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Dedication

To all the men who ran around the world
trying to kill each other for their country in the 1940s.

Requiescat in pace.

Now or in the near future

Cootie Schofield in the
Belly of the Whale


PROLOGUE

In the late Spring of
1941, Quincy Scofield was a Warrant Officer in the
2085th Field Artillery Battalion, training in the Deep South for
whatever was going to happen in the way of warfare. He had lately
become very dissatisfied with Army life and was initiating the
scheme which would free him from it.

Susanna McBride was a co-ed at the
university where her father was dean of the School of Religion. She
was notably unattractive and she lived up neither to the Biblical
heroine for whom she was named nor to her father’s profession. She
had discovered boys and was enticing some of the less particular
ones to the wooded bank of the river which bordered the campus.
There, she frolicked with them in scandalous ways. But she was
becoming discontented with their fumbling performances. She yearned
for a man.

James G. Flynn was a skinny 16-year-old high
school student spending his summer jerking sodas at a drive-in
restaurant, memorizing the songs on the juke box and devouring the
news about the war raging across the Atlantic Ocean.. He rather
thought the United States would become involved and it might last
long enough for him to become a hero. He longed for fame.

They were hundreds of miles apart. No one who
was not omniscient would have dreamed that they would ever meet,
let alone participate in events which would end in a romance of
which troubadours might sing and which would make Quincy Scofield a
national hero.

BOOK ONE

The Zone of the Interior (USA)


Chapter 1

Quincy Scofield had prepared for what he
expected to be his first major victory over the U. S. Army. He had
stayed in bed in his room in town instead of reporting to Battalion
Headquarters. He was missed.

“Where’s Mr. Scofield?”
Major Clinton asked Sgt. Major Peters.

“He’s on leave,
Sir.”

“On leave? Who authorized
that? There’s a whole bunch of new regulations from the War
Department to be put into effect! I need him.”

“You authorized it, Sir.
Here’s the order.”

He handed a paper to Major Clinton, who read
it and found that the Sergeant Major was correct. Immediately, he
remembered Warrant Officer Scofield handing him a pile of orders to
be signed the day before. This one undoubtedly had been nestled
among them. He had been had!

“That slippery
son-of-a-bitch!” he shouted, to the suppressed glee of the clerks
nearby in headquarters. “I’ve had enough of him! Sergeant Major,
prepare an order reducing Mr. Scofield to Private and assigning him
to Baker Battery as a Cannoneer!”

That evening, Peters found Scofield sipping
beer at the counter in the Magnolia Café. Both were in civilian
clothes in deference to the sign behind the counter which said:

“NO DAWGS OR SOJERS
ALOUD!”

The semi-literacy of the sign was no problem
to them. Misspellings were common on the local signs, as were
prejudices against many groups, including soldiers. They were in
the South, where memories of the Reconstruction and the occupation
by Federal troops still rankled. Moreover, the United States Army
had defeated its enemies in the Great War but had made several
million others in its own ranks. Veterans hated the Army, the more
so since General MacArthur had sent his bayonets to clear a large
contingent of unemployed veterans from an encampment in Washington
during the Depression. The veterans’ feelings had spread through
the populace, helped by the low character of many who had joined
the Army after the war. Soldiers were considered trouble-makers,
apt to swing their wide garrison belts at the slightest excuse,
gashing their opponents with the brass buckles.

“What’s new?” Scofield
asked.

“You’ve been busted to
Private.”

“Good!”

Until the previous January, Peters had been
a clerk in an Indianapolis bank who earned a few extra dollars each
month as a member of a National Guard Cavalry troop. Then his troop
had been called into active service and converted to an Artillery
unit. He was an honest man in his mid-30s who had lived a low-keyed
life until the new Warrant Officer had appeared and opened his eyes
to the twists and turns in Army rules that a truly creative and
unscrupulous mind could devise. He had expected Scofield to fall
off the high wire that he delighted in walking. This appeared to be
that fall. But Scofield seemed to think he was still safe on the
wire. Curious!

“What’s so good about it?
Your Military Occupation Specialty is now Cannoneer! That’s about
as low as you can go in this man’s Army.”

“No, it isn’t. I don’t
have an MOS. I’m a civilian. You can’t bust a Warrant Officer; you
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“What’s so good about it? Your Military
Occupation Specialty is now Cannoneer! That’s about as low as you
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“No, it isn’t. I don’t have an MOS. I’m a
civilian. You can’t bust a Warrant Officer; you can only kick him
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Army!”

Peters was skeptical. Scofield was an Army
Brat, the son of a Regular Army officer, and had imbibed Army
regulations with his infant formula. There could be no doubt that
he was right. But did he know civilian law?

“You’ll have to register for the Draft,” he
said. “You could be back in the Army real quick.”

Scofield became thoughtful. This was a
factor he had overlooked, as had happened occasionally in his life
of scheming. He’d have to give it some thought. He paid for the
beers.

“See you later, Soldier,” he said and went
back to his room.

Thinking was one of his favorite occupations
and he was good at it, although his thinking sometimes brought
unintended consequences. He had learned early that an agile mind
and a ready tongue were better weapons than fists, feet, knives or
guns and he had honed those skills during a childhood and youth at
various Army bases.

He had learned this tactic, mutated
somewhat, from watching and listening as his father attempted to
handle his mother, an artistically-inclined, neurotic woman who
definitely needed handling.

In public, Carrie Scofield was a kind and
gracious lady, admired by all who met her. In the privacy of her
home, she was a virago.

Captain (as he was during Quincy’s
childhood) Scofield was a brave and expert soldier, who had been a
gentleman by the American definition well before Congress granted
him the title along with his commission. He was respected
personally and professionally both by his superiors and his
men.

It was a different story at home, where he
was one of his wife’s two whipping boys, constantly harangued and
verbally abused. He accepted this henpecking patiently, becoming
not exactly a yes-man, rather a “yes, but...” man.

His son tried to adopt the technique, then
formalized and reinforced it after eavesdropping on preparations
for one of the dinner parties held by his mother at Fort Riley.

“You have to invite
Gaylord Nation, Dear,” his father had said.

“But he’s a boor!” his
mother had replied.

“Yes, but he’s going to be
an important man in the Army.”

“And he’s also the most
blood-thirsty, flamboyant maniac the Cavalry has seen since George
Custer. He will not talk of music or painting or books; he never
thinks of anything but war and the ‘calvary.’ That’s all anyone
will be able to talk about.”

And it was. From behind the door to the
dining room, little Quin Scofield listened as his mother attempted
to steer the conversation to books. Nation promptly directed it to
a new book about tanks, in which he had developed a passionate
interest. It was his belief that tanks would entirely replace
horses in the “calvary.” This touched off a polite argument between
him and the horse-lovers.

“Tanks need roads,” one
officer submitted.

Roads helped, Nation said. But they would be
surprised at some of the places in which a tank could operate.

“It can go places where a
truck would be stuck and it’s a helluva lot faster than a horse.
Plus it has more fire power. Speed, mobility and firepower! Give
the Calvary tanks with cannon and machine guns and you’ve combined
the Calvary with the Artillery! Get some of them through an enemy
line where they can operate in his rear and you can raise bloody
hell!”

Young Scofield could almost feel his mother
wince at the word “hell”, which was not used in polite circles.
There was worse to come, of course. Nation was known throughout the
Army for his coarse talk.

It was generally accepted that the
newly-invented tanks had ended the bloody stalemate on the Western
Front and brought victory to the Allies in the World War. The
horse-lovers withdrew from the argument without bringing up the
real reason they objected to the change: you can’t play polo with
tanks or take a lady on long, romantic rides in them. The talk
turned to military tactics.

Nation loved frontal assaults. He had fond
memories of Cavalry charges against Pancho Villa--bugles blowing,
pistols cracking, sabers swinging, men and horses falling, blood
flowing... He regaled the company with descriptions of slaughter
and disembowelment, killing several appetites around the table.

Scofield’s father had been at the Battle of
the Marne. He had watched a German Army fling itself to destruction
against the Americans, who held an easily defensible position. He
expressed deep misgivings about frontal attacks in modern
warfare.

Nation, it seemed, was not a complete
maniac. Much as he loved bloodshed, he agreed that frontal attacks
were not always the best tactic. When possible, a flank attack was
much more effective since it dodged the enemy’s main defenses. Best
of all was a break-through which allowed troops to rampage in the
enemy’s rear, where he had few defenses and could be stabbed in the
back. Tanks, he said, were ideal for both purposes.

For his father, vainly supporting his wife’s
attempts to steer the conversation away from Army matters, it was
an uncomfortable evening. It became much worse when the guests left
and his mother was able to vent her feelings about Gaylord Nation
and his disastrous effect on her genteel dinner party. She had a
treasury of remembered slights and insults, real and fancied,
dating back to the time she had met the dashing young Jack
Scofield. Now, she opened the vault and displayed each of them to
him. Far into the night.

Young Scofield, on the other hand,
considered it a most profitable evening. He was not interested in
tanks, but he gave much thought to the theory of the flank attack.
This was his father’s “yes, but...” defense and it was a valid
strategy both in peace and in war. Never, he decided, would he meet
a serious problem head-on.

He was an only child, living on Army posts
with few other children in his age group. What companionship he
found consisted of his shrewish mother, enlisted soldiers, and the
classmates at whatever school he attended between his father’s
frequent transfers. His mother had hated her pregnancy from the
cause to the result, which made her someone to be avoided whenever
possible. The soldiers were the most enjoyable; they fed him
cigarettes and occasional sips of beer. The classmates were the
worst after his mother. Scofield was always a stranger in their
midst, never staying long enough in a school to form any
friendships, only sharpening his skills at evading schoolyard
combat.

For a while, he was a reader and thus
discovered “Tom Sawyer,” “Huckleberry Finn” and, finally, “Peck’s
Bad Boy.” The three books suggested other forms of amusement. He
became a prankster. He was heartily cursed and occasionally cuffed
by soldiers. who found he had sneaked into their barracks and
short-sheeted their beds. and buglers, who looked over their
instruments to see him sucking a lemon, which caused their mouths
to water and played hob with their music. He was screamed at by
female classmates who rose to recite and sat back down on a thumb
tack. The girls had heard their fathers’ stories of life in the
trenches with the tiny pests which added to the misery. They dubbed
Quin Scofield “Cootie.” The soldiers picked it up and the nickname
spread but never quite reached his parents.

Scofield learned quickly that tormenting
other boys would lead to lacerations and contusions, so he gained
some status by involving male classmates in his escapades--playing
hooky, overturning outside toilets, raiding orchards and various
other forms of mischief. Sometimes, the miscreants were caught but
young Quin was artful and often one or other of his companions was
blamed as the ring-leader.

When he was quite young, his mother had been
inspired with the ambition to have him become a concert musician. A
series of music teachers had despaired of teaching him any
instrument and declared him tone deaf, so she had more or less
given up that idea but used him as a target for her venom when his
father was not around. She was puzzled, though, when he grew older
and showed interest in the records and radio programs of the
immensely popular singer, Bing Crosby. Possibly, she thought, he
had outgrown the aural handicap, but it was too late to resume a
musical career.

His father had dreamed of his son,
undoubtedly a bright boy, graduating first in his class from West
Point and becoming the next Pershing or Sheridan or Sherman. To
prepare him for this, he had spent long hours with him on various
firing ranges. The results had been excellent. Quin became an
expert with both pistol and rifle, an “instinct shooter” who hardly
had to aim even though he was left-handed. The West Point dream
also had evaporated, however, after a talk with Quin’s teacher left
the father convinced that, while the boy had all the brains anyone
needed, he had no sense whatsoever. The teacher had not said Quin
had no sense; he had said that Quin was resolutely insubordinate.
Major Scofield, a good soldier, considered that senseless. He went
on to wonder if Quin really was his son but then he remembered his
wife’s attitude toward her conjugal duties and decided that she
could not have been unfaithful to him. She was a cold woman,
incapable of love. He wondered if that was the reason for his son’s
rebelliousness. Was it inherited from his mother? Or was it her
rejection of him?

Whichever it was, young Quinn seemed to have
no conscience. His father had known men like that and they usually
ended up behind bars.. Thankfully, Quinn was too small to be a
bully and had too good a sense of self-preservation to risk
imprisonment.

Just as Quin finished high school, his
father escaped from the mother via a coffin, leaving his son a
fairly new Ford V8 coupe. Quin had had enough of his mother and
military life. He loaded a few belongings into the car and joined a
survey crew working in the West. When that bored him, he drifted
around the Country, doing sales and various other jobs, most of
which involved scheming and none of which involved heavy lifting.
The Great Depression was ending and there was a little money around
to be spent buying Bibles and oil stocks. A good, not very
scrupulous, salesman could do well, especially when war started in
Europe. The factories began reopening to produce arms for the
British. Men found jobs and money began to circulate again.

At first, it was called the “phony war”, but
suddenly it became a real one. The Nazi armies rolled through
Belgium into France, outflanking the formidable Maginot Line. The
British Army fled to Dunkirk, where the British and French Navies
and an impromptu fleet of civilian craft ranging down to rowboats
rescued them. The French stood alone for a while, then they wee
attacked by Italy and were forced to surrender. Hitler now
controlled virtually all of Europe. His submarines began to attack
merchant ships in the Atlantic.

The United States was largely anti-war. The
World War was only a couple of decades back. Most grownups had
memories of it, especially the American Legion and the Veterans of
Foreign Wars. Both had members who were quite bitter that they had
suffered and lost comrades in a “War to End All Wars” which
obviously had not achieved its aim. There still were sons and
brothers slowly coughing their lives out of mustard-gas damaged
lungs in the Veterans Administration Hospitals around the Country.
There were men in their 30s and 40s walking the streets who were
crippled physically or psychologically from that war.

Allied with the service organizations were a
great many Midwesterners who wanted no part of “foreign
entanglements”, and factions of the large German and Italian
populations of the Country. Most Americans were descended from
European refugees and there was a strong feeling that those who had
remained in Europe deserved what they got. Few wanted their sons or
brothers sent across an ocean to be maimed or killed, although some
of those young men had other ideas and went to Canada to get in on
the action.

The pro-war faction was probably smaller but
it was powerful. Jews quite naturally were for immediate entry into
the war in the hope of saving some of their relatives from the
death camps. Anglophiles also were interested in intervention to
save Mother England. Both of these factions were important
constituencies of President Franklin D. Roosevelt..

Communists were anti-war until Hitler turned
on Russia and attacked. One story was that Communists had been
picketing the White House with signs saying, “We didn’t raise our
boys to be soldiers” when they received news of the German march on
Russia. Supposedly, they immediately sat down on the sidewalk and
rewrote their signs to say, “Open Second Front Now!”

Whether or not that incident actually
happened, the Communist Party certainly became pro-war and the tide
of sentiment changed somewhat. Communists were influential in
intellectual circles and the news media.

Beneath the anti-war sentiment, though,
there was a deep uneasiness. Scofield first heard it as “You can’t
do business with Hitler.” This Babbitt-like slogan was a statement,
couched in Yankee commercial terms, which meant that Hitler simply
could not be trusted to keep his word. Later, he heard people
saying, “Hitler’s mistake was going after the Jews.” Sometimes,
this sprang from an anti-Semitic conviction that Hitler had aroused
Jewish wealth against him, but often it was an expression of
revulsion against Nazi genocide and a nagging suspicion that other
religions and races would be placed on his agenda of
destruction.

Also, the Japanese Army was rampaging in
China and threatening the rest of Southeast Asia. Japan’s Navy was
large and formidable. The United States was protected by oceans
from both Eastern and Western powers but the thought of being
isolated from both Europe and Asia was worrying. Reluctantly, the
Nation decided it was time to rearm.

The Army had been terribly neglected after
World War I. It had to be rebuilt. The day came in 1940 when
Congress passed the Selective Service Act. Scofield was 21 years
old and unmarried. This made him a very ripe candidate for the
draft, and he knew it. He also suspected that he would receive
better treatment as a volunteer than as a draftee. President
Roosevelt’s campaign slogan in the recent election had been “He
kept us out of war.” Older people noted that Woodrow Wilson had
used the same slogan when running for his second term. So the
United States probably would enter the war. The best way to dodge
the draft, Scofield decided, was to enlist in the Army for a
year---a sort of inoculation.

He could type. This got him a job in the
reception center for a month before he was shipped out to a
newly-activated and under-manned National Guard Field Artillery
battalion as a replacement. Again, typing came in handy. He was
sent to Headquarters Battery, where his agile mind and encyclopedic
knowledge of Army rules and regulations, along with his knowledge
of how to circumvent them, won him advancement to corporal, then
sergeant and, finally, Warrant Officer. This, the soldiers of his
youth had told him, was the best job in the Army. A Warrant Officer
was neither a commissioned officer nor an enlisted man. As a
civilian, he had no command duties and was not under military
discipline. But he wore an officer’s uniform, which brought him
automatic respect, and was better paid than the junior commissioned
officers. Also, because of his privileged status, he had been able
to avoid life in the jerry-built barracks and Bachelor Officer’s
Quarters where the rest of the Battalion was housed. He had rented
a room in town and commuted by car to his duties.

It had been bearable, even enjoyable, for a
while. Then Major Rogers, the easy-going Battalion Executive
Officer who was his boss, was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel and
transferred to command a newly-formed battalion. The Baker Battery
commander, Captain Clinton, was promoted to replace him.

Major Clinton had done a hitch as a Cavalry
trooper and then had joined the National Guard, where he wangled a
commission. He had seen and greatly admired Gaylord Nation, but his
postings had never brought him near the Scofields, so he had not
heard of Cootie. That Scofield not only had known Nation but was
the son of people who had been on dining terms with him filled
Major Clinton with awe.

Scofield accepted the respect uneasily. He
disliked both Nation and his admirer. His principal memory of the
former, surpassing even that of the dinner party, stemmed from an
experiment he had conducted as a small boy to see how cavalry
horses reacted to gunfire. He had used firecrackers. Nation had
caught him at it. Every mention of the name caused Scofield’s
buttocks to wince at the memory of the swagger stick applied to
them. He considered Gaylord S. Nation Jr. to be literally a pain in
the rear.

Eventually, the bluff old ex-trooper noticed
Mr. Scofield’s lack of enthusiasm for his hero. At the same time,
he noticed that the Warrant Officer’s tinkering with the
regulations often worked to his own advantage and sometimes to the
disadvantage of his commander. Gradually, Major Clinton lost his
warm feeling for Mr. Scofield and things became decidedly less
amicable between them. More from megalomania than anything else, he
had ordered Mr. Scofield to live on the base.

That had brought about the scheme to leave
the Army.

Now, though, there was a problem. He had
performed a successful flanking operation against the Army only to
find his own flank threatened. How to keep from returning to it as
a private...


Chapter 2

His first move was to seek out Colonel
Rogers to see if there was any chance of renewing their
association. With deep regret, the Colonel told him that he not
only had no opening for a Warrant Officer, but it would be
extremely bad Army politics for him to take on one who had been
fired by a neighboring battalion.

So, how to avoid the draft?

Scofield studied the list of occupations
that were exempt from the draft. A position in the War Department
could be draft-proof. He knew most of the higher-ups in the Army
who could provide such jobs. Unfortunately, they knew him. So that
was out. Farming...defense worker...fireman... None of those had
much appeal for him. Divinity student! That could be it!

He had no qualms about his qualifications.
He had gone through a phase in his life when he doubted the
existence of God, but he had finally decided that there was simply
too much evidence of intelligence in the operation of the Universe
to doubt that Someone operated it. As for morality, he obeyed most
of the Ten Commandments most of the time. He never killed anybody.
He did not actually steal things (that could lead to troubles with
the law and only fools courted legal troubles; smart people used
trickery to get what they wanted from others). He was single and
did not covet or consort with married women. He had not testified
against anybody under oath. He did not swear or worship golden
calves. Admittedly, he was a little shaky on coveting his
neighbor’s goods, keeping holy the Sabbath and honoring his mother
and, to leap forward into the New Testament, he did not always
treat others as he would be treated. On balance, though, he thought
he qualified.

The elder Scofields had not been
particularly religious but they had seen that he was christened and
had sent him to various Sunday Schools on a regular basis as they
moved from camp to camp during the 1920s and early ‘30s. He had
paid attention and usually won prizes for his Biblical knowledge.
Better than those prizes was the evident reluctance with which they
were handed out by teachers who knew him and his activities.

Thus, he had absorbed differing brands of
Protestant theology, but had been bored by religion until he
drifted to New Orleans. There, he had wandered into St. Louis
Cathedral and been much impressed by the splendor and majesty of
the Catholic Church. He had attended Mass several times and was
quite taken with the solemnity and silent devotion of the
ritual.

Go to a Catholic seminary? Reason told him
that he would have to convert to Catholicism first and that the
Catholics were not unwary enough to admit him to a seminary
immediately after conversion. Besides, from what he had heard,
discipline in such institutions was even stricter than in the Army.
Catholic seminaries demanded celibacy! That, in itself, was all
right with him, but it indicated a demand for a dedication which he
was not prepared to give. Even Army discipline did not go that far.
He’d have to stay Protestant.

In his travels, he had visited a small town
in the Bible Belt which had a university run by a fundamentalist
church. It had a school of religion. This probably would do. He
boned up on the epistles of St. Paul, memorizing some chapters and
verses which he knew were highly favored in the theology of
fundamentalist churches, and applied for admission to the School of
Religion at George Eden University.

Dr. Barnabas McBride, dean of the school,
welcomed him. Most of his students were Southerners who had heard
the Call while plowing or performing some kind of manual labor.
They were not intellectuals beyond their Biblical knowledge and
were considered terrible nuisances in the liberal arts classes they
attended to get their degrees. Scofield was reasonably
well-educated, smart and likely to raise the reputation of the
divinity school. As a further qualification, he had sold Bibles in
rural Texas for a while, which had acquainted him both with the
Bible and the psychology of the people who read it zealously. He
was enrolled for the summer session. He hastened to the local draft
board to register and obtain his deferment. This would last him for
four years and, if the danger was not past by then, he could obtain
ordination with a lifetime deferment.

* * *

Scofield’s leave had been for 30 days. At
the end of that time, Major Clinton started asking about his
whereabouts.

“I think he considers
himself discharged, Sir,” said Sgt. Major Peters.

“What?!!!”

Peters explained Scofield’s reasoning.

“We’ll see about that!”
the Major said and hurried off to camp headquarters for a legal
opinion. He came back in a foul mood.

“We’re notifying his draft
board,” he said. “He’d better report to them!”

Everybody in Headquarters kept a low profile
for the rest of the day.

* * *

But Scofield, now draft-exempt, had become
the star of the School of Religion. Dr. McBride called him into his
office and asked about his career plans.

“I thought I might become
an evangelist,” Scofield said after a moment of reflection. “I like
the idea of holding camp meetings and bringing the Word to people
in remote places. I think the Holy Ghost could work through me to
get them to turn over their lives to the Lord.”

The Dean was pleased. Like all religious
people, he wanted to believe those who professed to share his
beliefs. He encouraged Scofield in his plan and congratulated
himself on having such a student.

After the conference, it occurred to him
that there was another student in whom he was even more interested.
His 20-year-old daughter, now enrolled in the Liberal Arts College,
was the cause of some of those grey hairs which were multiplying on
his head.

Unlike most Protestants, Dr. McBride had
read the Book of Sirach in the Catholic Bible and had been deeply
impressed by the ancient priest’s attitude toward daughters.

“A daughter is a treasure
that deprives a man of sleep,” had struck a sympathetic chord
within him, as had Sirach’s advice to try to keep the daughter from
becoming pregnant while still at home and to get her married to a
good man as soon as possible. He was not aware that his daughter
was in danger of pregnancy, but marriage to a good man seemed like
a safe course.

Could Quincy Scofield be that man?

He brought up his name at supper that night
and Susanna reacted.

“There’s a Scofield in one
of my classes,” she said, toying with the teaspoonful of vegetables
on her plate.. “Could that be him?”

“It must be. There’s only
one Scofield in the University.”

“He’s smart,” she said.
“And not bad looking. He has a car. He reminds me of Bing
Crosby.”

Scofield was one of many young men who
imitated more or less successfully the easy-going, affable manner
of that day’s most popular star of music, radio and movies.

“He’s certainly smart,”
the father said. “And he has a very bright future ahead of him.
He’ll make some girl a very good husband.”

He noted a gleam in Susanna’s eyes and the
glance she exchanged with her mother. The hint had been taken. She
had marked Scofield as her prey. Whether she would bring him down
was another question. Dr. McBride was a realist in the matter of
his daughter’s looks so he had to concede that she was no Ann
Sheridan or Lana Turner or even Martha Ray. She was a tall girl who
seemed to have only one dimension–height. Her width and breadth
were negligible, consisting almost entirely of bones. Her face was
cadaverous and her posture as limp as her neglected hair. He loved
his daughter dearly but he could not imagine her snaring a man
until he remembered that her mother, who had been almost as skinny
in her youth, had roped and hog-tied him. All women eventually
captured a man if they really wanted to, he reflected.

Maybe she could do it with her cooking.
Although she ate practically nothing, she was an excellent cook.
Invite young Scofield to dinner? The old saying was that the way to
a man’s heart is through his stomach. Dr. McBride could not know
that Susanna thought that route began a few inches below the
stomach.

Scofield, now two months into his new
college career, was beginning to wonder if he had made the best
choice. He was thirsty. The sect to which he now belonged was
adamantly opposed to alcohol and tobacco, among other things. The
other things did not bother him much but he did like his relaxing
drink and a smoke. Sometimes he wished he could have gone to a
Catholic seminary. Wine and cigarettes were allowed there. Maybe
even beer.

Also, the company he kept was not
stimulating. He lived in a dormitory with earnest men whose
conversation seemed to consist mainly of quotations from St. Paul,
including chapter and verse. Scofield had nothing against St. Paul,
but he yearned for other topics of conversation.

There were illegal bars in town, where his
kind of refreshments and companionship could be enjoyed. There was
too much risk in visiting them, though. If word got back to the
campus, he would undoubtedly find himself back in the toils of
Selective Service.

He had resigned himself to a life of
austerity and had formed the habit of spending his evenings in the
library, away from the Holy Joes and finding, if not stimulating
conversation, at least silence. Besides, he had discovered
something called “grading on the curve” which was practiced by the
professors at Eden. Under this system, the person who did best in
the class, no matter how mediocre a student, received an “A” and
the one who did poorest, no matter how bright, flunked. He did not
think much of the system and had seen a way to defeat it–by getting
in a class of dummies–but he had learned about it too late and had
wound up in a room full of girls and boys wearing thick-lensed
spectacles and earnest expressions. So it was a good idea to spend
some time grinding in the library. He was not aiming for an “A” but
he did not want to flunk out. There was his draft status to
consider.

A few evenings after his conference with the
Dean, Scofield was in the library, reading the Confessions of St.
Augustine. His rebellious nature gave him a natural interest in
what his school considered The Opposition. Dr. McBride’s curriculum
did not include much Christian literature between the Acts of the
Apostles and the writings of Luther, Tyndale, Calvin, Knox and
other pillars of Protestantism but the College of Liberal Arts had
occasional use for the old Fathers so Augustine was in the
library..

Scofield was deeply impressed by St.
Augustine. He was just reflecting that the Catholics certainly took
sin seriously and that he would never have made it in one of their
seminaries when Susanna McBride plopped down beside him at his
table

He had noticed her in class and had seen
smirks and nods indicating that she was what acquaintances in
California called a Ready Freddy, in spite of or maybe in rebellion
against her father’s piety.

This reputation did
nothing to endear her to Scofield. He was heterosexual but
fastidious. The idea of inserting part of his body into another
person’s was repugnant to him. This objection was based on hygienic
rather than moral grounds. He had had a few sexual experiences
while in his cups but the usual hangover had been worsened by a
sense of shame (very unusual to him) and was followed by several
days of worry that he might have contracted a loathsome disease.
The disease had not materialized, but once he had suffered an
infestation of body lice which had been very troublesome and
embarrassing until Blue Ointment had rid him of the problem. He had
come to appreciate the soldiers’ song about the
medication.1

All in all, he despised the way mammals
reproduce. He had no urge for progeny. The human race could die out
as far as he was concerned. His idea of romance was to sit on a
beach under a full moon, crooning while he and Dorothy Lamour
embraced and exchanged occasional kisses, keeping their respective
tongues in their respective mouths. Since he had never met Miss
Lamour, this ideal had never been realized and he did not expect it
to be.

And then there was his dislike of women. The
first woman he had known was, of course, his mother, who had ruled
him with an iron hand and an active tongue. If we learn about love
by being cuddled and kissed as infants, he had missed that class.
Next were her friends among the officers’ wives, who reported
faithfully on his activities, bringing her tongue and, often, her
slapping hands into play. Then, there were her sisters whom he
visited on summer vacations and who were very active ear-scrubbers,
accompanying their assaults with scathing remarks. (“You could
plant potatoes behind those ears!”) At school, there were the
teachers who had, as was the custom of the day, made this
left-handed little boy conform to the right-handed world by
whacking his knuckles with a ruler. And, of course there were the
screeching little pig-tailed classmates who were responsible for
most of his trips to the principal’s office and subsequent
beatings, this being the age of “spare the rod and spoil the
child.”

Nothing had changed his boyish conviction
that females were scolds and snitches who were bent on dominating,
exploiting and abusing males. They were often soft and submissive
but that was only the bait for a terrible trap. Once you were
entangled in their webs, they whipped out the guilt and flogged you
mercilessly with it at the least sign of disobedience.

As soon as he was on his own, he made sure
that women never realized how he felt toward them. In the first
place, there was no revenge they would not take if offended.
Second, as he had learned while selling Bibles and household
gadgets, they could be charmed out of other things than whatever
virtue they had. Such as money and influence. And Susanna was the
daughter of Dr. McBride, on whose favor depended his deferment.
Best to have her on his side. And certainly best not to offend
her.

She was very friendly and charming, enough
so that he dropped the caution he ordinarily used on meeting a
girl.

They left the library together, Susanna
chattering amiably, and strolled across the grounds of Eden
University. A manicured lawn, dotted with shrubs and flower beds
and bordered with trees, stretched before them in the light of a
full moon. You could almost believe that you were in the original
Garden of Eden.

“Have you been down by the
river?” Susanna asked. “There are some very interesting things down
there.

“We could have a
smoke.”

Scofield shot her a surprised look. She
displayed a pack of Camels, the cigarette for which the ads claimed
many would walk a mile. Scofield was one of the many.

Bait! He recognized it immediately and knew
it concealed a hook. But he was confident that there was no hook
strong enough for him to be landed by this fisher woman And his
lungs screamed to be filled with tobacco smoke.

She smiled triumphantly when she saw his
interest. She linked her arm to his and they were off to the river
side, strolling sedately. It occurred to Scofield suddenly that she
was several inches taller than his five-foot-six and much stronger
than she looked. Resistance would have been useless.

When they reached the river bank, Susanna
pulled him into a patch of woods and offered him the cigarette pack
with a book of matches. Scofield lit a cigarette for each of them
and sat back for a peaceful smoke. Susanna was leaning against him.
He leaned the other way. She leaned harder. He was almost prone on
his side when she sat up and started rummaging in the roots of an
oak tree.

“There’s something here!”
she said in apparent surprise, then “Look what I found!”

She held up an earthenware jug with a
corncob in its opening.

“Moonshine!” she
exclaimed. “Want some?”

She handed it to him with a broad smile.
Scofield would have much preferred beer, but this would have to do.
He had never tried this “white lightning”. Well, better late than
never. He took the jug, uncorked it and raised it with both hands
to his mouth.

It was liquid fire, fresh from a volcano. He
coughed and handed the jug back to Susanna, who slung it expertly
over her elbow. She raised it to her lips and took a long draft
before she handed it back to him.

Scofield was already feeling a little fuzzy
but he gamely took another swig. It went down much easier, his
mouth and throat having been anaesthetized. He took another, longer
swig. Susanna quickly took the jug back, corked it and stowed it in
its hiding place. She seemed to have shed some clothing. Scofield
blinked, trying to focus his eyes. The night seemed to have turned
very foggy, but he could see a long sliver of white flesh and
articles of feminine apparel on the ground. Was that a girdle? What
would this skeleton need with a girdle? To hold her bones
together?

Suddenly a long arm had him in an iron
grasp. The moon seemed to be falling into his face and a yard of
tongue was exploring his teeth. It wasn’t the moon, he realized, it
was Susanna’s face which pressed against his. Scofield struggled
feebly as it dawned on him that he was being unbuttoned. A female
voice said “Wow!” In his disoriented state, Scofield assumed that
he was having one of those nasty dreams which relieve the
reproductive pressures in celibate men every month or so. His body
knew otherwise, though, and responded with enthusiasm. He was
frigid, not impotent.

Dr. McBride had glanced out of his office
window a few minutes earlier and had seen Susanna and Scofield
strolling through the moonlight toward the river. To the eye of a
loving and innocent father anxious to marry off a daughter, they
made a charming picture. He decided to stroll after them. Possibly
he could further a romance.

He had not gone far when he heard moaning
and thrashing. No need for furthering this romance. A few steps in
the direction of the sounds and he found his daughter writhing
beneath Scofield. He uttered a loud, scandalized gasp.

Susanna’s eyes had been closed in ecstasy
but opened wide at the sound. She was a fast thinker.

“Daddy!” she cried. “Save
me! This beast is raping me!”

The preponderance of evidence, including the
recent ecstatic moans, was against this. If there was a rape victim
in the vicinity, it was Scofield. But the cry sounded good to Dr.
McBride. Better to believe your daughter a rape victim than a slut.
He grabbed Scofield’s shoulder and rolled him off his daughter.
Scofield was left flat on his back with a bewildered mind and an
embarrassing part of his anatomy protruding. Dr. McBride was
voicing his wrath

“You scoundrel!” he roared
in a voice trained for revivals. “You snake in the grass! You, who
profess to want to lead people to God, dare to defile this innocent
girl! Well, you’re going to do right by little Susanna! You will
make an honest woman of her!”

Rape? Honest Woman? The
words opened a horrifying vision of the future to Scofield. Terror
tore the fog aside and spurred his mind to thought. What action to
take? Talk his way out of it? Hopeless! Strategic withdrawal? No!
Retreat? No! Headlong Flight? The only possible answer! He managed
to get to his feet, then he vanished quickly into the gloaming,
holding up his pants as a barrage of cliches from
19th Century melodramas whizzed around him. Behind him, a girlish
voice pierced Dr. McBride’s thunder: “Daddy! He’s getting
away!”

A middle-aged scholar-father has no hope of
catching an absconding young fornicator. Dr. McBride hastened back
to his office, where he used the telephone.

Scofield was delayed slightly by his
stomach’s rebellion against the moonshine which had been poured
into it. When he finished retching, he found his mind was a bit
clearer and he sprinted the rest of the way to his dormitory. He
did a fast wipe of his face, then packed up his belongings and
opened the door of his room to head for his coupe.

Two faculty members were standing outside
the door, blocking his way. He inspected them quickly and was
relieved to see that there was no weapon visible. He guessed why
they were there but, if he was to participate in a shotgun wedding,
there would have to be a shotgun.

“Brother Scofield! Dr.
McBride has asked us to escort you to his residence and be
witnesses at the wedding,” one of them said.

These were college professors and rather
weedy ones at that, but there were two of them and a disturbance
would bring reinforcements from the other rooms in the dorm, some
of which would be very muscular indeed. This was no time for a
frontal attack. Maneuver to the flank or, possibly, the rear. Think
quick! They were honest men, not accustomed to dealing with the
devious.

“I was just packing some
things for the honeymoon,” Scofield said. “Come on to my car. We
can drive over to the residence.”

Closely escorted, he went to his car, threw
his things in the trunk and opened the driver’s door, then waited
for the two professors to go around the car to the passenger door.
Once they were clear, the engine roared and he was gone.

Straight to the State line. He stayed at the
maximum legal speed. It would be most unwise to attract police
attention when people were yelling “Rape!” Some of these Bible Belt
States punished rape with the death penalty. True, he was more
victim than perpetrator, but a jury composed of local people
defending a local girl against a furriner could not be trusted to
see it that way. An alternative was to marry Susanna, which did not
look much better than dangling by the neck from a rope.

Across the State line, he checked into a
motor court, shaved and showered, then headed for a recruiting
station.

Much as he disliked the Army, it was
preferable to being the husband of Susanna McBride and the
son-in-law of Dr. McBride. For one thing, Susanna undoubtedly would
have many children and there would always be doubt about their
paternity.

The Recruiting Sergeant’s suspicions were
aroused when Scofield said he wanted to report for active duty
immediately.

“Are you runnin’ from the
law?” he asked.

“No, Sergeant!” Scofield
answered quickly.

“Must be a woman then,”
the Sergeant said with satisfaction.

It was a few days later that Scofield
discovered the infection. Who would have thought you could get
gonorrhea from the daughter of the dean of a school of
religion?


Chapter 3

Colonel Charles Osborne dismounted from the
Jeep and started up the sidewalk to his residence. A couple of
recruits from the Reception Center were working on his lawn. They
snapped to something approximating Attention and saluted, one of
them as though he had had practice. He returned the salutes as he
walked, but one of them remained at Attention.

“Colonel Osborne,
Sir!”

Irritated, the Colonel stopped and looked at
the yardbird. There was something familiar about his face.

“I’m Quincy Scofield, Sir.
I’m sure you remember me.”

He certainly did! His
insides contracted as his mind flashed back to that time when, as a
young lieutenant, he was in flagrante
delicto with the wife of his troop
commander, who was away at a school. It had been a soul-searing
experience to glance at the window and see the leering face of
young Cootie Scofield, brattiest of the camp’s Army Brats. It also
had been an expensive experience. The boy had never threatened to
tell but he leered every time they met, which seemed often, and
only went away when he had been given a quarter. Later generations
might not consider that much money, but it had been agonizing in
those hard times when the Army was not being paid.

None of this memory showed in his face as he
stopped to talk to the bane of his youth. Quin, it seemed, was back
in the Army after previous service in an Artillery Battalion. He
was anxious to get a good posting, preferably in the Quartermasters
or Finance. He especially did not want to be in the Field Artillery
or any other branch of the Ground Forces. He wondered if Colonel
Osborne had seen Captain Miller lately, a question with
implications that Osborne well understood. Miller had been
widely-known for the jealousy he felt where his wife was
concerned.

“What outfit were you in
before?” he asked.

“The
2085th Field, Sir.”

“I’ll see what I can do,”
the Colonel said.

The next day he made some calls. Apparently,
Cootie did not know that Captain Miller, by then a Colonel, had
been killed recently in a bombing raid in England, where he was an
observer.

***

Scofield’s heart sank when the train stopped
and he saw the station sign. He joined the other men loading on
trucks, sure he had been betrayed even before it reached the camp.
He fell back on his divinity training and began to pray, but in
vain. When the truck stopped, he saw the red guidon with yellow
crossed cannons and letters that said “2085 FA BN” in front of the
headquarters building. He wondered what unforeseen factor had
torpedoed his latest scheme. He had been betrayed by Colonel
Osborne. He thought briefly of reprisal but he was not really a
vengeful man when there was nothing to be gained by it.

Sergeant Major Peters ducked out to look at
the new group of replacements being unloaded outside Headquarters.
He saw a familiar face.

“Major!” he shouted. “Mr.
Scofield is back! He’s a replacement, Sir!”

Major Clinton’s heart--in fact his whole
body--filled with joy. He jumped from his chair and rushed outside
straight to his former Warrant Officer.

“Scofield! So you decided
you wanted to be a Cannoneer after all!”

“There are worse things,
Sir,” Scofield said, bravely.

In the Baker Battery Orderly Room, First
Sgt. Albert Hill was almost as joyful as the Major. He examined
Scofield’s file with gleaming eyes. His men were nearly all high
school dropouts with hardly any intellectual accomplishments or
aspirations. Scofield was a gem.

“This Scofield is a fine
one, Sir,” he told Capt. Warren, the Battery Commander. “General
Classification Test score is 150 and he has worked in survey!
Perfect for the Instruments Section!”

“He’s a Cannoneer,” said
the Captain glumly. “Major Clinton’s orders. Put him in the First
Section.”

Enough said.


Chapter 4

His erstwhile religious environment provided
the framework for Scofield’s thoughts as he carried his gear into
Baker Battery’s barracks.

“God, my God, why hast
thou forsaken me?”

No, that was sacrilegious. His mind brought
up a fragment of a psalm:

“Why do I go sorrowful
whilst the enemy afflicteth me?”

He became even more bitter when the Battery
came flooding back at the end of the day. The barracks filled with
loud curses, obscenities and exchanges of insults as the Cannoneers
shed their fatigues, crowded into the latrine to clean up and then
donned dress uniforms in preparation for Retreat. “He descended
into Hell,” he thought, then decided that, however appropriate,
this also verged on sacrilege. He couldn’t seem to win.

A Staff Sergeant came into the room and
spotted him.

“Hey, aren’t you Mr.
Scofield? What are you doing here?”

“I’m a cannoneer in the
First Section,” Scofield answered.

“I want to hear all about
this! I’m Sgt. Fowler. You’re in my section. I’ll see you after
Retreat. Fall Out!”

Scofield joined the crowd as the barracks
emptied for the ceremony that marked the lowering of the flag at
the end of the day. Fowler caught him as the Battery was dismissed.
Several of the men clustered around them.

“What happened to you?”
Fowler asked. “I heard they tried to bust you and you told them
that made you a civilian.”

“That’s right,” said
Scofield.

“So how come you’re
back?”

That was a secret Scofield intended to take
to his grave. He had thought up a lie while standing retreat.

“The only jobs I could
find were in defense factories and I’d rather be in the Army than
working in a factory,” he said.

Hoots of derision! The men around him would
take factory work over the Army any day--or any night, for that
matter.

“My brother’s working in a
factory and he made $250 last month,” said one of them. “That’s
more than 10 times what I made. He has to fight off the women! They
swarm around him and his money!”

“Well, I grew up in the
Army. It’s my home. I missed it!”

Actually, he had studiously avoided all
things military from the time he left home until he decided to
dodge the Draft by enlisting, but the Artillerymen swallowed this
whopper and hooted again. The National Guardsmen around him were
counting the days until Jan.1, 1942, when their year would be up
and they would be freed from the military. Scofield answered them
with an Army cliche:

“Aw, you never had it so
good!” he said.

There was more hooting, but several
recognized truth in this. They had grown up in the miserable 1930s
and this was the first time in their young lives that they could be
sure of three meals a day and a roof over their head most of the
time.

The food, he found, was well enough
prepared, but there wasn’t much of it. Scofield and most of the
rest of Baker Battery headed for the Post Exchange after chow. Most
would have obtained passes and gone to town if it had not been
almost the end of the month and their pay of $21--less laundry and
insurance premium--exhausted.

Ten replacements had been assigned to the
Battery. Scofield saw Matt Weiss, a burly blond who had shared a
seat with him on the train. After he had bought a beer and some
peanuts, he sat down beside Weiss at a table.

“What job did you get?”
Weiss asked.

“Cannoneer. What did you
get?”

“Instruments section. We
man the observation post. It’ll be dangerous if we go to war, but
there’s no heavy lifting.”

The last two words revived Scofield’s
depression. His father had been transferred from the Cavalry to the
Field Artillery, where he commanded a Battery in the 1930s. Quinn
had seen Cannoneers at work. They did heavy lifting. He gulped his
beer and went for another one.

Weiss had graduated from a Catholic
university in the Spring and had enlisted partly from patriotism
and partly because he would be drafted pretty soon anyway.

“Why didn’t you apply for
a commission?” Scofield asked.

“I’d have to stay in
longer. If there’s no war, I’ll be out in a year.”

Scofield decided he had found someone he
could buddy with. So far, Weiss had not spoken a single one of the
words which were considered unprintable in those days. He was
intelligent and educated.

“What do you think of the
outfit?”

“The instruments section
is all right, but most of the rest of them belong in
cages.”

Weiss had not spoken loudly but a man at the
table behind him apparently had very sharp ears.

“I heard that, you German
bastard!” he shouted. “Let’s see you put me in a cage!”

Weiss rose and turned to meet the
challenger, a tall, rangy, dark-haired man with a savage grin on
his face. A slow smile spread across Weiss’ face.

“Well, now...” he said,
happily.

He didn’t raise his fists, but his elbows
bent slightly, his feet spread apart and his shoulders came
forward.

Scofield grabbed his beer and started edging
away from the scene of impending carnage.

The challenger also took a step backward. He
didn’t like the look of that happy smile and that thick body. The
savagery went out of his grin.

Non-coms appeared with the evident intention
of stopping any further proceedings. There were commands of “Back
up, Gibbs” and “Forget it, Dan.” Gibbs or Dan or whoever was quite
willing to obey.

“Maybe I didn’t hear you
right,” he said, placatingly. He went back to his seat.

Weiss and Scofield also resumed their seats
and their conversation. Weiss, it seemed, was the son of a German
bartender and an Irish waitress, which accounted both for his joy
at the prospect of a fight and his love of beer. He would be an
ideal drinking companion but not one to be crossed.

Sgt. Major Peters saw Scofield and joined
them at the table. He brought Scofield up to date on the doings in
the Battalion in his absence. There had been much turnover of
personnel, with some being sent home as unfit, others sent out on
cadres of officers and non-coms to form new units and various
promotions to fill the resulting vacancies.

“They’ve given us some
French 75s,” he said. “We’re supposed to be medium artillery with
155-mm howitzers but 75-millimeters are all they had and we’re
lucky to get those so we can train.”

“Why did you come back to
this outfit?” he asked Scofield.

“I didn’t get a choice,”
Scofield answered. “Major Clinton doesn’t seem to have changed
much.”

“Oh, yes he has! He’s been
real cheerful since he saw you going to Baker Battery. That guy can
really hold a grudge!”

“It’s nice to be able to
spread joy.”

If only he could spread some of it to
himself. He lay in his bunk that night after lights out, listening
to the epithets flying around the room. If only he had not been a
smoker. As the noise finally died and he drifted off to sleep, he
wondered if marriage to Susanna could have been worse than this.
Well, he’d never know. Thank God!

***

As for the girl he left behind him so
precipitously, things had not gone much better. When word came that
Scofield had fled, Dr. McBride’s wrath turned to pity for his
abandoned daughter. Before she could dodge, he had reached out and
embraced her tightly, getting an immediate noseful of tobacco and
alcohol fumes. There went the rape charge. There also went her
pretense of innocence.

He was devastated! He had known that she was
interested in boys but had fought off the suspicion that she was
“damaged goods”. Terrible pain stabbed into his innocent heart and
released anger. He wanted to roar “You Jezebel!” among other
things. There might have been violence except that he had a sudden
vision of a three-year-old Susanna, tiny, flaxen-haired, angelic,
worshiping, as she thrust a miniature hand into his huge paw.

She still was his daughter, so he had to
show a father’s mercy while correcting her sinfulness.

“You lied to me!” he said.
“You were not attacked! You willfully engaged in that atrocious
conduct!”

Cornered! Susanna had an alarming vision of
her father ordering her out of the family home and refusing to
support her further. She resorted to the ultimate female defense.
She burst into tears and flung herself on her father, burying her
head in his chest, drenching his shirt.

“Oh, Daddy!” she sobbed.
“I loved him and wanted him so much! I thought if I gave myself to
him it would lead to marriage and I so wanted to be his wife!
Please forgive me, Daddy!”

It was a cunning defense. It brought to a
religious mind two Biblical episodes: the woman taken in adultery
and Tamara playing prostitute to Jude. Dr. McBride had led an
exemplary life for the most part but he had been young once. “Let
he who is without sin cast the first stone,” he thought and “Much
is forgiven her, for she has loved much.” But there also was “Go,
woman, and sin no more!”

Well, he would see to that last part.

From then on, Susanna led a life even more
constricted than Scofield’s. She was allowed to leave the house
only for classes and was closely chaperoned when she went anywhere
else except the university library. The main difference was that
she still had a private room instead of living in a barracks with a
couple score of men, many of them unsavory. (Had they known each
other’s situation, she and Scofield might have sincerely envied
each other.)

Another problem came up a few days later.
She had been noticing some unusual symptoms in her female organs
for some time. Now they became worse. Her mother took her to the
family doctor who diagnosed an advanced case of gonorrhea. This was
horrifying!

It would have been worse, though, if the
doctor had not agreed to conceal it from her parents, more from a
long-standing regard for her father than from professional privacy
considerations for his patient. (After all, she was a minor). He
thought it dated back several weeks and said it was easy to cure.
He told her mother only that she had an infection. The McBrides,
who knew little about venereal disease, suspected nothing.

So Susanna McBride settled into a
strictly-controlled life. Sometimes she dreamed of her lover who
was far, far away. If only he had not been so fast on his feet!
Maybe she would find him some day. Meanwhile, she was studying
earnestly and counting the days until she would receive her college
degree and freedom. Just as Pvt. Scofield was counting the days
until he would receive his discharge and freedom.

An omniscient and somewhat vengeful person
might have thought they deserved each other.

And maybe Someone did.


Chapter 5

The soldiers were all very young men, mostly
in the earliest 20s, with a few in their mid-20s and several
teenagers. Hardly any had been eligible to vote in the 1940
Presidential election (the voting age was 21). Like Scofield, they
considered themselves fully matured and capable of handling
whatever life held in store for them. Life, though, had other
ideas. It kept presenting them with unexpected problems which they
tried to solve with loud bluster involving profanity, crudities and
obscenities.

They had their dreams, some of drinking and
whoring, but most of them socially acceptable, involving a job,
marriage, children and a home. Their most important dream, though,
was of getting out of the Army, which for the National Guard was
scheduled to be January 1, 1942, and for the others the end of
their year of service a few weeks or months thereafter. Life on the
outside had changed just as they were taken away. There was
prosperity now, thanks to the war in Europe. In addition to their
freedom, they wanted a piece of that prosperity. Half a century
later, they and their ilk would be dubbed “The Greatest
Generation.” For now, though, they were the Desperate
Generation.

Scofield had lived in barracks in the
preceding Winter before his elevation to Warrant Officer. The
difference was that he had lived among clerks, youngsters with
office skills who were somewhat more refined than most of the
Cannoneers.

As he endured the daily hubbub, he reverted
again to his recent religious life. He decided he, like Jonah when
he refused God’s order to go to Nineveh and preach, had been gulped
into the belly of the whale. He could not think of what his mission
to Nineveh could have been, though. To marry Susanna? Surely God
had not intended that! Maybe he had been intended to remain a
Warrant Officer, vassal to Lord Clinton... It never occurred to him
that most of the world’s population now was a cloud of plankton
being pursued and gobbled down by a whale called World War II.

Too late for regrets, though. And no hope
that the whale would spit him out on the shore. His experience with
Colonel Osborne had taught him that ancient enemies lay in wait for
him outside the whale, guarding against an escape. The best bet, he
decided, was to work his way up the whale’s gullet into its mouth,
where he could be free of the digestive juices and less in danger
of sliding into the intestines.

That would require the neutralization of
Major Clinton. How to accomplish that? He would have to be patient
and endure until opportunity appeared.

Easier said than done. Scofield’s vision of
the Army coincided with his idea of an antebellum plantation.
Officers were the masters, Non-coms were the overseers and private
soldiers were the slaves, with a few more privileges than the black
originals. Soldiers could sometimes get passes to leave the
plantation; and they received a small salary. Also, flogging,
branding and tattooing were strictly forbidden. The non-coms of his
youth had often enforced their commands with their fists, but that
was changing as draftees came into the ranks with no intention of
being knocked around and with families who would complain to their
Congressmen if they were physically abused.

Still...

He settled into a dreary routine of
dismounted drill (a relic of horse artillery days), calisthenics,
formations, inspections, classes, hikes, maintenance, kitchen
police, latrine duty and gun drill (known as “Cannoneers’ Hop”).
Thanks to his father’s tour as an Artillery officer and the fact
that he had hung about his father’s Battery in his efforts to avoid
his mother, Scofield probably knew more about the Field Artillery
than anyone else in the Battalion. He certainly knew more than the
officers and non-coms who taught the classes. He sometimes felt a
mild urge to correct the erroneous information they gave the
students, but there was no possible profit in this.

Because they were using 75-mm guns instead
of 155-mm howitzers, the gun drill was not as bad as it might have
been. The 75s were much lighter than the 155s and therefore easier
to move around. On the other hand, the Battery still was
undermanned and so was the First Section, leaving the muscle work
to be performed by fewer men. Scofield’s muscles, so long pampered,
made continuous protests about this.

The section consisted of Staff Sergeant
Fowler, a gunner corporal and four Cannoneers, instead of the quota
of six normally assigned to medium artillery. All were National
Guard except Scofield and a large, diffident man named Greg
Schirmer. Members of the National Guard stuck together, so the
dirty details fell mostly to Scofield and Schirmer.

In contrast to Major Clinton’s attitude
toward him, Scofield was popular in the Battery Command Post. He
was called in frequently to help decipher orders or to do clerical
work. Sadly, such calls never interrupted his duties on the
gun.

The worst part of it was Pvt. Dan Gibbs. He
held no more rank than the other three Cannoneers, a fact which
seemed to have escaped him. Gibbs was rude, crude and, worst of
all, bossy. He took it upon himself to direct the other privates in
their duties with abundant criticism of their performance. Fowler
permitted this. Klein and Williams, the National Guard privates,
shouted back at him but Scofield tried to ignore him, which only
brought more harassment. Gibbs constantly accused him of not
putting enough muscle into lifting the trail of the 75 and loudly
mocked his efforts with a shovel.

“Come on, Scofield! Lift!”
he shouted. “You’re not shuffling papers here. You’re moving a
gun!”

Scofield reddened, a fact that Gibbs noticed
and which encouraged him. A day at the gun was Scofield’s idea of
Purgatory--at least.

Schirmer, on the other hand, was the ideal
Cannoneer. He was a farmer from Iowa in his late 20s. He was 6 feet
4 inches tall and 280 pounds. Some of that weight was bone, but the
rest was nearly all muscle. No one could find fault with either his
lifting or his digging. But Williams had seen a picture of his girl
friend, a slightly overweight but pretty waitress, and the National
Guardsmen made obscene jokes about her. They were like puppies
tormenting a Great Dane but, like a Great Dane, Schirmer merely
gave a rueful grin and let them continue to razz him.

The big man’s forbearance puzzled and
irritated Scofield. If only the Scofield ancestors had endowed him
with Schirmer’s physique... He found him drinking a Coke at the PX
one evening and sat down at his table.

“Why do you let those guys
razz you?” he asked. “You could break them into little
pieces.”

“Aw, they’re just having
fun,” said Schirmer. “They don’t mean any of that stuff. Besides,
what they say doesn’t make any difference to Mary. Their words
can’t hurt her. She’s a good girl, almost like a nun.”

“Don’t they hurt you,
though? If I were your size, I’d knock a few heads
together.”

“Well, they’re all smaller
than me. You see, I’ve always been big and as long as I can
remember people have been yelling at me not to hurt little people.
If I did get mad and pop one of them, everybody would yell at me
for it. Even if he had been hitting me!

“Used to be when I went to
town a guy would try to pick a fight with me. He was about the size
of Gibbs. Once, I had too much to drink and he hit me. I hit him
back and there was a fight. I won it easy but a big crowd gathered
yelling at me. The cops came and grabbed me and I pulled away from
them and everybody piled on me. I went to jail finally and had to
spend 30 days there and also pay a lot peoples’ doctor
bills.

“So I don’t fight people
and I also don’t drink any more.”

Scofield was deeply disappointed. He had
hoped he could talk this man into doing something about Gibbs.

Something had to be done about the No. 1
man. He considered ways of destroying or, at least, neutralizing
him. Fighting him was out of the question, both because of their
differing sizes and of Scofield’s aversion to violence. He made
tentative efforts at befriending the lout. They were repulsed with
jeers.

On November 1, they were paid. It was a
joyous occasion. That evening, lookouts were posted around the
barracks and a poker game started. Scofield looked on with
interest. He had had expensive training in the game during his
boyhood and had become pretty good at it. He edged closer, sizing
up the players and deciding they were pretty bad at cards,
especially Gibbs. Gibbs had heard of bluffing and did a lot of
it.

“That looks like a good
game,” Scofield said. “How do you play it?”

“Hey!” shouted Gibbs,
“Scofield wants to give us his money! Move over, Klein! Make room
for him.”

Two Sergeants, older and more knowledgeable
about the ways of the world, eyed Scofield, considered what they
knew of him and what he had said and decided they would find other
ways of amusing themselves. There were still plenty of players,
though.

Scofield listened earnestly to instructions
from Gibbs and Klein, repeated them dutifully and fumbled his way
amateurishly through two hands, drawing loud scorn from Gibbs. Then
he settled down to business. Gibbs didn’t have sense enough to fold
a bad hand and would keep betting on a pair of deuces. He also
would try to fill an inside straight. When he did have a good hand,
he was so happy and bet so wildly that Scofield folded quickly.

Within an hour, all of Gibbs’ pay was in
front of Scofield. Gibbs was sure his luck would turn. Scofield
took an IOU for $5 and won it back. He loaned $5 more, then another
$5.

When the game broke up, Gibbs owed him his
next month’s pay and was quite crestfallen. Scofield was
sympathetic. “Bad luck,” he said, hypocritically. “Maybe you can
get some money from home.”

“Yeah, I’ll get the money
for you,” Gibbs promised.

Of course he didn’t. Life became pleasanter
for Scofield, though. He had gone easy on the other players in the
game, leaving them most of their money, so there were no hard
feelings from them. Nor were there hard feelings from Gibbs, or if
there were they were swallowed. He was heavily in debt to Scofield,
owned by him. When Scofield’s work on the gun displeased him, he
would open his mouth to criticize, remember his debt and choke back
any harsh words. He was a born welsher, but it was best not to
offend a creditor and cause him to press for payment.

One problem out of the way. Now, if he could
only neutralize Major Clinton.

It was about a week before he ran into
Peters in new attire at the Post Exchange. The former Sergeant
Major was resplendent in an officer’s uniform with rounded, striped
bars on his shoulders.

“Congratulations on
filling my shoes,” Scofield said.

“Nobody could fill your
shoes,” answered Warrant Officer Peters. “But I’ve got your job.
Have a beer!”

“You’ve still working for
Major Clinton, though.”

“Oh, he’s mellowed a
little. He has a new Buick. Says he inherited some money from an
uncle.”

“Did he have a rich
uncle?”

“No,” said ex-banker
Peters. “Incidentally, he hasn’t mellowed where you’re
concerned.”

This information did not surprise Scofield.
He drank his beer reflectively. A Buick cost about $l,000.

“Could he afford it on his
pay?” he asked.

“No,” said Mr.
Peters.

“Could he get a loan to
buy it?”

“He didn’t. It’s paid
for.”

“Where did he get the
money?”

Mr. Peters shrugged his shoulders and looked
away.

Scofield asked no further questions.
Apparently, there was something fishy going on. Mr. Peters might or
might not know what it was, but he was not going to do more than
hint.

Scofield smelled a fellow-conniver in the
Major. He had a feeling that there would be profit for him in
learning the source of Major Clinton’s prosperity. If he had been
free to move around the camp during the day, he might have been
able to find the answer. His time was taken up with the drill
schedule, though. He visited the Headquarters barracks one evening,
but there was nothing to be learned there. He must think about
this. The enemy had an open flank. How to find it and exploit it...
He needed intelligence, not the kind that was measured by IQ tests,
but the kind produced by spies.

Unlike most of the soldiers, Scofield had no
money problem, thanks to one of his sales jobs.

He had been touring Illinois, the Sucker
State, selling farmers stock in an Oklahoma oil well which he and
everyone else involved firmly believed would never produce oil. One
day the sales manager had caught up with him and tried to buy back
the inventory for which he had paid a nickel a share. Scofield was
no sucker. He refused to sell and the manager confessed that the
dry hole had unexpectedly turned into a gusher. Scofield still had
2,000 shares. The manager offered him 50 cents a share. Scofield
refused. The offer went up to $1 a share, then kept going until it
reached $5. At that point, Scofield sold. He received more from the
stock than most Americans made in four years.

Then he retraced his steps and offered to
buy back the stock he had sold to farmers for 25 cents a share.
Most of them had come under heavy censure from their wives and
daughters for buying the stock in the first place ( “That money
could have bought dress material! How’s she gonna catch a husband
wearing a dress made out of feed sacks?”) and were born suckers in
the second place, so they were willing to sell. A few demanded a
5-cent premium and, with a show of reluctance worthy of Tom Sawyer,
he paid it. He left the stock-selling business with more than
$9,000 in cash and 1,000 shares of a very profitable oil well which
later was sold for stock in one of the big oil companies. The
dividend checks had been coming in ever since.

So he could pay to find out about Major
Clinton’s sudden wealth. On his next trip to town, he found a
private detective.

He had expected a wiry, tough man who spoke
out of the side of his mouth and kept a bottle of whiskey on his
desk. He found a fat man in a small tidy office who exuded Southern
bonhomie. It seemed he was a retired policeman whose practice
consisted mostly of exposing errant spouses. Inevitably, some of
these were from the military base, so he had contacts there and
believed he could find out what the Major was up to. He pledged
confidentiality but had doubts about Scofield’s ability to pay.

“Y’all make $21 a month
and I charge $10 a day plus expenses,” he said. “Can y’ afford
that?”

“Sure,” said
Scofield.

“Well, this is liable to
take a while so I’ll need a retainer of $50 to cover the first
week. If I solve the case in one day, I’ll give y’ back $40 minus
whatever expenses I have. I’ll probably have to buy some
drinks.”

Concealing the pain always caused by giving
large sums of money to another person, Scofield produced the cash,
took his receipt and told what he knew about Major Clinton. The
detective seemed happy with the information. Scofield had an idea
about retrieving his money.

“Do you play
poker?”

The detective smiled knowingly. So that was
where this buck private got his money.

“Nevah!” he
said.

The next Friday evening, Scofield went to
town for the weekend and called the detective to find out what he
had learned. He received a cryptic report:

“Go to the Homecookin’
Restaurant and hang around tomorruh mornin’,” the detective said.
“Yuh’ll get the ansuh to yuh question.”

Obediently, Scofield found the restaurant
the next morning and had breakfast there. He lingered over his
coffee but noticed nothing untoward. Finally, he went out and sat
in his car. After three cigarettes, he saw a new Buick turn into
the alley behind the restaurant. This probably was what the
detective meant him to see. After a few more minutes, Scofield left
his car and entered the alley.

He saw Major Clinton standing beside the
Buick behind the restaurant. He was talking to a man in a white
apron. The Buick was loaded with boxes. Major Clinton was holding a
crate of eggs, preparing to pass them to the restaurant employee.
Here was the reason there were no second servings in the Battery’s
mess hall. Scofield marched up to the pair and threw his best
salute.

“Good morning, Major!” he
said with a cheerful lilt to his voice. “I haven’t seen you for a
while.”

Major Clinton dropped the eggs. He froze for
a moment, then whirled to face Scofield, his face contorted by fear
and rage. Quickly, he regained a measure of self-control and
returned the salute. He finally managed to speak:

“What are you doing here,
Scofield?” he demanded.

“Just passing by, Major.
Looks like you’ve gone into business.”

The Major was thinking fast. He was well and
truly caught. By a man who had no love for him. A Federal prison
loomed.

“Yes,” he said. “A friend
of mine has a food distribution business. I deliver for him on
weekends.”

“Nice,” said Scofield. He
gave his most knowing smile and waited.

The Major felt sweat breaking out all over
him. The other man looked on with interest. “Deal!” the Major told
himself.

“How are you getting along
in Baker Battery, Scofield?” he asked solicitously.

“Not too well. We seem to
be short of rations. And Cannoneering is rough duty.”

“Maybe we can do something
about that,” the Major said. “I’ll see that more rations are
issued. I can’t promote you back to your old job; it’s filled. Is
there something else you’d like to do? Would you like to come back
to Headquarters Battery?”

The offer had its attractions. It could be
fun to be in Headquarters knowing where the Battalion Executive
buried his bodies, but it also could be dangerous. The farther he
was from Major Clinton, the better Scofield would like it.

“Well, Sir, I’m really
well qualified to be head of the Instruments Section but no one
seems inclined to promote me. For some reason.”

“I’ll see what I can do
about that,” the Major said. “And I think I’ll quit this part-time
job.”

“I would if I were you,
Major. It’s been good seeing you again.”

Scofield gave a parting salute and started
to leave, then turned back.

“By the way, Major, I’m
not the only one who knows about your job.”

As he left the alley, he heard a car door
slam behind him and an engine start. “Hey!” shouted a voice, “Don’t
I get my merchandise?”

On Monday morning, there were seconds and
even thirds in the Battalion’s chow lines. Sgt. Hill was further
surprised when Captain Warren came into the CP and told him
Scofield was to be transferred to the Instruments Section.

“What happened?” he asked,
his amazement overcoming his discipline.

“I don’t know and I don’t
want to know,” the Captain answered. “That’s not all. We have to
promote him to staff sergeant. What can we do with Sgt.
Rollins?”

The Battery had slots for only four staff
sergeants. There was no excuse for demoting any of them. Hill was
one of many who disliked Sgt. Fowler, but there was no legitimate
reason for busting him.

“Headquarters has room for
a lot of staff sergeants,” he said. “Maybe we could transfer
one.”

“Good idea! I’ll talk to
Major Clinton.”

Scofield spent Monday afternoon moving his
gear upstairs to the Instruments Section. On Tuesday, Sgt. Rollins
was transferred to Headquarters Battery. On Wednesday, Scofield was
jumped four grades to Staff Sergeant.

The rest of the Battery regarded him with a
respect that bordered on awe. All knew he had been a warrant
officer and that he had dropped from that lofty post to the lowest
level. All suspected that someone in high circles had a grudge
against him. So how had he managed to overcome that?

“Talent,” Scofield told
them.


Chapter 6

Back at Eden, Dr. McBride had decided that,
while he could not wipe out his daughter’s past, he could and would
do something about her future. This involved intensive counseling
and prayer. He started with his basic beliefs, which he seemed to
have failed to pass on to her previously.

“God made mankind--and
that includes women--to love and obey Him and to be happy with
Him,” he said. “The first man and woman disobeyed him and were
thrown out of Paradise, leaving their descendants to be unhappy
much of the time. After a while, He gave their descendants Ten
Commandments which we must obey. Later, he sent his Son, Jesus
Christ, to live our life and hardships, to teach us and to be
sacrificed on the cross so that we could be redeemed. This opened
the opportunity for us to go to Heaven if we obey God.”

For an hour a day, he went into detail and
had her join him in prayer.

He also told her what he knew about sexual
activity, which wasn’t all that much. He told her that God had
given both men and women a sexual drive meant to ensure the
continuation of the human race. But He had also instituted marriage
so that the children could be reared. A man and a woman were
supposed to cleave together, forsaking all others and remaining
faithful to each other until death. Sexual intercourse was lawful
only within marriage and there were numerous dangers inherent in
breaking this law, the most serious being eternity in hell.

This went on for several weeks. It was
hugely successful, the more so because Susanna had been badly
shaken at learning she had contracted a loathsome disease. The
doctor had assured her that it was easily cured, which was true,
but told her she was lucky not to have contracted something worse.
He then lectured her on syphilis, chancroids and other venereal
ailments.

She was further shaken when she confronted
the school janitor who she believed had infected her. She thought
he should know that he had the disease and she wanted to express
her opinion of him for transmitting it to her.

He took it all lightly.

“Yeah, I know,” he said,
smugly. “I gave it to my wife, too. That’s the third time I’ve
given her the clap. Boy, was she mad!”

Susanna was furious. To think that she had
given herself to a creature like this! She wanted to destroy him.
Inspiration came to her.

“How do you know
you gave it to
her?” she
demanded.

His smugness died and he stammered:

“W-w-why... I’m the only
one she could have got it from. She’s a good woman! She’s not a
tramp! She couldn’t have given it to me!”

But he looked sick.

This episode, along with the combination of
moral and physical lecturing, worked a wonder. Susanna decided that
sexual intercourse was something that should be restricted to
marriage to a faithful partner. She still had the urge, but a
deep-seated fear restrained her from obeying it. It was frustrating
to realize that she had been within minutes of marriage when
Scofield had flitted. Darn him!

One day she took a hard look at herself in
the mirror. She did not like what she saw---a long bag of bones
topped by a head. Could this be the reason Scofield had fled? Well,
there’d be some changes made. Weight gain and exercise were called
for. She began to eat . No more toying with a few vegetables on her
plate. She began to assault the mashed potatoes and pork chops. Her
stomach protested bitterly at its new work load

It was agonizing, but there is no willpower
exceeding that of a young woman who is fixed on acquiring a man.
Susanna endured the pains by dreaming of the day she would track
down Scofield, dazzle him with her new shape and get him to the
altar before his vision cleared. How could she with her past marry
a decent man? She couldn’t, she decided. But Scofield was a part of
that past and the closest to decent of any of that sorry bunch with
whom she had consorted.

There also was a less edifying reason: she
had enjoyed her experience with Scofield, interrupted though it
was, more than all her previous experiences put together, but she
did not admit this to herself. (In fact, he had inadvertently
triggered some primal mating urge which was beyond her control.) He
was the man she wanted, she decided, and she would get him no
matter what. She found herself singing a song from “Showboat” in
her bath: “Fish gotta swim, birds gotta fly, I gotta love one man
till I die...”

Scofield, a couple of hundred miles away,
gave an involuntary shudder at the moment of that decision.
“Someone must have walked over my grave,” he muttered.

Stomachs are flexible and Susanna’s expanded
to handle the new load, alleviating the pain. Her parents were
surprised but pleased to see her begin to fill out..

Now she needed exercise. It was decades
before the age of jogging and the school had few exercise
facilities for women. The YWCA had a swimming pool, though, and her
parents agreed to her proposal to join, providing that her mother
chaperoned her. She started spending an hour a day in the pool,
becoming a very good swimmer. Then she discovered that the Y also
offered ballet lessons. That was bound to help her posture and her
walk. She signed up and very soon her spine stiffened and her head
ceased to droop.


Chapter 7

Another move--into the Sergeant’s room on
the second floor of the barracks. There was a certain coolness on
the part of the other occupants. Scofield, after all, was not a
member of the National Guard and all the other non-coms were. Along
with the awe inspired by his leapfrog through the ranks was the
natural resentment of a family which has suddenly acquired an older
step-brother. Scofield was not bothered by this.

He was the overseer of a platoon consisting
not only of the small Instruments Section but the considerably
larger Communications Section of radio operators and wiremen. The
commander of this part of the plantation was Second Lt. Scott, who,
like Major Clinton, had served a hitch in the Cavalry then joined
the National Guard. The similarity between the two ended there. Lt.
Scott was much more interested in the Officers’ Club bar than in
his duties. Scofield found the platoon ill-trained and unruly.

But it was only a few weeks until January 1,
when the Battalion would return to civilian life, so there seemed
no point in worrying about its condition. The members of the
platoon went through the motions of being soldiers while they
talked of the defense plant jobs they planned to get and the money
they would make. Scofield also went through the motions of running
the platoon. He was reasonably sure that he would not be released
with the battalion but would be transferred to some other unit to
finish out the year for which he had enlisted a few months before.
With luck, he would get into Quartermasters or Finance.

He received a bill from the detective and
was not surprised to find that his retainer had been used up by
four days of detecting and $10 worth of food and drinks supplied to
informants. Well, the results were worth it.

On Dec. 1, the soldiers were paid. He
accosted his debtor, Gibbs, who said he would see him later and
then went AWOL. Again, he was not surprised.

At the Magnolia, Mr. Peters greeted him with
respect.

“What did you do to Major
Clinton?” he asked. “He’s always asking people if you’re happy in
your new job.”

“We smoked the peace
pipe,” Scofield said.

On Sunday, Dec. 7, 1941, he and Mr. Peters
were sipping beer in the Magnolia when an excited man burst into
the restaurant.

“The Japs have bombed
Pearl Harbor!” he shouted. “We’re at war!”

Confusion reigned. Several voices demanded
“What’s Pearl Harbor?”

“It’s in Hawaii,” said
Scofield. “We’ve got a big Navy base there.”

His was one of many stomachs that were
sinking. There was a radio in the bar. It was turned on. They heard
that the armed forces were on full alert and all military personnel
were ordered to return to their bases. It seemed like a good idea
to obey that order.

Confusion also reigned at the camp. Orders
were flying, many of them contradictory. The Battery had a total of
10 model 1917 Enfield rifles used for guard duty. Ten guards were
picked, armed and sent to guard the motor pool, where the trucks
and guns were parked, the CP and the Battery area. Everyone knew
without being told officially that there was no longer any hope of
going home on January 1.

Some soldiers Scofield had not seen before
appeared in the barracks along with Gibbs. All seemed to be known
and were greeted with derision. They were AWOLS, hastening back to
their posts so they could not be called deserters. For the rest of
the Battery, this underlined the fact that the Articles of War now
were very real. Desertion, among other offenses, carried the death
penalty in time of war.

And it was war, declared by Japan, Germany
and Italy. The boredom and inertia which had afflicted the soldiers
was replaced by excitement and some fear. It was widely believed
that they soon would be in battle. They worried about the shortage
of rifles and wondered when they would be issued ammunition and
where they would be sent. Would one of the enemy nations attack the
mainland? What would happen next?

Against all expectations, Scofield found
himself filled with patriotism. He thought it must be his father’s
influence showing up belatedly. He set to work getting his platoon
in order. There was no resistance; the soldiers were now willing to
take the Army seriously. There were many expressions of burning
desire to get at “those little yellow bastards” who had attacked
their Country. That there also was some scheming to get out of the
line of fire did not matter; there was little hope of that.

The Instruments Section received most of his
attention. In 11 months in the Army, the soldiers had learned
practically nothing about their jobs. Scofield began to teach them
survey, map-reading and the elements of observation and firing on
enemy targets, all of which he had learned more or less by osmosis
while idling around his father’s Battery as an Army brat. They were
smart enough and, now that there was a point to it, inspired to
learn quickly.

The whole country was galvanized by the
attack on the Pacific Fleet. Details were kept secret, but casualty
reports indicated that there had been massive damage. Defense
plants, now termed “war plants”, went into high gear. Civilian auto
and kitchen appliance production was halted while the manufacturers
concentrated on producing aircraft, tanks and other vehicles for
the Armed Forces. Hollywood and Tin Pan Alley stepped up their
production of war films and songs.

Christmas came with leaves for some, then
New Year’s Day, when there was much mourning for what might have
been except for those “little yellow bastards.”

More depressing than the extension of their
enlistments, though, was the war news. The Japanese were rolling
across Southeast Asia and the Eastern Pacific virtually unhindered.
They had attacked the Philippines simultaneously with Pearl Harbor.
A few days later, they invaded the islands and the American Army
retreated to the Bataan Peninsula and then to Corregidor, where
they resisted valiantly but futilely.

Lt. Scott was given a medical discharge for
reasons not publicized but believed by the enlisted men to involve
his liver. For a while, Scofield was in sole control of his
platoon. Finally, a tall young man with thick spectacles and long,
thin legs appeared in the Battery fresh from officer training. He
took control of the platoon.

New officers were always regarded with
suspicion, especially the 90-day wonders from Officer Candidates
School. This one proved to be unusually bearable though. He was a
socialite from an Ivy League college with an unbelievably
democratic attitude. He had grown up among servants and liked them.
He brought the same attitude to the Army and its enlisted men. He
listened to everybody who spoke to him and often agreed with them.
The one problem with him was minor. He had been made Mess Officer
and was often gone from the platoon. But he could always be found
when needed, nearby in the kitchen, exchanging ideas with cooks and
sampling their production. He was addicted to food. Scofield was
sure they could work together.

He was smart. The men would have settled for
sobriety. They considered brains a bonus. Lt. Courtlandt took over
training of the Instruments Section so Scofield was able to turn
his attention to the radio operators and wiremen. These were not as
smart as the Instruments men. They were smart enough, though. The
trouble was that they were contentious. They argued constantly
among themselves, mostly about women and liquor, and often with the
non-coms about orders. Scofield tired of them quickly. As soon as
he was satisfied that they had reached optimum efficiency in their
jobs he turned them over to their sergeants while he went back to
the Instruments Section.

More replacements came to the Battery as the
Army attempted to bring it up to strength. This attempt was
thwarted by some of the National Guardsmen who, now that there was
a war, decided to reveal ailments which they had concealed in order
to join. They were sent home as unfit for service. They left with
clear consciences. They had signed up for a year and they had
served for a year.

There had been a huge surge in volunteers
starting on the evening of December 7 as young men flocked to
defend their Country against the Axis powers. For those who didn’t
volunteer, the draft quotas were raised. The replacements were
mostly volunteers, but the term of service was the same for
everybody: the duration of the war plus six months. Army pay took a
giant leap, from $21 to $50 a month for privates. And servicemen
were forbidden to wear civilian clothes.

This last change barred the Magnolia Café to
Scofield and Peters. Sojers were now heroes in the North, but some
of the South had not changed its attitude. Let ‘em do their
fightin’ with the Japs.

They met in another café to compare notes.
Scofield wanted the word on whether this ramshackle outfit was apt
to be sent overseas in the immediate future. Peters thought it was
not likely. The Army was beefing up some Regular Army Divisions and
regiments and a couple of the better National Guard Divisions for
shipment out. Their battalion appeared to be low on the list. The
real responsibility for winning the war lay on the civilians, he
said. They had to produce the weapons and materiel to make the Army
a fighting force.

The only good news was that the Navy and its
Marine Corps was still in fighting shape in spite of its losses at
Pearl Harbor. Roosevelt had been Assistant Secretary of the Navy in
the World War. His loyalty had kept the Navy intact while the Army
decayed during the Great Depression. Peters expected the Marines to
be first in action.

“Good thing,” grumbled
Scofield. “It’s going to take me months to get my platoon
ready.”

Peters was amused. “You’re taking
responsibility,” he said. “You’re growing up.”

Scofield’s jaw dropped. Growing up?

“Are you saying I’m not
grown up?” he asked. “I’m 22 years old! That’s grown
up!”

“Nah! I figure men are
still boys until they’re about 30. That’s the trouble with the
Army. It’s nearly all kids.”

“Yeah? Well, what about
women?”

“I’m not sure they ever
grow up,” said Mr. Peters.

Somewhat insulted, Scofield left the
restaurant and set out to unconsciously prove his immaturity with
the inadvertent help of Weiss.

He spotted the burly private walking along
the main street and joined him. They strolled toward the seedier
end of the street where Weiss looked into a pool hall.

“They’re drinking beer in
there,” he noted.

Scofield already had three bottles of beer
inside him but he was still thirsty. “Let’s go in,” he said.

It was a rough joint, full of rough people
drinking beer and shooting pool. The two soldiers ordered and
drank, eying the pool players. One of them, a medium-sized
dark-haired man who was better dressed than the rest, seemed pretty
good at the game. He was teasing the others into playing with him.
A shark!

Scofield was even better at pool than at
poker. It was all a matter of angles and velocity and he had
figured it out by the time he was 12. He edged up to the table
where the shark was playing.

“That looks like a good
game,” he said, innocently. “How do you play it?”

Back at the bar, Weiss rolled his eyes. He
had been present at the poker game. He braced for trouble.

“Why, it’s an easy game,
Sarge,” said the Shark. “Why don’t you grab a cue stick and I’ll
teach you.”

Scofield’s first shot sent the cue ball
flying into the air and off the table. It was retrieved and he
tried again, actually hitting another ball. The shark cheered.

The two confidence men became engrossed in
hustling each other. The Shark missed easy shots and Scofield
gradually improved until he was making apparently lucky shots.
Finally, he won a game and the Shark suggested they play the next
one for a quarter. Scofield won it and the stake was increased to a
dollar. Scofield won again. He appeared smug, the Shark
frustrated.

“Awright, Soldier Boy!
You’re gettin’ good! Let’s play the next one for ten dollars,” he
said. “You can break.”

The stakes were deposited with the bartender
and Scofield shot, sinking two balls. He then proceeded to sink the
other 13, running the table while the Shark looked more and more
dazed. When the last ball trickled into the side pocket, he
erupted.

“You’re a shark!” he
shouted.

“I got lucky,” said
Scofield, in a fine imitation of Bing Crosby
nonchalance.

The Shark was infuriated.

“You son of a
bitch!”

This was a call to battle. In the masculine
code of the day, a man could take personal insults but he had to
fight when his mother’s virtue was questioned. Scofield was not
that concerned about his mother. He refused the challenge.

“Don’t be a sore loser,”
he said, mildly, then ducked as the butt of a cue stick whirled
toward his head. He zipped under the pool table.

At the bar, Weiss put down his beer and
chivalrously moved to help his Sergeant. The Shark was leaning
over, trying to drag Scofield out of his refuge. Weiss grabbed him
and threw him aside. The rest of the crowd whooped and moved into
the fray.

A very small man threw himself on Weiss, who
peeled him off his chest and threw him at the approaching crowd.
Men went down like bowling pins. A large man came off the floor and
headed for Weiss, aiming a haymaker. Weiss gave him a right to the
gut and he folded back to the floor.

The table was between the fight and the bar.
Scofield scrambled out from under it on the bar side. The bartender
was coming out from behind it with a billy club in his hand and
determination on his face. The stakes for the game lay on the back
bar. Scofield pocketed the $20 and looked back to see Weiss
flailing away in the midst of a crowd which emitted groans, grunts
and rebel yells. The bartender was behind him with his club
descending. The big man had recovered from the gut shot and was
leaping toward Weiss, who ducked away from the charge. The big man
arrived just in time to receive a concussion meant for Weiss.

With just a little bit of help, Weiss would
win this battle. Scofield was not the man to provide that help,
though. You could get hurt in a brawl like that. He picked up the
telephone and told the operator to call the police. There was a
riot in this pool hall, he added. Then he sauntered out of the
building. He was standing innocently in the rear of a crowd which
had gathered across the street when the police and MPs arrived.

Nice of Weiss to help him out. Too bad he
was going to jail for it. A pity, really.

He was sorrier on Monday when the battered
and disheveled Weiss was brought to the orderly room by MPs. Upon
his release, he asked immediately to be transferred out of the
Instruments Section. The Captain was agreeable.

“You’re such a fighter,
you can be a machine-gunner,” he said.

Outside the Orderly Room, Scofield asked
Weiss in hurt tones why he had asked for the transfer. Weiss gave
him a cold, level look.

“I don’t want to go to war
with a Sergeant who runs off and leaves me when the trouble
starts,” he said.

The story of the pool hall melee entered the
Battery lore alongside the famous poker game. Weiss became widely
respected, even though he said “darn” instead of “damn.” Even Gibbs
refrained from harassing this modern Galahad. It could be
dangerous. Lt. Courtlandt, easily the most erudite member of the
Battery, quoted Tennyson: “His strength is as the strength of ten
because his heart is pure.” The Powers That Be heard the full story
and quietly ditched all charges against Weiss.

Scofield, on the other hand, became widely
distrusted. It didn’t bother him much. He had rather liked Weiss,
but now the newly-anointed machine-gunner and the rest of the
Battery avoided his company off-duty. So he did his drinking with
Mr. Peters, who continued to be fascinated and amused by him.

Scofield had lived through many periods of
unpopularity. It was his experience that time eroded it. He kept a
low profile and helped the process along by doing little favors for
the other soldiers. He became known as a good source of cigarette
money when you were broke.


Chapter 8

The civilians responded with a will
strengthened by outrage and the fear that this war could be lost.
Men exempt from service worked long hours producing war goods.
Women joined them. Children collected scrap metal to be turned into
military equipment. There was a weird kind of prosperity: money
available but not much to be bought with it. There were shortages
of food, clothing and most civilian goods as production was
diverted to the military. This would lead eventually to
rationing.

Relatives of soldiers, sailors and Marines
waited anxiously for letters from the Pacific and dreaded those
telegrams which began “The War Department regrets to inform
you...”

General Douglas MacArthur left the
Philippines, taking his furniture but leaving Army nurses to face
the horrors of Japanese capture and imprisonment. Gen. Jonathon
Wainwright was left holding one of the world’s most thankless
commands. He duly surrendered. The surviving members of his command
were ordered into a column for the infamous Bataan Death March.
MacArthur was hailed as a hero.

They were frustrating times for soldiers
like those in Baker Battery, sworn to defend their country but
still unarmed and going through the irritating routine of garrison
life far from the war with little prospect of change.

Some did not pine for action. Scofield was
in this group. Once, after his mother had thrown a particularly
vicious tantrum, he had asked his father why he did not leave
her.

“I stood at an altar and
took a vow that I would love, honor and cherish her for better or
worse, among other things,” his father had said. “As far as I’m
concerned, worse was the trenches and this isn’t nearly that
bad.”

Young Scofield had decided at that point
that he wanted no part of the trenches. If they were far worse than
life with his mother...

That had been years ago, but the memory
lingered and he decided to keep an eye open for chances to slip
into a non-combat unit.

They were finally ordered to move, but not
overseas. They were sent to Fort Sill, Oklahoma, to fire missions
for the student Artillery officers there. It was a wild Spring in
Oklahoma. The Instruments Section spent its days on Observation
Posts passing on firing instructions and watching shells burst
while sand storms or blizzards or both lashed them. He finally told
Lt. Courtlandt that he was going to apply for Air Corps flight
school.

“Go ahead and waste your
time,” said Courtlandt, affable as always. “Don’t expect to have it
approved, though. There are lots of good candidates for the wild
blue yonder, but there are very few good Chiefs of
Detail.”

He thought of applying directly to Major
Clinton, who would be happy to get him out of the Battalion.
Further reflection told him that the Colonel, who must approve a
transfer. would agree with Lt. Courtlandt and veto it.

And he really was good at his job, dammit!
He had lucked out on replacements. There was a Polish-American
youngster from Detroit named Jankowski, who had taken all the math
courses he could manage in high school. He had quickly mastered
survey and the rest of the skills needed in the section. He would
be promoted to Corporal very soon. There also was a young man named
McCord from a small town in Ohio, who was smart enough and, as a
bonus, was always cheerful. The latter attribute was in short
supply both in the section and elsewhere in the Battery. Scofield
still was one man short but he had a good section as it was.

There was no sign of the Battalion being
sent overseas soon and fears of an invasion were diminishing. He
would stay quietly in the mouth of the whale while he awaited an
opportunity to escape.

* * *

By December, Susanna had
developed a waistline and had a shape more like a Coca Cola bottle
than a drinking straw. She noticed that boys no longer looked
quickly away when they happened to glance at her. In fact, there
were more than a few admiring looks, even though her face was
unadorned and she wore her hair in a 19th Century-style
bun.

After Pearl Harbor, the boys began to
disappear from all the colleges except the College of Religion.
Susanna didn’t care. By now, there was only one man for her. She
wondered frequently where he was, deciding that he probably was in
the Army. Nearly all the boys were and he had been there before he
came to the school. In just a few months, she would be free and
could go looking for him.

By February, she had achieved what was
considered the optimum shape for a young woman, so she reduced her
calory intake. She still ate lunch, though.

She was in the lunchroom one day when she
was greeted by a friend who had graduated two years before.

“Marge!” she exclaimed. “I
heard you were working in Washington.”

“I am. I’ve got a job
helping organize the new Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps. I’m
recruiting women for it.”

They went to a table. WAACs, Marge
explained, would do clerical and office work to release men for
active duty. They would operate switchboards, post offices and
various kinds of higher-echelon headquarters offices.

“That sounds like a good
job.”

“It would be even better
for you. I can get you into Officer Candidate School and you can be
a Leader, our equivalent of an officer. I think there’s going to be
a lot of opportunity if you get in on the ground floor.

“Will it be
dangerous?”

“Not really. We’re not
allowed in the combat zones. Of course, some of us will go overseas
so we’ll probably be in air raids but that might happen here the
way things are going.”

“And it’ll be fun!” she
added as she saw Susanna’s interest. “Between us, we’ll know
everything that’s going on in the war. Of course, we won’t be able
to talk about a lot of it. It’ll be secret, but we’ll be in on
everything!”

She had a sudden misgiving. The WAACs had to
be of good character.

“How has your behavior
been lately, Susanna? It’s important.”

“Believe it or not, it has
been perfect. Daddy landed on me so hard several months ago that I
thought the roof had caved in. I’ve been a good girl ever since and
I intend to go on being one.”

“Good. You know, I can’t
believe the way you look, Susanna! You’re a very attractive young
woman! A little makeup and some work on your hair and you’d be a
beauty!”

“Daddy doesn’t believe in
any of that stuff,” Susanna said abstractedly and then got to the
subject of interest.

“Can you find people in
the Army?” She asked.

“You bet! If he’s there,
we’ll be able to find him! We’re women, Susanna! We’re
nosey!”

By the end of the conversation Susanna had
been recruited. She was now 21, so there was no need for parental
consent. She would fill out enlistment papers and take the physical
exam but she would stay in school until graduation, then would go
to officer training school.

Susanna was exultant. This would solve all
her problems. Besides getting a job and leaving the constraints of
her family, she would be in a position to track down her true
love.

Her mother was thrilled at the idea of her
daughter being an Army officer. Her father was not. He did not like
the idea of a soldier daughter at all, but she was of age and she
was determined so there was nothing he could do about it. At least,
with a little bit of luck, he would have conformed to Sirach’s
advice and kept her from getting pregnant while she was living in
his house.

His discomfort added zest to the project.
Susanna loved him dearly, but he had said some hurtful things not
only on the night he had found her and Scofield together but also
in the course of his counseling. All her life, she had been Daddy’s
Darling, accustomed to hearing terms of endearment and praise from
him. Now, suddenly, he had become a severe judge bent on showing
her the errors in her life. That he was right made no difference.
He could have been gentler in his approach. He would suffer for
this new attitude. Besides, there had been some hypocrisy there.
She had noticed the date on her parents’ wedding certificate. It
was six months before she was born. When she mentioned this to her
mother, she was told with a smile that she had been a premature
baby. The smile told her more than the statement.


Chapter 9

Scofield was experiencing a new parental
relationship. His father had been stationed at Fort Bragg when he
died. His mother had decided to spend her widowhood in nearby
Fayetteville, where she could hobnob with the wives and widows who
had been her neighbors off and on for more than 20 years. It was as
much home as any place and, with no menfolk to bother her, it was
an ideal life.

She had been quite happy to forget Quincy
until the United States entered the war. It occurred to her then
that he probably was in the Army. Most boys his age had gone into
one of the services. She tapped into the Army wives’ grapevine.
There were wives of senior officers who fondly shared her memories
of hardships and domestic triumphs at desolate posts in the ‘20s
and there were senior officers who snapped to attention when she
approached them.

She located Quincy quite easily. He was, as
she suspected, in the Army. The news brought back memories of her
life as a bride with a husband at war. All the anxiety, all the
love she had felt in those pre-Quincy days. Now, for the first time
in her life, she became maternal. She told her friends that Quincy
had answered the Call to the Colors and was now Chief of Detail in
a Field Artillery battery. This was, as they knew, an important
job, supposed to go to the brainiest enlisted man in the Battery.
The Army being what it was, what was supposed to be did not always
happen, but all agreed that Quincy was eminently qualified for the
post. If the friends wondered how long he would keep the job, they
kept their cynicism to themselves. Carrie also was wondering
privately how long the little rat--oops!--mischievous lad would
last in the job.

Scofield was alarmed to receive a letter
addressed in a feminine hand. His first thought was that Susanna
had tracked him down, which could lead to all kinds of
unpleasantness. A glance at the return address showed “Mrs. John
Scofield”, which was only slightly reassuring. Was his mother
putting her venom in writing now? Well, written words could not
penetrate his thick hide any more than spoken invective. He opened
it.

Incredibly, his mother loved him and worried
about him. He must be careful; she had no desire to be a Gold Star
Mother. (Quin was sure this was a lie.) She was proud that he had
advanced so far in the military, but shouldn’t he apply for Officer
Candidates School? She was sure he would make an excellent officer,
just as his father had. She was so anxious to see him. When was he
due for a furlough? When could she expect him?

“Never!” seemed a good
answer to the last question. Scofield hastily tore the letter into
bits and threw it into the tin can nailed to a post in the barracks
for cigarette butts. It made him uneasy. If a vengeful Dr. McBride
was looking for him, he had only to look up his next of kin in the
school records and contact Mrs. Carrie Scofield. She was sure to
tattle.

He had no more intention of answering the
letter than he had of visiting her. Two weeks later, he was called
into the Orderly Room to see the Captain.

“Would you like to go to
the South Pacific, Sergeant?” the Captain asked.

South Pacific. Japs. Snipers. Infiltrators.
Malaria, Yaws. Elephantiasis. Cannibals. That was easily answered.
“No, Sir!”

“Then you’d better write
to your mother.”

“What?”

“Orders from way up the
line. You write to your mother at least every other week or you go
to the South Pacific!”

“I’ll write,
Sir!”

“I thought you would. Just
between us, who does your mother know who could send you to the
South Pacific?”

“Everybody,
Sir.”

And so communication was resumed between
mother and son.

Caroline Scofield knew
before anyone in the 2085th that the Battalion was
being transferred to Fort Bragg. So did a young WAAC officer,
newly-commissioned and awaiting assignment. Strings were pulled
within the WAACs and Third Leader (2nd Lieutenant) Susanna McBride
was assigned to Fort Bragg headquarters. She reported promptly and
sent off a thank-you note to Marge, her earthly Guardian
Angel.

When Carrie answered the door, she was
surprised and a little apprehensive to see a tall, lovely young
WAAC with a shiny new gold bar on each shoulder. Was there bad news
about Quincy?

No, it was good news. This beautiful young
thing was in love with Quincy. Hard to believe, but that was what
she said. They had dated in college and had discussed marriage but
he had become insanely jealous when he saw her with another boy and
had run away. Now, she had located him and intended to win him
back.

It took quite a bit of conversation to
convince Caroline Scofield that any woman would want to marry her
son, but Susanna succeeded. This was due mostly to the fact that
Caroline was charmed by her and liked the idea of having such a
daughter-in-law. The girl undoubtedly was touched in the head, but
you couldn’t expect a sane girl to want to be Mrs. Quincy Scofield.
A feminine plot was hatched. Scofield’s possible avenues of escape
were discussed and ruthless counter-measures were planned. A mutual
feeling of satisfaction prevailed when Susanna hugged her, kissed
her on the cheek and left.

The Battalion arrived at Fort Bragg in
October. Scofield was unhappy about this move. It brought him much
too close to his mother. They were sent to a field and told to
build their camp. They spent the next two days cutting brush,
leveling ground and erecting tents They were still working at it
when he was summoned to the Orderly Room tent.

“You’re getting a
three-day pass to see your mother,” said Sgt. Hill. He handed over
a piece of paper.

Scofield handed it back.

“Thanks, Al, but I’ll take
a rain check on that. I still haven’t got my platoon settled
yet.”

“I don’t know another man
in this Army who would turn down a three-day pass to see his
mother,” said Hill. “Take the pass and get out of here!”

“Well, I’m turning it
down. I can’t be ordered to do that.”

“Go see the Captain,” said
Hill shortly.

“It’s an order,” said the
Captain. “It came from Camp Headquarters.”

“No one can give that
order, Sir.”

“I suppose you’re right.
Did you know that there’s a Paratroop Division coming here? They
have Artillery and could use a Chief of Detail--or a Cannoneer for
that matter.”

Scofield gulped. This was serious. He had no
desire to jump out of airplanes or to ride in gliders.

“You have to volunteer for
the Airborne, Sir!”

“Yes, but Headquarters
says anyone who refuses a pass to see his mother is a volunteer for
the Airborne.”

They couldn’t do that. But the Army did a
lot of illegal things when the higher-ups chose. Scofield reflected
only a moment before taking the pass. When he was gone, the Captain
cast a cold eye at Pvt. McCord, who was Charge of Quarters for the
day. “If word of this gets around, someone will spend the rest of
his life on latrine duty,” he said. McCord gulped.

Best go to see the old shrew. It would be
bad but not as bad as being a paratrooper. Scofield picked up his
car at the garage where he was keeping it and drove up a familiar
driveway. His mother whipped the door open almost before the bell
stopped.

“Quincy! Dear!”

She flung her arms around him and covered
his face with kisses. He tried to remember the last time she had
kissed him but his memory produced nothing. This might be the first
time. She pulled him through the entry hall and into the living
room, where she pushed him into his father’s old easy chair.

“What would you like to
drink, Dear?” she asked.

“Beer, please.”

She left the room and returned in a few
minutes with a tray on which was a bottle of beer, an empty glass,
some other drink, pretzels, peanuts and a variety of little
sandwiches evidently prepared in advance. Scofield poured beer into
the empty glass and raised it in salute to his mother. She raised
the other drink and both sipped.

“It’s so long since I’ve
seen you, Quincy, and you’re so grown up now! It’s hard to believe
that it’s you. How long has it been? Five years?”

“About that.”

“Would you have recognized
me if we had passed on the street?”

Her hair had grayed and she had many more
wrinkles than he remembered, but diplomacy was called for.

“Sure! You haven’t changed
a bit.”

“Flatterer!”

He was in deep water here. He was expected
to continue the compliments, which would be heavy going. He was
saved by the doorbell.

“I wonder who that can
be!” his mother said in a voice that suggested amateur
theatricals.

Scofield had a feeling that something else
he would not like was about to happen. He heard a girlish voice,
faintly familiar, mingling with his mother’s and then a visitor was
ushered into the room. Scofield rose from his chair as he had been
taught to do when a woman entered the room and looked at her. She
was a beauty, for what that was worth to him, and she looked
familiar. Recognition dawned.

Susanna! Or at least between 150 and 200
percent of her! A lot of flesh had been added to her frame. He
stood bug-eyed, too stunned to speak.

“Quincy, Dear. I’m sure
you remember Susanna McBride.”

Susanna swayed gracefully toward him. The
clodhopper walk was gone with the famine-victim look. The WAAC
uniform had been designed by someone in the Quartermaster Corps who
was no threat to Parisian designers, but it failed to hide the fact
that she had a lovely figure. She had been to the hairdresser. Her
hair, which the darker ethnic groups would describe as blond and
the blue-eyed groups would call light brown, made a halo around her
Hobby Hat. She appeared to be wearing little makeup, but her face
was smooth and glowing, her features perfect. She belonged in
Hollywood rather than Fort Bragg.

“Quin! What a surprise! I
didn’t expect to see you here. I just dropped in to pay a call on
Mrs. Scofield, never dreaming I’d meet you again!”

The air was thick with lies. It had all been
a frame-up. Scofield wanted to run for the door but his legs
wouldn’t move. Susanna’s arms were around him and she was
bending(!) to kiss him on the lips. It wasn’t the sloppy kind he
remembered. He submitted, thinking of the paratroops, then he
extricated himself and sank back into the chair. Quickly, he noted
that her WAAC uniform bore officer’s insignia. She was some kind of
“leader”, as they called their officers. Relief flooded him.
Nothing serious could happen. She was an officer and he was an
enlisted man. Fraternization between the two classes was strictly
forbidden.

More lies were flying around the room. His
mother was explaining that she had encountered Susanna at a drug
store, had been charmed by the young woman officer and had
introduced herself. Susanna had reacted to her name by telling her
she had an ex-boyfriend named Quincy Scofield. Well..

Much talk about small worlds and
coincidences. Many questions for him which elicited the kind of
answers police get from guilty suspects and much discussion between
the women of how well he looked. More beer was forthcoming, along
with a drink for Susanna (he doubted that it was moonshine) and
another for his mother.

Susanna had her legs crossed, displaying a
lot of thigh but not nearly as much as he had seen at their last
meeting, partly because they were mostly covered by lisle
stockings.

After the third beer, his mind began to
function. Just in time.

“The cat’s got Quincy’s
tongue,” his mother said. “I guess the shock of seeing you so
unexpectedly floored the poor boy.”

“Something like that,” he
said, managing a pretty good excuse for a smile. “You look even
better than the last time I saw you, Susanna. Too bad we can’t
date.”

“Why can’t you?” snapped
his mother.

“I’m wearing stripes on my
sleeve and she’s an officer. You know the Army, Mother.”

“Oh!” She was stymied, but
only for a moment. She knew at least as much about sidestepping
Army regulations as this pup. She had been twisting them to suit
her purposes long before he was born.

“You could both wear
civvies and nobody would know.” She looked at two shaking heads.
“Oh, I forgot! You’re not allowed to wear civvies any more, are
you?”

Susanna had already spotted a loophole.
WAACs were not part of the Army so their officers could fraternize
with the Army’s enlisted men. Best to hold her tongue, though. This
was no time to out-smart her future husband.

Carrie Scofield tilted her head back and
closed her eyes. She was thinking. Scofield did not like the look
of this. Her thinking usually brought unpleasant results.

“I’ve got it! Susanna is
my friend, so she’s a friend of the family. Quincy certainly can go
anywhere he wants to with his mother and her friend! Why don’t we
go out to dinner?”

Damn! The old battle-ax had outflanked the
Army! Don’t show them you’re wounded! Be enthusiastic!

“Great idea, Mother! You
always did know how to make things happen!”

The mushrooming of the Army had brought a
first-class restaurant to Fayetteville. Carrie took them there.
Susanna stared wide-eyed at the snow-white table cloths and
gleaming silver. In her old, wild days, suitors had never taken her
anywhere but to the bushes or a broom closet. Now that she was a
one-man woman, she refused all offers which might lead to such
splendor so it was new to her. Carrie was a gracious, vivacious
hostess. Scofield played his part; he needed time to scheme.

There was a party of four at the next table,
a very well-dressed older couple, a pretty young woman and a large
young Army officer who had his back to their table. Both the women
wore quite a bit of jewelry.

Scofield had his back to the officer and the
other table, but he heard a male voice say, “If you’re not going to
finish that, Mother, I’ll take care of it. How about you, Mary, are
you going to finish yours?”

He knew both the voice and the technique. It
was that notorious chowhound, Lt. Courtlandt. Scofield had no
desire to call his lieutenant’s attention to himself but, finally,
there was a scraping of chairs as the other party prepared to leave
and a surprised cry of

“Scofield! I didn’t know
you were here!”

Scofield rose from his chair and stood more
or less at attention.

“I didn’t see you,
Lieutenant. This is quite a surprise!”

“My parents and my wife
are in town and we decided to have a real meal. This is my mother,
my father, and my wife, Mary. This is my platoon sergeant, Quin
Scofield. He does all my work.”

Scofield shook the father’s hand, expressed
pleasure at meeting all three and introduced his mother and his
mother’s friend, Third Leader McBride.

“Your mother’s friend?” asked Courtlandt,
eying Susanna appreciatively.

“Yes, Sir.”
Firmly.

A little small talk and the Courtlandts
left.

“That worked out very
well,” said Susanna. “You had a great idea, Mrs. Scofield. I can
see where Quin got his brains.”

His mother gave her a smug smile.

“His father was smart,
too,” she said, generously. “Call me Carrie, Dear.”

His mother wanted Susanna to spend the night
in her large house. Scofield almost panicked, fearing another rape,
but Susanna declined with suitable regrets. The Scofields could not
know how regretfully she did this nor that the words “only within
marriage” were echoing in her head.

“I’ll need to go back to
the base, but I’m free tomorrow and I can drop by in the afternoon
if you want me to.”

“Of course, Dear. Quincy
and I will always be happy to see you. Quincy, why don’t you drive
Susanna home?”

No plausible reason to refuse. Scofield
loaded her into the car, waited while she and his mother exchanged
fond goodbyes, and drove away. He intended the trip to be a silent
one, but Susanna had other ideas.

“Your mother certainly is
a gracious lady,” she said.

“In public,
Ma’am.”

“What do you
mean?”

“She can be a she-devil to
her family. She made life hell for my father and me.”

“I can’t believe
that.”

“You don’t have to, Ma’am.
She’ll be nice to you.”

“You can drop the military
formality, Quin. I’m Susanna and we’ve known each other pretty
well.”

“How’re your
parents?”

“Mother’s the same as
ever. So’s Daddy. He’s the kindest, sweetest man who ever lived
with almost no malice toward any one.”

“I think I know who the
almost is about.”

She giggled. “Yes. He goes wild at the mere
thought of you.”

“Considering what you told
him, I can’t blame him much.”

“Oh, my little fib didn’t
hold up. When he heard that you had escaped, he grabbed me to give
me a comforting hug, smelled my breath and it was all
over.”

“‘Little fib!’ You accused
me of a capital crime!”

“Well, I was panicky and I
made the first excuse I could think of.”

“What did your father
do?”

“He didn’t beat me or
anything. For two months, there was an hour a day of Bible
readings, sermons on morality and prayer. Believe it or not, it
worked. I became a good girl!”

“Then why does he hate
me?”

“Because he wants me
married, you’re the only chance he’s ever had and you escaped.
Besides, he had great hopes for you. He thought you might be the
next Billy Sunday and then... Well, you know. Quin, why do you hate
me so?”

“Could it be because you
gave me the clap?”

“Are you sure you didn’t
give it to me?”

“Positive!”

Well, it had been worth a try. At least she
knew that he did not have enough to do with women to fear venereal
disease.

Scofield was driving at the maximum speed
limit. He wanted the trip over quickly. When he reached her
quarters, he hopped out of the car, moved smartly to her door,
opened it and saluted.

“Good night, Ma’am,” he
said.

“Good night, Sergeant, and
thank you for the lift,” she answered for the benefit of the sentry
as she returned the salute. Then, under her breath: “See you
tomorrow, Quin.”

“Like hell,” he thought as
he jumped back into the car and moved away.

His mother was waiting up and was obviously
disappointed that he had returned so quickly.

“That girl is very much in
love with you, Quincy. She’s lovely and sweet. I expect you to
reciprocate. You’ll never do better.”

“I suppose
not.”

“You suppose not! I know not! She’s the only woman I
ever saw who could stand you, Quincy Scofield...”

There was more, much more. His mother still
had her old ability to torment a man. There’s no place like home,
he thought. And, as he endured the harangue, he tried to think his
way out of this trap.


Chapter 10

In the morning, he told his mother that he
had to go back to the base for some military business that would
only take an hour or so.

She eyed him with deep suspicion. “You’d
better be back this afternoon when Susanna comes,” she said.

“I will be, Mother. You
can bet your life on it.”

A soldier who complained of unjust treatment
was usually advised to “Tell it to the Chaplain.” The theory was
that the Chaplain could intercede with higher-ups to obtain justice
for him. Scofield had never known this theory to be proven, but he
was desperate now and intended to give it a try.

He went to the base Chaplain’s office and
asked to see the Protestant Chaplain. He was directed to the office
of Lt. Col. Myron Gates. Small world again. He and young Lt. Gates
had crossed paths in his childhood. Worse, Lt. Col. Gates
remembered him, as everybody did.

“Cootie Scofield!” Col.
Gates said. “A staff sergeant! I thought you’d be in prison by now.
It must be 15 years since I’ve seen you!”

People from his past had an odd way of
welcoming him. Scofield endured the reunion chatter, then got down
to business. He explained that he was being pursued by a WAAC
officer and that his mother was conspiring with the officer to
catch him. That he could handle, but the Army was forcing him to
visit his mother, who was throwing the girl at him.

“What’s the problem?”
asked the Chaplain. “Is the girl ugly?”

“No, Sir. She’s a beauty.
But I don’t want to get married and I do not like this
girl!”

“Where did you meet a WAAC
officer?”

“I went to Eden University
for a little while and met her there. She became infatuated with me
and I quit college to get away from her.”

The name of the University caught the
Chaplain’s attention.

“I went to divinity school
with a man who became head of their School of Religion,” he said.
“We were quite good friends.”

“Susanna is his
daughter.”

Col. Gates was shocked. The idea of Barnabas
McBride’s daughter being in love with Cootie Scofield was
appalling. This required action.

“What can I
do?”

“Well, Sir, they’re
threatening to send me to the Paratroopers if I don’t visit my
mother and that’s where Susanna catches me. If you could just get
them to call off that order...”

“I’ll see what I can do.
Barney McBride’s daughter in love with you!” Scofield saw him
shudder but took no offense. The thought unnerved him,
too.

He waited outside the office while Col.
Gates went to work. He could hear a muttered telephone conversation
from the Colonel, who evidently was meeting opposition because his
voice rose to the point where it became audible.

“Look, Ben, you know
Cootie. Would you want your
daughter to marry him?...Yes, I know the Articles
of War, but I also know Carrie Scofield. She’s a wonderful woman
but she can make the Articles of War look like Swiss
cheese!”

Finally, Scofield was called back into the
office.

“I’ve solved part of your
problem, Quin. Susanna is being transferred from Fort Bragg
immediately, but you still have to obey the Fifth
Commandment!”

“My father is
dead.”

“So honor your Mother,
Lad!”

Half a loaf is better than none. The half
that was left was very bitter, but he could not expect the Chaplain
to realize how bitter. The Scofield men had always preserved a
gentlemanly silence about their problems with Carrie. And even if
the Army knew how she treated him, it would be felt that he
deserved it.

It was an afternoon of telephone calls, from
Susanna to Marge, from Marge to Susanna, from Susanna to Carrie,
from Carrie to Someone Very High Up in the Army.

Susanna’s call to Marge was an SOS.

“They’re transferring me
to Fort Campbell, Kentucky, Marge! Just as I found him and was able
to work on him. His mother is completely on my side and I’m sure I
can get him.”

“We’ll see about
that!”

Marge’s next message was of failure.

“They want you away from
him, Sue. They really want you away from him. I think it involves your father
somehow, some friend of his. There’s nothing we can do at this
point. Anyway, I don’t see why you’re so upset. I’ve found out a
lot about him. Every woman I know would run to Fort Campbell to get away
from him!”

“But I love him! I’ll just
die if I can’t be with him at least now and then!”

“Don’t do that. It’s not
over yet. You’ve got the whole WAAC on your side and” she burst
into song “Nothing Can Stop the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps! We’ll
get him for you!”

“But suppose he meets
another girl!”

“I wouldn’t worry about
that,” said Marge, drily.

Carrie Scofield was infuriated.

“We’ll just see about
that!” she said. “Hang up, Dear. I’ve got some calls to
make!”

She met failure also.

“I know she’s a fine young
woman, Carrie, and I know you’d love to have her in your family,”
she was told. “So would I. But imagine she was your daughter. Would
you want her to marry Quin?”

“Certainly not. She’d be
his sister! Use your head, George!”

She won that point of course, but not the
argument. Men are so stubborn! But Carrie wasn’t done yet.

“Resign your commission
and come live with me,” she told Susanna.

“I don’t think I can do
that in time of war.”

Carrie turned ruthless.

“Get together with him
this afternoon and see if he can get you pregnant. That’ll get you
out of the Army. You know what the nurses sing: ‘If you’re nervous
in the service and you want to go home, have a
ba-a-aby.’”

“It can’t be done, Carrie.
First, I have to pack up so I can leave in the morning. Second, I
can’t get close enough to him to get pregnant. Third, I wouldn’t do
it even if I could get close enough; it’s against my
principles.”

Carrie pointed out that pregnancy was the
major advantage women had over men in the military and all
advantages should be used, but she was defeated and she knew it.
For now.

Scofield came back to the house knowing that
this was going to be one of the worst evenings of his life. And it
was. All of his mother’s tirade could have been summed up thus:

“You’re going to marry
that girl, Quincy Scofield! She’s the only woman in the world who
loves you!”

True enough. She had been demonstrating that
fact.


Chapter 11

It had been a gypsy life, one camp after
another, then Tennessee maneuvers, then an apparently long-term
stay in Georgia. At least, they had been there two months when
Scofield was informed that he was receiving a thirty-day furlough
to visit his mother. The understanding was that failure to see her
would earn him a trip to the Pacific Theater of combat.

A difficult choice? Remembering his last
experience with her, Scofield decided to take his chances on the
Pacific. So where to go for a month? He gathered up gasoline ration
stamps and headed for California. He had always wanted to see
Hollywood and maybe the girl of his dreams.

He had thoughtfully acquired a
European-African-Mediterranean campaign ribbon with a bronze battle
star and a Purple Heart ribbon along the way. Soldiers were welcome
these days, but wounded veterans were worshiped. He expected the
ribbons to open nearly any door. And they did.

He didn’t know his way around Hollywood, but
he found a likely restaurant and ordered a beer at the bar. The
bartender recognized the Purple Heart and asked him where he had
gotten it. Scofield had his story ready.

“Kasserine Pass,” he
said.

“You shoulda run–like
everyone else,” said the bartender, a cynic.

“I did, but not fast
enough. A bullet caught me in the leg, then I couldn’t run. The
Krauts captured me but I was re-captured a couple of weeks later.
They send recaptured prisoners of war home, which is the good part
of the story.”

The bartender moved away and Scofield turned
to survey the room. There was Errol Flynn! He was sitting at a
table with an older man who wore an eye patch and a tall, rangy man
who Scofield recognized as the hero of several horse operas. He
called the bartender back and told him to send drinks to Errol
Flynn’s table.

The ploy worked. A few minutes later, a
waitress told him that Mr. Flynn would like him to join the group
at his table. Scofield did not delay.

He was introduced to Raoul Walsh, a noted
film director. and John Wayne, the Western actor.

“Welcome back from the
war, Sergeant,” said Walsh. “Tell us about that Purple Heart. Where
did you get it?”

“I was with the
17th Field Artillery Regiment in Kasserine Pass when the Germans
came pouring through. We tried to fight them off but they were too
much for us and we had to retreat. I was covering the retreat with
a machine gun when I got hit in the leg and they captured me. I was
a prisoner for a couple of weeks, then our guys came roaring back
and rescued me and I was sent home.”

“Well, I guess you did
your part,” said Wayne. “I feel pretty bad about not being in it
with you guys, but I’ve got kids and they’re not taking
papas.”

“Yeah, me, too,” said
Flynn. “If it wasn’t for my kids, I’d be showing some of those Axis
fellows how to fight!”

Scofield took these statements with a grain
of salt. He suspected that both men would have been accepted as
volunteers, but he was not in a position to blame people who
avoided wars. He could only envy them.

Walsh wanted to know what he was doing in
Hollywood.

“I wanted to meet some
movie stars. You fellows, of course, and also Bing Crosby and maybe
Dorothy Lamour.”

“I don’t know about
Crosby,” said Walsh, “but I’m pretty sure we can get you a meeting
with Dotty. Hey!”

The exclamation was at the sight of another
soldier who had just entered the restaurant. He had the same
decorations as Scofield, red piping on his overseas cap, campaign
ribbon with battle star, Purple Heart and three gold overseas bars
above the cuff of his left sleeve-- but his right sleeve was pinned
up on his shoulder.

“Charley!” Wayne roared.
“What happened to your arm?”

“Kasserine Pass. The damn’
Germans went through the tanks and infantry like a dose of salts
and the 17th
Field had to run like hell. I was lucky to get
out with one arm left.”

“Charley’s one of my best
cowboy actors, Sergeant,” Walsh said to Scofield, but Scofield was
no longer present.

“Where the hell did he
go?”

Scofield hadn’t needed to
hear the words “17th
Field” to get moving. Mention of Kasserine Pass
and the sight of the red piping and ribbons had been enough. His
knowledge of the battle and of North Africa was too sketchy to risk
swapping experiences with a real veteran.

He walked quickly back to his car and drove
to the motor court, where he shed his ribbons and overseas bars,
loaded his luggage and headed east at the maximum legal speed.

Too bad about missing Dorothy Lamour, but
the Army took a dim view of soldiers who wore unearned
decorations.

The next stop was Las Vegas, which proved
pleasant and profitable at the poker table.

But others of his acquaintance were not
faring so well. Capt. Billy Warren, Baker Battery Commander, was in
the Battalion Command Post, facing the Staff. Lt. Col. Parrish
wanted to know how important Sgt. Scofield was to his Battery.

“He’s very good at his
job, Sir,” Warren answered.

“Could you replace
him?”

“Not with anybody who
knows the job half as well.”

The Colonel looked unhappy.

“The thing is I’ve
received orders from Corps to send him as a replacement to an
outfit going to the Pacific.”

He reached for the telephone and asked for
the Corps Commander. There was a long wait before he was
connected.

“General,” he said. “I
really don’t want to transfer Sergeant Scofield. He’s a key man in
his Battery and I don’t feel right about upsetting one of my units
at this critical time...Yes, sir...I’m told there’s no one who can
replace him and I don’t want a green Sergeant in that position just
as we’re going into action....Thank you, General.”

He put down the telephone. “He stays in the
Battery,” he said.

“Good,” said Capt.
Warren.

A little later, Scofield’s mother received a
telephone call from a very senior and very apologetic officer. She
was unhappy at the message.

“I know you’re
disappointed, Carrie,” he said. “I’m sure many people feel that a
few bouts of malaria might improve Quin’s character, but I’m not
going to mess up an Artillery battery just as it’s going overseas.
I’m sorry!”

“Well, we lost that
round,” Carrie said to Susanna, who was visiting her on leave, “but
we had a good time together in the last month and we’ll win in the
end. Won’t we?”

“You bet!” said
Susanna.

She was relieved. She had
been afraid that Carrie would succeed in getting her son sent to
the Pacific. She knew that the 2085th was going across the
Atlantic and she had made specific plans for the event.

Scofield returned to the Battery the morning
after his furlough ended (the day of grace). The first person he
saw in the Orderly Room was Capt. Warren, who gave him a sour look
as he returned the salute.

“You didn’t go to see your
mother,” the Captain said accusingly.

“No, sir. Some other
things came up. Do I go to the Pacific?”

“Not the Pacific,” said
the Captain and went into his office.


Chapter 12

Charley Battery,
1436th Field Artillery Battalion, had finished its basic training,
delayed two months until it received 105-mm howitzers, when orders
came to send five soldiers to a battalion being shipped overseas.
Playing the Old Army Game, it sent the worst five it could find in
the Battery. If the call had been for non-coms and commissioned
officers as a cadre for a new unit, the least-valued members of the
Battery would have been promoted to the required ranks and sent. It
was one way to ensure that your unit remained competent, but it
also tended to send the less competent to the top.

The next morning, Sgt. Ogilvy tracked down
the Number One Cannoneer in his gun crew. He found 18-year-old
Private First Class James G. Flynn loafing on his bunk before the
work day started.

“Pack your gear,” he said.
“You’re going to that outfit that’s going overseas.”

“I thought they had all
their replacements,” Flynn said in surprise.

“They threw Hatfield back
at us. They said he was too dumb even for them. They said to send
someone with brains. They want a PFC and you’re it.”

Actually, Hatfield’s intelligence was
reasonably normal for a boy from the Kentucky hills of 1943. But he
looked fairly stupid and was able to look entirely stupid when he
chose. Flynn suspected that Hatfield did not want to go
overseas.

Flynn, on the other hand, was eager to “get
in the fight.” Only a few months before, he had been mixing cherry
phosphates, lemon Cokes, chocolate malts and banana splits at a
soda fountain while the juke box sang “Praise the Lord and Pass the
Ammunition,” “He Wears a Pair of Silver Wings”, “A Boy in Khaki, a
Girl in Lace” and all the other musical celebrations of wartime
glory and romance. He had seen movies in which heroic actors shot
down Japanese planes with Tommy guns. He had read newspaper and
magazine stories about the heroism of Marines on Guadalcanal and
soldiers in North Africa. The genes of Celts, Vikings, Saxons,
Franks and various other of the most savage tribes the world had
ever seen had awakened and sent bloodthirsty messages to his
brain.

The news had been of
heroes performing super deeds: Colin Kelly guiding his disabled
bomber down the smokestack of a Japanese warship, the beleaguered
commander on Wake Island responding to a message asking what he
needed with “Send us more Japs!”, Boxer-Marine Barney Ross firing
his machine gun at attacking Japanese even after he had been
blinded.2

Flynn had seen himself sitting behind a
machine gun, blazing away and snarling Cagney-like, “Come and get
it, you dirty rats!” He had seen himself skewering a Japanese
soldier with a bayonet, then pulling the bayonet out and smashing
the rifle butt into another enemy. He had seen himself floating
beneath a parachute, a tommy-gun clasped in his arms, landing and
mowing down German soldiers. He had dreamed the comic-book dreams
shared by hundreds of thousands of boys and young men in the early
1940s. He was very naive.

Some of the dreams had
been punctured when the Marine Corps rejected him because of
imperfect color perception. So he had volunteered for the draft on
his 18th birthday, intending to become the next best thing--a
Paratrooper. Another dream evaporated when he was turned down for
the Airborne because he was too tall. Some of the dreams remained,
though, even when he was assigned to the Field Artillery. After
all, Artillery units had machine-guns. Then he was assigned to a
gun crew as a Cannoneer. He had never heard that word before, but
it had a ring to it! Like musketeer! He envisioned himself bleeding
from numerous non-fatal wounds while still firing his cannon at
advancing troops.

* * *

The new outfit looked the same as the old
one at first glance, except for the dead coral snake on the red
clay in front of the Orderly Room. Flynn unloaded his barracks bags
from the Jeep and turned toward the Orderly Room. A man with dark,
thinning hair, dressed in blue denim fatigues came around the
corner of the building. Seeing the new arrival, he paused and
yelled, “Hey, Cookie! Throw some more water in the soup! We’ve got
company.!”

Anyway, they had a sense of humor.

Another man, this one very blond and fair
and dressed in blue denim jacket and pants, came from the barracks,
followed by a tall, slender young soldier wearing khakis and a web
belt and carrying a rifle. Obviously, this was a prisoner and his
guard, but a novel sight to one from a unit which sent its
malefactors to the Camp Stockade to serve their time. Both stopped
and stared at the newcomer, then got into an argument about picking
up the snake.

“That fuckin’ thing can
kill a man; I’m not touchin’ it,” the prisoner said.

“You’re supposed to police
up the area,” the guard answered.

“That don’t include
pickin’ up poison snakes!”

“‘If it don’t grow, pick
it up!’” The guard was quoting the Police Call maxim. “That snake
ain’t growin’! It’s dead!”

“How do you know? It could
be playin’ possum. If I touch it, it may strike and those coral
snakes are the deadliest there are!”

In Flynn’s previous outfit, the guard would
have summoned Higher Authority and the prisoner would have had
additional charges added to whatever he had been convicted of. Not
so here.

“Aw, shit!,” the guard
said. “Why do you have to be such a prick?”

He transferred his rifle from his shoulder
to his left hand, leaned down, grasped the snake’s tail and,
holding it well away from his body, headed off, presumably toward a
garbage can. While Flynn watched wide-eyed, the prisoner sauntered
after him. Obviously, discipline was more relaxed here.

In the Orderly Room, Flynn found the
humorist passing around mugs of coffee to a husky, grizzled man
with six stripes on each sleeve, First Sergeant Albert Hill, and a
slight young Corporal, Daniel Manning. Flynn handed the folder
containing his records to Sgt. Hill, who took it and a mug of
coffee through a doorway to a tubby man sitting behind a desk,
Capt. Warren. They examined the papers in the folder and muttered
to each other, then Hill came back out.

Flynn was in B Battery,
2085th Field Artillery battalion, a National Guard unit, and he was
no longer a Cannoneer. In view of his relatively high IQ and a
semester of college, he was now an Instruments Operator. In the
Field Artillery, this meant survey and forward observation. He had
enjoyed firing the 105-mm howitzer but this sounded even more
adventurous. Better and better! He envisioned himself in a foxhole,
rifle in one hand and telephone handset in the other, bullets
whizzing around and bursting shells showering him with dirt while
he called down fire on advancing troops.

He carried his barracks bags upstairs in the
barracks. The long room, lined with double-decker bunks, was empty
of people except for one soldier lolling on a bunk, a short, stocky
young man who asked in a thick voice:

“What’s your
name?”

“Flynn,” he
answered.

“Oh, Errol,
eh?”

“No. James!”

“Gentleman Jim, then. I
saw you in that movie.”

The thick voice chortled at the memory of
Errol Flynn beating the Great John L. Sullivan into unconsciousness
in the recent movie.

Flynn winced. He had already had more fights
than he wanted in his life and he did not care to be known as a
champion boxer.

The soldier on the bunk was Pvt. Jimmy
Roberts, on break from kitchen police. He found an unused bunk for
Flynn.

* * *

Scofield had missed Flynn’s arrival. He had
been visiting the Supply Sergeant, then went to the mess hall for
lunch. He was sitting with a group of non-coms, his back to the
chow line, when he heard a KP yell:

“Hey! Here’s Errol
Flynn!”

Scofield froze. Had the USO sent some
Hollywood stars to the camp? This could be a disaster! The
swashbuckling actor was one of the people he least wanted to meet
again. He would almost rather see his mother or Susanna or even her
father.

Then there was another voice.

“My name is James Flynn
and you know it!”

“Okay, Gentleman Jim then.
I saw you in the movie. You beat the hell out of the Great John
L!”

Scofield relaxed and turned to see who the
KP was razzing. It was a tall, skinny stripling who was obviously
as green as a shamrock.

“Who’s the kid?” he asked
the others at the table.

“He’s one of the
replacements we got in this week,” said Sgt. Fowler. “He’s in your
section.”

“Yeah? He sure looks
young.”

“He is and he acts it.
He’s anxious to get at those Germans or Japs or whatever. He says
we’re going overseas.”

“That’ll be the day!” said
a skeptic at the next table. “This fuckin’ outfit ain’t never goin’
overseas. It couldn’t win a battle with the YWCA!”

This touched off a verbal free-for-all with
various soldiers talking about their antiquated howitzers, the
Army’s evident feeling that the Battalion was fit only for building
camps and the fact that they were not even equipped with sidearms
except for a few Enfield rifles dating from World War I.

Scofield stayed out of it. The Captain’s
cryptic comment about the Pacific had convinced him they were
slated for the Atlantic Theater and soon, but he saw no point in
spreading alarm and despondency among some and hope among the more
bloodthirsty.

“What do you know about
the kid?” he asked Fowler.

“Eighteen years old, went
to college a little while, very polite, says excuse me and such
things and wouldn’t say ‘shit’ if he had a mouthful.”

“You mean he’s a
sissy?”

“The other replacements
say they thought so until someone pushed him too far. He’s a
scrapper; punched a couple of bullies in the mouth. You’d better
not ride him.”

“Does he hit
non-coms?

“ Not so far. But you’d
better go easy on him. A busted lip is no fun.”

He was being baited. He wasn’t worried. He
didn’t bully people and neither did anyone else in the Instruments
Section.

It was at Retreat that Flynn first saw the
full Battery. When they came into the barracks from their duties,
hot, sweaty, loud, profane and dressed either in blue denim or the
newer green fatigues, a Hollywood casting office would have laughed
at the idea of using them to portray American soldiers but might
have considered using them as a lynch mob. Now they were clean and
dressed in khaki uniforms, but Hollywood probably still would have
scorned them.

Not that Flynn would have been cast as a
leading man. He had an Irish face of the sort usually seen on
boxers and a crop of coppery hair which defied combs and brushes.
In the last five years he had added about eight inches to his
height but several of those inches were in his legs and he was
still learning to handle them, which made him awkward. He now was a
couple of inches over six feet and, thanks to the Depression and
his growth spurt, very thin.

The officers were not much more impressive
than the enlisted men. The Captain was a National Guardsman whose
civilian occupation was not known but probably was not exalted. The
Battery Executive, in charge of the gun sections, was the only
officer of stalwart appearance. First Lieutenant Sexton had managed
a drive-in restaurant in Georgia in civilian life. Flynn was told
that he was a Fuckin’ Rebel, a term which puzzled him. He had a
Southern accent that was much mocked. The Assistant Exec,
Lieutenant Parsons, who commanded the Service Platoon, was a small
blond man who appeared to be a clerk. Lieutenant Courtlandt
commanded the Communications Platoon and was the Forward Observer.
He was an Ivy Leaguer of some social standing but unsoldierly
appearance, having a barrel body set atop long, thin legs which
gave him a top-heavy look. He was a man of considerable aplomb,
however, and was the only officer that the men did not mock in some
way.

All of the officers except Lieutenant
Courtlandt usually wore a slightly worried look. Flynn thought this
was understandable when you considered the crowd they
commanded.

Back in the barracks, he heard someone
addressed as “You fuckin’ Rebel” and wondered again what that was
about. The explanation came that evening at the Post Exchange..

He went there to get a Coke. As he was
leaving the counter, he was flagged over to a table by three men
who looked vaguely familiar. He realized he had seen them at Sunday
Mass in the camp chapel. There was a husky blond man named Matt
Weiss, a tall, older man named Murphy and a short broad-shouldered
man named Cassidy. They were one of the machine-gun crews. They
filled him in on his new Battery.

It was a National Guard unit, as he had been
told. It was from a small town in Southern Indiana and had been a
Cavalry troop until 1940, when it was transformed into an Artillery
Battery, then activated into Federal service Jan. 1, 1940. It had
been taken into an Army which was growing exponentially and needed
camps, among other things, so most of its time had been spent
building camps at various pieces of wasteland in the South. It had
just returned from maneuvers in Tennessee.

This trio was among the replacements the
Battery had picked up in its travels around the South. Weiss and
Cassidy were from Erie, Pa., and Murphy from Toledo, O. Nearly all
the replacements were from the Northern tier of States as far west
as Indiana and from the South.

The National Guardsmen were from a State
that had been Union during the Civil War but had been invaded by
Morgan’s raiders. Their grandparents and great-grandparents had
passed down stories of looting and pillaging and an active dislike
of Southerners. To the members of the Guard, Southerners were
Rebels and any who incurred displeasure were Fuckin’ Rebels. The
other Northerners considered the Civil War ancient history and
simply disliked the Southerners on cultural grounds, but
replacements from both North and South found common ground in their
dislike of the National Guardsmen, still the ruling junta in the
Battery, so they got along.

Weiss had joined the Army in late 1941, but
the other two machine-gunners had volunteered in that first flush
of patriotism after the attack on Pearl Harbor. They had expected
to fight for their Country but, instead, had been thrown into a
dreary life of hardship, boredom and pointless labor.

They had missed Louisiana Maneuvers, but had
toiled through Tennessee and their principal memory of that
experience involved Sgt. Scofield, who turned out to have some
preaching experience and held camp meetings for the local
residents. He encouraged his comrades-in-arms to attend. A few did
and returned with word that the rear row of the congregation
consisted of backwoodsmen with jugs of corn likker and generous
natures. There were some teetotalers in the Battery, but the rest
flocked to Brother Quincy’s meetings.

“He’s a preacher?” asked
Flynn.

“He’s a con man,” said
Weiss, shortly.

“I’m in his
section.”

“Well, don’t count on him
when the trouble starts. He’ll be out of there fast.”

“What do you
mean?”

But Weiss changed the subject abruptly.


Chapter 13

Flynn felt comfortable in the new outfit.
The men were older and somewhat easier to get along with than the
kids in his previous all-draftee unit and discipline was more
relaxed. He also liked the change of jobs from Cannoneer to
Instruments Operator. As an observer, he would be farther up front
than the cannoneers, closer to the action which he craved, Also,
there was more prestige and, presumably, less manual labor than in
a gun crew. The drawback was that he was one of only two privates
in the section. The other proved to be Pvt. Walter McCord, the
humorist who had been first to greet him and who seemed to take
nothing seriously.

Besides himself and McCord, there were
Sergeant Scofield, and three corporals. Of the corporals, Jackson
was a scout assigned to the Executive Officer; Manfrey was a scout
who served as messenger between the Battery and Battalion
headquarters, and Jankowski, a dark, quietly intense young man who
was said to be brilliant at mathematics. He, Jankowski, McCord and
the sergeant would be the survey crew; with the addition of an
officer, they would be the forward observation crew.

Not that they did any surveying. They
puttered around with calisthenics, dismounted drill, police call,
maintenance and occasional lectures. Officers appeared at Retreat
but were not seen much during the day. Mostly, the men schemed to
stay out of the July Georgia sun.

Gradually, it dawned on
the men of Baker Battery that the news brought by the fresh kid
replacement was true. They actually were going overseas! Which way was
not certain. There was plenty of action in the Pacific. Most of the
news was about the Navy and the Marine Corps, but the less
glamorous Army also was deeply involved, so that was a possibility.
The African Campaign had ended and the Sicilian Campaign was coming
to an end. There was a big build-up of troops in England but most
of the action was aerial. Eventually, the troops there would invade
the Continent but nobody knew when. If it had come to a vote,
England probably would have been the chosen destination, but a
large number of them preferred the Pacific on the grounds that it
was the Japanese who had started this and they’d rather shoot them
than distant relatives across the Atlantic.

And then it came true.

Vaccinations and resulting sore arms. A
sense of excitement.

They were taken to the combat infiltration
course with grim warnings of the dangers they were about to face.
They would be crawling under machine gun fire and among explosions.
They had better not raise any part of their bodies that they did
not want to lose.

Scofield found himself in
a deep, long trench about 50th in a line of 100 soldiers
waiting to go “over the top,” but on their bellies. When his turn
came, he eased out of the trench into loose sand and began to
propel himself forward with his elbows and toes while a 50-caliber
machine gun rapped out its deadly rhythm in front of him and its
bullets made their little sonic booms above him. It seemed to be a
long distance. A couple of times dynamite exploded nearby,
showering him with sand.

When he finally crawled to
the goal line beside the machine gun, he stood and discovered that
Murphy, manning the machine-gun, was pointing his weapon almost
straight up. Scofield could have walked across that obstacle course!
Murphy had no intention of killing any of his fellows. Even more
surprising, there was no sign of the 50 men who should have been
crawling behind him through the sand. Murphy was told to cease
firing and the rest of the battery was called out of the trench.
They came out expressing outrage.

The Cannoneer behind Scofield in line had
fainted, blocking the exit from the trench. Those behind him were
furious that they had psyched themselves up for extreme danger and
now had to do it again.

The Cannoneer in question had been
transferred from Flynn’s old unit. He was a tall, rawboned
hillbilly whose claim to fame, often spoken, was that he was from
one of the toughest parts of Kentucky--and therefore should not be
crossed. He was transferred again.

They were puzzled when each soldier was
issued two mattress covers. At first, they thought the Army was
solicitously providing them with the means of making beds in the
field. Then they learned that these were to be used as coffins if
and when they were killed. There was much shuddering.

The 155s were given a final cleaning and
towed away--to sit on lawns in front of court houses and American
Legion Posts, the men said hopefully. They were issued new green
fatigues, eliminating all the blue denim which some of the men had
worn since the unit was mobilized. They were issued .30-caliber
carbines, relatively light semi-automatic weapons which fired
something suspiciously like a pistol bullet. They were said to have
an effective range of 300 yards but Scofield did not see a big
enough charge to justify that claim. Flynn examined his and found
it had been made by Tootsietoy. He remembered receiving a tin car
by that manufacturer several Christmases before. It had been
smashed within an hour when someone stepped on it. He lost faith in
his weapon immediately. The National Guardsmen were deer hunters.
They examined the carbines skeptically and said they might do for
hunting in dense woods. They were given no ammunition or
opportunity to fire the new weapons.

The 155s were not replaced, however. They
were told that they would receive new artillery pieces at their
destination, whatever it was.

“Well, we’re not going on
an invasion,” Flynn said. “They wouldn’t put us ashore without
guns.”

“You think not?” asked
Jackson in the tone of one seeking reassurance.

And so, with new uniforms and empty guns
which they had never fired, an Artillery battalion with no
artillery pieces went off to war.

Carrying their coffins..


Chapter 14

Troop movements were secret. Destinations
were unknown to the troops. They loaded aboard old passenger day
cars, found seats and tried to find room to stow their equipment.
The train headed for Atlanta, which gave them no clue to where they
were going.

They moved slowly, with frequent stops to
let passenger trains and even freight trains pass them, but finally
it became evident that they were heading northeast and therefore
probably across the Atlantic Ocean. They resigned themselves to a
long, dreary ride through Southern hills and pine forests. Finally
they began to see deciduous trees and some of the replacements
pronounced it Maryland. They did not pass through any of their home
towns, however, until they reached Baltimore, where an ammunition
carrier let out a homesick wail at the last sight of his home town
that he would have for an unknown time. The train did not linger in
the city, possibly because some of the men in the Battalion were
Italian-Americans from Baltimore and some of them had more than a
mild contempt for military law.

Then they were in New Jersey and finally
dragging their equipment into pyramidal tents at Fort Dix. The
Northerners awoke to air that felt like home, cool and moist with
smells of flowers and trees, rather than hot, dry and dusty as in
the South.

They were confined to camp but could make
telephone calls if they had the money and the folks at home had a
telephone. Most families did not have telephones but nearly all had
neighbors who would accept calls from a soldier and run to find a
family member. New Yorkers would call the candy store on their
block and someone would be sent to find a member of their
family.

The calls would be monitored. They were not
to tell anyone where they were located or that they were bound
overseas. If they said the wrong thing, the call would be cut off.
Letters would be censored.

There were the usual “short-arm” physical
inspections. The Army had been paranoid about venereal disease at
least since soldiers in the Lewis and Clark Expedition were treated
for syphilis.

They were close to New York, which was
frustrating not only to the several New Yorkers in the Battery but
to many others who would have liked to see the sights of the
fabulous city. All wanted to visit the Stage Door Canteen, famed as
a place where actresses entertained servicemen. It was celebrated
both in a movie and in a song, which stressed that the servicemen
were bound overseas. But how could that be when overseas-bound
troops were confined to camp? A suspicion dawned that there was
something phony here.

The sergeants became very busy, much busier
than Scofield cared to be. He needed time to think his way out of
going overseas. He knew in his heart that it was inevitable but he
had to try to avoid it.

The men had few duties and were able to
visit the Post Exchange almost at will. They were taken to
dentists, a totally new experience for many of the soldiers. There
were some extractions and fillings.

One day two MPs showed up with a handcuffed
soldier between them. It was Gibbs, who had gone absent without
leave before Flynn joined the Battery. He was taken to the orderly
room, where his handcuffs were removed and he was sent to his gun
section, amid considerable razzing. The National Guardsmen seemed
mildly glad to see him. The rest of the Battery was not
enthusiastic. “He’s a bully,” McCord explained to Flynn.

They had a “dry run” of the loading process.
They made full-field packs, strapped them on, added a gas mask,
hoisted full “A” barracks bags on their shoulders and marched a
quarter-mile to simulate the march to the train which would take
them out of Fort Dix to their ship.

All the members of the instruments section
had little shovels to hook to their pistol belts but the section
also had a small pick-ax and a hatchet to be carried by someone.
Scofield had no trouble assigning them. Flynn was not surprised
when he became the heaviest-laden member of the section. After all,
everyone else had more rank or at least more seniority.

Then there was the physical examination
which was to determine whether they were fit to go overseas. They
were told to strip naked, take the spoons from their mess gear and
line up in the Battery street holding the spoons. Some were afraid
they would not pass and others were afraid they would. Scofield was
pessimistic; he was sure he would pass. The line wound up to a
doctor with an overturned bucket in front of him. The doctor looked
into their mouths, told each man to step up on the bucket and
passed him. They went back to their tents asking each other what
the spoons were for. The general wry theory was that they were a
test of whether they could carry weight while stepping up on a
bucket.

Only one man failed the physical. His
fellows claimed he had chased the doctor several tent rows
detailing his ailments until the doctor flunked him to get away
from him. Stories like that were not to be swallowed whole.

Otherwise, the only one seriously questioned
was Mort Simpson, an ammo carrier who was the picture of ill
health. The doctor looked at his spidery, emaciated frame and said,
“How much do you weigh, Son?” Simpson bristled and yelled,
“Ninety-two pounds of fightin’ bone and muscle!” The doctor waved
him on. Sceptics in the Battery claimed that Simpson had lied his
way overseas by exaggerating his weight.

There were the usual false alarms, but
finally one August evening they were told to clean their tents,
pack up and prepare to move out--and this was the real thing.

Cleaning the tents proved easier said than
done. Cigarette butts and packages, candy wrappers and other trash
were easily picked up but there were no trash barrels. Scofield
told the section to roll the trash up in the tent flaps. No sooner
done than an order came to leave the tent flaps down. In
desperation, one of the little shovels was taken out behind the
tent and the trash was buried.

Finally, they were lined up, roll call was
taken and they were given right-face and forward march.

Away from the tents, they turned onto a road
which had an occasional street light. It was a very silent column
of men. All were thinking deeply. Scofield was glum. For once, his
fertile brain had not been able to produce any scheme. The one
bright spot in the situation was that he would be putting an ocean
between him and Susanna. Others also were thinking about women, but
much differently. Flynn, for one, was mentally singing a currently
popular song: “In my arms, in my arms, ain’t I never gonna hold a
girl in my arms...”

Ahead of the section, they could see the
helmets of Headquarters Battery passing in an olive drab river
under one of the streetlights. A truck came down a cross street and
stopped. It was full of soldiers returning from passes. They were
indignant that their road was blocked. They yelled at the troops,
then noticed the helmets, carbines and full-field packs. They were
not so drunk that they did not realize this column was headed for
embarkation. They regrouped into a cheering section.

“Go get ‘em, fellows!”
they yelled. “We’ll be over to police up!”

The Artillerymen were not in the mood for
such encouragement. A wave of curses started in Headquarters
Battery and passed down the column. Scofield dredged up some words
he rarely used and churlishly threw them at his well-wishers.

They felt a little better when they were
loaded on the train. Dawn found them at the ferry terminal in
Hoboken, N. J., where one of the men in Headquarters Battery became
damp-eyed. “I took this ferry to work every week-day for 15 years,”
he said.

This time, the ferry took him and the rest
of the Battalion to the terminal at the tip of Manhattan and the
line of men snaked across the landing to the Staten Island Ferry.
When it sailed, some of them got their first glimpse of the New
York skyline and the Statue of Liberty. They were most impressed by
the Goddess. There were shouted promises to see her again soon.

Staten Island was the embarkation point.
They shuffled off the ferry while a band played tunes with the
names of States in them. The Banks of the Wabash brought a small
cheer from the Artillerymen,

Lt. Courtlandt’s pack was in front of
Scofield’s eyes as the long line of men wound across the terminal.
He was surprised to hear a woman’s voice shout:

“Quincy
Scofield!”

He thought at first that it was some
acquaintance seeing him off, then realized it was a WAAC checking
the roll.

“Yo!” he
responded.

Almost immediately, a silvery voice
called:

“Hi, Quin! Welcome Aboard!
I’ll be seeing you!”

He went rigid. He knew that voice! He looked
to his left and saw a WAAC officer standing behind the girl who was
calling the roll. A tall, shapely young woman who was beaming at
him.

Susanna!

Suddenly, he was the center of attention
from the soldiers close to him. The Lieutenant turned and smiled
knowingly at him.

“Isn’t that doll your
mother’s friend?” he asked.

“Yes sir,” Scofield
mumbled. He felt as though someone had hit him in the head with a
club while someone else had simultaneously punched him in the
abdomen. There was a lot of murmuring in the line ahead of him and
behind him. Word was spreading that Sgt. Scofield, the oddball who
avoided women and all their charms, had been warmly greeted by a
tall, beautiful WAAC officer. More than that, she had indicated she
would be aboard the ship. Envious comments rippled through the
column.

Then it was up a steep ramp and into the
bowels of the largest ship most of them had ever seen. To Scofield,
it looked like a whale. Now, he was truly in the belly of the
whale. They carried their equipment along narrow passages, through
narrow oval doors and down steep stairways until they were shown a
room filled with canvas bunks in tiers of three. This was D deck
and Baker Battery quickly became aware that it was below the water
line, but they were not in the mood to care at that moment.

BOOK TWO

Over There!


Chapter 15

The ship was double-loaded, meaning that
only half of the soldiers had bunks. The others were to sleep on
deck one night and then exchange the next night. Flynn got a bunk
and stowed his equipment in it. Soon, a Cannoneer came along and
was assigned the same bunk. He slung his equipment in it and went
up on deck. There was not a lot of room left for sleeping, but
Flynn decided to try it.

Scofield was sleepy, too, but he had an
extra danger to avoid. Susanna was on this ship and undoubtedly
intent on making it a lovers’ cruise. He dropped his gear in the
hold and went on deck to scout.The main deck was jammed with men
and their equipment. Some were going below, some staking out spaces
on deck. The crowding was the worse because every man was bulked up
with a kapok life preserver. They were excited at the news that a
company of WAACs was aboard. Scofield already knew there was one
WAAC; he cared nothing about the others.

He got to the rail and found a civilian
crewman who told him he was on a luxury liner which had formerly
cruised the Caribbean Sea but had been requisitioned as a troop
ship. The sailor headed off the obvious comment by pointing out
that the troops were quartered in the hold and the officers were
crammed into the staterooms once inhabited by well-to-do tourists.
The ship even had a swimming pool on the stern, he said, but that
had been covered over and converted into a latrine for the enlisted
men. It was supposed to carry 300 passengers, but it had several
times that many soldiers aboard. Contrary to what a landlubber
might think, this was not a large ship.

“Yeah, well I bet it has
quarters for the crew.”

“Of course. You don’t
think we sleep on the deck, do you?”

“I’ll bet you have an
empty bunk or two.”

“Yes, we do.”

“Could it be
rented?”

“For how much?”

They settled on $20, but other people had to
be consulted. Scofield waited while the sailor went to consult and
came back with agreement. Then he followed him to the crew
quarters. Once he knew the way, he went in search of Lt.
Courtlandt.

He found him in one of the outside cabins,
gloomily surveying four bunks and a lot of gear in a cabin meant
for two people.

“Lieutenant, I’m going to
be hard to find on this trip, but I’ll check in every morning in
case you need me,” he said.

“You haven’t arranged
something with your mother’s friend, have you?”

“Definitely not,
Sir!”

“That could lead to a lot
of trouble.”

“Yes, sir. I know
that.”

Flynn took a two-hour nap, then went on deck
to see what was going on there.

There were a lot of short, swarthy, very
tough-looking soldiers making camp on the deck. He managed to see a
little of the harbor and then it was chow call. The food was pretty
good by Army standards. He went back to D deck and spread the word
that they were on a luxury liner. This news was greeted with
comparisons to a slave ship, with their ship getting a little the
better of the comparison.

Others had been collecting news, also. They
had heard that the little dark men on deck were a Graves
Registration unit, charged with collecting bodies after a battle
and burying them. They were said to have been released from Sing
Sing Prison when they volunteered for the job.

The Army--or, more probably, the Navy--had
dropped its usual policy of hurry-up-and-wait. The ship moved out
early the next morning. Those on deck bade loud farewells to the
Statue of Liberty, then they plowed through the waters to the mouth
of the harbor, where a tugboat was pulling a line of large, round
spiked objects away from their path. The round objects were
obviously sea mines.

Few of them had realized that the mouth of
New York City’s harbor needed a submarine net. Most dismissed the
nets as just another of the many precautions the Armed Forces took.
Actually, they were now entering a major battlefield of World War
II, where German submarines sank Allied ships within sight of
American soil and where a lucky ship could sail from New York to
Galveston without being sunk but also without being out of sight of
a burning hulk.

The wolf pack kept its distance from them,
however. A blimp cruised overhead. Destroyers circled around their
convoy as it assembled. The Navy seemed to value them.

That night, they had their first experience
of a total blackout. Several of the men, noting the Naval activity,
had decided they did not want to sleep below the water-line. The
alternate occupant of Flynn’s bunk apparently was one of them, so
Flynn kept it. There were a few problems. The worst was that he was
in the bow of the ship while the latrine was in the stern. Sometime
during the night, he was compelled to go to the latrine.

Up the stairs to the main deck and out the
hatchway. Into darkness such as he had never experienced in his
life. Onto something soft which was yanked away from beneath his
foot while someone cursed loudly in the darkness and someone else
replied in the same terms. Flynn heard the sound of a fist hitting
flesh behind him. The voice of discretion told him there was no
point in hanging around here. Choking down his well-bred instinct
to apologize, he moved on, occasionally stepping on some portion of
some person’s anatomy and leaving loud turmoil, if not riot, in his
wake.

Stumbling and fumbling brought him to the
passageway outside the cabins, where there were fewer sleepers, and
he made it to the stern, again finding occasional parts of bodies
under his feet. He dived for the light lock and through it into the
latrine and sanity.

There were lights in the latrine and also a
couple of dozen soldiers telling each other horror stories about
their trip here. You could smoke. Flynn relieved himself, lit a
cigarette and enjoyed the relative serenity. But you could not
spend the night in a toilet.

He made his way back along most of the
length of the ship, again leaving yelling and cursing along his
path, and down to D deck, where the quiet was interrupted only by
an occasional snore. After this, he would visit the latrine before
nightfall.

In the morning, he awakened early and went
topside to find himself among loud protests. The men who slept on
deck were being awakened much against their will. The crewmen
scrubbed the deck at dawn and a bunch of loafing soldiers was not
going to interfere with their routine. Any who wanted to sleep in
were going to get a hosefull of salt water. Even the graves
registration people could not argue with that.

The officers were awakening, too. As he
moved along the passageway, the window of the nearest cabin was
open so Flynn could see inside. There were four bunks in a cabin
probably meant for one person. One of the officers was grumbling
loudly about the crowded condition. Flynn thought of D deck and the
men sleeping on the main deck. He sneered mentally.

The fog was gone now, so he could see the
other ships in the convoy. One not very far away was a huge Navy
vessel, probably a battleship. It towered high above the other
ships, bristling with enormous guns that made the Field Artillery’s
weapons look like toys. It was the most menacing sight Flynn had
ever seen.

The trip took 10 days. The sea was smooth
all the way and the main source of irritation, aside from the
crowding, was the graves registration unit, whose members were
combative and endowed with an irritatingly ghoulish sense of humor
about their job. If they saw a soldier with a wristwatch or a ring,
they would peer closely at it and tell him, “Take good care of
that. I want it to be in good shape when I’m wearing it.” It was a
reminder of their possible fate that they found even more daunting
than the two mattress covers in their luggage.

A good thing was ships stores. A pack of
cigarettes cost 3 cents, a few cents less than it cost in the Post
Exchanges and nearly a dime less than civilians paid. The ship had
salt water showers. Flynn tried one and found it an exercise in
futility. He could not raise a lather even with the special soap
the ship supplied.

One day a report circulated that one of the
WAACs had died. It was said that she had diabetes but had concealed
it from the Army so she could go overseas. When she went into a
diabetic coma, it was not recognized, so she could not be treated.
The report was that she was packed in ice to be sent back home for
burial.

In that patriotic age, plenty of young men
concealed disabilities to fight for their country and some of them
were aboard the ship but no one had heard of a man concealing a
life-threatening ailment. The soldiers were surprised that a girl
should be so patriotic and adventurous. Even the unfit but
combative Simpson would have confessed to diabetes and gone home
meekly. Yet, they were saddened by her death. Poor little dumb
broad!

One day, a truck driver from Baker Battery
appeared on deck wearing one of the Army Medical Corps’ stylish
dressing gowns over a pair of its shabby pajamas. He had been so
seasick that he had been put in the sick bay.

The absence of their sergeant was noted by
Flynn and McCord but did not trouble them. It always was better for
a Sergeant to be absent than present. Nor were they troubled by a
report that an unpopular sergeant had disappeared and was presumed
to have been tossed overboard during the night. It might be
Scofield, but so what?

The Instruments Section was standing
elbow-to-elbow at waist-high tables in the large dining room eating
lunch. McCord was telling the others that a deck hand claimed the
roof high above them could be rolled back at night so passengers
could dine under the stars. A wave of interest started at the
doorway and engulfed their table. They turned to see a tall WAAC
officer talking to someone who pointed to Sgt. Hill. She edged
through the crowd to Hill, who pointed to them. She was a beauty!
And she was heading their way. She stopped before Flynn, who
snapped to Attention.

“Are you Gentleman Jim?”
she asked.

Flynn was almost stricken dumb by the
proximity of a beautiful woman, but acknowledged his identity.

“I’m looking for
Lieutenant Courtlandt,” she said. “Can you tell me where he is?
Your First Sergeant doesn’t seem to know, but he thought you
might.”

“He’s around somewhere,
Ma’am. He’s our mess officer and he checks the mess
hall.”

He stood on tiptoe and stretched his neck to
survey the large room.

“Th-there he is over in
that corner,” he said, pointing.

She turned and walked in the direction Flynn
had pointed, the wave following her, leaving ripples of
conversation behind it. She was of great interest to the hundreds
of young men in the room, but she had become used to this.

Interest at one table now centered on Flynn.
Red-faced, he submitted to comments and criticism from the older
men.

“If you had any sense,
you’d have offered to help her look for Courtlandt,” said
McCord.

“I haven’t finished
eating.”

The excuse brought further abuse. The men
around him vowed that they would give up eating for a week to be in
the company of that pin-up girl. Flynn had a bad half-hour which
probably would have led to indigestion in anyone else.

“I’m Second Leader Susanna
McBride,” Susanna told Courtlandt. “We met in
Fayetteville.”

“I remember,” said
Courtlandt, cautiously.

“I’m Officer of the Day
and I need male guards for my girls. The various units have been
rotating the job and it’s the turn of your Battery. Your Captain
said your platoon would furnish a Sergeant, a Corporal and 15 men
for a 24-hour shift. They all have to be dependable. We don’t need
an officer.”

Courtlandt did not believe this was a
coincidence, but she had been through channels.

“I don’t know where Sgt.
Scofield is,” he said, “but I’ll try to find him and send him to
you. Where shall I send him?”

“The Boat Deck. I’ll leave
word with the guards that I’m expecting him.”

Susanna resisted the temptation to tell him
where to find his sergeant. She had known where Scofield was from
the time she joined the WAAC. From its earliest days, the WAAC,
being composed of women, with the female talent for gathering
gossip, had formed a clandestine intelligence agency that was
possibly the best in the world, probably even better than the old
Army wives. After all, the WAAC manned switchboards and the upper
echelon offices. Switchboard operators everywhere in the world
listened in on calls they thought might be interesting.

Here aboard ship, her girls had learned
almost immediately from crew members that the crew was sheltering
an Army sergeant in their quarters. No problem figuring out who
that sergeant would be.

But let the Lieutenant do his own work.

Courtlandt honestly did not know where
Scofield was, but he thought he could be found. He approached a
deck hand.

“I can’t find Sergeant
Scofield,” he said. “I don’t want to know where he is, but I’ll bet
you a dollar you can find him and send him to me.”

“Pay up!” said the deck
hand.

Courtlandt handed over the dollar.

“I’ll wait here,” he
said.

Courtlandt spent the next 15 minutes
watching a crap game. It reminded him of the stories of Scofield’s
skill at poker and pool. Was he also good at craps? Probably.

Actually. Scofield was shooting craps with
off-duty members of the crew. He had won back his rent money and
was ready to make a profit when he was informed that his boss
wanted him. With some reluctance and amid protests from the other
players, who hoped to win their money back, he left the game and
reported.

“Go up to the Boat Deck
and see your mother’s friend. She needs a guard detail from our
platoon.”

“Yes, Lieutenant. But
Corporal Jankowski could take care of that.”

“WAACs can’t command
soldiers, Scofield, and I’m certainly not going to take part in
this. It’s a sergeant’s job and you’re it.”

Damn! Would no one rid him of this
troublesome WAAC? The woman was like a bloodhound trailing a
convict. With lagging step, he found his way to the Boat Deck,
where a guard pointed him to a cabin set aside as the Guard Room.
There were a lot of girls crowding the deck, all eyeing him with
interest. He heard his name mentioned in tones he was not meant to
hear; also Susanna’s name.

“Ah! Sergeant Scofield!
Good to see you! I need guards for five posts, starting at 1600
hours. It’ll be two hours on and four hours off for 24 hours. That
means 15 men. Lt. Courtlandt said you would bring them. They won’t
be allowed to mingle with the WAACs when they’re off duty, so
they’ll have to stay in the Guard Room. You will be Sergeant of the
Guard, of course, and we’ll also need a Corporal of the Guard. I’ll
be Officer of the Day.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

The quiet Jankowski was the most dependable
Corporal in the platoon and, possibly, in the entire Army. As for
the privates, McCord and Flynn would be able to resist temptation
and he probably could find 13 other staunch souls in the
Communications Section.

Best just to collect the men he wanted
without telling them what their duty was to be; otherwise there’d
be competition that might turn into a riot

He found Flynn perched on a boom above the
bow and McCord watching a crap game. He ordered them to follow him
to D deck. There, he found that most of his platoon, including
Jankowski, preferred the risk of being below the waterline to
standing on the crowded deck. There was a Hearts game going in the
Communications Section, of course, and he picked 12 men out of the
crowd around it. Back to the main deck, where he found the other
more or less suitable candidate. He gathered them together, most
looking surly.

“Helmets. pistol belts,
carbines and life jackets,” he said. “We’re doing guard
duty.”

He led them away with their empty weapons,
which would at least be useful as clubs. When they reached the Boat
Deck, all but Jankowski perked up. He led them through the crowd of
WAACs, men and women appraising each other in low tones, and left
them outside the Guard Room while he went inside to see the girl of
his nightmares. It was all done in military fashion. Susanna handed
him written special orders for the posts and he read them to the
men. They were simple enough. No WAACs were to be allowed below
this deck. No males were to be allowed on this deck except crewmen
and officers with business here. He also reminded them of the
General Orders which forbade talking to or associating with others
while on post except in the line of duty.

He picked five men, then with Susanna and
Jankowski, he led them out on deck, where Susanna pointed out the
posts. Jankowski relieved and collected the sentinels on duty, then
posted the new ones.

The WAACs on the deck were not silent during
this process. There were whistles and wolf-calls. Jankowski’s ears
burned as he heard admiring comments about his mustache. Flynn
turned red all over when he heard a voice say, “I’ll take the tall
baby-faced one” and realized that the reference was to him. Worse,
another voice said, “Aw, he wouldn’t know what to do with you.”
McCord was laughing. “Getting-even time,” he said.

Someone also said she thought that little
Sergeant was cute and was told that he was spoken for.

This had gotten personal. Apparently,
Susanna’s love life was a matter of general knowledge and interest
in the WAAC. Scofield snapped to attention facing the women and
bellowed: “AT EASE!”

They recoiled before this masculine blast
but only for a minute. Giggling broke out among them and they
chattered in voices too low for him to hear, some of them pointing
his way occasionally. It was like little girls in the schoolyard
after they had tattled on him. Damn women! They sure knew how to
get to a man! He glanced at Susanna. She looked like she had a bad
sunburn. At first he thought she was embarrassed, then he realized
she was choking back laughter.

To Scofield’s pleased surprise, Susanna
disappeared after the guards were posted.

The Articles of War declared that sentinels
had to be posted and relieved by a non-commissioned officer.
Scofield, in a rare burst of compassion, decided that he would stay
awake all night and awaken Jankowski for the changes of the
guard.

Susanna came into the Guard Room at 1 a.m.,
very brisk and carrying a hooded flashlight.

“I think we should check
the guards, Sergeant,” she said.

Simultaneously, there was a shout of
“Corporal of the Guard! Post Number Three!”

Jankowski awakened instantly and shot out of
the room. The other two followed him.

“Some woman sneaked up on
me and hugged and kissed me,” said Flynn. “I swatted her, but she
got away. You should be able to find her. Her head comes up to my
shoulders, she’s chubby and she’ll have a bruise on her
face.”

“How do you know it was a
woman?” asked Susanna, springing to the defense of her
charges.

“If it had felt like a
man, I’d have pitched him over the rail, Ma’am,” Flynn
said.

It was hard not to laugh. Jankowski went
back to the Guard Room radiating disgust. The other two started a
tour of the guards. Susanna took his arm, reasonable enough in the
blackness, but still alarming. She was walking very heavily, enough
so to awaken sleepy sentinels or warn canoodlers. The other four
guards reported no trouble and denied stoutly but unconvincingly
that they had been harassed by any women.

She pulled him to a stop at the bow when
they were at the farthest point between guard posts.

“We’ve been at sea a
week,” she said in a voice just loud enough to reach him but no one
else. “Some of my girls are mischievous. Not all of them are
Nuns.”

“I didn’t think any of
them were,” he said, matching her low tone.

“Don’t believe that stuff
the soldiers say. On average, a WAAC is much higher class than a
male soldier. An enlisted woman has to have two years of high
school, no police record and recommendations for her character. Men
don’t need any of that--they can be illiterate or just out of jail
and the Army will take them. Our officers must have a college
degree. There are male officers who don’t have high school
diplomas.”

That certainly was true. Scofield doubted
that Major Clinton had even gone to high school. Susanna had more,
though.

“Nearly all of my girls
are very good women. Some of them are mischievous. A few of them
are rather wild.”

“Like you?”

She couldn’t see his face, so she grabbed
his arm and squeezed. She had a hell of a grip.

“That was almost two years
ago, Quin. Aren’t you ever going to forgive and forget?”

“Come back in 50 years and
ask me.”

“It’ll be sooner than
that, Sergeant! You’re mine! You might as well accept it and save
us both a lot of trouble! I don’t see what makes you so high and
mighty. I know a lot about you. If you were a woman, you couldn’t
even get in the WAAC. There’s nobody who would recommend
you!”

“Wouldn’t you?”

That stopped her. Would she?

“Yes, I guess I would. I’d
perjure myself for you. I’d do almost anything for you except lie
with you again before we’re married! I’m in love with you! And
don’t ask me how I can love a rat like you!”

It was kind of flattering, but it also was
scary. This woman was like fate. So she wouldn’t “lie with” him.
Ha! Only a preacher’s daughter would use that expression. An impish
impulse moved him. He would prove her wrong.

He reached out in the darkness, clasped her
to him, found her face and kissed her--hard. She gasped out a weak
“No,” then her body conformed to his. His right hand moved over her
and she met it. She was his if he wanted her no matter what she
thought! He had proved the point he intended to make. Now to break
away.

But his body wanted to stay where it
was.

This might have been a mistake. Mind had to
prevail over matter. He succeeded in dropping his arms and stepping
back.

“Liar!” he
said.

“Darn you, Quin Scofield!”
Her voice was low, with a hitch in it.

Some sixth sense made him jerk his head
backwards just before a fist swished past his nose. Her range was a
little short, but her intention was murderous. Better move on
before she corrected the range and fired for effect. He wheeled and
moved away. There were a couple of suppressed sobs behind him, then
she followed.

Back in the lighted Guard Room, he saw that
her eyes were red and slightly swollen. She faced him and said, “By
the way, since midnight, I am no longer a Second Leader in the
Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps. That has been dissolved. I am now a
Second Lieutenant in the Women’s Army Corps. That means I have the
same status as a male of that rank. Good night, Sergeant. Call me
if you need me.”

Scofield cheered up at the
news. Now, he certainly could not fraternize with her. He had been
badly frightened by his body’s pleasure at the contact with her.
When he considered, he realized it was the first time he had ever
hugged a woman while sober. For the first time, he understood the
verse from Genesis: Therefore shall a man
leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife:
and they shall be one flesh.

Well, that might be the rule for other men,
but he was the exception that proved the rule. And certainly he was
not going to cleave to Susanna McBride. That was the way they got
you.

It no longer mattered, anyway. Now that she
was an Army officer, they really could not date. He was safe from
her until the war ended---and let her try to find him then!

As for Susanna, she found a lonely spot in
the dark and wept. Her new defenses had been penetrated as though
they did not exist. One hug from that arrogant creature and she
would have done anything he wanted. Then she remembered his
reaction. He had grabbed her to taunt and humiliate her, but during
that embrace she had felt him melting–in a manner of speaking. He
had released her because he was frightened of himself. He was not
the iron man he believed himself to be. That memory stopped the
flow of tears. She could get him! Sooner or later, he would be
hers.

In the morning, Scofield found he had a
happy band of guards. Some of them looked smug. All but Flynn were
talking in low tones to each other. No telling what had gone on in
the night, but he was sure General Orders had been violated.

Shortly after noon, they saw a PBY, a Navy
flying boat, circling over the convoy. It was like the land birds
seen by Columbus’ sailors. Since these were land-based, it was a
valid assumption that the convoy was nearing land.

The land proved to be Gibraltar, which even
the least educated recognized from Prudential Insurance
advertisements. This was a sight worth seeing. The holds emptied
and the main deck became too crowded even for gambling games. As
the ship passed through the Pillars of Hercules, word spread that
they were between Spain and Morocco, which was in Africa. Strain
their eyes as they might, there was nothing very interesting to see
in either country. No camels, no elephants, no lions visible in
Africa; no dancing gypsies, strolling guitar players or bull fights
visible in Spain.

Their possible destinations had narrowed
drastically now that they were in the Mediterranean. They would not
be going to England. France and Italy were in Axis hands, along
with nearly all the coast of Europe. Egypt was unlikely. The
remaining choices were Sicily or some place in Africa.

The dangers were different
now. The Mediterranean was nobody’s mare
nostrum. There could be submarines, but
they were within range of German air bases so bombers were more
likely.

None of the dangers materialized.
Eventually, the convoy entered a large harbor and they were told
they were landing in Oran, Algeria, a French colony. They examined
the shore hopefully.

“More fuckin’ pine trees!”
said a disgusted machine-gunner.


Chapter 16

Some ships were already unloading. The
Artillerymen had only a brief glimpse of the harbor before they
were ordered to collect their gear and prepare to debark. Packing
up in the crowded hold and strapping on packs was no easy matter
but it was accomplished eventually. The soldiers waited while the
ship was moved to a pier to unload. The ship had stopped rising and
falling and the deck was firm under their feet, a strange feeling
after 10 days of rocking up and down.

When they were back up on
the main deck, they looked over the side and saw a column of
Infantry moving away from the next ship. They were in American
uniforms but they were unmistakably Japanese! Word spread through
the ranks: this was the 100th Infantry Battalion, formed
of Japanese-Americans who had demonstrated their widely-suspect
patriotism by volunteering for the Army even though their relatives
were imprisoned in internment camps.

Flynn looked at the diminutive stature of
the infantrymen and exclaimed: “They’re little kids! How are they
gonna fight?”

“Ask our guys in the
Pacific,” said McCord, drily. “They’re having a lot of trouble with
guys like these.”

Scofield was looking at the columns of men
moving in orderly fashion toward trucks and thinking of the whole
process that had started with the columns at Fort Dix and led
here.

“Have you ever seen a
stockyard?” he asked Lt. Courtlandt.

“Yes. I see what you mean.
I hope this doesn’t lead to a slaughter house.”

Once ashore, they faced a cliff in the near
distance. Looking up, they saw that the top was lined with
civilians waving welcome to them. One old man held up two sticks in
the shape of a V--which, in those days, was a widespread symbol for
victory.

Brown-skinned men in clothing that looked
like replicas of their infamous mattress covers or baggy pants
which looked like their barracks bags with leg holes cut in them
scurried around the port, most of them carrying something. A-rabs,
of course. That’s what lived in North Africa.

Trucks were waiting. They climbed into them
to be driven up into the City of Oran to scenes which they had
viewed only in movies or the National Geographic. There were
boulevards of shops, office buildings and cafes populated by men
and women in Western dress, but the wide-eyed soldiers also saw
narrow side streets crowded with men and boys dressed like the dock
workers and women in long robes with covered heads and veils which
allowed only one eye to show. There were donkeys loaded as heavily
as the soldiers and sometimes heavier. No soldier was carrying the
equivalent of a 200-pound A-rab.

Army truck convoys always moved by fits and
starts but finally they were on a road on which they moved steadily
for a few miles until they reached a desolate area not far from the
sea. Pyramidal tents had been set up. They were assigned to the
tents by section. They lugged their gear into them. There were
canvas cots ready for them.

There was a briefing.
Officers would censor all mail. They were not allowed to send word
of their location to their relatives. This was a staging area where
they would receive their trucks and guns. The guns would be 120-mm
rifles mounted on the same carriage as the Army’s new 155s. The
local population was French and Arabs, mostly the latter. The Arabs
were Muslims who were very jealous of their women, so no approaches
were to be made to Arab women unless the approacher wanted to be
knifed. Food and water not supplied by the Army were almost certain
to be contaminated and should be absolutely avoided. Mess gear was
to be thoroughly washed and air-dried after a meal, then dipped in
boiling water before it was used again. This was imperative to
avoid dysentery, which was disabling and could be fatal in this
area. The Arab population had a high proportion of thieves who
would cut a sentry’s throat to steal his boots. Soldiers assigned
to guard duty were to walk their posts with their weapons at port
arms3.
Since they were in Africa, there would be a two-hour afternoon
siesta in the daily schedule.

The men had no objection to the siesta but
thought the Army was over-reacting to the climate. It seemed no
worse than Georgia. In fact, the countryside looked rather like
Georgia except that the ground seemed to be rocks instead of red
clay.

Water was a problem since it had been so
heavily chlorinated that it would not quench a man’s thirst. Most
tried to get along on coffee or whatever other liquid they could
scrounge.

Food was either dehydrated or came from cans
and was doled out in skimpy portions. In the States, they would
have filled in with snacks from the Post Exchange, but there were
no such facilities here. Everybody was a little hungry.

In Headquarters Battery, a Sergeant looked
at the single slice of bread placed on his mess kit by a cook and
said, “Can you spare it?”

The cook said “No” and took it back.

Most of the available Higher Authority was
called in to settle the ensuing ruckus and get Sgt. Richards back
his slice of bread.

The medic started appearing at the end of
the noon chow line. He issued a little yellow pill to each man and
watched closely to see that it was swallowed. It was very bitter
and was called Atabrine. It was intended to prevent malaria. The
instinctive reaction was to spit it out, but the medic was vigilant
and capable of great indignation if instincts were followed.

Flies were the worst annoyance. They swarmed
thickly, especially around the kitchen at chow time. They were
fearless to the point of suicide. Unlike the cowardly American
breed, they could not be waved away but would ride a bite of food
right into a mouth if they were not brushed off. They also liked to
cluster around the corners of eyes and mouths. The Arabs seemed not
to mind this, but the soldiers, like all Westerners, could not
stand it. There was a story that a German soldier who had found
himself behind enemy lines had donned Arab dress to pass as a
native but his disguise had been penetrated when he kept brushing
flies away from the corners of his eyes.

On their second day in North Africa, they
received tremendously good news. Italy had surrendered!

Even the morose Corp. Jackson was elated.
There was hope that this would cause the Germans to give in, also,
and discussion began about how soon they might be returning home.
Only a few expressed disappointment that they might not get into
battle after all.

But the Germans had no thought of caving in.
Their Army moved swiftly to take over Italy and it was back to “go”
for the Allies.

So far as Flynn and the other newer members
of the Battery were concerned, the siesta was a farce. They were
set to removing rocks from the Battery street while the older hands
napped. It was pointless work. Every rock removed only showed two
more beneath it. The project was finally called off.

Fitness preparation consisted of a morning
hike--very early morning. In deference to the African heat, it was
scheduled to begin and end before dawn. The soldiers were called
from their cots by whistle blasts and lined up for roll call, then
marched into the darkness so dense that they could not see the
soldier in front of them. If that man stumbled and fell, the
soldier behind him fell on top of him. Only the ensuing shouting
and cursing would warn those behind and keep them from piling
on.

They told each other that they now
understood the expression “Darkest Africa.” They never saw the
route they followed but after a few days they knew it by the
smells. So many smells from a bakery, stables and manure piles
brought them to the smell of a winery, which was the half-way point
in the olfactory parade. A few more manure piles separated by a
flower garden and they were on the return route.

The darkness into which Scofield had
stumbled when Hill’s whistle called them out had awakened the
schemer in him. As he called the roll, he was thinking that he
could duck out of the column and back to the tent without being
missed. The problem was that he and the other platoon leaders had
flashlights, which they were supposed to keep pointed toward the
ground during the march. He decided regretfully that he would be
missed.

Not so with others. Back at their tents, the
hikers found the old soldiers sleeping. These had followed the same
line of reasoning as Scofield but were sure they would not be
missed so they had answered roll call and gone back to bed. The
younger soldiers thought of doing the same but didn’t. They
suspected that, if too many people dropped out after roll call, the
Authorities would notice and reprisals would be severe.

Two new sets of khaki shirts and trousers
and a khaki overseas cap, the Army’s summer uniform, had been
issued to them in Georgia and had been in the bags they had hauled
aboard the ship and into the camp. These were now taken from them
because, they were told, they would be fighting in all-wool olive
drab uniforms, so the khakis would be given to rear-echelon troops.
The Army had swindled them again, adding to their load to make them
donkeys, bringing equipment overseas for the use of others.

They were issued ammunition for their
carbines and taken to a firing range. There was no scoring. They
simply were told to empty a 15-shot clip into the targets. The idea
was to acquaint them with their semi-automatic weapons. Scofield
was armed with a .45 caliber pistol, but he managed to borrow a
carbine and find a clip of ammo for it. He threw a C-ration can
about 50 yards away and tried a couple of shots from the hip with
his left hand. Both scored. Satisfied that his left hand-eye
coordination still worked, he put the weapon to his right shoulder
and fired 13 shots, some of which came close to the can.

Everyone was sick of the Army and everyone
was homesick. The only thing that was certain was that everyone was
serving for the duration of the war if they were not maimed or
killed, plus six months. The glum saying, repeated often, was: “I
don’t mind the six months. It’s that Goddam duration that bothers
me!”

The Army’s caste system,
irritating to American soldiers in the States, was even more
oppressive overseas. They shared the feeling tunefully expressed by
Aunt Ellie in OKLAHOMA!,
the new musical which had opened on Broadway: “I
don’t say I’m better than anyone else but I’ll be danged if I ain’t
just as good!”

Some of the men were taken to a beach on the
Mediterranean. They reported that the beach was divided into two
roughly equal parts. In one section, enlisted men were crammed
shoulder-to-shoulder. The other was thinly populated with officers.
Nurses and WACs were in the officers’ section, out of reach of the
lowly enlisted men. After that report, no one else bothered to go
to the beach.

The camp was totally and unnaturally
masculine. There were many complaints about this, none of them from
Scofield. The others missed women, not necessarily for love-making
but as part of their lives. In the States, they had had contact
with women in town and as sales clerks at the PX. Here, their only
contact with mothers, wives, sisters, girl-friends and other female
relatives and acquaintances was by mail. Usually, this was V-mail,
photostats of single-page notes which the Army moved faster than
regular letters. Sometimes the letters contained references to
previous messages which had never been received, thanks to a
U-boat. They were restricted in what they could write, not only by
rules regarding what they could say but by the knowledge that an
officer would be reading anything intimate that they put on paper.
The few married men were the glummest of the glum.

A dull despair settled in the back of their
minds, coming to the fore sometimes in idle moments and swelling up
in the hours after the melancholy Taps had sounded and darkness and
silence had settled over the camp.

They had no non-military radios. Their only
link to the outside world was the Stars & Stripes, the Army’s
overseas newspaper, which brought them war news and a little news
about home. It also brought them Bill Mauldin’s wryly-humorous
cartoons to introduce them to the reality of overseas life.

Scofield was not bothered by the censorship.
He did not write letters to anyone. Since he was already overseas,
his mother had no way of blackmailing him into corresponding.
Flynn, on the other hand, wrote letters to everyone he could think
of, including a beautiful little blond girl named Sarah with whom
he had chatted and exchanged addresses on his furlough. It was his
hope that he might see her again some day.


Chapter 17

There was a pass detail to Oran. Flynn
leaped at the chance to escape the Army for a while and to visit an
exotic foreign city. He climbed onto a crowded truck and rode back
along the road to a city that was part France and part the
Mideast.

He did not escape the Army, however. There
were soldiers everywhere along the boulevards and a good number of
them were MPs. The more attractive restaurants and bars displayed
signs saying “Officers Only. Off limits to Enlisted Personnel,”
another insulting instance of the caste system.

There also were beggars and hustlers. Little
boys in ragged robes offered shoe shines. A soldier who stopped to
gaze into a shop window or to talk to another person would find
that one of the ragamuffins was shining one of his boots and
demanding payment to shine the other one. If the soldier refused
the demand, the boy would run after him, throwing dirt at the shiny
boot until threatened with violence.

Unexpectedly, he met a familiar face. Sgt.
Scofield was approaching him. They greeted each other and Scofield
invited him to come with him to a bar which was democratic enough
to cater to enlisted men. It seemed like a good idea; he could have
a Coke.

Wrong country! There was no coke or any
other soft drink in the little café.

Scofield saw his problem.

“Have some wine,” he
said.

Flynn had suffered much during his life from
his father’s addiction to alcohol. He had resolved never to drink
it.

“I don’t drink alcohol,”
he said apologetically. “I’ll just sit here.”

“And I don’t drink alone,”
said Scofield. “Wine won’t hurt you. There’s hardly any alcohol in
it; just enough to kill the germs. Go ahead and have a glass. You
can’t drink the water.”

Reluctantly, Flynn accepted a glass of
muscatel which Scofield thought was sweet enough to appeal to a
Coke drinker. It tasted pretty good. Flynn had another. He felt a
little buzz, which was quite relaxing.

Susanna sat at a sidewalk table at a café,
an untouched glass of wine beside her hand. Her omnipresent scouts
had learned that Scofield was in town and she was on the lookout
for him.

Scofield was not planning a toot. He and
Flynn left the café after two drinks and strolled down the street,
gawking at the sights. Abruptly, Scofield disappeared.

Looking around for him, Flynn saw the WAC
lieutenant who had been Officer of the Day on the ship. She was
coming toward him. He did not care to salute a woman, but military
courtesy required it, so he snapped his right hand to his forehead.
She returned the salute and stopped.

“You’re one of the
soldiers who stood guard aboard the ship, aren’t you?” she
said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“How do you like North
Africa?”

“It’s
interesting.”

“Yes, isn’t it? How’s your
Sergeant, uh, Scofield, isn’t it?”

This was fishy. He remembered her singing
out to Scofield while they were boarding the ship. Those two were
acquainted.

“He’s fine,
ma’am.”

“Is he in town,
too?”

She hadn’t seen him, then.

“I believe so, Ma’am, but
I don’t know where.”

“You’re the soldier who
was kissed by a woman while you were on guard, aren’t
you?”

“I’m the one who reported
it, Ma’am.”

She knew what he meant. Her sharp hearing
had picked up fragments of low conversations about that night.
Also, a couple of the less reliable enlisted women wore the worried
look of girls who have missed a period. She was already making
plans to replace them when they were discharged and sent home for
pregnancy. It was entirely their fault--they had sought out the
unknown men who had impregnated them--but she felt sympathy for
them when she remembered her own wild days. Also, poor Gladys
Anderson had a badly bruised face which she said came from a fall
on the blacked-out ship. This Flynn boy had a punch!

“Well, have a good time. I
hope we meet again.”

She left but Scofield did not reappear. What
was it with those two? Well, none of Flynn’s business. She
certainly was a pretty woman, but out of his reach. She was
probably five years older and many grades higher.

Scofield had ducked into the nearest
restaurant, not realizing until he was inside that it was “Officers
Only.” No matter. As a waiter started toward him, obviously
intending to order him out, he squared his shoulders, pointed to
the rear and marched to the kitchen, hoping for a back way out.
Towering in the midst of a crowd of cooks was Lt. Courtlandt,
chattering away in French between tastes of the items being cooked.
He looked up.

“Ah! Scofield! Qu’est ce
que...I mean what’s doing?”

“Nothing, Sir. I saw you
come in here and thought I’d check in with you. Can I do anything
for you?”

Lt. Courtlandt suspected there were
pursuers, probably MPs, somewhere in the background, but he said
nothing about them.

“No, Sergeant. There’s
nothing I need, but thanks for asking.”

Scofield had spotted a rear exit.

“You’re welcome,
Sir.”

Out the exit into an unsavory-looking alley.
Best lurk here for a while. She had seen him before he saw her and
she would be searching for him.

Susanna did indeed search
for a while, then she went to one of the Officers Only restaurants
and directly to the ladies’ room, where she had a good cry. If she
had not taken her eyes from Scofield for a moment to avoid
collision with another pedestrian, she would have had him before he
could escape. She would have enjoyed just standing in his
shadow--like Dante with Beatrice. She really had it bad, she reflected as
she dried her tears.

Why did she even want Scofield? She reviewed
her reason: because she wanted to marry and he was the only man she
could face at the altar. But the chase had lasted two years now!
How much longer could she continue? Biblical precedent for long
courtships came to mind. Jacob had worked seven years for Rachel
and had been given Leah. He had to work seven more years to get the
woman he really wanted. Well, if Jacob, a mere man, could do it,
she, a woman, could, also. Seven years...fourteen
years...forever... This was a challenge she would meet!

The problem was not one of finding him; it
was catching him. Every epithet her father used about Scofield was
preceded by “slippery”. Well... She would nail him down eventually
and then he would be de-greased in a big way. She hoped he would
not get that nice boy involved in any of his schemes.

There were no hamburger joints or hot dog
stands in Oran. Flynn found a restaurant that was not marked
off-limits and bought a meal. The little buzz from the wine soon
wore off.

With a full belly for a change, he went to
one of the bazaars, where he bought souvenirs for his brothers and
sisters back home. Included was a round red fez with a tassel, as
worn by the Arabs, and a ring which was represented to be silver
and which was inscribed “Oran 1943.”

Arabs crowded around the soldiers and the
air was full of “Hey, Joe! You want zig-zag?”, “Hey, Joe! You want
jig-jig?” and “Hey, Joe! You got cigarettes? Mattress cover?”
Zig-zag was alcohol. Jig-jig was sexual relations. Beggars held out
beseeching hands. A few of them were women with naked faces which
dashed any romantic ideas that Arab veils concealed beauty.

The limits of his high
school French were reached very quickly, but he remembered numbers,
“Combien?” and
“Trop cher!” and
so was able to haggle.

Wandering down the street, he came to a
doorway which was prominently labeled “PROPHYLACTIC STATION”. He
knew what happened in those places: Soldiers were treated for
possible venereal disease after sexual encounters. Two MPs stood
outside the building and others were visible beyond. The MPs told
him this was the native quarter and he could go on if he wanted to
but he’d have to go into the station for treatment when he came
back. Flynn turned back.

The visit to the City helped morale
somewhat. The soldiers who had been on the pass detail talked of
their experiences, some of them sexual. They began to adjust to
their circumstances.

Mattress covers, they found, could be sold
for 1,000 francs, which was worth $20, to an Arab who would cut a
hole in the top for his head and others in the corners for his
arms. thereby making a new suit. A private made $50 a month plus 20
percent for overseas pay, so $20 was a third of a months’s pay.
Some of the old soldiers, calculating the chances that they would
be found out before the mattress cover was needed, made the deals,
but most were leery of being caught short in a show-down inspection
and kept their coffins. Barracks bags were sought by the Arabs at a
lower price to be used as trousers but barracks bags could not be
spared.

The new guns arrived and were pronounced an
improvement by the Cannoneers. They were on split-trail carriages
which opened to a 45-degree angle and therefore gave them a
45-degree field of fire before they had to move the trails. The
box-trail howitzers had been able to traverse only a very few
degrees before the Cannoneers had to dig out the trail spade and
heave the gun around manually. Almost as good, the projectiles
weighed only 55 pounds and could be carried and loaded by one man,
in contrast to the 155 projectiles, which weighed 95 pounds and
were supposed to be carried and loaded with a tray carried by two
men. Their range was much longer, also, but hopeful souls who
suggested this would put them farther back from the front were told
that they would be closer to the front so they could reach targets
in the rear of the enemy lines.

Lengths of angle iron were welded upright to
the front bumpers of the vehicles. They had a hook at the top. The
Germans, they had been told, had a nasty trick of stringing a thin
wire across a road at the height of a driver’s throat to cut his
head off. Windshields could break the wire, but windshields were
not used in combat situations, so the angle iron was in place
instead.

They also learned that a GI had been found
dead on a battlefield with no visible wounds. Investigation had
shown that a shell had landed close to him and the force of the
explosion had caused his helmet, strapped under his chin, to break
his neck. Chin straps were no longer worn under chins, but were
secured at the backs of helmets in the hope that such an explosion
would only blow the helmet away without damage to the neck.

“GI” was the abbreviation
for “government issue.” Overseas troops were entirely dependent on
government issue and had started referring to themselves as GIs.
Newspaper correspondents called them “GI Joe,” but they did not use
the phrase, although they would usually address a strange soldier
as “Joe.”

One night, they saw anti-aircraft fire in
the direction of Oran. It was a splendid sight, superior to any
Fourth of July celebration they had ever seen. The sky was filled
with searchlights, flares, streams of tracer bullets and exploding
ack-ack shells. They were told that a German observation plane had
flown over the harbor.

Scofield enjoyed fireworks as much as
anyone, but these were not meant for amusement. They strengthened
his desire to be in a safe berth. But how to get there? Was there
anyone from his youth who could move him to a rear-echelon post?
There were plenty of them. The problem was thinking of one who
wouldn’t throw him deeper into the whale’s belly and laugh as he
did it. Best to sit tight and hope. Besides, the Battery was
keeping him too busy to scout around.

He was troubled about one member of his
Instruments Section. Most of the men took a workman-like approach
to their jobs, but one was in love with the idea of action. Flynn
wanted to be a hero. Scofield did not believe in heroes. He could
envision Flynn taking some kind of drastic action that would get
them all killed. Something like charging out of cover against
approaching enemy soldiers. Something would have to be done about
him.

In the midst of all the preparation,
Scofield was told that someone from his section had to be sent to
Headquarters as a Fire Direction computer. Who could he spare?

“The kid,” he answered
promptly. Not only would he get rid of a potential danger, he would
get rid of a nuisance. The kid was naive and talkative, irritating
to the older soldiers. Besides, Scofield still became uncomfortable
every time he heard someone call out “Flynn!”

Flynn was told to pack his gear: he was
being sent to Headquarters Battery as a Fire Direction Computer.
This sounded very technical so he asked what qualifications were
needed. Mathematics, he was told. But, he objected, he was no good
at algebra and geometry. In this case, the math was grocery store
arithmetic, Scofield told him.

Flynn’s experiences had made him suspicious
of new jobs. If this was a promotion of sorts, why had it not gone
to one of the veterans?

“My arithmetic is bad,
too,” he said.

“Quit arguing,” Scofield
said, so he went to pack.

Flynn did not want to leave the Instruments
Section but the new posting turned out to be rather pleasant. It
was commanded by Major Cummings, a former high school math and
science teacher who was accustomed to dealing with youngsters. Not
that the men in the section were that young. They ranged in age
from the lower 20s into the early 30s. Best of all, they were
educated. with high school diplomas or even, in one case, a college
degree. You could use a three-syllable word and there not only
would be no rolling eyes, it would be understood. He found them
congenial.

There were classes conducted by Major
Cummings or his assistant, Captain Carlson. Flynn learned how to
translate the range and direction of targets into firing commands
to be passed on to the firing batteries. It wasn’t bad duty but not
likely to lead to any real action. Oh, well...


Chapter 18

Now that it had its guns, the Battalion was
ready for war. Italy had been invaded. British forces had gone into
the toe of the boot and American forces were fighting for a
beachhead at Salerno. March Order. The men loaded into vehicles and
the motorcade started on a 600-mile trek to Tunisia. The roads were
fairly good but this was an Army convoy and it moved at a leisurely
pace through fertile fields, desert, Old Testament villages,
children herding sheep, inquisitive Arabs, mountains, old
battlefields with burned trucks and armored vehicles and, finally,
wheat fields and Bizerte.

They had only a glimpse of the city but it
was enough for them to be impressed by the destruction modern
armies could cause. Then they moved to a hill above the city,
pitched puptents and waited for the ships which would take them to
Italy.

The news from there was hardly encouraging
but the day came when the Americans broke out of their beachhead,
took Naples and headed up the Peninsula. The GIs in Baker Battery
began to block out a timetable for the war: Halloween in Rome,
Thanksgiving in the Brenner Pass, Christmas in Berlin, Easter back
home as civilians. Some of the more optimistic held out for
Thanksgiving in Berlin and Christmas at home.

Scofield was not among the optimists. The
World War I veterans he had known had passed on to him a very high
respect for the German military. That little country, smaller than
some American States, had managed to take over virtually all of
Europe and was putting up a very efficient fight against most of
the world’s greatest armies.

As the time for embarkation neared, the
sound of the whale’s digestive juices grew louder in his ears. He
tried frantically to think of a way out. Illness? There were plenty
of disabling diseases available in Africa but they all involved
misery and the danger of death. Desertion? That would involve a
firing squad. Bitterly, he concluded that there was no escape. It
would be up to him and his wits to live through the coming ordeal.
Some soldiers survive battles. He intended to be one of them. The
whale’s intestines could gurgle through eternity, they would not
receive him!

All too soon, he found himself standing
beside Lt. Courtlandt in a mass of soldiers on a dock in Tunis,
watching the guns being backed into the gaping whale-like mouth of
a vessel called a Landing Ship Tanks which was designed to run up
to a beach, drop a ramp and disgorge vehicles into battle. He had
been assured that this ship would land several miles from any
fighting but the sight of it still made him uneasy. He thought of
his conversation with Lt. Courtlandt while they were waiting to
debark in Oran.

“Do you suppose this is
the slaughter house?” he asked.

“I doubt it,” the
Lieutenant said. “I don’t think there’s a house that can slaughter
you, Scofield. That’s why I intend to stick close to
you.”

It was kind of a compliment, Scofield
guessed.

The Battalion stirred and started to load on
the ship. Time to face the music and try to call the tunes.

It was a U.S. Navy ship manned by friendly
sailors who were conscious of what these dogfaces were going into
and did not envy them. It was a two-day trip. They passed Sicily
and later had a view of a foliage-covered island which the sailors
said was the Isle of Capri. They knew a song about that and some of
them burst out with “Twas on the Isle of Capri that I found
her...”

Then the Bay of Naples was spread out before
them in all its sun-drenched glory of white buildings, blue sea,
beautiful foliage displayed against a cone-shaped mountain with a
plume of smoke rising from it.

Vesuvius!
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Chapter 19

“See Naples and die,”
murmured Lt. Courtlandt. He was quoting a line written by Johann
Wolfgang Von Goethe some 150 years before. It meant that he who has
seen Naples has seen everything,, but the men around took a
different meaning. Some of them shuddered.

Then a huge building in the city disappeared
in a cloud of smoke. It was said to be an apartment building.. In
addition to destroying the city’s water and sewage systems before
they left, the Germans had left time bombs in various
locations.

It was the first act of war that most of the
GIs had seen. They gazed at the smoke in awe, wondering how many
people had died in this catastrophe.

Then the ship began to move again, across
the harbor. It pulled up to a dock. Trucks and men were unloaded.
They drove through a small town to a race track, where the trucks
were parked and they dismounted

By the time they had erected their pup
tents, it was dusk and they were surprised to see fires blazing
around the area. They protested against the violation of blackout
and were scorned as greenhorns.

“Haven’t you heard?” they
were asked. “The Luftwaffe is dead! We don’t have to worry about
air raids.”

The race track was a replacement depot. Many
of the men they met were en route back to their units after being
hospitalized. They must know what they were talking about. As
soldiers destined for battle, the Battalion was happy to hear that
they would not need to worry about air raids.

At chow, they found the medic still at the
end of the line, passing out his bitter little Atabrine pills. They
had hoped they had seen the last of those when they left North
Africa, but it seemed that Italy was malaria country, too.

In the morning, the Colonel took an advance
party forward to select their first gun positions. In his absence,
a Lieutenant briefed them on mine detectors. A crowd of GIs
gathered closely around him to peer at the strange gadget and
listen to his lecture on how it worked.

“You put on these
earphones and sweep the mine detector across the ground like this,”
he said, moving the instrument back and forth in front of
him.

“If there are no mines,
you get a steady buzz. If it detects a mine, it goes ‘bzz, bzz”,
WHAT?”

He raised the instrument and shook it. The
GIs widened their circle. He lowered it again and expressed
satisfaction.

“Now it’s all right,” he
said, moving the detector over the same area. “WHAT?”

Again, he shook the mine detector and again
he swept the ground. The circle of GIs had become very wide, with
some of the men out of earshot. It might be a buried C-ration can,
but then again...

The mine detector was raised again, shaken
and returned to action. Same results. The Lieutenant expressed
disgust.

“T’hell with it,” he said.
“This thing is broken! But you get the idea.”

And he walked away with his mine detector.
Nobody examined the spot that had given him the trouble. Nobody
wanted to go near it.

They were close to Mount Vesuvius, with its
lazy plume of smoke drifting from its sharp cone. They were
surprised to find hot springs in the area. Vendors offered them
walnuts, oranges and lemons.

After evening chow, there was a movie in the
track’s grandstand. It was “The Hurricane,” starring Dorothy Lamour
and Jon Hall.

Dorothy Lamour was the girl of Scofield’s
dreams but it seemed a kind of infidelity for her to be teamed with
any leading man but Bing Crosby. He decided to skip this movie.
Which was just as well. The hurricane of the title had just started
when a siren sounded in the distance. Then there was the sound of
anti-aircraft fire. The movie stopped abruptly.

“That ack-ack! Always
practicing,” said a GI near Scofield.

Searchlights began to sweep the sky and
people in the bivouac area began to throw water on the fires.
Someone mistakenly grabbed a gasoline can and threw its contents on
a fire, which flared high before it was extinguished. A 90-mm gun
began to fire steadily behind the grandstand. The roof quivered
with each shot and the audience had visions of it falling on them.
The GIs at the movie decided to leave but were stopped by an
officer who drew his pistol.

“I’ll shoot the first man
who moves,” he shouted. “Sit down!”

They sat down.

Flares lit up the night. You were supposed
to freeze when there were flares above you. The men suddenly
realized how a rabbit feels when a hawk circles overhead.

“I don’t like this,”
Scofield said.

A bomb whistled down and exploded not far
from the race track. He found himself hugging the ground and
wondering what prayer he should be saying..

Eventually, the all-clear sounded and the
GIs filed out of the grandstand. The movie was not resumed and
nobody protested.

The veterans were ruefully admitting that
reports of the Luftwaffe’s death had been exaggerated. There were
no fires. They could not see each other but one man was easily
located by his foul smell. He had dived into a garbage pit for
shelter.

In the pitch blackness many young men were
each readjusting his opinion of his own courage. Scofield was not
among them. He had long known that he was a coward.


Chapter 20

Scofield sat in the back of the Jeep with
Jankowski, staring at the collar lines of McCord at the wheel and
Lt. Courtlandt beside him. They were waiting their turn to move out
of the race track and into the long line of vehicles on the road to
the front. The striking thing about the scene was the number of
guns in view. Not just their cannon, but anti-aircraft weapons and
the sidearms carried by nearly all the men. He had grown up around
guns and was skillful in their use but he hated them. They killed
people, possibly including in the immediate future, Staff Sergeant
Quincy Scofield. He should have dodged those Atabrine pills. With a
little bit of luck, he could have been shivering in a hospital cot,
miserable with malaria but safe from gunfire. The medic had a sharp
eye for people who didn’t swallow the nasty little pellets but
Scofield had out-witted keener men than him. He looked for a silver
lining in this cloud and thought of Susanna. At least he would be
safe from her.

“Quin! Quin Scofield!” A
silvery voice came from a few yards away and he knew the
worst.

Susanna was in a Jeep driven by a WAC
sergeant and was waving frantically.

“Quin! Come here! It’s
important!” she said.

Everyone in the column was looking at her
with great interest. Scofield felt himself turning red.

“Go ahead, Scofield,” the
Lieutenant said with his knowing grin.

They met half-way between the Jeeps and she
spoke in a voice that was almost a whisper.

“Darling, a master
sergeant in Army Headquarters was killed when the postoffice blew
up two weeks ago and they’re having trouble finding a replacement
for him. You’d be perfect and I can get the job for
you.”

At first it was tempting. Fifth Army
Headquarters would be the safest place in Italy. British soldiers
claimed that there was an unspoken agreement between the warring
armies not to bomb each other’s headquarters and it had been
honored even in the fall of France. But immediately he thought of
two good reasons to refuse. First, the job would put him in close
proximity with Susanna. Second, there would be someone in
Headquarters who knew him and would put the kibosh on any such
transfer.

“No, thanks, Susanna,” he
said, drawing himself up in his best Bing-Crosby-playing-a-hero
posture. “I’m a soldier, not a clerk! My place is at the
front!”

She started to cry! She moved toward him,
arms raised to embrace him, but he ducked.

“Against regulations,” he
said and saw with relief that the vehicles ahead were beginning to
move. He became theatrical. “Farewell, Susanna,” he
said.

“Oh, Quinn, please come
back safe,” she pleaded as he leaped into the Jeep and it moved
out..

The Lieutenant was choking back laughter.
McCord was endangering them all by looking back over his shoulder
while he drove.

“She’s throwing kisses!”
he said and threw one back to her.

At that point, Scofield would have
appreciated a few bombs in the vicinity–not too close, of
course.

The road had not been much to begin with and
now it consisted mostly of patches applied to bomb and shell
craters, souvenirs of the activities of the Field Artillery, the
Army Air Corps and Royal Air Force. Beside it, there were
occasional signs which said “ACHTUNG! MINEN.” Scofield knew very
little German but he recognized “achtung” as “attention” and was
able to guess that “minen” meant “mines”.

This made for a dilemma when the German
fighter plane came roaring over their heads spitting bullets.
Scofield thought of the mines as he streaked into a field but the
calculator in his head said they were only a possibility while the
Luftwaffe bullets were a deadly reality. He hugged the ground as
the plane, the Battalion’s machine guns and the 40-mm Bofors
anti-aircraft guns interspersed in the column gave meaning to the
old phrase “all hell broke loose.”

McCord and Jankowski also had braved the
possible mines. The three returned to the Jeep to find the
Lieutenant was still in it, although he had ducked down behind the
dashboard.

“That was exciting!” he
said, happily. “This is going to be fun!”

His men gave him sour looks. Something had
happened in their abdomens when the shooting started, as though a
fist had squeezed their inner organs. Scofield had recognized this
as a shot of adrenaline, the “fight or flight” reaction. Now, they
were very active and jittery as the unused adrenaline coursed
through their bodies.

A great deal of ammunition had been fired
but there didn’t seem to be any damage to either side. At
first...

Then they heard calls for medics. A gun
section in A Battery up ahead of them had been hit. Several
Cannoneers had been wounded. There was a long delay while
ambulances were brought to the truck and the men were treated and
hauled away to a hospital. The entire Battalion became very
serious.

They had lost a gun crew and had not even
gone into position yet. The future looked grim.

It was mid-afternoon when they arrived at
their position in a ravine. They became very busy laying the guns,
setting up the machine guns, delivering ammunition, stringing
telephone wires, erecting tents for the headquarters and executive
post, then rigging camouflage nets over guns, trucks and tents.
McCord and Jankowski were pressed into service for headquarters
while Scofield supervised the communications.

The sounds of anti-aircraft fire began in
the distance and came rapidly closer until they saw another
Messerschmidt coming at them. Their machine-gunners and the
attached Bofors went into gleeful action but the plane continued on
without apparent damage. On the other hand, the Battery had
suffered no damage.

The Battery was attracting too much hostile
interest to suit Scofield.

“When do we go forward,
Sir?” he asked the Lieutenant.

“In a little while. We’re
about to see battalion history, Scofield. They’re ready to fire our
first mission.”

“BATTERY ADJUST!
CANNONEERS POST!” cried men holding telephones at the four
guns.

The firing orders came in quick succession.
Number One gun would fire the first shot to begin zeroing in on the
target. The instruments section watched it and winced at the blast
from the gun. Courtlandt led them to the exec post, where Lt.
Sexton stood nervously watching his guns.

“We’ve got an observer
from Brigade,” Sexton said. “He’s found a battery of
88s.”

The observer took three rounds to register
on his target, then said “Fire for effect!”

The corporal on the exec post telephone
said, “Battalion five rounds!” and another man on another telephone
relayed the order to the guns. A moment later, the guns were loaded
and it was “Baker Battery ready!” followed almost immediately by
“FIRE!”

It was the first time the Battalion had
fired its new guns and everybody learned that they had a huge
concussion. Hands went to cover ears immediately after the first
round and stayed there until the final round was fired.

“Baker Battery on the
way!” the Corporal said. A few minutes later, he said “Cease
firing! Mission accomplished!”

Sexton took the telephone and chatted
briefly, then said, “Tell them the observer says we wiped out a
German battery!”

The Captain appeared with orders.

“Go up and establish an
observation post. Draw rations from the kitchen. You’ll stay there
until you’re called back.”

“Let’s go, men,”
Courtlandt said and led his crew away..

“Do you believe that
observer?” McCord asked nobody in particular.

Nobody answered but, if they had, it would
have been a unanimous “No!” In the opinion of the instruments
section, the man from Brigade had been encouraging the new
kids.


Chapter 21

They hit the road. Italy
certainly was a noisy country. There apparently was a big battle
going on ahead of them. They could hear the crump of artillery shells bursting a
mile or two away and, much closer, the frequent roar of artillery
firing. A few airplanes droned far overhead and there was an
occasional faint sound of machine gun fire, which grew louder as
they moved slowly along in the stream of military
vehicles.

The road was terrible. The Wehrmacht was
very good at destruction. It had blown up all bridges and even
culverts. Houses had been dynamited to fall across roads. There was
what once had been a railroad, but the Germans had a railroad
machine which not only broke all the ties but bent the rails so
that they curved up in the air in a spectacular display of
vandalism. The Army Engineers had the answer to all this: by-passes
for the bridges and culverts, bulldozers for the houses and removal
of the rails and ties followed by patching of holes so that trucks
could replace trains.

This was not a very modern
part of the world. It had barely noticed the technological advances
of the 20th Century and now that Century’s technology was wiping out what
had been accomplished in the 19th and previous
Centuries.

Now and then an ambulance passed going the
other way. Ominous. Civilians, heavily laden with personal
possessions, walked between the vehicles, headed away from the
conflict. They passed ruined houses. Once traffic was halted in
both directions and Scofield noticed a weapons carrier going the
other way with its canvas top installed. Most trucks did not use
the tops up front. He glanced in the back to see what the cargo was
and saw a wall of boot soles. Inside the boots would be feet and
the feet would be attached to dead bodies. Most ominous!

The worst part was Lt. Courtlandt’s
attitude. The man was fearless. He turned not a hair when they
passed engineers sweeping the sides of the road for mines and
merely looked interested when shells started bursting in an
assembly area a hundred yards to the right of the road. The
enlisted men were hunched over and holding their helmets. By the
rims. Even McCord had his right hand pulling at his helmet while he
steered with the left. Finally, an MP stopped them with word that
no traffic was allowed beyond this point.

The road was rising and there was nothing
visible beyond the rise except some mountains in the distance, so
they presumed they were not under observation. There were sounds of
small arms fire and explosions beyond the rise. They were not
experienced enough to judge how far away these noises were. The MP
pointed out a track which led behind a farmhouse and told them it
was clear of mines, so they drove the Jeep and trailer there and
left them beside a couple of other vehicles. It was about 4 o’clock
with several hours of daylight left.

The farmhouse proved to contain an Infantry
Battalion’s Command Post. They consulted the officers inside and
were told it was about a quarter of a mile to the front, but they’d
have to walk. Accordingly, they started up the rise, McCord and
Jankowski carrying the radio and its battery and Scofield carrying
the Battery Commander’s Scope and the 20-power scope. They were
nearly at the top of the rise when a mortar shell burst some 50
yards from them. They had heard it coming and the enlisted men were
prone on the ground when it burst. Lt. Courtlandt remained
standing, waiting patiently for them. He seemed to think he was
bullet-proof. Well, let him lead.

Scofield and the others were about 10 yards
behind when he topped the rise. Instantly, bullets cracked around
him. He dropped to the ground. Below him was a river. Across it, he
could see a few American infantrymen taking what shelter they could
and firing ahead. On his side of the river, Engineers were
launching pontoons in preparation for connecting them to form a
bridge. More infantry was waiting for the bridge while mortar crews
worked to cover them.

“Bring me those
instruments, Scofield,” he said.

Gulping, Scofield ran forward at a crouch
and dropped down beside him. He handed over the 20-power scope.
Courtlandt clapped it to his eye and swept the area before him.

“I can’t see much,” he
complained.

Oh, hell. Scofield brought the field glasses
up and peered into the distance just in time to see a puff of
smoke.

“I think there’s a gun at
1 o’clock about 1,000 yards,” he said.

The 20-power scope searched and saw the gun
fire again.

“Artillery,” Courtlandt
muttered. “Good job, Sergeant.”

He consulted a map and asked for the
handset. McCord had set up the radio about 20 yards back and had
brought the remote forward, then withdrew to what he called “the
rear echelon.”

In Fire Direction, the computers were
thrilled to hear one of their own observers had found a target. The
Major decided to fire a Battalion mission. Able Battery was to
adjust. That was Flynn’s Battery. All the Computers gave “Battery
Adjust!” and sent out their preliminary fire directions but only
Flynn said “No. 1 Gun, one round” and gave the elevation, which was
the signal to load.

At Able Battery’s first section, the No. 2
Cannoneer put the shell in the breech, the No. 3 man rammed it
home, the No. 2 man grabbed a charge and inserted it, the No. 1
man, who had already inserted the firing lock, slammed the breech
block closed, the No. 3 man twisted the firing lock into firing
position and the Gunner Corporal pulled his head back from the gun
sight and shouted “No. 1 gun ready!”

“Able Battery No. 1 gun
ready!” Flynn said.

“Fire,” said the Major and
the word echoed down to the First Section, where the No. 1
Cannoneer pulled the lanyard and the gun spat out its
projectile.

The first round was short of the target and
to the right. Corrections were made and the next round was closer.
The next one burst in the general area of the gun. Now the Battery
fired for effect and Jankowski and McCord crawled forward to see
the shells burst. They could see them but the sight was not as
spectacular as they had expected. Not an awful lot of smoke. You
wouldn’t want to be in the target area, though.

Which they were a few minutes later. A shell
burst about 10 yards to their right, sending fragments screaming
around them. The explosion was followed by the whine of an incoming
shell and the report of the gun firing. The shell had outrun the
other sounds.

All four spun on their bellies and squirmed
back toward the farmhouse. Another shell burst behind them. They
got to their feet and started to run, the enlisted men easily
outdistancing their officer. After about 100 yards, they dropped to
the ground and waited for him to catch up.

“This is exciting, isn’t
it?” he said, panting but jovial.

All of them had abdomens filled with
adrenaline. They eyed him sourly.

“I think we’d better look
for cover on our OPs after this, Sir,” Scofield said. “I’d sort of
like to live through this war.”

An understatement. Now he was truly in the
belly of the whale with a strong possibility of passing into its
intestines. He thought of Susanna’s offer. Maybe he could have
taken the job and managed to fend her off. But he’d never have
gotten it. Not only would there almost certainly have been some
Colonel or General who would be happy to avenge old scores but
there might be some lower ranked officer ready to pay back a
boyhood betrayal.

Major Cummings had received Lt. Courtlandt’s
report by radio: “Cease firing, mission accomplished.”

“Cease Firing,” the Major
told the Computers. “End of mission.”

The Computers echoed his command into their
telephones and everyone involved felt jubilation that they had
finally done for real what they had been trained for. Here and
there, some felt a little queasy at the thought of the carnage they
probably had wreaked, but it was miles away and they did not have
to see it.

Flynn had his own thoughts about the
mission. If he had not been transferred to Fire Direction, he would
have been in the observation crew which had just found that target.
Far more glamorous than sitting in a tent pushing a pencil!


Chapter 22

Their mission was counter-battery and their
flat-trajectory guns could not provide infantry support. They spent
the night in the farmhouse. It was very noisy. The Engineers had
finished their pontoon bridge and the Infantry crossed it. The
German artillery was determined to knock out the bridge and the
Engineers were determined to rebuild it. The Infantry widened its
beachhead and the Germans counter-attacked. The American artillery
thundered and German shells cracked. American small arms rattled
and German small arms replied. Three members of the instruments
section slept fitfully. Their officer snored.

In the morning, the Infantry headquarters
moved forward, following the advance that had been made during the
night. Courtlandt’s section heated C-rations in the fireplace and
then went after them. The Germans were falling back methodically
with both sides taking significant casualties. Courtlandt’s problem
was flat terrain which offered little opportunity to see behind the
enemy’s front to the location of his artillery. They finally saw a
two-story house and drove to it. Upstairs, Courtlandt peered out a
window and expressed satisfaction.

“This will do,” he said.
His lips continued moving but the words were drowned by an
explosion a few yards in front of the window. Smoke billowed into
the room and they fled. A second shell hit the front of the house.
They piled into the Jeep and left at its miserable top speed. A
quarter of a mile away, they stopped to regroup. Scofield had
something to say to his commander.

“Lieutenant, don’t ever
step up to a window!” he said. “If you have to look out, stay a
yard or so back!”

Courtlandt wasn’t paying attention. He was
looking at his left sleeve, which was dripping.

“I think I was hit,” he
said with something like pleasure.

The three enlisted men hopped out of the
Jeep. Jankowski was opening a first aid pack and McCord peeled back
the bloody sleeve. There was a two-inch gash on the forearm.

“It’s just a scratch,” the
Lieutenant said. “I’ve had worse falling off a bicycle.”

Scofield did not like this attitude. It was
a wound and a good excuse for getting away from all this
uproar.

“We’ll have to get you to
an aid station,” he said, firmly.

Jankowski was pouring sulfa powder into the
gash and wrapping a bandage around it. When he finished, they
returned to the Jeep and found an aid station. It was a busy place
with much worse wounds to be looked at but a doctor finally
attended to them. He probed the wound, found it was not deep and
took some stitches in it. They left the station with a bandaged
officer who had been awarded the Purple Heart.

“I’ll send this to my
wife; that’ll shake her up,” Courtlandt said.

Scofield suggested returning to the
Battery.

“Why? I’ve still got one
arm and that’s all I need in this job.”

So they headed back to the front.

The next week was nerve-wracking but
educational. They developed ears that could judge how close to them
an incoming shell would land. They learned not to linger at
bridges, crossroads, tanks or houses with a good view of the front
line, all of which attracted enemy fire. They also learned to peek
over ridges but Courtlandt could not be prevented from standing up
to see a target better and that often brought a hostile
reaction.

Once the first shot of adrenalin was
exhausted, Scofield put the best brain in the area to work
analyzing the danger. It concluded that there was not as much as a
layman might think. The strafing planes moved so fast that they
spread their bullets widely. The chances of surviving a strafing
were pretty good if you were not on a truck carrying fuel or
ammunition. (The Germans had stopped using the deadly Stuka
dive-bomber on the Western Front.) It also was pretty easy to avoid
injury by shell fire. The nose of the shell generally penetrated an
inch or so below the ground before it exploded, then its fragments
spread mostly upward. The defense was to be prone when the
explosion came and the farther below the impact point the better. A
foxhole was ideal but any depression would help. There remained the
possibility of a direct hit, but that was in God’s hands. To help
out in that regard, Scofield usually said the Lord’s Prayer during
barrages, with emphasis on “Deliver us from evil.”

Still, there was great relief among the
enlisted men when they were called back to the Battery but it did
not last long. They found the Battery in some kind of a grain field
which had been badly torn up by truck tire tracks and a lot of
digging of fox holes. More destruction.

Captain Warren was standing outside the
headquarters tent staring gloomily at the guns, where men seemed to
be taking them out of position.

“They’ve given us a 520
mil traverse,” he said. “The guns can only traverse 400 mils, so we
have to swing them around.”

This seemed to involve a lot of work. The
cannoneers were digging the trail spades out of their pits, jacking
down the guns and disconnecting them from their base plates . Then
they picked up the trails and swung the guns to the point where
they could traverse to the proper setting. Now, new trail pits and
jacking up the guns on their base plates again. The gunner
corporals rotated the gun barrels to the new setting and there was
a cry of:

“Battery two rounds!
Elevation 532!”

Immediately all four guns reported “Ready!”
and Captain Warren put his hands over his ears, a precaution which
the Instruments Section quickly copied.

“Fire!”

All four guns barked twice.

“Cease firing! End of
Mission!”

The cannoneers began digging out the trail
spades and jacking down the guns again in preparation for swinging
them back into their original position.

“All that for a two-round
mission,” the Captain said. “Be glad you’re not
cannoneers.”

Scofield was already glad of that and had
been for a couple of years.

“Anyway, they’ll sleep
well tonight,” said Courtlandt.

“Not likely. We’ve been
getting a lot of night missions and they haven’t had much sleep
since we got to the front.”

Then he remembered something. “Hey, the Red
Cross is after you guys. Lieutenant, your family heard that you’ve
been wounded.”

“Just a scratch on the
arm,” Courtlandt said.

“Okay. I’ll tell ‘em.
Sergeant Scofield, the Red Cross says your mother hasn’t heard from
you since we came overseas. Write to her! That’s an order! There’s
no telling what she’ll do to us if you don’t. You want to be in the
Infantry?”

“I’ll write to her, Sir!”
said Scofield and went away to do so.

He had taken only a few steps when he heard
shells approaching. He dived into a nearby foxhole and someone fell
on top of him. They received four rounds and, after a few minutes,
it seemed safe to stand up. His unchosen foxhole mate proved to be
the Captain, who made no comment but went into headquarters.

Manning, the Battery Clerk, provided a
V-mail form and a pencil. A short note assuring the old shrew that
he was all right, then he signed the form, folded it, addressed it
and handed it to the mail clerk to be censored and mailed. It was
noon and he headed to the kitchen, where the food was mostly not
C-rations and there was information to be had.

He sat on his upturned helmet beside
Williams, now Ammunition Corporal in the First Section, and asked
how things were going. Not to Williams’ satisfaction, it
seemed.

“They keep shelling us,”
he complained. “This is the third time in a week. The day before
yesterday the shells started coming in while we were firing a long
mission. Five of the men were hit. Not bad but they were
hit.”

Someone a few yards away shouted at someone
else “Take the cotton out of your ears! Maybe you’ll hear me then!”
Scofield glanced at Williams’ ear and saw a wad of cotton.

“Does that help?” he
asked.

“A little, but these guns
make a hell of a noise.”

Williams had some news. “General Clark came
to the Battery,” he said.

“Yeah?”

“There was a WAC officer
with him. I think it was that woman that you were talking to when
we left Naples.”

Scofield had no doubt that it was. Suddenly,
he had no appetite. He thought he knew the feeling of an escapee
from a Georgia chain gang who hears the bloodhounds baying behind
him. But then reason reasserted itself. A WAC might get to the
front, but it would be a unique experience. Women were not supposed
to be in the combat zone. He’d be safe enough–at least from
her.

When he went to the line for washing mess
gears, he found a group of civilian men and boys waiting by the
garbage cans with make-shift buckets to claim the scraps of food
the Artillerymen were throwing away. They or people like them were
to become a familiar sight for the rest of the campaign. War with
its disruption of communications had brought extreme hunger to
Italy.

It turned out that the cannoneers would not
be the only ones going sleepless that night. In the afternoon, the
Captain went forward to find a new position and shortly after dark
he came back and said, “Close Station! March Order!” So the
Instruments section found itself re-loading the Jeep and trailer
and idling around while the rest of the Battery hooked up the guns,
gathered up the telephone wires which were strung around the area
and to headquarters, dismantled and packed the kitchen, battery
headquarters and exec post and finally announced “ready!”

It was near dawn when they got to the new
position. Scofield looked ahead in the direction in which the guns
pointed and saw mountains barely visible in the distance. Not good!
He looked at the Lieutenant.

“Von Kesselring’s Winter
Line,” Courtlandt said. “It’s about 10 miles of solid up and down
mountains and he’s been fortifying it all the while we’ve been
advancing. The Rangers are trying to crack it. It’s going to be a
hell of a winter!”

So far, the weather had been what they
expected of “Sunny Italy,” with only an occasional shower. They
counted this as one of their few blessings. Now, there were a
couple of more moves, a couple of more crossings of the twisting
Volturno River and they found themselves staring at Venafro.


Chapter 23

Scofield stood on the plain and looked at
Venafro with dislike. There was nothing special about the small
city to arouse this negativity. It was its setting. It nestled
cozily on the front of a mountain range which could only be
described as formidable. The map told him that the range formed a
wall across Italy some 30 miles north of Naples. The map also
showed it to be the first of several walls which grew progressively
higher as you moved toward Rome. They were steep.

He had a feeling that he was about to
participate in one of the longest, bitterest battles fought by the
American Armed Forces in World War II, something comparable to
Guadalcanal. So this was why Rome had never been taken from the
South! And Churchill had called Italy “the soft underbelly of
Europe!”

“Do you see any OPs up
there?” Lt. Courtlandt asked.

“Lots of ‘em.” Scofield
lowered his field glasses. “But the Germans are on all of
them.”

One of the German observers had spotted the
little knot of men. Field Artillery observers did not believe in
professional courtesy. An explosion, followed by a brief snarl and
then the hollow sound of a gun firing at them. Then another and
another and another. Members of the OP crew, all flat on the ground
since that first explosion, wriggled like snakes back to a ditch,
then along it to an olive grove which hid their jeep from the
enemy. Lt. Courtlandt rose from the ground and dusted the front of
his uniform.

“Did anybody see where
that gun was located?” he asked. He knew it was a useless question;
everybody had been looking closely at the ground while the gun was
firing.

“I’m going to get that
rascal!” he said. “We need bait.”

Scofield was alarmed. Did he mean someone
should volunteer to go back into the open to draw fire? Some
chance!

“That’s direct fire,
Lieutenant! He won’t miss again!”

“I think those shells came
from about halfway up that hill directly in front of us,”
Courtlandt said. “Hook up the radio remote and then everybody watch
that spot while I see if I can get him to fire again.”

Scofield’s insides contracted. Courtlandt
was his ideal officer except for this tendency to think he was
bullet-proof or, alternatively, not to give a damn. No use arguing,
though. He trained the 20-power scope on the indicated area while
McCord went to the Jeep to make the hookup and Jankowski raised his
binoculars.

When the hookup was complete, Courtlandt
strolled out into the open and peered through his binoculars up
toward the mountain. Almost instantly, there was an explosion very
close to him.

“Got it!” exclaimed
Jankowski. He lowered his binoculars, grabbed a map and started
figuring coordinates.

Courtlandt had wriggled into the ditch and
was coming back toward them while the shelling continued. Scofield
saw blood on his trousers leg.

“You’re hit!” he
said.

“Where? Oh, there. Never
mind. Did anyone spot him?”

“Yes, sir,” said
Jankowski.

Courtlandt picked up the map and reached for
the handset of the remote.

“Stone Three, this is
Stone Baker Two, I have a fire mission. Enemy artillery.
Over.”

“Lieutenant, you’re too
late,” said Scofield.

There was the sound of artillery firing
behind them, a shell rustled overhead and a column of smoke
appeared near the spot where the enemy gun was located.. One of the
other observers in the area had beaten them to the punch.

Apparently, he was satisfied with his
ranging shot. There was the sound of four guns firing behind them
and shells began to rustle overhead in rapid succession . The
general area of the target was covered with smoke.

“Hey!” said Courtlandt
indignantly. “That was my target!” Then, into the handset, “Cease
firing. Someone else is handling the matter.”

He retreated to the Jeep, where he bared the
calf of his right leg and showed that, while his wound was not a
mere scratch, it wasn’t serious. It still called for a trip to an
aid station, though. He informed Fire Direction that he was closing
the OP and going for treatment.

Jankowski bandaged the wound to contain the
bleeding. The Battalion aid station was about three miles away, but
it was more like 10 by road. Once there, the Battalion Surgeon
removed a small shell fragment from the wound and presented it to
Courtlandt for a souvenir, then administered antiseptics. As an
injury, it was minor but it apparently called for a decoration.

“You’ve earned the Purple
Heart,” Dr. Ciampa said.

“For this?!!”

“Yes. You’ve shed blood
for your Country.”

“But I’ve already got the
Purple Heart.”

“Then you’ll get a cluster
for it. You’ll be the most-decorated member of the
Battalion.”

Then to Fire Direction.

“If it’s only a flesh
wound, why did you drop the mission?” asked Major
Cummins.

“Poachers grabbed it
before I could fire.”

Flynn was listening to all this with
interest but had to leave when his relief showed up. Outside, he
found the OP crew idling around the Jeep and received the full
story.

“Dr. Ciampa told him to
stay in the Battery and rest the leg a few days,” Scofield said.
“We’ll be happy not to be up there. Let the Rangers move the
Germans up that mountain so we can get on it.”

Flynn remembered that he had news for his
old section.

“Did you hear the General
came to the Battalion a couple of weeks ago?” he asked.

Most of them hadn’t.

“He was welcoming us,”
Flynn said.

The OP crew was not impressed.

“And that WAC officer from
the ship was with him.”

Jankowski and McCord brightened. Scofield
looked as though he had bitten into something unpleasant.

“Did you talk to her?”
asked McCord.

“I didn’t get a chance.
She sure is a beauty, though, even in a helmet and ODs.”

“I’d have talked to her
even if she was with a General,” said McCord.

Scofield was in a bad mood for the rest of
the day. Apparently, Susanna could show up any minute. Things got
worse that night. The Battalion moved up close to Venafro right to
the area the OP crew had fled earlier in the day.

The Battalion had been
shelled and strafed sporadically since it first moved up to the
front and the soldiers had used up what should have been a lifetime
supply of adrenalin, but the attacks had been unusual events. Now,
for the first time, they were under direct observation by an enemy
which had found its prepared defensive position and was more
interested in fighting than in strategic withdrawal. The barrages
were not constant, but they were frequent enough to keep everyone
jumping and to wound a man occasionally. They had come to Von
Kesselring’s Winter line and the beginning of a period which Bill
Mauldin would later call “the Valley Forge of World War
II4“.

Before, nearly all the German artillery fire
had been directed at the firing batteries and there had been
relatively little of it. Now, the German observers had a splendid
view of all three batteries and headquarters. They spread their
fire with fine impartiality.

The one place where each Battery congregated
was its kitchen. The Germans liked this. They shelled the chow
lines. Two officers from Charley Battery dived into a foxhole
together. A shell hit an olive tree near the hole and burst above
ground, throwing fragments into the hole. Both were wounded.

Late arrivals for the noon meal found the
longest chow lines they had ever seen. Each man was keeping a
five-yard interval from the next one. The Battalion had gone back
to the “spread out” method of reducing casualties.

The wounding of the two officers taught a
major lesson. Shells fired into an olive grove were apt to burst in
the trees. Just being prone on the ground or in a foxhole would not
provide any protection from these tree-bursts. Wood was found,
often from the trees, and placed over the foxholes with dirt on top
of it to absorb the shell fragments.

Also, the shelling of the kitchens changed
the Battalion’s attitude toward the war.

Up to now, they had fired their missions
with the rather abstract motivation of defending their far-off
Country and freeing oppressed peoples and nations. At the back of
some of their minds had been an uneasy feeling that it was
unsportsmanlike to fling high explosives at people they could not
see and who could not see them.

Now it was a personal
matter. No more thoughts of sportsmanship. They hated the Germans. If they could not
even eat in peace...!

Sitting in a foxhole in Baker Battery during
one of the barrages, Lt. Courtlandt decided that an OP, wisely
chosen, would be better than this. Without consulting Dr. Ciampa,
he took his section forward and managed to get up the mountain
behind Venafro. They took up station behind a large rock but found
few targets. The Germans were in well-concealed positions. Well, so
was the Baker Battery OP crew, so the move was not a dead loss.

The Artillerymen were learning much,
including the real meaning of terror. Flynn was caught in a barrage
at chow time. He dived into a nearby foxhole and sat huddled and
listening, trying to convince himself that the next shell would not
land in that hole. Suddenly, he was looking into Eternity and he
did not like the view. He said the Act of Contrition, fervently
hoping that it was a good one, then the Hail Mary with emphasis on
“now and at the hour of our death.”

There was a hollow “BOING” from the German
lines, then a short snarl and an explosion near to him. The hollow
sound, he realized, was the enemy gun firing. You could only hear
it when it was pointed toward you and was firing at a low
elevation. The shorter the snarl, the closer the shell would come
to you. Outgoing shells passing overhead usually made a loud
rustling sound.

It was the first time he had endured a long
barrage and also the first time he had been alone during a barrage.
He found himself shivering. No force of will would stop it. The
cliche for enduring a barrage was “sweating it out.” He was
shivering it out. Disillusion came to him. He was not a brave man;
he was cowering in a hole, shaking in terror.

In the Irish neighborhood where he had grown
up, his friends had told each other emphatically that an Irishman
was never afraid and never ran from a fight.

So what was he?

A coward?

He remembered his dreams of mowing down
attackers with a machine gun, bayoneting enemy soldiers as he
charged, firing a mission while bleeding from his wounds, swinging
a rammer staff in defense of his gun... And the reality was that he
was shivering in a hole, praying that he would not be hit.

He told himself that the problem was that he
could not fight back. The enemy was threatening him from miles
beyond his reach. He tried to tell himself that it was the distance
that robbed him of his courage, that he would fight the enemy
according to his dreams if there was any possibility of reaching
him. But he was not convinced.

When the shelling ended, he emerged from the
hole to find that he was not alone in his cowardice. The other men,
full of unused adrenaline, were chattering feverishly about how
scared they had been. No one boasted of fearlessness. Their
chattering lessened his shame but there was a residue.

Up above Venafro, the fighting was fierce.
The Instruments Section saw Infantry assaulting hills, taking them
with heavy losses and then facing quick and terrible
counter-attacks. Vehicles could not get to the front lines so
supplies were loaded on mules which carried them as far as they
could, and then on the backs of men, who took them the rest of the
way. Unlike men, mules could not take cover when a mortar or
artillery shell came in, so there were heavy casualties among them
and the screaming of wounded animals added to the hellish din.

* * *

Catholic Chaplains were widely acknowledged
to be heros. They were young Priests who were perfectly willing to
meet their Maker in the line of duty and who tended their flocks
wherever they found them. One showed up in the Battalion area and
the troops were informed that there would be a Mass.

Flynn found the Chaplain at a portable altar
perched on the back of a Jeep. The congregation was scattered,
having learned not to make themselves conspicuously numerous. They
put their helmets upside down in the mud and placed one knee in
them while the Chaplain gave them General Absolution, said Mass and
distributed the Viaticum, a quick-dissolving Communion wafer
ordinarily given to the dying, which the men could be for all
anybody knew.

If the surroundings were strange, the ritual
was familiar, the same that Flynn had seen and heard on Sundays and
Holy Days all his life. He prayed fervently that the war would end
soon, that he would live through it to return home and that his
family was well, adding a prayer that his father was sober.

* * *

Strangely uniformed soldiers began to appear
in the area. They were from the French Expeditionary Force which
had joined the battle, Free French, Foreign Legion and French
Colonial troops, mostly Arabs from North Africa.

At headquarters, an officer heading for the
latrine in the middle of the night found it odd that he had not
been challenged by a guard. He searched around and found the guard
sitting slumped against a tree, asleep with his carbine on the
ground beside him. He put the guard under arrest.

Courtlandt told the Section that day that a
guard had been found sleeping at his post and would face a general
court-martial.

The GIs were appalled. The Articles of War
prescribed the death penalty for a guard found sleeping at his post
up front.

The heavy rain had turned their position
into a mud hole which only became worse. But there was a blessing
with it. Visibility became a matter of yards, meaning that the
forward observers could not find targets, so the missions fell off
somewhat. This also applied to the German FOs, so the Battalion had
some relief from the 88s.

Scofield was clinging desperately to the
lining of the whale’s stomach to keep from sliding into oblivion.
He and the rest of the Instruments Section were crouched behind the
crest of a ridge watching the Rangers inch forward through sleet
toward the German line, which was not visible through the weather.
The Artillerymen were staying on their observation post in the hope
that visibility would improve enough to see some targets. Then the
battle started. The observers pulled their heads back down below
the crest and edged away from it. Mortar shells were falling around
them.

“No use staying here!”
said Scofield

“Let’s go!” said
Lieutenant Courtlandt and they fled down the ridge.

Back to the battered farmhouse where their
equipment was stored. They would stay there until improved
visibility made it worthwhile to man an observation post.

The Battalion’s news of the war came mainly
from the Stars and Stripes, which appeared sporadically in the
Battalion with tales of the vicious fighting on the very front
lines. The Germans had been driven off the first line of hills
above Venafro and were no longer looking down the Battalion’s
throat. Coupled with the bad visibility resulting from the rain,
this relieved the Battalion of most of the German barrages.

Lt. Borders was assigned to defend the
sleepy guard. It wasn’t a bad choice but it was a thankless job.
Borders had planned when he graduated from college to enter law
school. Pearl Harbor had interfered. Now he had to practice law
without any schooling. Well, he might as well interview his
client.

The GI, Pvt. Duncan, struck him as not very
bright, to put it charitably. Borders acquainted him with the
charge and the possible penalties, then had him describe what had
happened.

“Well, Green woke me up
and told me I was on guard, so I got my carbine and went to sit
under the tree,” Duncan said. “Then, the next thing I knew this
officer was shaking my shoulder and yelling at me.”

“Who’s Green?” asked
Borders.

“He’s the guy who was on
guard before me.”

“He’s a
private?”

“Yes, sir.”

Borders went to look up Army Regulations. He
went to see Major Clinton. It looked like he was about to win his
first case.

“Sir, I don’t think you’ll
be able to prosecute that boy for sleeping on guard,” he
said.

“Why not?”

“Well, sir, he was
awakened by the previous guard and went to his post by himself. I
looked up the regulations and, to be properly posted, a sentry has
to be marched to his post by a non-commissioned officer and
instructed in his duties.”

Major Clinton roared, “WHAT?!!”

Borders was shaken, but he offered his book
of regulations, open to the proper page. The Major took it, glared
at the page and stomped off to see the Colonel.

He returned a few minutes later and handed
the book back to Borders.

“We’ll discuss this with
the Adjutant General’s office when we get a chance,” he
said.


Chapter 24

The GIs were readjusting their proposed
schedule for the war. The idea of Thanksgiving in Rome had been
abandoned. The most optimistic expected to be there for Christmas,
but most would settle for Easter. The Brenner Pass no longer
figured in their calculations..

For Thanksgiving was upon them. The Army
started boasting that every American soldier would receive a turkey
dinner, even those in the very front lines. So far as the Battalion
was concerned, it was true. On Thanksgiving day, Flynn trudged
through the mud and heavy rain to the Headquarters kitchen truck
and had his mess gear loaded with turkey, dressing, gravy,
cranberry sauce, rehydrated potatoes and canned vegetables. The
problem was that there was no sheltered spot in which to eat it.
Shielding the mess gear as best he could (which was not very well),
he trudged back to his pup tent and ate his now watery feast. He
wondered what he should be thankful for and decided it was his
life. At that point, he did not have much more.

Well, at least he was not a cannoneer.

Everybody in Fire Direction pitied the
cannoneers. For one thing, the guns were the principal targets of
the German artillery and the cannoneers, unlike the rest of the
Battalion, had to remain with the guns. For another, gun crews
worked harder than anybody else, being rolled out of their holes
every time a mission was called and never getting an uninterrupted
night’s sleep.

Better still, he was not an infantryman,
crouching in a muddy hole, soaked to the skin, enduring small arms,
mortar and artillery fire, then leaving the hole to close with an
enemy who was able and willing to kill him.

The plight of the artillerymen was bad; only
the knowledge that the Infantry had it much worse eased their
self-pity. Flynn always felt like a draft-dodger when he thought of
the infantrymen.

On the other hand, most--probably more than
90 percent--of the American armed forces were under shelter today,
in the States, rear-echelon Italy, England, Africa, Sicily, Puerto
Rico, Panama, Rio de Janeiro, Hawaii, Australia, various islands
and aboard ships. Only four American divisions and their supporting
troops in Italy, Air Corps fighter and bomber squadrons, a couple
of Army divisions, a couple of Marine divisions and some Naval
vessels in the Pacific were actually fighting at the time. The vast
majority of the armed forces were either manning the long supply
lines or going through some form of training. Some of his
classmates actually were still in college in the Army Specialized
Training Corps or the Navy’s V-12 program, being preserved and
educated to rebuild the Nation after the war.

But, on the third hand, he
had asked for this--or something very like it. He was the kid who
had volunteered to be drafted on his 18th birthday, insisted on going
quickly and resisted every effort to put him in a safe berth. They
had noted at the reception center that he could type and had
offered him a clerk’s job there. He could have been 20 miles from
home, snug in a barracks, working office hours and with regular
weekend passes to go home. He had scorned this offer as an insult
to his manhood and, to tell the truth, he did not regret
it.

He let the rain wash the remains of the
feast out of his mess gear and went to Fire Direction for his
shift. He found the tent full of smoke.

“Have a cigar,” said a
radiant John Rosenthal, pushing a cigar box toward him. “The
wrappers say it’s a boy, but actually it’s a girl!”

Everyone in the section, including the
officers, was puffing a cigar. The Red Cross had gotten word to
Rosenthal that he was a father and that mother and daughter were
doing well. His chest was puffed out and his face was beaming. For
the first time since Flynn had known him, the Army’s greatest
bitcher was not complaining.

“Where’d you get the
cigars?” Flynn asked as he lit one.

“I brought ‘em with me
from Georgia. I wanted to be prepared. This is a great
day!”

The OP crew’s Thanksgiving was considerably
better. Up in the mountains, they had snow rather than rain.
Manfrey toiled up the path to the formerly fine house where they
were sheltered. The kitchen was about all that was left of the
house and it sported a wood-burning stove with an oven. Their
dinner was in containers which kept it fairly warm but the oven
rendered it hot and tasty. They ate it from china plates which
McCord had found in the rubble. There was no silverware but they
didn’t mind using the knives and forks from their mess gears.

“Very good!” pronounced
Courtlandt, the chowhound. “Give the cooks my compliments,
Manfrey!”

The scout said he thought he’d spend the
night with them.

“For one thing, that path
is dangerous,” he said, “and for another, that stove reminds me of
home.”

“It’s pretty dangerous
here, too,” said McCord. “The Germans are trying to knock down the
rest of the house.”

So Manfrey collected the containers and
headed back to his Jeep.

Courtlandt, moving his OP a few days later,
was surprised to meet Lt. Borders of Headquarters Battery.

“What are you doing up
here?” he asked. “You’re supposed to be with the anti-tank
platoon.”

“I’m having bad luck,”
said Borders. “The Colonel appointed me to defend a man at
court-martial and I won the case so he’s mad at me. He transferred
me to Intelligence and that means I’m forward observer. Then my
Jeep was hit by a shell while it was parked and he’s trying to make
me pay for it.”

Courtlandt whistled. “At least you weren’t
in the Jeep when it was hit,” he said.

“I might have been better
off. Are you finding any targets?”

“Some. How about
you?”

“A few. The trouble is
they shoot back.”

And an hour later, they hit Second
Lieutenant John Borders.

McCord, bringing rations up the mountain
trail, had to step aside for a litter and was shocked to recognize
the Headquarters observer on it.

“Is he bad?” he asked the
litter bearers.

“Veree bahd!” one of them
said. “Mitrailleuse! Les deux jambs.”

“Doo jombs means both
legs, doesn’t it?” he asked Lt. Courtlandt when he reached the
OP.

“It sure does,” Courtlandt
said. “Poor guy really was having a run of bad luck!”

Scofield shuddered.
Send not to find for whom the bell tolls,
he thought. And he heard the whale’s gastric
juices. Then he brightened.

“Sounds like a
million-dollar wound,” he said.

The million-dollar wound was one that was
not fatal but was bad enough to send you back to the States and to
civilian life. Everybody claimed to want one but nobody went
looking for them.

The enlisted men of the OP crew had used
caution before but now they intensified it. This meant a lot of
running at a crouch and crawling across unpleasant terrain but they
had ditched their pride. Not so Lt. Courtlandt. He was as bold and
careless as ever, to their dismay. It seemed certain that they
would lose him soon.

But they didn’t. They came to the conclusion
that Someone was watching over him. At least, they hoped so.

It was December and word circulated around
the front that German prisoners were telling interrogators their
army would surrender at Christmas. This report was received with
delight by all but it was squelched in a brutally direct letter
from General Dwight Eisenhower, who said not only was it not true
but they could expect a long, hard fight before victory was
achieved. The letter was read to all the troops who could be
contacted.

“Christmas!” scoffed
Jankowski. “Some Christmas the Borders family is going to
have!”

“A lot of families are
going to have that kind of Christmas,” said Courtlandt, “and a lot
more next Christmas.”

The men looked depressed.

“Do you think the war will
last another year?” asked McCord.

“I hope not but there’s a
long way to go.”

Looking at the long faces, he decided to
close the OP and go back to the Battery. He said he didn’t want to
kill people at Christmas. Scofield suspected there also was the
matter of collecting his Christmas presents.


Chapter 25

Baker Battery and established its command
post in a large farm house. It also had a new commander. The chubby
Captain Warren had been transferred somewhere and replaced by an
Errol Flynn look-like named Nash.

Scofield’s first sight of him caused a jolt
in his nervous system. He had to assure himself that the
swash-buckling actor could not possibly be commanding a battery but
it was hard to keep remembering that. He had barely settled himself
down when he went to chow and heard someone say, “Hey! Flynn!”

He managed to control himself and look in
the direction of the speaker. It was his former instruments
operator, of course. But what was he doing in Baker Battery? He sat
down on his upturned helmet next to Sgt. Fowler and asked him.

“He got into a fight with
a KP in Headquarters kitchen and nearly wiped it out,” Fowler said.
“The KP was mad at him for some reason and socked him on the head
with a coffee dipper. Flynn went after him and the Mess Sergeant
and the First Sergeant tried to stop him. Both of them wound up in
the mud. The Mess Officer stepped in and Flynn stopped short when
he saw it was an officer. They transferred him back to the Battery
to soothe the kitchen crew. They were scared to death of
him.”

“Is he back in my
section?

“No. He’s in mine. He was
a Cannoneer in basic training and I guess they figured to punish
him a little.”

“I’m surprised. He didn’t
seem that touchy when he was in my section.”

“He’s not touchy. It’s
just that if anybody hits him he tries to kill ‘em. And you don’t
want to get in his way when he goes after someone.”

“I don’t envy you that
job.”

“I’m not worried. The only
man in my crew who likes to hit is Gibbs and he only tries it on
little guys.”

The Christmas presents had been trickling in
for a month and some of them had already been eaten, worn or
smoked, but there were plenty in a last-minute push. Scofield
received a fruit cake and a sweater from his mother and a huge
package with no return address marked “For Quincy Scofield and the
rest of the Instruments Section.”

It contained four “tanker suits” consisting
of bib overalls, a jacket and a helmet-like hat with flaps that
hung down over the jacket collar, all made of water-resistant
gabardine lined with a kind of felt. All the members of the section
were delighted with the new suits, especially Courtlandt who had to
buy his clothing and rejoiced in getting a free suit.

They had seen tank crews wearing them and
had felt envy. Of course it was long past time for the Army to
produce some decent winter clothing. Someone had said the U.S.
Army’s uniform was ideal for winter in Florida or summer in
Maine.

“Who sent them?” asked
Jankowski.

“Who cares?” said
Scofield.

He had a pretty good idea about the answer
but if she thought these garments, no matter how wonderful, would
make up for giving him gonorrhea, she was sadly mistaken. It was
irritating to be reminded that she was back there in rear echelon
still yearning for him. Why couldn’t she fall for some handsome,
dashing officer-- a fighter pilot or something?

Everyone in the Battery could remember
better Christmases but this one could have been worse. Nearly
everyone but the gun crews had found a place in the big house and,
since they were not under observation, the cannoneers were sleeping
in pup tents rather than fox holes, keeping themselves somewhat
drier.

Best of all, there were no fire missions..
No one really wanted to make war on Christmas. None of the
Chaplains got to them, so there were no church services. They were
replaced by some impromptu singing of Christmas carols.

Promptly at midnight, the guns began to roar
and the next day the OP crew was on its way back to the front.

The Infantry was slowly gaining ground. The
New Year came and the Battery made a couple of nightmare moves with
trucks and guns getting stuck in muddy fields. Word reached the OP
that the guns had been placed within a mile of the front line and
were being heavily shelled but there were only two casualties.
Klein had been sent back to a hospital with combat fatigue and the
Battery’s most interesting ammo carrier, who had thick spectacles
someone had compared to the bottoms of Coca-Cola bottles, had
fallen off a cliff while running from a shelling and broken his
leg. He was a replacement who had operated an electrolysis parlor
in civilian life and had been subject to much questioning by the
rest of the Battery. His answer always was “My wife handled that
part.”

“We’re hard to kill,” said
McCord.

A superstitious person would have told him
to knock on wood and, while none of the others said anything, he
received a couple of hard looks.

They parked the Jeep behind a hay stack.
Lieutenant Courtlandt went up the hill. Scofield grabbed the scopes
and hurried after him. Jankowski and Norris, the radio operator,
took the radio and its battery and followed them. McCord, anxious
to keep the Jeep from being stolen, had the hood up and was
removing the ignition rotor when a shell hit the haystack.

Courtlandt and Scofield had heard it coming
and hit the ground. There was an explosion followed immediately by
other explosions and the crackle of small arms ammunition. The
haystack had been a camouflaged ammunition dump.

For a couple of seconds, Scofield was too
shocked to move, then he heard Courtlandt saying, “My God! My God!”
He raised his head and looked toward the Jeep. It was twisted
metal. The haystack had disappeared except for some smoldering
debris. Jankowski and Norris were limp on the ground. McCord was
nowhere to be seen–or was he that mangled piece of burned meat in
the wreckage? Almost certainly.

Jankowski and Norris were alive but bleeding
from penetration wounds. Arab medics appeared and carted them off.
A French officer brought up a Jeep and sent Courtlandt and Scofield
back to the Battery. Both were physically uninjured but neither had
anything to say during the trip.

“Didn’t you even find his
dog tags?” asked Capt. Nash.

“There wasn’t anything
recognizable,” said Courtlandt. “You could barely tell it was a
vehicle.”

“What was in that
haystack?”

“I don’t know but it was
explosive. Maybe artillery or mortar shells. Maybe dynamite. I just
don’t know. And it doesn’t make any difference now.”

“Well, he’s missing in
action. We know he’s dead because you saw him just before the
blast, but we don’t have his body. That’s going to be tough on his
family. Was he married?”

He wasn’t, so there was at least one less
person to be left in horrible suspense for the next few years.

There was shock among the enlisted men. The
genial McCord had been liked by everyone. There also was a great
deal of discussion about the Battalion’s luck.

The Colonel was very upset. It was tough to
have a man killed and two others wounded, but you had to expect
that in a war and they could be replaced. Losing a Jeep was another
matter. They were hard to get; he still hadn’t replaced the one
lost by Lt. Borders. He thought of making Courtlandt pay for this
one but reason prevailed.

Before they went to the front, they had
expected to lose comrades every now and then. Actually, they had
been in action for three months and this was their first fatality,
which surprised them when they thought about it. There had been
wounds from barrages and strafings but Lt. Borders was the first
serious injury since that first day at the front. Now, just a few
days later, there was this disaster.

“The law of averages is
catching up with us,” said Murphy.

“I would have been one of
the casualties if they hadn’t sent me to Fire Direction,” said
Flynn. He wasn’t sure he was happy about this. The Purple Heart
would have been nice but his family would have been very
upset.

Scofield was more upset than the others. Not
for his dead and wounded men. He had gotten along well enough with
them and had enjoyed their company, but it was not in him to worry
about others’ welfare. He was concerned about himself.

If he had lingered at the Jeep for some
reason, he undoubtedly would have plunged into the Whale’s
intestines along with McCord. He shuddered. The truth was that
there was no guarantee of safety on the front lines. At any given
moment, a shell could come out of a peaceful sky like an Old
Testament thunderbolt or an innocent step could touch off a
landmine and you were a War- Department-Regrets-to-inform-you
telegram to your mother, who then could hang a Gold Star in her
window..

Well, nothing to be done about the
thunderbolts but he could reduce the odds of blundering into
something.

Jankowski and Norris would be back, they
were told, so there was no need to replace them. But McCord was
gone for good. Who could they get?

“There’s Flynn,”
Courtlandt said.

“He’s too young. He’s a
child. How about Weiss?”

Courtlandt had a good memory. He smiled.

“We can try,” he
said.

Weiss was obviously reluctant, but he didn’t
object. The truth was that he was not getting enough action with
his machine gun and he was bored stiff. Just to keep the section
uniform, Courtlandt made a trip back to Quartermasters and wangled
a tanker suit for him. Scofield suspected that money changed
hands.

So it was back to slinking around the hills
and among the rocks and ruined villages, trying to see without
being seen and kill without being killed. The difference was that
the crew was smaller and, without McCord, less cheerful. But Weiss
knew his job and did it while keeping a watchful eye on his
sergeant. And winter continued with all its nastiness.


Chapter 26

The rebuilt instruments section was lurking
behind some outcrops in the mountains, enveloped by a fog which
concealed not only the mountain ahead of them, but everything a
yard in front of them. This had discouraged even the Infantry,
which was sitting tight on both sides, listening instead of
watching.

Some of the Goumis, as Moroccan soldiers
were called, considered this weather ideal. They were creeping
around with knives, seeking German soldiers huddled in whatever
protection they could find. Occasionally, there was some shooting,
indicating that a Goumi had found a German but not necessarily that
he had won his game.

Lt. Courtlandt and Scofield were alone on
the OP with the remote transmitter. Weiss and the new radio
operator were about 10 yards behind them.

Behind those two, soldiers were feeling
their way up the mountain carrying loads of ammunition, water and
rations. Still farther back, mules were climbing the narrow trails
to the point where only humans could continue.

Scofield did not like this situation. The
cold had penetrated even his tanker suit and he was accomplishing
nothing. The best that could be hoped for was that no Germans would
adopt the tactics of the Goumis and that no Goumi would get lost in
the fog and attack the wrong side.

“We might as well be back
in Naples for all the good we’re doing here,” he said.

There was murmured agreement.

“I suppose we could go
back to the Battery for a while,” Lt. Courtlandt said.

“Or even to Naples,”
Scofield said.

“That could get us into
trouble.”

“If anybody found out,
which isn’t likely.”

“You’re a real gambler,
aren’t you, Scofield?”

“If the odds are right. We
could leave the other two to man the radio. Weiss can fire missions
if the fog lifts.”

Lt. Courtlandt was silent. There was no hint
that this fog was going to lift. He had been on OPs for most of the
last three months with only trips to the Battery for relief. He had
recently lost three men. They could do no good here today and
probably could not tomorrow. Why not a night on the town to relieve
the tension? The daring of it appealed to him.

“Weiss!” he
called.

When Weiss appeared, he was told to take
over the OP.

“Scofield and I are going
to Division Headquarters to see what kind of intelligence reports
we can pick up. If the fog lifts and you see anything worth
shooting at, go to it. You know how, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir. When will you
be back?”

“Today, I hope. But if we
don’t make it back today, spend the night here and we’ll get here
tomorrow as soon as we can.”

They picked their way down the hillside,
falling occasionally but finally arriving at the trail. This was
pretty dangerous. The Germans were zeroed in on the trail and were
firing harassing missions with their mortars, but the pair made
their way among the mules to the rough road where they had parked
the Jeep.

“I hated to leave those
two up there.”

“Weiss wouldn’t have come
with us anyway, Sir. He doesn’t like to socialize with me. He
thinks I’m trouble for some reason.”

“I’ve heard other people
say that about you, Scofield. It wouldn’t have anything to do with
a pool hall, would it?”

“It might have, Sir. He’s
half German and they hold grudges.”

Between one thing and another, it took them
more than two hours to drive about 40 miles to Naples. It was
mid-afternoon when they arrived in the city.

“Do you know your way
around Naples, Sir?”

“All I know is that the
best part of this miserable city is supposed to be Via Roma. Let’s
see if we can find a hotel there.”

Naples was cut off by the front lines from
the richer agricultural parts of Italy. It was suffering from
something very close to famine, but only necessities were in short
supply. There still were luxuries in some of the shops.

Susanna had decided to buy souvenirs for her
parents and some of her friends back in the States. She was
visiting those shops. Coming out of one of them she saw a Mauldin
cartoon approaching her. It was two helmeted bums in a muddy Jeep,
easily distinguishable from the other military people around by the
fact that they had weapons, bristly, filthy faces and tanker suits
which had that lived-in look. Obviously they were fresh from the
front. But why hadn’t they cleaned up? If they had been sent to the
Fifth Army Rest Center in Caserta, they would have been showered,
barbered and outfitted with new uniforms. Moreover, they wouldn’t
be armed.

She looked closer and recognized the faces
behind the dirt and beards.

“Quin!” she cried. “Quin
Scofield! It’s Susanna!”

Both faces turned toward her, then Scofield
faced front and stepped on the gas. The Jeep disappeared in a
turmoil of shouting pedestrians, shaking fists and blasts from the
horns of military vehicles.

Lt. Courtlandt was clinging to the dashboard
as the Jeep rocketed down the street. When it finally slowed, he
said:

“That was a mistake,
Scofield. That lady was your mother’s friend and she is going to be
very mad at you. You’ve got to learn to be polite to women no
matter how much you dislike them. They’ll do anything to get
even.”

He was right about Susanna. At that moment,
she was still on the sidewalk, wishing fervently that WACs carried
weapons. She yearned for the sight of Scofield’s blood. She wanted
to wade in it. Well, she’d track him down and let him know what a
boor he was.

Corporal Henry Baumgardner was the Baker
Battery switchboard operator. He manned his board 24 hours a day,
always in some well-protected place. His meals were brought to him
and he was seen by the others in the Battery only when they changed
positions. He loved the job. He had few lines to worry about, he
was as safe as anybody and his parents sent him large supplies of
Western magazines to while away the hours. He had never to this
moment heard a female voice in his headset, but here was one.

“This is Sgt. Mildred Rose
at Army Headquarters. We’re trying to find out where Lt. Courtlandt
and Sgt. Scofield are staying in Naples.”

“I didn’t know they were
in Naples, Sarge. I’ll give you the Command Post.”

Sgt. Hill did not know they were in Naples,
either. Neither did the Captain. Both were sure that the two men
were on an OP. The WAC said there must have been a mistake on the
part of the WAC Lieutenant who thought she saw them. She hung
up.

WAC Lieutenant? That could be the beauty who
had welcomed Scofield aboard the ship and who had approached Hill
on the ship asking for Lt. Courtlandt. She was unlikely to be
mistaken about seeing him.

“I guess we’d better let
Headquarters know about this,” the Captain said.

The best way to find out if they were at the
OP was to send someone up to look. Lt. Billingsley was handiest in
the Battalion Exec Post and figuratively drew the short straw. He
made his way among the mules, back-packers and mortar bursts and
found the radio operator and Weiss. He heard their story and
decided to wait. He would have fired a few missions to pass the
time if he could have seen his hand in front of his face. It was a
tedious wait.

Shortly before noon the next day his
quarries arrived back at the OP. They had found a small hotel which
had not been requisitioned by the military. Their bellies were
still appreciating a fairly good Black Market meal. Their tanker
suits showed only fresh mud. Their faces were clean and free of
hair. Close scrutiny revealed blood-shot eyes, shakiness and other
symptoms of hangover, though. Lt. Billingsley reported their return
to Headquarters by radio and was told to close down the OP and
report to Major Clinton with the OP crew.

Lt. Courtlandt turned and shot a look at
Scofield, who easily interpreted it as: “I told you you shouldn’t
have snubbed her.”

When the WAC Sergeant called Susanna to tell
her the Battery knew nothing of any Naples trip and had assured her
the two men were on an OP, she had strong, but mixed feelings.

Her attempt to find where they were staying
had been an honest one. She had spent an hour mentally composing
the tongue-lashing she was going to give Quin Scofield. It had
included every one of the epithets Daddy used in connection with
him plus a couple that a man of God would never say. Now, she
wondered if, in her subconscious, she had realized they were AWOL
from the front.

Well, it would serve him right if he was
shot for misconduct in the face of the enemy. He was born to be
hanged or shot. On the other hand, she really didn’t want him dead.
Couldn’t they flog him instead? Better still, let her do it? No,
the Articles of War specifically forbade flogging.

Maybe the Battery hadn’t paid any attention
to the telephone call. Dear God, don’t let him be charged with a
capital crime.

That very subject was being discussed by the
Battalion staff a little later.

“They deserted their post
on the front line,” the Colonel said.

“We don’t know that, Sir,”
said Major Cummings. “They said they went to Division Headquarters,
which is hardly desertion.”

“Do you think that WAC was
seeing things?”

“I haven’t talked to her,
Sir. I don’t even know who she is.”

“Army Headquarters will
know. We can find her and get her testimony.”

“Maybe she made a
mistake.”

“She knew their names. If
she knows them that well, she didn’t make a mistake. Wasn’t there a
WAC yelling to Scofield when we embarked? She seemed to have warm
feelings for him. Could that be the one?”

“A woman in love with
Scofield?” asked Major Clinton incredulously. “I must have missed
that one.”

“Colonel, those two are
the best observers we’ve got in the Battalion,” Major Cummings
said. “They’ve been on OPs for most of the last three months. They
lost three of their crew and very nearly lost their lives just a
few days ago. I don’t think we should charge them with a capital
crime. They’re both from good families; we have to think of their
parents.”

“H-m——m,” said the
Colonel. “I was introduced to Courtlandt’s father at Fort Bragg.
Very high type gentleman. Very big in the banking and investment
business.”

The rest of the staff froze, hardly
breathing, while he ruminated further.

“All right! Unless we hear
more from Army, we’ll drop the investigation and take their word
for where they went, much as we disbelieve them. But Lieutenant
Courtlandt must be reassigned. Don’t we need a liaison officer at
Brigade Headquarters? Send him there immediately.”

“What about Scofield,
Sir?”

“It’s the officer’s
responsibility. You can’t punish a sergeant for being led astray by
his officer.”

Major Cummins cleared his throat.

“Colonel, it’s my
impression that when it comes to going astray, Sgt. Scofield is
never led. He’s a born leader in that respect.”

“Hm-m-m! Reduce him to
private then and put him in Sgt. Fowler’s gun section. Let’s see if
he can lead Fowler astray!”

Scofield thought of fighting it. After all,
an officer had led him on that expedition. He could say that
Courtlandt had ordered him to drive him to Naples. But that would
only lead to a general court-martial and the judges would all too
likely include someone who remembered him from his youth. Best to
take his medicine.

Now there was a shuffle in Baker Battery.
One of the Chiefs of Section, Sgt. Giacomini, was promoted to
replace Scofield. Hanson was promoted to sergeant and made chief of
Giacomini’s former gun section. In the First Section, Williams
became gunner corporal and Schirmer was promoted to ammunition
corporal.

And Private Scofield found himself deeper in
the belly of the whale. Damn women!

Everybody in the First Section was happy to
see Scofield except Gibbs and Sgt. Fowler.

Gibbs still owed Scofield $20 from the 1941
poker game. He had managed to duck him most of the time since. Now
they would never be more than a few yards apart. As for Fowler:

“Am I running a gun
section or a penitentiary?” he asked Sgt. Hill. “First Flynn gets
into trouble and lands in my section, then Scofield.”

“I don’t know what you’re
complaining about. They’re both very smart men.”

“I don’t need brains; I
need muscle. Neither of those two ever saw a shovel before they
joined the Army and they still can’t handle one. Next time, give me
coal-miners.”

“Aw, tell it to the
Chaplain.”

Uneasy lie the stripes of a staff sergeant
who is commanding a former staff sergeant, reflected Sgt. Hill.


Chapter 27

This time, the Battery set up in something
that would have been called a canyon in the Western United States.
There was a high ridge behind and another in front of the guns. In
between was a wide area of deep mud across which someone had built
a causeway. The trucks splashed across the causeway to a shelf near
the foot of the rear ridge. The Cannoneers dug a gun pit until the
ground showed signs of becoming liquid mud. Then they laid the
guns. Next came the ammo pits and their own holes.

Winter had intensified in the mountains. The
weather was now foul, with wind-driven snow and sleet. But a glance
around told them that they probably were not under observation; the
ridges were too close to be enemy territory. To the right of the
position, they could see part of a village about a mile away, but
it never occurred to them that there might be an enemy observer in
one of the houses. After all, Italy had joined the Allies; common
soldiers did not consider that some Italians might have remained
loyal to the Axis cause.

Which suited the middle-aged man sitting
behind a telescope in an attic room in the town. He was
Italian-born, reared in Brooklyn and lured back to Italy when
Mussolini took over the government and started breathing life into
the Country. As a dedicated Fascist, he had not surrendered with
his Army unit but instead had attached himself to German Army
Intelligence as an effective English-speaking spy. He had lingered
in the town when the Germans gave it up and was able to send radio
reports back to the Germans. In addition, he had set up a few
observation posts in houses from which he could direct fire on the
Allied troops. He had noted Baker Battery moving into position and
decided it would make a good target.

Scofield considered his situation with deep
gloom. After two full years of clinging to the whale’s cheek, he
was back deep in its belly. He considered the rest of the crew.
Gibbs was neutralized but Fowler probably never could be. Williams
had been a fellow-Cannoneer in his previous hitch in the section.
Klein was hospitalized with “combat fatigue”. The rest were new and
barely known to him except for his former underling, the talkative
Flynn. He hoped the kid had used up some of his compulsion to
chatter, but he was soon disabused of that hope.

“Hi, Sarge,” said Flynn.
“Good to be with you again.”

Scofield gave him a look which he hoped was
not as sour as he felt and said, “Thanks.” Then he greeted
Schirmer, and Foster, both farmers and volunteers after Pearl
Harbor, and Carson and Iannello, young draftees. There also was
Olshinski, a Regular Army soldier who had been a sergeant in one of
the new battalions in Georgia until a falling-out with his
captain.

Trail pits were a difficulty. The mud was
not going to hold the gun in place. They had two railroad ties
which they usually put into the trail pits to spread the force of
the recoil but the mud was so thin it was doubtful that even the
ties would hold.

The trail pits were enlarged in an H-shape.
One length of log was inserted perpendicularly to each tie and then
another was laid perpendicularly to it. If that wouldn’t hold the
gun in place, their position was hopeless.

They fired a mission and the gun stayed in
place.

Since the apparent danger was less, Fowler
broke out an A-frame tent for the use of himself, the two corporals
and Gibbs. Fowler was a firm believer in the old adage that Rank
Has Its Privileges. The rest of the cannoneers could shift for
themselves.

He applied the same principal to the
75-minute gun guard shifts. He took the first one, Schirmer took
the second, Gibbs took the third and Williams took the last. As
Fowler arranged them, the first three shifts were a joke since
everyone was still awake and the last shift meant that Williams
could get a full night’s sleep if there were no fire missions.

There was a dugout several yards behind the
gun pit, built by the Germans or, more likely, by local Italians
conscripted by the Germans. It was spacious and had a good deep
roof. It also might be booby-trapped, but a cautious and thorough
inspection showed that this was not likely. It was too wet to be
lived in, though, with several inches of mud and water on its
floor. It was decided that this would be an emergency shelter for
the section.

The cannoneers had paired off and were
digging fox holes for sleeping purposes. The Army furnished only
two blankets per man. By sharing the blankets and whatever body
warmth seeped through their clothes, they could brave the cold.
Scofield, with his tanker suit, had neither the need nor the urge
to pair up with anyone else. He scratched out a small shelter in
the side of the ridge, which he knew was wholly inadequate but what
else could be done? The whale’s belly seemed to be trying very hard
to boot him into the intestine.

More ammo pits were needed, so they began to
dig into the mud again. Flynn was a willing if inept digger.
Scofield was only inept. There was comment on this from the
ever-caustic Gibbs but it was directed only at Flynn. Gibbs was
still respectful to Scofield, not because of his former rank but
because of the old poker debt.

When the weather cleared enough to see the
opposite ridge, they found that their antique box-trail 155-mm
howitzers had not necessarily gone to American Legion Posts. There
was a French Artillery battery there and it was using the old 155s.
With their higher trajectory, they could fire from closer to the
ridge and still clear it. The American Cannoneers felt a rare
twinge of pity for the Arabs manning those guns.

They saved most of their pity for
themselves, though, as the snow and wind resumed. In the evening,
Scofield went to his makeshift shelter under a small tarpaulin and,
still in his tanker suit, climbed into his blankets to sleep.
Thanks to the suit, he was reasonably well off. For half an
hour.

“BATTERY ADJUST! CAN’NEERS
POST"

Into their boots and overcoats and out into
the snow, mud and weather. Flynn, one of the biggest of the crew,
had been given a new station loading the piece. Olshinski, a
regular Army soldier and one of the oldest and smallest, began to
carry ammunition from the pits to the gun. Scofield, the fallen
angel, joined him in the trek from ammo pit to gun pit. They fired
the mission and returned to their holes, where everyone took off
his boots before entering, scraped off some of the snow and mud and
brought them inside with him

The long night ahead would be interrupted
with God-only-knew how many fire missions plus the inevitable tour
of gun guard.

As it turned out, there were two fire
missions. The first began half an hour before Scofield’s tour on
guard and ended just in time to start it. Then, as he was preparing
to wake his relief, the telephone tinkled and the exec post said
“Fire Mission! Battery Adjust!”

That mission lasted half an hour, to the
delight of Scofield’s relief. By the time they cleaned up the gun
pit, his tour was nearly over.

The only good thing about Winter was that
daylight came late and the Cannoneers could get a little more
sleep. At daybreak, half the section shook the snow from the
camouflage net and brushed it off the gun and the ammunition, while
the rest trudged some 100 yards to the kitchen.

Flynn sat down on his upturned helmet with
his back to the wind to eat. Scofield was nearby.

“How do you like being a
Cannoneer, Sarge?” he asked, the title coming from force of
habit.

“About as much as you
do.”

“Then you hate it. What
happened to you?”

“Jealousy in high
quarters.”

Obviously, Scofield was not going to tell.
Flynn had heard some tales of Scofield’s schemes going awry.
Probably something of the sort had happened again.

“Do you remember that WAC
lieutenant aboard ship, Sarge?”

“Yeah.”

“She’s in Italy. She was
at Headquarters Battery back when we first came into action. She
came with the General that day.”

“So you told
me..”

“Man, I wish she was
younger and not an officer. I could fall in love with her in a
hurry!”

Scofield gave him a disgusted look. Kids!
Let’s get away from the subject of Susanna.

“Have you got a girl
friend?” he asked.

“Not really. There’s this
girl who writes to me. I talked to her for a few minutes while I
was on furlough and we exchanged addresses. She signs her letters
‘love, Sarah.’ How do you like that? We talked about 10
minutes!”

“I doubt that she means
anything by it,” Scofield said.

“Yeah. So do I. It looks
good, though. She’s a little blond beauty. Wanna see her
picture?”

Scofield dutifully looked at the picture,
which lived up to its billing.

“Pretty girl,” he said,
without enthusiasm.

After the noon chow, Weiss appeared at the
gun.

“Church call for
Catholics!” he announced, looking first at Flynn, then at Olshinski
and Schirmer.

“All mackerel-snappers
fall out!” said Williams.

Scofield joined the group. Fowler gave him a
hard look. He was pretty sure Scofield was not a mackerel snapper
but you couldn’t stop a man from going to church.

“Not on an OP?” Scofield
asked Weiss.

“We don’t have an
officer,” he answered.

There were a couple of dozen Catholics
gathered in the truck. It set off across the causeway to the
village. Coming in, they had passed a crossroads with a huge pile
of charcoal near it. The whole area, as far as they could see, was
filled with military units. Arab and American soldiers had been at
the charcoal and the pile was now a mere black circle on the
ground. The truck turned and climbed the hill to the village. It
had started to snow again.

The village was larger than the one where
they had spent Christmas and had a battered look. There were no
civilians in sight. Apparently, they had either fled or were holed
up in their homes.

Every rural church they had seen so far had
had a hole in its steeple or its roof or both. There were three
reasons. Tanks routinely fired at the steeples because they almost
always held observers and sometimes held snipers. Artillery
observers zeroed in on the churches because they were the only
objects on the map which could be considered accurately located.
Churches never moved. The third reason may have been
anti-Catholicism. The Ku Klux Klan was still alive and some of its
members and sympathizers were in the U.S. Army..

This church had holes both in the steeple
and the roof. The snow sifted through the roof. It was the largest
building they had been in since they left the United States. They
looked around in some awe. There were no pews. The altar was what
they were used to: a marble table mounted against the rear wall,
with the golden tabernacle gleaming in the center of it and
religious statues, murals and a large Crucifix above it. The roof,
or what was left of it, was supported by large pillars, all
festooned with pictures of deceased parishioners. From each of the
pictures dangled a silver heart.

By the time Catholics from Headquarters and
the two other firing batteries arrived, there was a fair-sized
congregation. The soldiers waved to men they knew from the other
batteries and then turned to the altar.

The Chaplain wore a British uniform but had
an American accent, an anomaly which the soldiers did not question.
A Priest was a Priest. He donned his vestments. Weiss and another
soldier took up positions on the altar steps as altar boys. The
soldiers knelt on the stone floor and the Priest gave them general
absolution, a remission of their sins conditioned on going to
Confession at the first opportunity, which would be after Mass. The
Mass began.

The shelling started after the Gospel. The
Priest looked up from his Missal and turned toward them.
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