Sergeant Carver noticed O'Connor eyeballing him and in his flat Midwestern accent said, “Whaddya lookin’ at Private? Eyes front, pay attention.”

      O'Connor looked away staring at the back of Dunphy’s helmeted head. He clutched his rifle checking the plastic cover. His M1 was his most prized possession. Of course, it wasn’t his, he was only borrowing it from the Army, but he thought it was the finest weapon he’d ever held, even more than his trusted Winchester he shot deer with back home.

      Carver pushed him in the back knocking him into Dunphy who scowled. Carver yelled to the squad, “Keep your fucking heads down, when the gate comes down haul ass and get to cover. I know the Marines have made things all safe and sound for us, but they’re Marines so who knows.”

      O'Connor grinned. Carver’s disdain for his Marine brethren was well known. He detested the way they strutted around like they were something special. He’d been in the Army since his 18th birthday. To him it was the only military branch that made any sense. He did what was asked of him, never complained, always delivered and never asked for special treatment. The Marines were always striving for the limelight, trying to be the golden boys of the armed forces. When there was real work to be done they called in the Army. And now, here it was again, the Army coming to the rescue to finish kicking Tojo off this shithole island.

      The boats’ throaty motor went from idle to full throttle and the brick shaped boat plowed forward. The sea was calm this early in the morning, barely any chop. It was a smooth ride all the way to shore. O'Connor waited for the thumping of artillery, but it never came. When the boat ran up on the beach, he lurched into Dunphy. “Get off me, hick.”

      The front gate slammed open and thumped onto the beach. Sergeant Carver yelled, “Go, go, go!”

      O'Connor was glad to be moving. He jumped off the gate and felt his feet sink into the sand of the canal. There was no opposition, but they still sprinted to the tree line and took cover. O'Connor laid against the roots of a huge palm tree. He unwrapped his rifle and checked the breech. He looked around at the others doing the same.

      Dunphy was beside him, he stood up and held his rifle against his hip, the barrel pointed to the sky, like he was posing for a Remington commercial. He looked around, “Shit, what are we hiding from? there’s nothing but palm trees and beach.”

      The landing craft backed away and headed back to the transports to bring more of the 164th. O'Connor heard clapping and laughing. He peeked around the palm tree into the shadowed jungle. There were soldiers in raggedy uniforms, no, not soldiers, Marines. They were laughing, clapping and pointing. O'Connor felt his face redden wondering what the hell was so funny.

      “Nice job Army. You saved us all from the big bad Japs.” There were one hundred Marines milling around tents. O'Connor felt like an idiot, he stood and studied the Marines. They didn’t look like the proud men he’d seen a couple of months ago. Most of their uniforms were ragged and torn. Their boots were worn, some with gaping holes. They were thin, like wraiths from a Halloween nightmare. Most were unshaven, some with full beards, the less developed only sporting wisps of uneven growth. They were all dirty, the kind of dirty that would never completely disappear. O'Connor wondered if he’d look like that in a couple of months. He shivered despite the oppressive heat.

      Sergeant Carver stood up, “All right, let’s get to our rally point.” O'Connor trotted with his squad. “Set up over there,” he pointed to a thinned out area one hundred yards west of the Marine camp. He yelled, “Clear out a spot for our gear, it’s coming with the next wave.”

      O'Connor got to work pulling undergrowth from the area. The dirt smelled rotten, like dead decaying animals. He wondered what could possibly make such a foul smell. Dirt was supposed to smell like dirt. He heard Private Crandall yell, “Goddamn, this is shit!”

      O'Connor looked over his shoulder at the Marines who were laughing and pointing and falling over themselves. “Goddammit, we’re grousing in the Marine’s shit trench.”

      O'Connor and the rest hurried to the waters’ edge, stripped off their soiled tops and tried to wash. Sergeant Carver saw his platoon in the ocean, “What in sam hell you doing? I told you to clear an area for our supplies.” He pointed to where they’d been.

      Dunphy spoke up, not wanting to miss a chance to mess with Sgt. Carver. “You sent us to a shithole…literally. That’s the Marines’ latrine we were digging in, genius.”

      Carver took the ten steps to Dunphy in five strides and pulled up close. They were nose to nose. Dunphy didn’t back down even though Sgt. Carver outweighed him by thirty pounds of muscle. Instead he sneered at him. Carver growled, “You got something else smart to say?”

      Dunphy didn’t, just stared back, not intimidated. Sergeant Carver growled, “Your attitude’s gonna get you hurt, slick.” He looked around to the other men who were watching the confrontation with interest.

      Dunphy came from a rich family, joined to piss off his parents, but never thought he’d actually be put into a normal line unit. He didn’t think his parents would allow that to happen, but it did. His parents made sure he went into a regular unit to teach their spoiled son a lesson.

      He may have been a private, but he thought of himself as a general and let everyone know his disdain for their lower class. He also let it be known that he was a champion boxer and could best any man that cared to try. A few had and he’d been true to his boast. He was light on his feet and his jabs were lightning fast and powerful.

      The platoon knew that eventually Carver and Dunphy would come to blows. They were split 50/50 in the betting pool. Carver had the brawn and the street fighting experience, Dunphy had the benefit of professional training.

      Sergeant Carver wanted to take Private Dunphy down a notch, but now wasn’t the time. Now was the time to get squared away. He pointed, “Move further west until you find a less shitty spot and clear it out.” He turned back to Dunphy and yelled, “Now!” Dunphy leaned back, the force of Carver’s voice startling him. He turned and with the others put his wet top on and moved away from the latrine area.

      Sergeant Carver looked to the Marines who were still laughing. He walked to them and was confronted by another Sergeant, his counterpart. Sergeant Carver pointed, “Why’re you shitting in the boonies, why don’t you have proper latrines?”

      The Marine gunnery sergeant smiled showing brown, tobacco stained teeth, “The Japs blew ‘em up couple nights ago. They come by almost every night, drop their bombs and skedaddle.”

      Carver put his hands on his waist, “Well shit.” The gunny nodded, agreeing with his sentiment.

      There was yelling from the beach, “Sergeant Carver.” He turned and saw his commanding officer tromping up the beach from a just beached landing craft. Carver looked at the Marine, “Don’t ask me why he wasn’t in the first wave with his troopers.” The gunny spit out a long stream of black tobacco juice and made himself scarce.

      As Lieutenant Caprielli trudged towards him, Sgt. Carver stiffened, but didn’t salute. Caprielli looked him up and down, “It’s protocol to salute your commanding officer, Sergeant.”

      Carver snapped off a crisp salute, “Sorry, Sir. It’s common for Jap snipers to shoot officers. They figure out who’s who by seeing who gets saluted.”

      Caprielli cringed and pulled Carver’s hand down. He looked around wondering where the shot would come from. He pulled Carver behind an idling jeep and crouched pulling Carver with him. He pointed to the landing crafts beaching and dropping their front gates. “Our supplies are on those boats. Have the men start offloading them to that spot there.” He pointed to the same spot the Marines were using as a latrine.

      Carver said, “I’ve got the men clearing an area out over there,” he pointed, “the spot you’re looking at is a latrine.”

      Caprielli nodded, “Well, okay. the other spot looks fine, but get the men moving, we’re sitting ducks on this beach.”

      Carver stood up, “Yes Sir. Don’t we have tractors or something to help with the offload?”

      Caprielli shook his head, “No, there’s only a couple of jeeps. This beach isn’t big enough to build harbor facilities. The men will just have to grunt it out.”

      “Yessir.” Carver went to tell the men the good news and Lieutenant Caprielli got in his jeep and trundled away along the beach. Carver had no idea where he was going.
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      Hours later the equipment and supplies were moved to the relative safety of the sparse jungle. O'Connor sat on a box of rations and pulled heavily on a cigarette. He had his shirt off, as did the entire company. He was dripping with sweat. The heavy labor had taken its toll. He felt like his limbs were made of concrete and the heavy air made his lungs feel like they were pulling oxygen through taffy.

      He looked around at the others, they looked as haggard as he felt. His red hair was darkened with sweat. Suddenly he heard a loud Siren. The Marines, who were three hundred yards up the beach scrambled and jumped into foxholes disappearing like mice when a hawk’s shadow passes over. O'Connor looked around, knowing the Siren meant air raid, but he had no idea where to go. They’d been so busy offloading supplies they hadn’t had time to dig their own holes.

      He grabbed his rifle, put his helmet on and dove to the only cover he could, the boxes they’d just off-loaded. A minute later the throaty sound of airplane engines starting up added to the Siren. He looked towards the sound and figured it must be Marine fighters from Henderson field scrambling to meet the threat. He hoped they’d get up in time and kick the crap out of whatever was coming.

      As he laid there he noticed the box he was lying next to was labeled ‘20mm ammunition’. He wondered what would happen if a bomb landed nearby. Would it explode the ammo and tear him to shreds? He didn’t want to find out. He grabbed his M1 and took off towards a thick grove of palms. He heard someone yelling for him to take cover. He thought, no shit. He was halfway to the palms when he heard the distinctive sound of incoming. He hadn’t heard the enemy bombers, but he sure heard their whistling ordnance.

      He wasn’t going to make it to the trees, he threw himself to the ground and quick crawled to a small depression. He felt, rather than heard the first bomb impact. His body quivered as the shock wave pulsed through him. It was followed by more bone jarring explosions. He dropped his rifle and pulled the edge of his helmet down tight around his ears. Time seemed to stand still as the bombs thumped and thundered. It was less than a minute, but it felt like an eternity.

      He heard the distant sound of airplane engines leaving the area. He looked in the direction he thought the bombs had hit. He was surprised to see smoke rising far from his position. He’d thought they were right on top of him, but they were three hundred yards away. He’d never been in any real danger. He went up on his elbows and wondered what it would be like when they were landing within yards, or feet, or inches.

      He started to get up, but Sgt. Carver yelled to stay down. The Siren was still wailing. He looked up at the sky, but couldn’t see anything through the palms. Soon the same whistling sound of impending doom. He went flat pulling his helmet down. This time the impacts were closer. His body shimmered and bounced on the fetid ground. He wondered if the dancing dirt beneath him would be the last thing he saw.

      This wave of bombs didn’t last as long, but they’d been close enough to knock palm fronds onto his bare back. He cringed every time thinking a tree would crush him if a bomb didn’t kill him first.

      This time when the bombs stopped the Siren’s wail also stopped. Is it hit or is the raid over? O'Connor decided he’d stay down until given the all clear.

      He heard feet beside him, he turned his head and saw Carver’s size elevens. “It’s over, get your ass off the ground.”

      O'Connor sprang up with his rifle at the ready. He looked at Carver and nodded, “I’m okay.” He said it as if confirming it to himself.

      Sergeant Carver shouldered his rifle and slapped his back hard. “Course you’re okay, they weren’t aiming at you, they’re aiming at Henderson, dumb-ass.”

      Oconnor nodded still shaken up. “We gonna dig in now, Sarge? Feel like my ass is hanging in the wind.”

      “Yeah, it’s time to move up to our positions south of the field.” He pointed with his thumb where the smoke was rising.

      “We’re going closer to the field?” O'Connor looked like he’d eaten something rotten. Sergeant Carver scowled and walked away yelling for his soldiers to gather their shit and form up. O'Connor found his shirt covered with a fine layer of dirt and various unidentifiable bugs. He shook it out and put it on. It felt gritty and hard against his sweaty body. He found his rucksack and swung it onto his shoulders. He formed up with the others in a ragged combat formation and tromped through the shredded forest toward Henderson field.

      The closer they got the more bomb craters they encountered. Some were still smoldering. They came to the edge of the jungle and looked out over the expanse of Henderson. The Japs and then the Marines had done a good job of fleecing the jungle. The field was flat with not a single living plant growing within its borders. It looked like a moonscape, it even had the craters.

      As they skirted around to the south they watched the fighters that had gone off to intercept the bombers coming in to land. They landed two at a time, the powerful F4 Wildcats looked like dangerous predators. They sent up plumes of choking dust and taxied to parking. They stayed spread out, not making themselves easy targets for any uninvited guests.

      O'Connor nudged Dunphy who marched beside him, “Love to get my hands on one of those.”

      Dunphy guffawed, “You wouldn’t get off the ground, you’d kill yourself and anyone nearby. Besides, you have to be an officer to be a pilot.”

      O'Connor shrugged, “Doesn’t look that hard.”

      “You have no idea, there’s more to it than you think.”

      O'Connor looked at him sideways, “You’ve flown before? You’re shitting me. If you were a pilot you’d be in one of those.”

      Dunphy kept his eyes forward. “Forget about it, Red.”

      Dunphy always called him Red, unoriginal, but probably inevitable. O'Connor watched the graceful planes landing and parking. He wasn’t going to let Dunphy ruin his fantasy. He’d only seen a handful of airplanes in his life and none as sexy as the Wildcats.

      They finally got to the southern edge of the airfield. The company was ordered to dig in. They didn’t have to be told twice. The recent bombing and their move closer to its target was incentive enough to get busy. Soon every soldier had dug a deep hole. Some of the men had cut down large palm trees and were using the thick trunks to cover the tops.

      O'Connor was pleased with his hole, but not to be sharing it with Private Dunphy. He looked up at the sturdy cover and wondered if it would be strong enough to withstand a direct hit. After seeing the size of the bomb craters, he had no illusions. He only hoped for relative safety. He’d soon find out if his efforts were enough.
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      Once their positions were consolidated on the southern end of Henderson field with clear fields of fire and zeroed mortar crews there wasn’t much to do. O'Connor was exhausted. He slumped to the bottom of the hole. Beside him Private Dunphy napped fitfully, unable to get comfortable. “This fucking hole’s disgusting. How am I supposed to sleep in here?”

      O'Connor closed his eyes and leaned back. “You can’t complain; you didn’t do shit. If you wanted it comfy you should’ve helped.”

      “Fuck you Red, I helped plenty.” He held up his palms, “Look at my hand, those are blisters.”

      O'Connor laughed, “First time?” Dunphy picked at his hands. “Look I don’t like it any more than you. Were in a hole.” He pointed to the overhead palm logs, “You think those’ll sustain a near miss?”

      “How should I know?” he reached up and pulled on one, it was solid. “Pretty sturdy, doubt it’ll take a direct hit.”

      “I’m gonna try to get some sleep, when’re we up for outpost duty?” When there was no answer, he looked over at Dunphy who shrugged. “You’re worthless, you know that?”

      O'Connor sighed and stood up poking his head through the slot between the palm logs. He looked around and spotted Sgt. Carver talking with Lt. Caprielle. “I’m gonna go find out.”

      Dunphy punched him in the leg, “Don’t make work for us, asshole, they’ll tell us when it’s time. Why you so damned jumpy?”

      O'Connor ignored him and hopped out of the hole. It was evening, the day was winding down, but still hot and humid. It felt better out of the hole, there was a slight breeze. He stopped to relish it. The entire company was gone, hidden in their holes waiting for the next bombardment. O'Connor stretched his back and trotted over to Carver who was walking away from Lieutenant Caprielli. When he saw O'Connor he said, “What you doing out of your hole?”

      “Sorry Sarge, have to take a leak real bad. Can’t hold it.”

      “Well hurry up and get back in your hole.”

      He nodded. As he veered towards a nearby bush he asked, “What’s the guard duty schedule tonight? Am I on?”

      “Nope, the observation post’s already out there…don’t worry you’ll get your turn.”

      “Yes, Sarge.” He took his leak and slithered back into his hole. It was getting dark quick. He was amazed how fast night came in the jungle. He looked towards the jungle. The thick green was now deep black. It looked nothing like his forests back in Oregon. The jungle was thick and daunting, he couldn’t see a path through. He figured there was though, there always was, animal trails probably snaked through everywhere.

      He loved traveling through forests, loved finding their secrets. Every forest was different. He supposed even though this was jungle it was still a forest, still wild country. He stared into it, wishing he knew its secrets. He wished the enemy wasn’t lurking out there hunting him, he’d like to explore this place properly.

      He watched the edge of the jungle not ready for the utter darkness of the foxhole. He could hear Dunphy’s soft breathing. The jungle’s blackness seemed impenetrable, but the longer he focused on it the more features he could pick out. His hole was twenty yards from the edge, he knew the OP was just inside the jungle. He thought how terrifying it must be for that pair. Wonder who drew the short straw?

      The sounds alone were terrifying. They’d been on New Caledonia for a couple of months so they were used to the exotic locale, but this jungle was different, more alive and more deadly. Every sound was an animal, some new secret waiting to be discovered. He knew from the forests back home that animal sounds were a good thing. If the animals were going about their normal routine it meant there was nothing unnatural out there disturbing them, like Japs. Most of his hunting success was because he could move through the forest without disturbing the wildlife. He could sneak up on his unsuspecting prey and the first they knew about it was when the bullet or arrow sliced into them.  Wonder if Japs hunt?

      He kicked where he knew Dunphy was sleeping, “Dunphy, wake up, hey Dunphy.” He kicked him again harder.

      He felt him stiffen coming awake, “What is it? Japs?”

      “Nah, just a question, you think the Japs have any hunters? I mean you think they have any stealthy hunter types that could be sneaking up on us right now?”

      “What the fuck you talking about? You didn’t wake me to ask me that did you? Did you? I finally get to sleep and you wake me with that?”

      O'Connor continued, “I don’t think they do, they live in cities. All they are is a bunch of city slickers…like you.” He grinned, “Bet they’re clumsy as hell, could hear ‘em coming a mile away.”

      Dunphy started to respond, but was cut off by the wailing of the air raid Siren. “Shit, not again.” O'Connor looked towards the airfield, all the lights were out, he pictured the pilots running out to man their fighting machines. He listened for the tell-tale engine noises of the Wildcats or the bombers. Would the fighters launch at night? They wouldn’t take off without lights, would they? Wouldn’t the lights be perfect aiming points for the Japs?

      Five minutes passed, he heard nothing from the airfield, but he did hear the dull, distant rumble of approaching aircraft. Then he saw spotlights erupt from the jungle and slice into the night sky searching for the bombers. The anti-air started flashing from various points around the airfield. The light was chaotic, he could see tiny explosions in the dark night sky. He hoped they’d find their mark so he wouldn’t have to test his hole. He longed to see the flames of a dying Japanese bomber, but nothing. Then he heard the distinct whistle of approaching bombs. He hunkered back into the hole and held his M1 tight to his chest. He adjusted the chin strap of his helmet. Looks like the Japs are throwing us a welcoming party.

      This time the bombs were much closer. The sides of the foxhole flexed and caved in with each terrifying impact. He thought he’d be buried. A flash of panic coursed through his body, Should I get out? Save myself from suffocation? He didn’t bolt, he knew it would be suicide. The ground above him was being shredded. He understood why there weren’t any plants alive around Henderson, the bombs were more effective than a scythe.

      He tried to count the impacts, but lost count after twenty. The bombs seemed to be falling closer and closer together making it impossible to distinguish one from another.

      As suddenly as it started, it stopped. The only sound that of diminishing engine noise. O'Connor wondered if anyone was hit. He got his answer soon enough when he heard screaming coming from his right towards the airfield. The screaming sounded far away, but he realized his ears were ringing and he couldn’t judge distance. The wounded man or his nearby buddies were calling for a medic. He wondered if he knew the man. Was he in his platoon, his company? Would he die? Lose a limb? Be paralyzed? A minute passed and finally the screaming faded to a whimper.

      O'Connor put his head above the foxhole and was amazed to see his world was still intact. How could anything survive after such a thrashing? He could see the silhouettes of the Marine F4 Wildcats in the distance, pushed up against the jungle for protection. The one building in the entire area was still standing. The hut, or ‘the pagoda’ as it came to be called was standing defiant and untouched by the bombing. The airfield had taken a number of direct hits. The Marines were already firing up tractors and men with shovels were dashing around filling the holes with surplus piles of dirt made for the occasion. He had no doubt the airfield would be ready to launch fighters in the morning.

      A soldier was running past. Dunphy, who was up watching too, reached out for him, “Hey, what’s going on? Who got hit?” the soldier kicked off his hand and kept running without answering. “I need to figure out what the hell’s happening?” said Dunphy.

      O'Connor felt a deep fatigue rush over his body. He slumped into the hole and pulled his rifle close. He’d never felt anything like it, he had to sleep now. He shut his eyes, but the flashes of exploding bombs wouldn’t leave his vision. Finally sleep overtook him, but it was fitful, filled with starts and stops.
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      O'Connor woke when he felt Dunphy’s boot in his ribs. He nearly jumped out of his skin; whatever dream he was having playing out in terrifying form. “Get up. Something’s happening.”

      O'Connor sat up and peeked over the edge. Men were shuffling about stretching. He hopped out of the hole and felt his back spasm. He was nineteen, but felt like eighty. He wondered how the older Dunphy felt. Dunphy sprang from the hole without so much as a grunt. He looked around taking in the scene. Men were gathering around a tattered tent. A Sergeant was trotting from hole to hole giving instructions. When he got to them he said, “Eat K-rats and form up at the tent in fifteen minutes for a patrol.”

      O'Connor looked to the jungle. It looked green and almost inviting, completely opposite from the night before. They were finally going out on a combat patrol. He felt his bowels loosen at the thought. He remembered the latrine area from the day before. He trotted toward it, loosening his belt on the way.

      By the time he got back Dunphy had eaten a K-rat and was gearing up. “Hurry up chump, you’re gonna miss the show.”

      “Had to take a shit.”

      Dunphy nodded, grabbed his M1 and watched his foxhole mate open a K-ration. “Enjoy your breakfast, mine was spaghetti, or something resembling it.”

      O'Connor ignored him and slurped a can of peaches. They were a delicacy in the jungle, he hadn’t planned on opening them, but the upcoming patrol was occupying his mind and he hadn’t realized what he was doing until it was done. He couldn’t very well reseal them, once opened they had to be eaten. They tasted amazing. Maybe it would be his last meal; not a bad one.

      They joined the gathering group of soldiers and waited for the briefing. Lieutenant Caprielli was standing at a table and yelled “Ten-hut.” The room snapped to attention as Captain Simmons walked in. He was a short balding man. He looked to be in his early thirties. “At ease, men.” He stood beside the lieutenant and gathered some papers. He looked over the men, “Last night was a typical night on Guadalcanal. The Japs bomb us every day without exception.” He looked around, “That was actually a light night, usually they do it more than once. Sometimes their ships will run by the coast and hit us with naval guns…not ideal.”

      A sergeant raised his hand when he sensed a pause. The Captain pointed at him, “Sir, I thought our navy was handling the Jap navy.”

      The Captain looked at the floor and shook his head, “Not true Sergeant. The situation’s confused. Sometimes the ships we see are ours, sometimes theirs. From what I hear it’s an even fight. The Japs are spread thin though, they’ll run out of ships before we do, but don’t count on support from our squids. In fact, the Japs continue to land more troops on the other side of the island almost nightly. We’re trying to interdict, but it’s a big ocean and we haven’t had much luck so far.” He took a sip of warm water. “We’re not facing worn out troops, we’re facing fresh, seasoned soldiers. We can expect to be hit any day. They know we’re here, they know we’re untested. There’s little doubt they’ll hit the 164th. They think we’re green and weak. We’re gonna prove ‘em wrong.”

      He paced up and down the table. Lieutenant Caprielli had to back out of the way. The Captain pointed to the jungle, “We’re gonna make our presence felt today. The NCOs will brief individual squads, but were sending out patrols. We need to find the enemy line. It’s essential for us to know how close these troops are to mounting an attack.”

      Another sergeant spoke up, “Are we attacking, Sir?”

      “We’re waiting to assess the situation. We just landed yesterday, we need time to figure out how things work here. Get our bearings. We’ll stick it to ‘em soon enough.”

      He grabbed the edge of the table and looked out over the sea of young faces. “The Marines have been fighting on this island since August. It’s our turn. I know you’ll do me, the Army and your families proud. Make no mistake, the enemy is relentless and brutal. Kill them when you find them, have no mercy, give no lenience. They won’t give you any. Good luck and good hunting.”

      With that he left and was replaced by Lieutenant Carprielli. “Break up into your platoons. You’ll be briefed by your sergeants.”

      O'Connor saw Sgt. Carver and went to him. His platoon was milling about making small talk. Carver yelled to get their attention. “I want 1st and 2nd squads, the rest of you back to your holes.”

      O'Connor looked at the men around him. The other members of 2nd squad looked like deer in headlights. Are they ready for battle? He knew they were, they’d been training endlessly for months, now it was the real deal. He was ready, he hoped the others were, his life depended on it.
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      Sergeant Carver gathered both squads. Lieutenant Caprielli spoke, “Men, our first patrol. Our first time being tested.” He looked from man to man, “I’m sure you’re all wondering how you’ll perform out there. You’re well trained. When in doubt fall back on your training. If everyone does their job it’ll go off without a hitch.” He gestured to Sgt. Carver who listened with his burly arms across his chest. “Sergeant, make sure the men are loaded out correctly. We kick off at 1000 hours sharp.” He looked at his watch and walked back towards his tent.

      Carver watched him go. “Okay, just like we practiced back on New Caledonia, this is a light patrol, meaning, don’t bring a lot of shit. One canteen, no food, full complement of ammo, your K-bar, a basic loadout. I want each man carrying at least two grenades. Morgan bring the BAR, the rest of you your rifles. Clear?” There was a smattering of nods and ‘Yes Sarge’. “Clear?” he yelled it this time.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” came the chorus.

      “Meet back here at 0945 looking sharp.”

      The squads broke up heading to the makeshift armory to fill ammo pouches with clips and grenades. As O'Connor filled his bag he thought he’d throw up. He wondered if anyone else was nervous. He looked around at the young faces, none of them seemed scared. Some were even joking around. An M1 clip fell from his hand and landed in the dirt. He bent to pick it up, but Private First-Class Morgan said in his deep voice, “Don’t pack that one unless you plan to unload it and clean each bullet. You don’t want your M1 jamming when you need it most.”

      O'Connor nodded and placed it away from the pile. He didn’t tell him he’d undoubtedly shot more than Morgan. Morgan watched him fumble another one. He put his hand on his shoulder. “Relax Red. Believe me the jitters will go away as soon as we step off into the jungle.”

      O'Connor nodded, “You’ve been in combat?”

      “Nothing like the Marines here, but I was a cop before. Doubt it’s much different.” He smiled, “At least out here you know who the enemy is.” He paused and stopped pulling ammo. “When the shit hits the fan your training takes over. Kinda go into auto-pilot.”

      O'Connor nodded. That’s what everyone always said ‘Remember your training,’ but he didn’t feel his training was all that good. He’d spent his life living in the woods living off the land. His parents never had real jobs, they lived meal to meal, tending gardens and shooting game. His little sister knew more about stealth and staying alive in the wilds than any of these yahoos and she was ten years old. All they showed him in boot camp and subsequent training was how to use different weapons and how to follow orders from someone who’d likely get him killed.

      For the first time he realized he wasn’t nervous about facing the Japs, he was nervous about facing the Japs with a bunch of city slickers. He looked around the group, the only man he thought he could rely on was Sgt. Carver and maybe Pvt. Crandall. Crandall had been a trapeze artist or some such thing and seemed like all the traveling around from town to town had hardened him more than the others. Dunphy was probably a good boxer but he was sure he’d become totally useless when the bullets started flying. He’d never worked a day in his life.

      He finished gathering his kit, looked at his watch and went to the rally point waiting for 0945 to come. The day was sweltering, he’d already soaked through both his undershirt and his blouse top. He had a couple minutes so he laid out his tarp and stripped his M1 Garand. His M1 was the one thing he loved about the Army. He’d shot a lot of rifles, but nothing felt as smooth and comfortable as the M1. He’d qualified expert without even having to try. He caressed each piece inspecting it for any dirt then put it back together marveling at how perfectly everything fit into place.

      At 0945 everyone was standing with their weapons slung. Sergeant Carver stood next to Lt. Caprielli. “The sergeant will put you in battle order. Our orders are to probe and find the enemy line. Once we do, we break contact and get back here. Clear?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Carver boomed, “I want 2nd squad up front with Crandall on point.” O'Connor saw the color drain from Crandall’s face. O'Connor had told Carver back on New Caledonia of his hunting experience, but for some reason he never let him take point. He wasn’t sure he wanted to, but he thought he’d be good at it. Crandall wasn’t bad, but he’d gotten them lost a few times in the thicker jungle.

      O'Connor was placed in the middle of the squad behind Dunphy. He couldn’t seem to get away from him. 1st squad would hang back and cover any hasty retreat. They formed their line and Carver said, “Keep your interval, no bunching up. Keep the man in front of you in sight. If he stops, you stop, speeds up, you speed up. No talking and be sure nothing’s making noise on your uniform. Hopefully, the Japs won’t even know we’ve been there.” O'Connor almost laughed out loud. From his experience these guys were anything but quiet.

      They walked past their foxholes, the barbed wire was pulled back and then they were in the jungle. It was like turning off a light. One moment they were in a bright sunny morning the next they were in a greenish black jungle. The smell changed from dried out dirt to wet loamy decay. The smell permeated O'Connor’s senses.

      The trail they walked was narrow. He wondered if it was a human trail or a game trail, probably both. He watched Dunphy’s back. He was walking upright his gun slung like he was on a Sunday stroll. O'Connor glanced back and could just make out Morgan with the big Browning Automatic Rifle. He saw his teeth flash as he smiled. He turned back around and listened for anything out of the ordinary. The squad consisted of twelve men. They weren’t hunters, they were loud. He couldn’t hear anything but them.

      Suddenly Dunphy crouched down holding up his fist. O'Connor immediately did the same. He looked to either side of the trail. The jungle was so dense there could have been an enemy soldier within spitting distance and he wouldn’t have known it. Following the trail was stupid. It was obvious, the Japs would ambush them any second. Dunphy signaled to get off the trail. He did the same for Morgan and went to his left as Dunphy went right. He pushed into the jungle parting foliage until he’d made himself a small pocket. He was off the trail, but only just. He tried to keep Dunphy in sight, but his green uniform was hard to pick out. He found his silhouette though and listened and watched.

      Two minutes passed before he saw Dunphy come back on the trail. O'Connor noticed he’d brought his rifle off his shoulder, it was a start. They advanced another fifty yards. The trail started to peter out and the jungle opened up a little. Dunphy, who was paying more attention now went left and he directed O'Connor to the right. He, in turn pointed left to Morgan. He felt much better getting off the trail and into a combat spread. The underbrush was thick, but manageable. The jungle was buzzing with clouds of mosquitos. He looked at his hands, he counted 6 of the little blood suckers doing their thing. He ignored them and kept listening and watching. Dunphy off to his left was making a racket swatting them off his exposed skin. O'Connor gritted his teeth, that kind of thing would get him killed. He wondered if he should try to get his attention when he noticed the man in front of Dunphy was crouched with his fist up.

      He immediately stopped and sent the signal back, but Dunphy was oblivious and kept walking until he was next to the soldier. O'Connor thought it was Corporal Hooper. He watched Hooper jump in surprise. Hooper reached out and grabbed Dunphy’s sleeve pulling him down. Dunphy tried to back up to where he should be, but Hooper held him and pointed. O'Connor tried to see what he was pointing at, but the light was too dim, it looked like more green jungle. He readied his rifle wondering if it was the enemy they’d spotted.

      Dunphy looked back looking for O'Connor. O'Connor was crouched behind a tuft of thick grass not moving a muscle. He watched Dunphy trying to find him, getting some satisfaction from his obvious distress. He leaned forward pushing his face through the grass. Dunphy saw him and signaled to take cover. He passed it along and dropped to his stomach, his rifle pressed against his shoulder pointing right.

      Then there was a pop, the sudden sound made him jump. It was difficult to figure what direction it had come from, the jungle seemed to swallow sound. Then another and another. It was coming from the front and it was gunfire. He rolled out from behind the tuft and searched for targets. He could see Dunphy lying flat, crawling to his left
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