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         CHAPTER • ONE

         
         
         
         
         I WAS HOT, And my head hurt. Heat shimmered up from the ground and sat thick on my chest. Dust blew in under the loose canvas flaps, riding a warm breeze that died as soon as it hit me, leaving a thin layer of dirty yellow-brown grit to settle into layers of khaki cloth and bright white bandages oozing pink.

         
         
         
         
         Pain sent sharp stabbing messages to my brain, coming from somewhere on my left arm. I lifted it so I could see, the weight of my own hand heavy in the pressing heat. A thick dressing was wrapped around it below the elbow. A thin line of blood had soaked through the bandage. I touched my head, feeling gauze over a sticky gob. A cut on the head is never as bad as it looks, someone once told me. Who ? I couldn’t remember, but I liked the idea. It can’t be too bad, I thought. A conk on the noggin and stitches in my forearm. The arm didn’t hurt much but my head felt like one of those things you hammer into wood was stuck in it. What was that word? You bought them for a penny a sack. Nails. That’s it; my head felt like it had a nail in it, a red-hot one at that.

         
         
         
         
         My hand flopped down onto my chest and I stared at the brown canvas above me, exhausted from my efforts. My eyes began to close. I tried to keep them open, a faint, distant voice in my head telling me I needed to figure out where I was, what was what, and who was who. Other questions I couldn’t quite form into sentences, or even put into words, swarmed around in my mind, but the fog was too thick and heavy for them to join together. I stopped struggling. What harm could there be in a little shut-eye? My eyelids slid shut, and I felt a faint, fluttering fear, realizing it might be impossible to open them up again. Then nothing.

         
         
         
         
         I awoke, dull with pain and confusion, with no idea where I was. Other than that I was in a tent, my head was banged up, and it felt as if the tent were an oven. I tried to focus, to lift my head, but I couldn’t with that nail through it. I groped for the nail but my hand came away red. I felt a warm trickle down my right temple.

         
         
         
         
         No, there’s no nail, I told myself. It only feels like a nail. First, I couldn’t remember the word, and then I thought a nail was stuck in my head. Was I crazy? Was this a nuthouse, a canvas loony bin out in the desert? There was no nail, I knew that. I was a little mixed up, I figured, could happen to anyone, nothing to worry about.

         
         
         
         
         My head hurt. I wanted to call out, to ask for a doctor, but I couldn’t. I was sure the sound of my own voice would split my skull wide open. I couldn’t lift my head but I could turn it. Moving produced a feeling like broken glass behind my eyeballs, but I managed. I realized some of my pain came from noise. It had been one big jumble before, but now I could distinguish different sounds. Yells, groans, brakes screeching, metal doors slamming, all swirled around, dove into my head, and bounced around my brain, looking for a way out. At least I knew what one source of my pain was. Noise. It hurt.

         
         
         
         
         Guys carrying stretchers came in, dressed in brown wool clothes and wearing helmets with red crosses on them. Wool, like the folded blanket my head rested on—hot, coarse, and itchy. It smelled like mothballs and road dust. I looked at my chest, then my legs. I wore khaki too, but light khaki. Everyone else wore a different . . . suit . . . no, outfit—like what all the guys on a team wear.

         
         
         
         
         What’s that word? I wondered. Why is mine different?

         
         
         
         
         “Sorry, buddy,” a guy said as he knocked against my cot. I winced as the pain sent a jolt up my neck and into my skull, where it exploded into white-hot fragments. He and another fellow left a stretcher next to me.

         
         
         
         
         “. . . ’s OK,” I croaked, glad that at least we spoke the same language. But he didn’t hear me. I looked at the person on the stretcher, his clothes cut away, his chest torn to red ribbons. Compress bandages taped below his rib cage turned a darker pink with each heavy breath he took. He was a kid, pale as a ghost, put there to die while they worked on the ones they could save. He had sandy-colored hair and a few faint freckles around his eyes. He never opened them. I watched the final lift of his chest, heard a last gasp, a harsh sound as air escaped his dead lungs. I looked at him a long time, his mouth open, chin tipped up, one hand palm down in the dry dust, and I realized where I was. This was Sicily.

         
         
         
         
         I was in Sicily, in a field hospital. And these stretchers bore casualties. I must be a casualty.

         
         
         
         
         It all made sense, sort of. I still had a lot of questions. But the trouble was, I didn’t know what they were. Maybe it was the fact that I wasn’t dead like the kid on the stretcher, but my head didn’t hurt as much as it had. Words began to come together, and as my confusion receded, the worst of the pain went with it. I tried to remember how I’d gotten here. I didn’t know exactly where here was, just somewhere in Sicily. Which is an island shaped like a triangle getting kicked by the toe of Italy. Naturally, there were a lot of Italians who didn’t want us here. And Germans. I felt a shiver of fear, a shudder, a trembling in my gut. Who was I afraid of? A little voice, a tinny, distant echo in my head, tried to tell me something, but I couldn’t make it out.
         

         
         
         
         
         I’m in Sicily. There’s a war on. And I’m scared of something. I got that far.

         
         
         
         
         My eyes scrunched as I tried to think harder, remember how I’d been hurt, where I’d been before I came here. Where had I been before Sicily?

         
         
         
         
         The dull sound of thunder distracted me, but it wasn’t really thunder, I knew that much. Artillery. I watched two doctors in stained white coats stop and look at each other with that worried look you get when you hear enemy artillery creeping closer and you know things aren’t going well at all.

         
         
         
         
         How did I know that? How had I known it was enemy artillery? I tried to remember a battle. I tried to remember crossing the ocean. It’s a long way to Sicily, right? “It’s a long way. . .” A song from another war drifted across my mind and I faded out, dreaming of water sliced by the bow of a ship. “It’s a long way . . .”

         
         

         

         
         
         
         “Hey, kid, you asleep?”

         
         
         
         
         I felt his presence looming over me as I awoke, the loose chinstrap of his helmet brushing my cheek as he moved. I felt his hand on my chest, a gentle push, maybe to feel if I was still breathing. He patted my pockets as the odor of cheap cigars and stale sweat wafted down, foul smells made worse by the stifling heat. I opened my eyes, the pain now a dull throb where before it had been a searing slash.

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah,” I said. “What are you looking for?”

         
         
         
         
         I thought about raising my head and decided against it. I could see his face, encircled by the helmet pushed back on his forehead, glistening with an oily sheen of sweat. The netting on the helmet was new, none of the threads broken or frayed. He was short, kind of round but beefy, and an unlit stub of a cigar was clamped in the corner of his mouth. He looked like he was used to hard work, but he wasn’t a combat soldier. The trace of softness in his face told me he slept in a rear-area tent, not a front-line foxhole.

         
         
         
         
         “Nothin’, kid. Just wanted to be sure you was still breathing.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am.”

         
         
         
         
         He raised an eyebrow, waiting for more. How did I know so much about him? Everything else was blurred and confused, but I could zero in on this guy. He was crystal clear to me. It was strange, automatically cataloging and judging him at a glance. Strange but comforting. There were questions I was afraid to ask, things I didn’t want to think about, so it felt good to focus on what was right in front of me. I watched his eyes dart left and right, tracking the movement of medics scurrying around us. A chaplain knelt next to the dead kid, murmuring prayers as if he were in a hurry.

         
         
         
         
         “You—you look familiar to me,” I lied. “I know you, right?”

         
         
         
         
         Dull booms echoed across the landscape, followed by a screeching sound high above us that made my new pal duck and put one hand up to steady his helmet. He was a buck sergeant, three stripes, silver on black against his brown wool shirt.

         
         
         
         
         “Jesus,” he said, “them cruisers sound like they’re shootin’ fuckin’ freight trains at the Krauts.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where?”

         
         
         
         
         “Where what?”

         
         
         
         
         “Where are the Germans?”

         
         
         
         
         “All over the goddamn place, that’s where. Supposed to be nothin’ but a bunch of guinea wops ready to give up, except for a few Kraut technicians, they told us. Well, they forgot to tell our paratroopers them technicians was all driving Tiger tanks. Nearly kicked our ass off Piano Lupo yesterday and made it down here. Can you imagine that, kid? The fuckin’ Hermann Göring Panzer Division! If they’da made it down to the beaches, we would of been screwed, blued, and tattooed. And they’d be headed fer yours truly, lemme tell ya.”

         
         
         
         
         Piano Lupo, main drop zone for the 505th Paratroop Regiment. A hill mass seven miles northeast of Gela, landing area for the 45th Division. The words raced through my mind as if someone had turned on a radio. Clear as day, then nothing.

         
         
         
         
         “Piano Lupo, right, Sarge?”

         
         
         
         
         He was watching the padre, and it took him a second to pull his eyes away. He was nervous. Maybe he was thinking about a Holy Joe squatting over him, if those Tiger tanks made it to the beach.

         
         
         
         
         “I knew you was a headquarters boy,” he said, wagging his finger at me. “First time I saw you, I knew. Yeah, that was the fuckin’ plan, but they all got scattered to hell and gone. Just a handful of boys ended up there, maybe a hundred instead of a full regiment. Stopped those goddamn Krauts, though, stopped ’em dead. Before they got to me and my supplies.”

         
         
         
         
         “Your supplies?”

         
         
         
         
         “Quartermaster Company, 45th Division, kid. We got a captain, he ain’t worth shit, and a lieutenant too, I don’t pay him no mind. Rocko Walters, kid, that’s who to ask for if you need bullets, beans, or blankets. They call me Rocko ’cause everyone depends on me. I’m the rock in this outfit, see, since the officers are total screwups. You ain’t an officer, are you?”

         
         
         
         
         I gave a little laugh and rolled my eyes, hoping he’d settle for that as an answer.

         
         
         
         
         “So, Rocko, when was the first time you saw me?”

         
         
         
         
         “Geez, it was yesterday, don’t you remember?”

         
         
         
         
         I raised my hand to the bandage around my head.

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, well, you was pretty banged up. That Italian who had you musta whacked you one good.”

         
         
         
         
         “What Italian?”

         
         
         
         
         “How the fuck do I know, kiddo? The place is crawlin’ with ’em. All I know is me and two other guys took off to Gela in a jeep to rustle up a couple trucks. We didn’t get all the transport we was supposed to, so we figured to get us some civilian trucks. Right outside town, we see this Eyetie who’s got you, and we holler at him to let you go. Louie speaks the lingo from his old neighborhood, enough to make himself understood. The Eyetie lets you go, but pulls a gun, so we hadda shoot him.”

         
         
         
         
         “You kill him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Naw, Louie’s a lousy shot. Creased his side, I think. Got his attention, though. He dropped the pistol, and we gave him to some GIs who were herding about a dozen POWs down to the holding area.”

         
         
         
         
         “How did I get here?”

         
         
         
         
         “In a jeep. A medic heard the shooting and pulled over. When he saw the shape you were in he grabbed you and brought you here. I wanted to come visit you, but couldn’t get out from under my asshole captain until now.”

         
         
         
         
         “And when did all this happen exactly?

         
         
         
         
         “Yesterday morning, a few hours after my outfit landed. How long you been on the island anyway? And what’s your name, kid? You must’ve lost your dog tags. They couldn’t figure out your blood type or nothin’.”

         
         
         
         
         How long had I been here? I puzzled over that one so I wouldn’t have to think about his other question.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know, Rocko. I really don’t know.”

         
         
         
         
         “You dunno where you been or you dunno your name?”

         
         
         
         
         He kept his eyes on me as I lay there, not answering his question. The longer he waited and stared at me, the harder it was not to answer. I felt the words form and rise up as if I had no control over them. Orderlies brought in more stretcher cases, transferring the wounded to cots and cutting away grimy blood-soaked bandages with practiced ease, revealing the awful truth of combat. The louder the artillery, the busier this place got. The chaplain moved around us, kneeling and praying with the wounded waiting for treatment.

         
         
         
         
         I lowered my voice. “I have no idea where I’ve been or how I got here. I don’t remember you or any Italian or anybody else, for that matter. I don’t know my own name.”

         
         
         
         
         “No shit?”

         
         
         
         
         “No shit, Rocko. Help me up, will you?”

         
         
         
         
         Rocko grabbed an arm and I swiveled my legs off the cot. I pushed off with one hand and sat up straight. Everything whirled, then calmed down. Rocko was looking at me with a mixture of confusion and disbelief, his eyes darting over my clothes. My uniform, that was the word. “Nail.” “Uniform.” I wondered what else I’d remember.

         
         
         
         
         “Jesus, kid,” Rocko said, sitting down on the cot next to me. “You got any other ID on you? What about that jacket?”

         
         
         
         
         “What jacket?” I said as I patted my empty pockets. My eye caught the shoulder patch on my shirt. Blue triangle with a yellow A, filled in with red. Seventh Army, I knew that much. So I was a headquarters guy.

         
         
         
         
         “That funny jacket you was wearing. I almost thought you was a Kraut or maybe a Limey at first.”

         
         
         
         
         I tried to remember a jacket. A funny jacket. Maybe my next one would be a straitjacket. I saw Rocko reach his arm under the cot and feel around. He came up with a faded khaki jacket, neatly folded, where the medics had left it.

         
         
         
         
         “This is it, kid. See what I mean?”

         
         
         
         
         I took it from him and let it fall open. No insignia, no rank, no labels. The buttons were plain brass, tarnished and worn. It was rumpled and sweat-stained, the original color faded by the sun until only traces of dark khaki showed along the seams and under the pocket flaps. It could’ve been a German or Italian tropical jacket, maybe British. Or a U. S . Army field jacket, all insignia stripped off. Four buttons, four pockets. Your basic standard-issue design. Except everyone here was wearing brown wool. Dog-shit brown, someone had called it recently. Who was that? Words flashed through my mind— drop zone, Piano Lupo, dog shit, Licata—but they didn’t connect. They were only words.

         
         
         
         
         “You ever see an army uniform without all sorts of numbers and labels inside it, Rocko?”

         
         
         
         
         “Never saw anything like this. No size, no serial number; you could never fill out a requisition for this rag. I’ll check yer pockets, kid.”

         
         
         
         
         Rocko reached for the jacket, feeling around in the large lower pockets. He obviously had taken me under his wing. He’d probably saved my life. I realized he was the only guy on this goddamn island whose name I knew.

         
         
         
         
         I dug my fingers into my shirt pocket, felt something soft and silky, and pulled out a handkerchief. Not plain white, not army-issue khaki cotton, but a silk handkerchief, the fabric a deep, rich yellow, almost gold. In the middle the letter L was stitched in black thread. It felt strange to hold this elegant item here, surrounded by dust, canvas, wool, and gauze. I had a strange urge to get rid of it, to distance myself from whatever that initial stood for. Unless it stood for my name? But then why did I feel like getting rid of it?
         

         
         
         
         
         Harsh noises drove those thoughts away. Not the dull thunder of distant artillery but the crack of cannon fire. Tanks. The drumbeat of machine guns echoing off ridgelines. Not too close. Not yet. I wondered who was taking a beating out there, and I was startled to feel a pull on my hand as Rocko grasped the handkerchief. I looked at his face, and for just a second, I saw the golden silk reflected in his wide-open eyes. I snapped my hand back, stashing the handkerchief in my pocket, as Rocko looked away, glancing at the wounded, doctors, and orderlies crowding around us. More wounded came in, one guy screaming for his mother. Rocko looked nervous, and I can’t say I blamed him.

         
         

         

         
         
         
         The doctor didn’t care what my name was. He told me I had a mild concussion and abrasions on the right side of my head. A gash on my left arm, like a knife slash, that he had closed up with half a dozen stitches. He ordered me to get a new set of dog tags and to get out, not in that order. They were busy, and since I could walk away, that’s exactly what he wanted me to do.

         
         
         
         
         “I’ll take him back, Doc,” Rocko said, leading me by the arm. I didn’t know where back was, but I didn’t want to admit it, so I let Rocko walk me out of the tent. Stretcher cases, lined up in rows, waited outside. Some of the wounded were grimacing in pain, some softly moaning, while others stared straight up, their mouths open, gasping for breath in the hot air. Across the dirt road a line of scraggly pine trees shaded the scorched ground. The walking wounded sat quietly, smoking cigarettes, cradling rifles and bandaged limbs. Waiting. Two paratroopers, baggy pants stuffed into jump boots, sat apart from the other dogfaces. Sounds of the battle to the east came over the rise again, signaling a renewed attack. As the harsh echo of cannon fire boomed through the heat, the paratroopers looked at each other and, in silent agreement, flicked their butts into the road and rose up painfully. One of them used his M1 as a crutch as they hobbled down the road toward the sound of gunfire. While his pal limped along, the second paratrooper discarded the sling that supported his left arm, letting it fall to the ground as he grasped his rifle with both hands, at the ready.

         
         
         
         
         “Saps,” Rocko muttered to himself. “C’mon, kid, I’ll get you a cup of joe and you’ll feel better in no time.” I let Rocko lead me, his hand on my arm, guiding me like a nursemaid. I looked back to watch the paratroopers disappear over the rise and wondered again who the hell I was.

         
         
         
         
         Trucks rumbled along a dirt track, churning up yellowish brown dust. The smell of salt was strong in the air, and I could see shimmering light blue where the road curved to the sea. Tents of all shapes and sizes were set up along the way. Jeeps spat gravel, pulling onto the road with gears grinding. Everyone was in a hurry, everyone except Rocko and me. Camouflage netting was strung up over stacks of fuel drums and cases of artillery shells. GIs stripped to the waist shoveled sand into burlap bags and stacked them around the explosives.

         
         
         
         
         “Welcome to Service and Supply territory, kid,” Rocko said as he nodded at the work crew. “See why I don’t like the idea of fuckin’Tiger tanks roamin’ around down here? Come on, we got a mess tent set up.”

         
         
         
         
         Gritty dirt turned to hard-packed sand as we approached the beach. A long line of vehicles snaked along tracks of steel grating laid to support the heavy stuff driving off the beach. Trucks and jeeps that had tried to drive around the metal mesh in their haste were sunk axle-deep in the sand. Engines roared as tires and treads fought for a foothold to pry themselves loose from the beach’s grip. Scattered among the moving and straining vehicles were darkened, smoking wrecks, overturned amidst craters where bomb blasts had found them. Huge LSTs, their massive thirty-foot doors opened wide, disgorged more vehicles weighed down with supplies onto the shore. It was a swirling mass of confusion as jeeps, half-tracks, trucks, and tanks crossed paths, driving off the beach and onto the narrow road inland. Far out into the Mediterranean, I could see warships cruising, the hot North African winds pushing their smoke toward us. Between the ships and the shore, a parade of smaller craft scurried back and forth, heavy coming in, light going out, their only cargo the wounded. The living and the dead stayed here.

         
         
         
         
         Rocko sat me down on crates of K rations under camouflage netting that had been hung from the front pole of the mess tent and tied off to a tree for shade. It wasn’t cool, but at least the sun wasn’t broiling the top of my head. He came out of the tent with two cups of coffee in one hand and a sandwich in the other.

         
         
         
         
         “Here’s a bacon sandwich, kid. You gotta be hungry. It’s left over from breakfast, but it’s good.” He handed me the bread stuffed with crumbling strips of bacon, and I realized I was starving. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d eaten, but then there was a lot I couldn’t remember. He handed me an enameled steel cup and I sipped the black, sweet coffee. It tasted good, so I figured that’s how I liked it.

         
         
         
         
         “Thanks, Rocko,” I said with a full mouth. “I appreciate it, but I can’t hang around here.”

         
         
         
         
         “Where you gonna go, kid?” Rocko sat on another crate and drank his coffee.

         
         
         
         
         It was a good question. “Headquarters, I guess. Somebody there has to know who I am.”

         
         
         
         
         “Seventh Army HQ is out there on one of them cruisers. I heard Patton’s comin’ ashore today, but where I got no idea. Stick around, kid. Another day or so, they’ll have HQ set up in a palace somewheres and you can go see who remembers you. Or maybe you’ll wake up in the morning and it’ll all come back.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yeah, maybe,” I said. I couldn’t think of anything else to do right now anyway. I didn’t want to tell the doctors about my lapse of memory and risk getting thrown in a loony bin. Or whomever I reported to at headquarters either. It would be a lot better if things were to come back to me in the morning. And better still if they were good things. If they weren’t, then that was another reason to lie low until I knew what the deal was.

         
         
         
         
         “You think your name starts with an L, like on that fancy handkerchief?” Rocko said, looking out toward the ocean. He seemed interested in that handkerchief, but working hard not to show it.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Doesn’t ring a bell,” I said. “Probably just something I picked up.”

         
         
         
         
         “Lemme have a look, willya?”

         
         
         
         
         I hesitated, trying to think of a reason not to take it out of my pocket. Maybe I was naturally distrustful, and maybe he was simply curious, but something told me not to hand it over so easily. A jeep braked hard in front of us, spewing sand as it swerved to a halt.

         
         
         
         
         “You! Sergeant!” A paratroop captain wearing the double-A patch of the 82nd Airborne pointed at Rocko.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes sir,” said Rocko, setting down his coffee cup. “What can I get you, sir?”

         
         
         
         
         “You can get your ass over to the weapons depot and load this jeep with grenades and ammo. Then you’re both coming with me. Move!”

         
         
         
         
         “But my pal just got out of the hospital, Captain. . . .”

         
         
         
         
         “I said move, Sergeant. Now.” He said it quietly but there was no mistaking the determination in his eyes. Powder marks darkened the skin around his cheekbone. This guy had been doing his share of shooting, and it looked like we would too. He waited while Rocko trotted down the road to another nest of tents, then put the jeep in gear and watched me as I followed. A corporal with a clipboard emerged from the main supply tent. Rocko spoke to him and gestured toward the jeep with his thumb.

         
         
         
         
         “You too, Corporal! Load up and get in the jeep.” The captain looked around for other candidates but the road was empty. His voice carried pretty far.

         
         
         
         
         “Captain, I need my clerk here. What if—”

         
         
         
         
         “Shut up, load up, get in,” the captain said, picking up his carbine and making a show of checking the clip.

         
         
         
         
         “OK, Captain, OK. I’ll get my gear.” Rocko disappeared into the warren of stacked supplies. His eyes wide, the corporal set down his clipboard and picked up a crate of grenades.

         
         
         
         
         “Rocko says you can have whatever you need,” he said, indicating the tent in back of him. He was a skinny, tall kid, dark black hair, long chin, wearing a pair of army steel spectacles. He looked more like a clerk in a hardware store than a candidate for the front lines. His two stripes had a T underneath for technician fifth class, junior to a regular corporal. His hands, gripping the heavy crate, were long and slender, like maybe he played the violin. His nails were clean and even. He might need a manicure after this.
         

         
         
         
         
         The paratroop captain grabbed boxes of ammo and began loading the back of the jeep. I pushed aside the tent flap and went inside.

         
         
         
         
         Rocko was nowhere to be seen. Crates of M1s and ammo were stacked along one side of the tent, and everything else an army ran on along the other. Cases of scotch and whiskey, cartons of Luckies, canned food—not K rations, but the real thing—piled alongside boots, helmets, and every issue of clothing the army allowed. A clawfoot bathtub, oddly stark white in the midst of all the brown and green, stood behind a wall of crates. It was filled with large green glass jars of olives. Baskets of fresh figs were set among cases of Italian wine. Now I understood why Rocko had gone out looking for more transport. He had a nice little sideline going here.

         
         
         
         
         I picked up an M1 and a couple of bandoliers of ammo. There were plenty of helmets, but I had to dig to find one with the netting already on it. Why ? Was it important? I could almost hear someone telling me it was. I put on the helmet and winced as it pressed against the bandage on my head.

         
         
         
         
         At the back of the tent was a table on trestles set up as a desk. Forms and requisitions littered the top; empty crates turned on their sides served as filing cabinets. On top of the table was a web belt with plenty of extra clips and a .45 automatic in the holster, along with a combat knife and a full canteen. It was obviously somebody’s, maybe Rocko’s, but right now I needed it more. I put it on and grabbed a Parsons jacket from where it had been thrown on the table. I’d left my jacket at the hospital, preferring something that more clearly showed which side I was on. Stuffing this jacket through the web belt as I walked out of the tent, I felt a flash of recognition. Something about that other one and how it didn’t seem to belong to any particular army. . . how it could pass for either side. What did that mean?

         
         
         
         
         “Hustle, soldier!” the captain barked at me as he backed up the jeep to turn around. “And grab some of those bazooka rounds.”

         
         
         
         
         I gathered half a dozen black cardboard tubes from a pile and did my best to jump into the jeep without losing anything. The skinny corporal was in the back, cases of ammo wedged all around him. A wooden crate of grenades was on the floor in front of the passenger’s seat, and I gingerly rested my feet on it as I got in, grabbing the metal edge of the jeep with one hand and wrapping my bandaged arm around the tubes holding the bazooka shells. It hurt. My head hurt too, and my gut was starting to quiver, but that was from fear.

         
         
         
         
         “That supply sergeant gone?”

         
         
         
         
         “Looks like it, sir,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “Rocko said the captain wanted him,” the corporal said, hanging on as the jeep climbed the incline up off the beach. “Our captain, I mean, sir.”

         
         
         
         
         “What’s your name, Corporal?”

         
         
         
         
         “Aloysius Hutton, sir.”

         
         
         
         
         The paratroop officer nearly cracked a smile. “Well, Hutton, when we get back, I’ll bust Rocko and give you his extra stripe. He just lost his.”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think Rocko will like that much, sir.” Hutton shook his head as if the captain had been foolish not to consult Rocko first on the matter.

         
         
         
         
         “Where are we headed, Captain?” I cut in before he decided to ask me my name.

         
         
         
         
         “Biazza Ridge.”

         
         
         
         
         “That where all the firing’s been coming from?”

         
         
         
         
         “Yep. Slim Jim has been holding on all day up there.”

         
         
         
         
         “Who, sir?”

         
         
         
         
         “Colonel Jim Gavin, commander of the 505th Regiment. There were only six of us when we started out. We were lost all day yesterday. Today we found some other paratroopers and some boys from the 45th Division. We started walking toward Gela and then hit that ridge, kicked a few Krauts off, and dug in.”

         
         
         
         
         He blasted his horn as we passed a column of trucks, pressing the accelerator to the floor, and kicking up a plume of road dust as we sped by the hospital. The rest of the walking wounded were gone, probably already headed up to Biazza Ridge.

         
         
         
         
         “Then we saw tanks and lots more Krauts headed down from Biscari, on the road that leads straight into Gela and our beachhead. That ridge is the only high ground around.”

         
         
         
         
         As we sped around a curve, I had to lean and hold onto my helmet and the bazooka rounds. It wasn’t easy. It didn’t leave me with a hand to hold onto the jeep, and the way he was driving I worried about ending up in a ditch. He picked up speed on a slight downhill run as we passed a dried-up lake bed, hot air rolling over us like heat from a blast furnace. From what I had seen of Sicily so far, fresh water wasn’t one of its attractions. I squinted my eyes against the wind and wondered if I’d remember anything useful about bazookas, fighting, and killing. Or maybe running.

         
         
         
         
         “Uh, sir, how many are you, up there on that ridge?” Hutton said from the back. I could hear him gulp.

         
         
         
         
         “Couple hundred by now. Lots of our guys headed that way when they heard the fighting. They’ve been showing up all day.”

         
         
         
         
         “But no tanks. No Shermans,” I said.

         
         
         
         
         “No. Plenty of Kraut armor, though, mostly Mark IVs. A bazooka can take one out if you hit ’em in the ass or take out a tread.”

         
         
         
         
         “What else they got, sir?” asked Hutton, his gulp getting louder as fear dried out his mouth.

         
         
         
         
         “They got Tigers, son. I loaded a round for Slim Jim not ten yards from a Tiger, and he hit it square on the side. Damn thing ricocheted off and didn’t even scratch it.”

         
         
         
         
         “You got a colonel goin’ ten yards from a Tiger tank? Jee-sus!” said Hutton. He was impressed.

         
         
         
         
         Me, I wondered what they made the privates do.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         CHAPTER • TWO

         
         
         
         
         “DIG IN, DIG IN!”

         
         
         
         
         The voice carried over the explosions and harsh cracks as 88mm shells from a Tiger tank split the air and thundered into the ground. Shrill whistling sounds arcing across the sky trailed mortar shells as they found the backside of the hill. Shrapnel was everywhere, zinging against hard rock, filling the air with razors of hot metal. The ground thudded, and I felt the vibration in my stomach. A machine gun fired quick bursts, sounding like a chain saw warming up before it took down a big tree. It was German. Ours made a series of dull pumping sounds. I imagined the German slugs knocking our few pitiful rounds out of the way. More bursts and a crackle of rifle fire. Dirt kicked up all around us, bullets cutting into the ground, shattering loose rock and showering us with dust and grit. Hutton was a few feet away, making love to the ground just like me.
         

         
         
         
         
         “Dig in, goddamn it!”

         
         
         
         
         I wanted to turn and look at whoever had a set of lungs on him powerful enough to make himself heard over the pounding we were taking. But that would have meant lifting my head a fraction of an inch. My face was flat against the ground, my hands wrapped around an entrenching tool that was doing no good with me on top of it. I’d have to raise my arms to use it, and I knew there were bullets up there. I could feel the air thrum as they passed over. Not moving felt sensible.
         

         
         
         “Dig in, soldier!”

         
         
         
         
         I felt a rifle butt whack my thigh and turned my head as little as I could. Kneeling down behind me was a tall guy, all knees and elbows. He had to scrunch himself up to stay low. But he wasn’t facedown in the dirt. He held his M1 up and hit me in the boot heel with it to make sure he had my attention.

         
         
         
         
         “Dig in. Long and narrow. When those Tigers move in, lie down, let ’em pass over, then hit the infantry coming up behind. Got it?”

         
         
         
         
         I looked at his face. It was dirty and his eyes looked hollow, but there was still something boyish about him. He wore a jump jacket and his pants bloused over his boots. Paratrooper.

         
         
         
         
         “Got it, Slim Jim.”

         
         
         
         
         Colonel Gavin didn’t hear me. He was already off, running low, M1 gripped in both hands like any GI. “Dig in, dig in.” I turned on my side and started scraping a hole in the ground as two paratroopers with a bazooka scurried up next to me and began some serious digging of their own. They ignored the bullets whizzing by as their entrenching tools bit at the dry, stony ground. I looked down the hill at a dark form visible beyond the sloping terrain. I could see the shimmering heat above black metal as the Tiger swiveled its turret, the long, smoking muzzle searching out another target. If that thing was getting any closer I wanted to be underground. I got up on my knees and dug, swinging the entrenching tool in rapid, swift strokes.

         
         
         
         
         “Shit!” One of the troopers held up his entrenching tool. The shovel was bent, yet all he had to show was a pile of broken shale. He threw it away and lay down flat behind a scrubby bush, the bazooka hidden in the branches.

         
         
         
         
         I wasn’t doing much better. The ground was as hard as rock. Which it was, gray shale beneath hard, crusty earth. The edge of my shovel bent too and I tossed it, settling down as deep as I could, which wasn’t very far. Hutton had done a little better. He had the shovel from the jeep and could do more with it. Lying down he almost filled his hole, except for a helmet at one end and boots sticking out the other. I looked back at the Tiger. It hadn’t moved or fired. I could see Germans in desert khaki and dusty brown helmets running for cover behind it. Raising my M1, I closed my left eye and tried to find one in my sights, but they were moving too fast and low. The weight of the stock against my shoulder felt familiar. I’d done this before, filled my sights with the form of a man, felt my heart beat faster with forbidden excitement. The idea of killing didn’t seem to bother me a bit. And that bothered me.

         
         
         
         
         “What do you think’s gonna happen?” Hutton’s eyes darted over the landscape. We were a few yards below the top of the ridge, and a steep gully ran to our right. In front of us the ground rose up a bit about thirty yards out, which made it hard to see the enemy. I wondered why Gavin hadn’t placed us up there, under better cover.

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll be OK,” I said to Hutton. “This Slim Jim fella seems to know what he’s doing.” An explosion punctuated my answer, followed by a scream and cries for a medic. I didn’t make any more promises. We’d passed the aid station in an olive grove as we brought up the ammo and doled it out. Corpses were lined up behind it and the wounded waited on the ground in front. Not knowing my name didn’t seem so bad to me after I saw that. As a medic patched up the lightly wounded they went right back to the line. The colors up here were brown, dirty white, and rusty red.

         
         
         
         
         Hutton was watching a medic dodge bullets to get to the wounded man.

         
         
         
         
         “Look ahead of us, not to the rear. Watch the Tiger,” I said to Hutton. “So, what’s your job with Rocko?”

         
         
         
         
         He looked at me and I pointed forward as I swiveled my head left and right, taking in as much of the scene in front of me as I could. I wanted him on the lookout, but I also wanted to distract him from dwelling on the wounded behind us. Bad for morale.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m with the Signals Company,” he said, eyes front. “Guess because I worked for the telephone company back home. I like to work with radios too. Built my own from a kit. When I was a kid, that is.”

         
         
         
         
         Hutton was still a kid, but old enough to need to let me know he didn’t play with kits anymore.

         
         
         
         
         “But Rocko’s Quartermaster Company. What are you doing with him?”

         
         
         
         
         “Rocko does favors for people. When he needs something, they do favors for him. What’s that?” He pointed to a clump of low green shrubs, and I saw a flicker of movement. We both opened up, emptying a full clip each to no visible effect. Tracers from the machine gun behind us sprayed the bushes too. Nothing moved.

         
         
         
         
         Beyond the small rise in front of us the ground was dotted with swaying stalks of knee-high grass. Or was that wheat? The stalks were topped by seeds or grains or something. Guess I didn’t grow up on a farm. Yellow wildflowers gathered in clumps all the way down to a dirt road that snaked around the ridge. The road to Gela. The road to Rocko’s riches. The road we couldn’t let the Germans pass.

         
         
         
         
         I laughed. A memory had popped up and it seemed funny. Hutton noticed I was smiling and gave me a look.

         
         
         
         
         “I remember why you should wear a helmet with netting,” I said, raising my voice over the machine-gun chatter.

         
         
         
         
         “Why?”

         
         
         
         
         “Because a plain helmet gets shiny when it rains. Gives you away.” I lay my face down on the warm ground and laughed as the bullets flew overhead. It felt like everything was wired wrong inside my head. The things I could remember were useless. Or terrible, like lining up a man in my sights and feeling the thrill of it. Yeah, now I was all set if it rained. Lucky me.

         
         
         
         
         The Tiger moved. It backed out of the ravine and started up the slope. Lines of Germans came forward at a steady trot, rising up from behind what cover they had. I saw a Kraut, pistol in one hand, waving his men on with the other. The pistol marked him as an officer and within seconds he was cut down, a dozen guys zeroing in on him. Red sprayed from his chest as he toppled backward. Slim Jim was pretty smart to carry a rifle.

         
         
         
         
         I raised my M1 and filled the sight. I fired, and fired again. A figure dropped and I was glad. I looked up again. It was important not to get tunnel vision, to remember to look up from the sight.

         
         
         
         
         Finally, a useful memory. I searched for the closest Germans and fired at a group of them clumped together. Stupid, they were being stupid. I cursed them as they dropped. I could only see them from the waist up with that rise in the way, but it was enough. Turned out I was a good shot. They kept coming, trotting through the yellow flowers, stopping to fire while trying not to get out in front of the Tiger. I heard bullets ricocheting off it as it drew fire like a corpse draws flies. Its machine-gun muzzle swiveled and bright sparkling bursts sought out our firing positions as it tried to protect the infantry around it.

         
         
         
         
         I let loose my last round and the stripper clip ejected, hitting the ground with a metallic ping. As I grabbed another eight-round clip and slid it in, I remembered someone saying that was what he didn’t like about the M1. That sound could give you away, and you couldn’t reload until you were all out of ammo. Same guy who told me about wet helmets. Some guy who played every percentage. Who ?
         

         
         
         
         
         I aimed again. Germans filled up more of the sight as they got closer to the rise in front of us. I heard our machine gun and watched as men went down, hit or seeking cover. Yellow flowers were clipped by flying lead, scattering bouquets over the dead and dying. The Tiger was almost to the rise. It halted in front of it, raking the ground as its turret swung and fired in the direction of our machine gun. A loud explosion hit behind us and the MG went silent. I heard the hydraulic whir of the turret, as if the dark machine were thinking, calculating. Gears ground and it lurched forward, tilting back as it began to mount the rise. In a second it would be over the top and free to kill us all. It made no sense, but I began firing at it. I should have been scared, but there was no time. I should have run. I don’t know why I didn’t.
         

         
         
         
         
         The paratroopers next to me sprang up, and I saw two more come from the other direction. Two bazooka teams. Then I knew why we were positioned here. The German infantry was down, waiting for the Tiger to get over the rise and finish us off, none of them wanting to risk getting killed when the Tiger was a sure bet. Each bazooka man knelt while his partner fed a rocket in, tapped his helmet, and ducked. They waited for the tank to reach the maximum angle, its front up in the air and its unarmored belly showing. They fired, bright orange flashes blossoming out from the metal tubes. One missed. The other hit square between the treads, a white flash followed by a searing explosion that blew the hatches off. Flames roared out of the tank as it lurched forward, falling hard, nose down, silent except for the roar of contained flames. Roiling black smoke from burning fuel and flesh filled the sky, and I cheered. I clapped Hutton on the shoulder. He didn’t move. His head rolled toward me and his helmet tilted off. There was a hole in it dead center that matched the one high on his forehead. One hand lay flat on the ground, the long fingers splayed out as if he’d tried to ward off the shot that got him. His nails were still clean.

         
         
         
         
         Some of the paratroopers crawled to the rise and began firing at the retreating Germans. I didn’t know what to do about Hutton. Aloysius Hutton. A good solid name. A bit old-fashioned, but he’d said it like he didn’t mind. I took his ammo bandolier and went forward. I saw Germans, more distant now, giving us their backs. I shot two and wondered what their names were.

         
         
         
         
         I slumped against the rise, drank half the water in my canteen, and wished I had enough to wash my face. I couldn’t have moved if my life depended on it, and it damn well might. My legs felt weak and I thought the water I’d swallowed was going to come right back up. I lay at the bottom of the rise, Hutton dead behind me, the enemy in front. I tried to get up, but the ground was spinning and I couldn’t. I closed my eyes and felt the sun beating on my eyelids. Through a haze I heard medics moving the wounded out and felt someone start to grab my legs until one of the bazooka guys said to let me be, I was alive, I just didn’t look it.

         
         
         
         
         I woke to the sound of tank treads. I grabbed my rifle and looked around to get my bearings. The Tiger was smoldering, and Hutton was gone. One of the bazooka team raised his hand, palm up, as if to calm me.

         
         
         “Don’t worry, buddy. Those are ours. We got six Shermans coming up.”

         
         
         
         
         “Finally,” his loader said, and tried to spit. It looked like his mouth was too dry and dusty to work anything up. I crawled over and gave him my canteen. He nodded his thanks and took a careful mouthful, then handed it back.

         
         
         
         
         “How long was I out?” I asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Couple hours,” the loader answered. “You looked pretty banged up to start with, so we left you alone. Nothing much happened here since Joe popped that Tiger.”

         
         
         
         
         “What outfit you with?” Joe asked, eyeing me.

         
         
         
         
         “Headquarters Company,” I said, a plausible lie that might even be true.

         
         
         
         
         “Jesus,” the loader said. “They got everybody up here. Truck drivers, cooks, clerks, even some navy guys from the shore party.”

         
         
         
         
         “You shoot pretty good for a straight leg,” Joe said. “Calm, not all shaky like some of these other guys.”

         
         
         
         
         “Straight leg?”

         
         
         
         
         “He means everyone but paratroopers,” the loader said. “After we qualify we stuff our pant legs into our jump boots.”

         
         
         
         
         “Straight leg. I get it,” I said. “And straight legs can’t shoot straight?”

         
         
         
         
         “Some do,” Joe agreed. “Some hunker down and don’t do anyone no good. Some fire at anything. You took your time with aimed shots. Makes a difference.”

         
         
         
         
         I could hear someone else telling me about aimed fire. The helmet guy. He thought the same way. Like a professional. Who was he?

         
         
         
         
         “Thanks,” I said. The blurred image of a face swam through my mind. I could almost hear him. Aimed fire.

         
         
         
         
         “Name’s Clancy,” the loader said, his hand extended. “This here’s Joe.”

         
         
         
         
         I shook their hands. Joe lit a cigarette and they both looked at me, waiting.

         
         
         
         
         “Aloysius Hutton,” I said, my mind blank, as if that were the only name in the world.

         
         
         
         
         “Pleasure,” Clancy said after a moment. Joe drew on his cigarette and gave it to his buddy. We watched and listened. The Shermans clanked into position about fifty yards away on our left. Firing broke out intermittently along the line. Nothing as ferocious as before, only a rattle of rifles and short machine-gun bursts. We waited as the sun dipped down behind us and more GIs and paratroopers came up from the direction of Gela.

         
         
         
         
         At six o’clock the Shermans roared forward and we got the signal to advance. I followed Clancy and Joe down the slope, jumping over dead Germans and wilting yellow flowers. Gunfire was heavy to our left, but in front of us all we could see were flashes of khaki running low, darting from cover and then going to ground again. We made it down to the road, to an abandoned pillbox situated to cover the road in the opposite direction. Inside was a lone German, dead, bandages swathing his abdomen. He looked a lot like the kid who had died next to me in the field hospital.

         
         
         
         
         For about an hour we hunkered down by the pillbox and listened to the Shermans firing over the next hill. The shooting slackened, then died away. We walked out into the open, standing upright, which felt strange. The Germans were gone, except for a couple dozen prisoners being marched up the slope. No explosions, no machine guns. The quiet was so sweet no one dared speak. Clancy, Joe, and I wordlessly climbed back to the top and looked out over the plain below us. A trail of dust marked the retreat of the remaining German vehicles, and plumes of smoke marked those that didn’t make it.

         
         
         
         
         The top of the ridgeline was the collection point for the dead. We watched bodies being laid out in neat rows as POWs were put to work scraping graves out of the shale. No different than the holes we’d tried to dig. It looked easier to do standing up. A paratroop chaplain knelt, saying a prayer over each body. There were thirty-four of them. Someone started knocking K-ration cartons apart, forming makeshift crosses and a couple of Stars of David. Everyone was silent, and the noise of shovels biting the hard ground seemed even louder than all the fighting. Chink, chink, metal against rock, flesh against the earth. I turned to walk away and saw Slim Jim himself standing at attention, tears washing the dirt from his cheeks. Thirty-four good names were going to be written on those wooden planks, many of them belonging to boys he knew. All of them he’d put on this ridge to fight and die. I was glad I didn’t have to make decisions like that, and then wondered if I ever had.
         

         
         
         
         
         Joe put his hand on my shoulder and moved me away from the group, walking me down the slope toward the olive grove and the aid station. The light was fading, but I could still see his eyes moving back and forth, looking to see who was around. He stopped and grabbed the front of my shirt, ripping it open.

         
         
         
         
         “I know you aren’t Hutton,” he said. “I helped bring his body over here and gave the lieutenant his dog tags. I doubt there’s two Aloysius Huttons on this fuckin’ island. And you don’t have no dog tags.”

         
         
         
         
         “Listen, Joe—”

         
         
         
         
         “Never mind. I got enough troubles with the Krauts, I don’t give a crap about yours. If I hadn’t seen you drop so many of them I would’ve shot you myself when you gave that phony name. But you stood your ground, helped us out, and we owe you. So scram. Grab a jeep before things get organized here. Go back to Gela or wherever you came from. And keep your head down, straight leg.”

         
         
         
         
         He nodded toward the road. Clancy stood a few yards away, keeping a lookout. “If you run into trouble with any guys from the 82nd, ask for Joe and Clancy of the 505th. Everyone knows us, we’re a team.”

         
         
         
         
         He gave a little wave. I waved back and watched them trudge back to the ridge and their buddies, alive and dead. I headed down through the olive grove, past the aid station, to a jumble of vehicles pulled off the road, and wondered exactly where the hell it was I had come from.
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