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[ONE]

Henderson Field

Guadalcanal, Solomon Islands

0515 Hours 11 October 1942
First Lieutenant William Charles Dunn, USMCR, glanced up at the Pagoda through the scarred Plexiglas windshield of his battered, mud-splattered, bullet-holed Grumman F4F4 Wildcat. The Henderson Field control tower didn’t look like a pagoda, but Dunn had never heard the Japanese-built, three-story frame building called anything else.
A tanned, bare-chested Marine stepped onto the narrow balcony of the Pagoda, pointed his signal lamp at the Wildcat on the threshold of the runway, and flashed Dunn a green.
Captain Bruce Strongheart, fearless commanding officer of the Fighting Aces Squadron, carefully adjusted his silk scarf and then nodded curtly to Sergeant Archie O’Malley, his happy-go-lucky, faithful crew chief. O’Malley saluted crisply, and Captain Strongheart returned it just as crisply. Then, adjusting his goggles over his steel-blue eyes, his chin set firmly, not a hair of his mustache out of place, he pushed the throttle forward. His Spad soared off the runway into the blue. Captain Strongheart hoped that today was the day he would finally meet the Blue Baron in mortal aerial combat. The Blue Baron, Baron Eric von Hassenfeffer, was the greatest of all German aces. With a little bit of luck, he would shoot down the Blue Baron (in a fair fight, of course) and be back at the aerodrome in time to share a champagne luncheon with Nurse Helen Nightingale.
Dunn was twenty-one years old. He hadn’t shaved in two days, or had a shower in three. He was wearing: a sweat-stained cloth flight helmet, with the strap unbuckled and the goggles resting on his forehead; an oil-and sweat-stained cotton Suit, Flying, Tropical Climates; a T-shirt with a torn collar; a pair of boxer shorts held in place with a safety pin (the elastic band had long ago collapsed); ankle-high boots known as “boondockers”; and a .45 Colt automatic in a shoulder holster.
Dunn, who was (Acting) Commanding Officer of USMC Fighter Squadron VMF-229, looked around to check whether all of his subordinates had made it out of the revetments to the taxi strip, or to the runway. There was a Wildcat on the runway, sitting almost parallel with him (First Lieutenant Ted Knowles, who had arrived from Espiritu Santo four-days before). Five more Wildcats were on the taxiway.
Seven in all, representing one hundred percent of the available aircraft of VMF-229, were prepared to soar off into the wild blue. According to the table of organization and equipment, VMF-229 should have had fourteen F4F4s.
Dunn then looked at his faithful crew chief, Corporal Anthony Florentino, USMC—three weeks older than he was. Florentino had developed the annoying habit of crossing the taxiway and standing at the side of the runway to bid his commanding officer farewell. When Dunn’s eyes caught his, he smiled and made a thumbs-up gesture.
I wish to Christ he wouldn’t do that.
Tony Florentino had large expressive eyes; it wasn’t hard for Dunn to see what he was thinking: This time the Lieutenant’s not coming back.
He’s not questioning my flying skill, Dunn was aware, but he knows the laws of probability. Of the original sixteen pilots who came to Guadalcanal with VMF-229, only two are left—me and the Skipper, Captain Charles M. Galloway. Of the twenty-two replacement pilots flown in from Espiritu Santo, only nine remain.
You can’t reasonably expect to go up day after day after day and expect to survive—not against enemies who not only outnumber you, but are flying, with far greater experience, the Zero, a fighter plane that is faster and more agile than the Wildcat.
Dunn glanced at Ted Knowles and nodded, signaling that he was about to take off. Then he looked at Tony Florentino again and made an OK sign with his left hand. After that he took the brakes off and pushed the throttle forward.
For Christ’s sake, Tony, please don’t do that Catholic crossing-yourself-in-the-presence-of-death crap until I’m out of sight.
Lieutenant Dunn, glancing back, saw that Lieutenant Knowles was beginning his takeoff roll. Then he saw Corporal Florentino crossing himself.
He dropped his eyes to the manifold pressure gauge. He was pulling about thirty inches. The airspeed indicator jumped to life, showing an indicated sixty knots. He was pulling just over forty inches of manifold pressure when he felt the Wildcat lift into the air.
He took his right hand from the stick and grabbed the stick with the left. Then he put his free hand on the landing-gear crank to his right and started to wind it up. It took twenty-eight turns. The last dozen or so, as the wheels moved into their final stowed position, were hard turns. When he was finished, he was sweating.
Dunn put his right hand back on the stick and headed out over the water. In the corner of his eye, he saw Knowles slightly behind him.
When he was clear of the beach, he reached down and grabbed, in turn, each of the four charging handles for the .50 caliber Browning machine guns (these were mounted two to a wing). He reached up and flipped the protective cover from the GUNS master switch, then pulled on the stick-mounted trigger switch.
All guns fired. He was not surprised. VMF-229 had the best mechanics at Henderson. And these were under the supervision of Technical Sergeant Big Steve Oblensky, who’d been a Flying Sergeant when Bill Dunn was in kindergarten. Another Old Breed Marine, Gunnery Sergeant Ernie Zimmerman, took care of the weapons. Dunn was convinced that Zimmerman knew more about Browning machine guns than Mr. Browning did.
But he would not have been surprised either if there had been a hang-up…or two hang-ups, or four. This was the Cactus Air Force (from the code name in the Operations Order) of Guadalcanal, located on a tropical island where the humidity was suffocating, the mud pools were vast, and the population of insects of all sizes was awesome. Their airplanes were in large part made up of parts from other (crashed, bombed, or shot down) airplanes, and were subjected to daily stresses beyond the imaginations of their designers and builders. Flying them was more an art than a science. That anything worked at all was a minor miracle.
Reasonably sure that by now the rest of the flight was airborne, Dunn picked up his microphone and pressed the switch.
“Check your guns,” he ordered. “Then check in.”
It was not the correct radio procedure. Marine flight instructors back in the States would not have been pleased. Neither, for that matter, would commanding officers back at Ewa in Hawaii, or probably even at Espiritu Santo. But there was no one here to complain. Those addressed knew who was speaking, and what was required of them.
In the next few minutes, one by one, they checked in.
“Two, Skipper, I’m OK.”
That was Knowles, on his wing.
“Seven, Sir, weaponry operable.”
One of the new kids, thought twenty-one-year-old Bill Dunn, yet to be corrupted by our shamefully informal behavior.
“Three, Skipper.”
“Six, OK.”
“Five, Skipper.”
There was a minute of silence. Dunn reached for his microphone.
“Four?”
“I’ve got three of them working.”
“You want to abort? And try to catch up?”
“I’ll go with three.”
“Form on me, keep your eyes open,” Dunn ordered. “And for Christ’s sake watch your fuel!”
There was no response.
VMF-229 formed loosely on its commanding officer and proceeded in a northwest direction, climbing steadily. At 12,000 feet, Dunn got on the mike again.
“Oxygen time,” he ordered.
[TWO]

1125 Hours 11 October 1942
Lieutenant Colonel Clyde W. Dawkins, USMC, Commanding Officer, Marine Air Group 21, set out to confer with the (acting) commanding officer of VMF-229. Dawkins was a career Marine out of Annapolis—a tanned, wiry man of thirty-five who somehow managed to look halfway crisp and military even in his sweat-soaked Suit, Flying, Tropical Climates.
He found Lieutenant Dunn engaged in his personal toilette. Dunn was standing naked under a fifty-five-gallon drum set up on two-by-fours behind the squadron office, a sandbag-walled tent. Water dribbling from holes punched in the bottom of what had been an Avgas fuel drum was not very efficiently rinsing soap from his body. Dunn’s eyes were tightly closed; there was soap in them, and he was rubbing them with his knuckles.
Dunn was small and slight, five feet six or so, not more than 140 pounds; he had little body hair.
He’s just a kid, Dawkins thought.
Six months before, the idea of a twenty-one-year-old not a year out of Pensacola even serving as an acting squadron commander would have seemed absurd to him.
But six months ago was before Midway, where this skinny blond kid had shot down two Japanese airplanes and then made it back home with a shot-out canopy and a face full of Plexiglas shards and metal fragments. And before Guadalcanal, where he had shot down five more Japanese.
The regulations were clear: Command of an organization was vested in the senior officer present for duty. And Bill Dunn was by no means the senior first lieutenant present for duty in VMF-229. He should not be carried on the books as executive officer (though in fact he was), much less should he have assumed command during the temporary absence of Captain Charles M. Galloway, USMCR.
But he was the best man available, not only in terms of flying skill, but as a leader. Dawkins had agreed with Galloway when the question had come up; fuck the regulations, Dunn’s the best man.
This was the second time Dunn had assumed command of VMF-229. Six weeks before, Galloway had been shot down and presumed lost. When he heard the news, tears ran shamelessly down Dunn’s cheeks. But the next morning, he led VMF-229 back into the air without complaining. If any doubt at all about the kid’s ability to command VMF-229 had come up, Dawkins would have relieved him. But he did fine.
Meanwhile, Galloway’s luck held…that time. A Patrol Torpedo boat plucked him from the sea, and he returned to duty. And then six days ago, on orders from Washington, Galloway went off on some mission that was both supersecret and—Dawkins inferred—superdangerous. It was entirely likely that he would not come back from it.
And so Dawkins was glad he had the skinny little hairless boy with the soap in his eyes to command VMF-229. He didn’t look like one, but Lieutenant Bill Dunn was a fine Marine, a born leader, a warrior.
Dunn held his face up to the water dribbling from the fifty-five-gallon drum, then stepped to the side and wiped his face with a dirty towel. When he opened his eyes, he saw Colonel Dawkins.
“Be right with you, Skipper,” he said.
“Take your time,” Dawkins said.
Dunn pulled on a T-shirt and shorts. These didn’t look appreciably cleaner than the ones he’d removed and tossed on a pile of sandbags. Then he pulled on a fresh flight suit. After that, he sat on the pile of sandbags and slipped on socks, then stuck his feet in his boondockers. Finally, he put the .45 in its shoulder holster across his chest.
When he was finished dressing, he looked at Dawkins.
“What happened to Knowles?” Dawkins asked.
“He got on the horn and said he was low on fuel, so I sent him back. Him and two others who were getting low themselves. We still had thirty, thirty-five minutes’ fuel remaining.”
“He almost made it,” Dawkins said.
“Oblensky saw it. He told me he tried to stretch his dead-engine glide and didn’t make it.”
Technical Sergeant Oblensky had been a flying sergeant when Colonel Dawkins had been a second lieutenant. His professional opinion of the cause of the crash was at least as valid as anyone else’s Dawkins could think of. He hadn’t questioned it.
“He should have put it in the water,” Dawkins said.
“He was trying to save the plane,” Dunn said.
“What do we call it, ‘pilot error’?”
“How about ‘command failure’? I should have checked to make sure he wasn’t running on the fumes.”
“It wasn’t your fault, Bill,” Dawkins said.
Dunn met his eyes, but didn’t respond directly.
“How is he?” Dunn asked. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”
“He died about five minutes ago.”
“Shit! When I was over there, they told me they thought he would.”
“They did everything they could for him.”
“Yeah.”
“What kind of shape are you in, Bill?”
“Me personally, or the squadron?”
“You personally, first, and then the squadron.”
“Except for wishing Charley Galloway was here and not off Christ only knows where, playing whatever game he’s playing, I’m all right.”
“I’m sure it’s not a game,” Dawkins said, a hint of reproof in his voice. “That mission came right from Washington.”
Dunn didn’t reply.
“You’re doing a fine job as squadron commander,” Dawkins said.
“Squadron commanders write the next of kin,” Dunn said. “I’m getting goddamned sick of that.”
“I’ll write Knowles’s family. What is it, wife or parents?”
“He got married at P’Cola the day he graduated,” Dunn said. “And heard last week that she’s knocked up.” He pressed his lips together, bitterly. “Sorry. That she’s in the family way.”
“I’ll write her, Bill.”
“No. I killed him. I’ll write her.”
“Damn it! You didn’t kill him. He knew what the fuel gauge is for.”
“And I should have known that he wouldn’t turn back until he was ordered to turn back,” Dunn said. “Which I would have done had I done my job and checked on his fuel.”
“I’m not going to debate with you, Mr. Dunn,” Dawkins said coldly, breaking the vow he made on the way from the hospital to VMF-229 to overlook Bill Dunn’s habit of saying exactly what was on his mind, without regard to the niceties of military protocol.
“I will write Mrs. Knowles,” Dunn said. “And since I am a coward, I will tell her that the father of her unborn child died doing his duty.”
“You never know when to shut up, do you?” Dawkins flared. But he was immediately sorry for it.
Dunn met his eyes again, yet didn’t reply.
“Nothing happened this morning?” Dawkins went on quickly. “You saw nothing up there?”
Dunn shook his head “no.” “Dawn Patrol was a failure,” he went on. “The Blue Baron declined the opportunity for a chivalrous duel in the sky.”
Dawkins chuckled.
“I used to read Flying Aces, too, when I was a kid,” he said. “Who are you? Lieutenant Jack Carter?”
“Captain Bruce Strongheart,” Dunn said with a smile. “Right now I’m getting dressed to have a champagne lunch with Nurse Nightingale.”
“That wasn’t her name,” Dawkins said. “It was…Knight. Helen Knight.”
“You did read Flying Aces, didn’t you?” Dunn said, smiling.
“Yeah,” Dawkins said. “I always wondered if Jack Carter ever got in her pants.”
“I always thought she had the hots for Captain Strongheart. Beautiful women seldom screw the nice guy.”
“Is that the voice of experience talking?”
“Unfortunately,” Dunn said.
“They’ll be back,” Dawkins said, suddenly getting back to the here and now. “I wouldn’t be surprised if in force. How’s your squadron?”
“After Knowles, I’m down to five operational aircraft. By now, they should be refueled and rearmed. Tail number 107 is down with a bad engine. I don’t think it will be ready anytime soon; maybe, just maybe, by tomorrow. Oblensky is switching engines. There are two in the boneyard he thinks he may be able to use.”
“What happened to the engine?”
“Well, not only was it way overtime, but it really started to blow oil. I listened to it. I didn’t think it would make it off the runway. I redlined it for engine replacement.”
“They keep promising us airplanes.”
“They promised me I would travel to exotic places and implied I would get laid a lot,” Dunn said. “I don’t trust them anymore.”
“I’m giving them the benefit of the doubt,” Dawkins answered. “I believe they’re trying.” His mouth curled into a small smile. “You don’t think Guadalcanal is ‘exotic’?”
“I was young then, Skipper. I didn’t know the difference between ‘exotic’ and ‘erotic.’”
Dawkins touched his arm. “You better get something to eat.”
“The minute I start to eat, the goddamned radar will go off.”
“Probably,” Dawkins said.
This, Dawkins thought, is where I’m supposed to say something reassuring. Or better, inspiring. Hell of a note that a MAG commander can’t think of a goddamn thing reassuring or inspiring to say to one of his squadron commanders.
He thought of something:
“When Galloway comes back, I’ll lay three to one he comes with stuff to drink.”
“If he comes back,” Dunn said. “What odds are you offering about that?”
“He’ll be back, Bill,” Dawkins said, hoping his voice carried more conviction than he felt.
 
[THREE]

SECRET
FROM: MAG-21 1750 11OCT42
SUBJECT: AFTER-ACTION REPORT
TO: COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF, PACIFIC, PEARL

HARBOR
INFO: SUPREME COMMANDER SWPOA,

BRISBANE

           COMMANDANT, USMC, WASH, DC
1. UPON RADAR DETECTION AT 1220 11OCT42 OF TWO FLIGHTS OF UNIDENTIFIED AIRCRAFT APPROX 140 NAUTICAL MILES MAG-21 LAUNCHED;
A. EIGHT (8) F4F4 VF-5
B. FIFTEEN (15) F4F4 VMF-121
C. SIX (6) F4F4 VMF-223
D. FIVE (5) F4F4 VMF-224
E. FIVE (5) F4F4 VMF-229
F. THREE (3) P40 67TH FIGHTER SQUADRON USAAC
G. NINE (9) P39 67TH FIGHTER SQUADRON USAAC.
2. VF-5 AND VMF-121 NO CONTACT.
3. DUE TO INABILITY EXCEED 19,000 FEET WITH AVAILABLE OXYGEN EQUIPMENT USAAC AIRCRAFT MADE NO INITIAL CONTACT.
4. AT 1255 11OCT42 REMAINING FORCE MADE CONTACT AT 25,000 FEET WITH 34 KATE REPEAT 34 KATE BOMBERS ESCORTED BY 29 ZERO REPEAT 29 ZERO FIGHTERS APPROXIMATELY 20 NAUTICAL MILES PROM HENDERSON FIELD.
5. ENEMY LOSSES:

A. NINE (9) KATE KUNTZ, CHARLES M 1/LT USMC TWO (2)

MANN, THOMAS H JR 1/LT USMCR TWO (2)

DUNN, WILLIAM C 1/LT USMCR ONE (1) HALLOWELL, GEORGE L 1 /LT USMCR TWO (2)

KENNEDY, MATTHEW H 1/LT USMCR (2)

B. FOUR (4) ZERO

DUNN, WILLIAM C 1/LT USMCR ONE (1)

MCNAB, HOWARD T/SGT USMC (2)

ALLEN, GEORGE F 1/LT USMCR ONE (1)

C. IN ADDITION, SHARPSTEEN, JAMES

CAPT USAAC 67 USAAC FS DOWNED ONE (1)

KATE STRAGGLER
6. MAG-21 LOSSES:

A. ONE (1) F4F4 CRASHED AT SEA. PILOT RECOVERED.

B. ONE (1) F4F4 CRASHED ON LANDING, DESTROYED.

C. THREE (3) F4F4 SLIGHTLY DAMAGED, REPAIRABLE.
7. DUE TO CLOUD COVER REMAINING ENEMY FORCE COULD NOT SEE HENDERSON FIELD, BOMB LOAD DROPPED APPROXIMATELY FOUR NAUTICAL MILES TO WEST. NO DAMAGE TO FIELD OR EQUIPMENT.
DAWKINS, CLYDE W LTCOL USMC
COMMANDING
SECRET


[FOUR]

Henderson Field

Guadalcanal, Solomon Islands

0615 Hours 12 October 1942

As the Douglas R4D (the Navy/Marine Corps version of the twin-engine Douglas DC-3) turned smoothly onto its final approach, the pilot, who had been both carefully scanning the sky and taking a careful look at the airfield itself, suddenly put his left hand on the control wheel and gestured with his right to the copilot to relinquish control.
The lanky and (like nearly everyone else in that part of the world) tanned pilot of the R4D was twenty-eight-year-old Captain Charles M. Galloway, USMCR—known to his subordinates as either “The Skipper” or “The Old Man.”
The copilot was a twenty-two-year-old Marine Corps second lieutenant whose name was Malcolm S. Pickering. Everyone called him “Pick.”
As Pick Pickering took his feet off the rudder pedals, he took his left hand from the wheel and held both hands up in front of him, fingers extended, a gesture indicating, You’ve got it.
I didn’t have to take it away from him, Charley Galloway thought as he moved his hand to the throttle quadrant. His many other flaws notwithstanding, Pickering is a first-rate pilot. More than that, he’s that rare creature, a natural pilot.
So why did I take it away from him? Because no pilot believes any other pilot can fly as well as he can? Or because I am functioning as a responsible commander, aware that high on the long list of critically short matériel of war on Guadalcanal are R4D airplanes. And consequently I am obliged to do whatever I can to make sure nobody dumps one of them?
He glanced over at Pickering to see if he could detect any signs on his face of a bruised ego. There were none.
Is that because he accepts the unquestioned right of pilots-in-command to fly the airplane, and that copilots can drive only at the pleasure of the pilot?
Or because he is a fighter pilot, and doesn’t give a damn who flies an aerial truck, all aerial truck drivers being inferior to all fighter pilots?
Galloway made a last-second minor correction to line up with the center of the runway, then flared perfectly and touched down smoothly. The runway was rough. The landing roll took them past the Pagoda, the Japanese-built control tower, and then past the graveyard. There the hulks of shot-up, crashed, burned, and otherwise irreparably damaged airplanes waited until usable parts could be salvaged from them to keep other planes flying.
Where, Galloway thought, Pickering can see the pile of crushed and burned aluminum that used to be the Grumman Wildcat, his buddy, First Lieutenant Dick Stecker, dumped on landing…and almost literally broke every bone in his body.
Galloway carefully braked the aircraft to a stop, then turned it around and started to taxi back down the runway.
“You still want to turn your wings in for a rifle?” Galloway asked.
Pickering turned to look at him.
He didn’t reply at first, taking so long that Galloway was suddenly worried what his answer might be.
“I was upset,” Pickering said, meeting his eyes, “when I saw Stecker crash. If I can, I’d like to take back what I said then.”
“Done,” Galloway said, nodding his head. “It was never said.”
“I did say it, Skipper,” Pickering answered softly. “But I want to take it back.”
“Pickering, they’re short of R4D pilots. I’m an R4D IP”—an Instructor Pilot, with the authority to classify another pilot as competent to fly an R4D—“As far as I’m concerned, you’re checked out in one of these. I’m sure there’d be a billet for you on Espiritu Santo.”
“If that’s my option, Captain,” Pickering said, “then I will take the rifle. I’m a fighter pilot.”
“It takes as much balls to fly this as it does a Wildcat,” Galloway said.
“More. These things don’t get to shoot back,” Pickering said.
Galloway chuckled, then said, “Just to make sure you understand: I wasn’t trying to get rid of you.”
Pickering met his eyes again for a long moment.
“Thank you, Sir,” he said.
[FIVE]
Corporal Robert F. Easterbrook, USMCR, was nineteen years old, five feet ten inches tall, and weighed 132 pounds (he’d weighed 146 when he came ashore on Guadalcanal two months and two days earlier). And he was pink skinned—thus perhaps understandably known to his peers as “Easterbunny.” Easterbrook was sitting in the shade of the Henderson Field control tower, the Pagoda, when the weird R4D came in for a landing. It had normal landing gears, with wheels; but attached to all that was what looked like large skis. None of the other Marine and Navy R4Ds that flew into Henderson were so equipped.
“Holy shit!” he said to himself, and he thought: That damned thing is back! I’ve got to get pictures of that sonofabitch.
Twelve months before, Corporal Easterbrook had been a freshman at the University of Missouri, enrolled in courses known informally as “Pre-Journalism.”
It had been his intention then to work hard and attain a high enough undergraduate grade-point average to ensure his acceptance into the University of Missouri Graduate School of Journalism. Later, with a Missouri J School diploma behind him, he could get his foot on the first rung of the ladder leading to a career as a photojournalist (or at least he’d hoped so).
He would have to start out on a small weekly somewhere and work himself up to a daily paper. Later—much later—after acquiring enough experience, he might be able to find employment on a national magazine…maybe Collier’s or the Saturday Evening Post, or maybe even Look. It was too much to hope that he would ever see his work in Life or Time—at least before he was old, say thirty or thirty-five. As the unquestioned best of their genre, these two magazines published only the work of the very finest photojournalists in the world.
On December 8, 1941, the day after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, Bobby Easterbrook had gone down to the post office and enlisted in the United States Marine Corps Reserve for the Duration of the War Plus Six Months. He now regarded that as the dumbest one fucking thing he had ever done in his life.
Even though his photographic images had appeared in the past two months not only within the pages, but on the covers, of Look and Time and several dozen major newspapers, that success had not caused him to modify his belief that enlisting in The Crotch was the dumbest one fucking thing he had ever done in his life.
In fact, he’d concluded that the price of his photojournalistic success and minor fame—he’d been given credit a couple of times, USMC PHOTOGRAPH BY CPL R. F. EASTERBROOK, USMC COMBAT CORRESPONDENT—was going to be very high. Specifically, he was going to get killed.
There was reason to support this belief. Of the seven combat correspondents who had made the invasion, two were dead and three had been badly wounded.

In June 1942, the horror of boot camp at Parris Island still a fresh and painful memory, the Easterbunny had been a clerk in a supply room at the Marine Base at Quantico, Virginia.
He’d got that job after telling a personnel clerk that he had worked for the Conner Courier. That was true. During his last two years of high school, he’d worked afternoons and as long as it took on Fridays to get the Courier out.
When he talked with the personnel clerk, he implied that he’d been a reporter/photographer for the Conner Courier. That was not exactly true. Ninety-five percent of the photographic and editorial work on the Conner Courier (weekly, circ. 11,200) was performed by the owner and his wife. But Mr. Greene had shown Bobby how to work the Courier’s Speed Graphic camera, and how to develop its sheet film, and how to print from the resultant negatives.
Still, the only words he wrote that actually appeared in print were classified ads taken over the telephone, and rewrites of Miss Harriet Combs’s “Social Notes.” Miss Combs knew everything and everyone worth knowing in Conner County, but she had some difficulty writing any of it down for publication. Complete sentences were not one of her journalistic strengths.
The personnel corporal appeared bored hearing about the Easterbunny’s journalistic career…until it occurred to him to ask if Private Easterbrook could type.
“Sure.”
That pleased the corporal. The Corps did not at the moment need journalists, he told Private Easterbrook, but he would make note of that talent—a “secondary specialty”—on his records. What The Corps did need was people who could type. Private Easterbrook was given a typing test, and then a “primary specialty” classification of clerk/typist.
Becoming a clerk/typist at least got him out of being a rifleman, Private Easterbrook reasoned—his burning desire to personally avenge Pearl Harbor having diminished to the point of extinction while he was at Parris Island.
He’d been kind of looking forward to a Marine Corps career as a supply man—with a little bit of luck, maybe eventually he’d make supply sergeant—when, out of the clear blue sky, at four o’clock one afternoon, he’d been told to pack his seabag and clear the company. He was being sent overseas. It wasn’t until he was en route to Wellington, N.Z., aboard a U.S. Navy Martin Mariner, a huge, four-engine seaplane headed for Pearl Harbor, that he was able to begin to sort out what was happening to him.
He learned then that the Marine Corps had formed a team of still and motion picture photographers recruited from Hollywood and the wire services. They were to cover the invasion of a yet unspecified Japanese-occupied island. Just before they were scheduled to depart for the Pacific, one of the still photographers had broken his arm. Somehow Easterbrook’s name—more precisely, his “secondary specialty”—had come to the attention of those seeking an immediate replacement for the sergeant with the broken arm. And he had been ordered to San Diego.
The team was under the command of former Hollywood press agent Jake Dillon—now Major Dillon, USMCR, a pretty good guy in Easterbrook’s view. Genuinely sorry that the Easterbunny was not able to take the ordinary five-day leave prior to overseas movement, Major Dillon had thrown him a bone in the form of corporal’s stripes.
Aboard the attack transport, the eight-man team (nine, counting Major Dillon) learned the names of the islands they were invading: Guadalcanal, Tulagi, and Gavutu, in the Solomons. No one else had ever heard of them before, either.
Major Dillon and Staff Sergeant Marv Kaplan, a Hollywood cinematographer Dillon had recruited, went in with the 1st Raider Battalion, in the first wave of landing craft to attack Tulagi. At about the same time, Corporal Easterbrook landed with the 1st Marine Parachute Battalion on Gavutu, two miles away.
The Marine parachutists didn’t come in by air. They landed from the sea and fought as infantry, suffering ten percent casualties. After Gavutu was secured, the Easterbunny went to Tulagi. There Major Dillon handed him Staff Sergeant Kaplan’s EyeMo 16mm motion picture camera and announced tersely that Kaplan had been evacuated after taking two rounds in his legs, and that Easterbrook was now a Still & Motion Picture Combat Correspondent.
He also relieved Easterbrook of the film he had shot on Gavutu. One of the pictures he took there—of a Marine paratrooper firing a Browning Automatic Rifle with blood running down his chest—was published nationwide.
Three days later, he crossed the channel with Dillon to Lunga Point on Guadalcanal, where the bulk of the First Marines had landed. There they learned that one of the two officers and two of the six enlisted combat correspondents had been wounded.
Shortly afterward, Dillon left Guadalcanal to personally carry the exposed still and motion film to Washington. Easterbrook hadn’t heard news of him since then, though there was some scuttlebutt that he’d been seen on the island a couple of days ago. But the Easterbunny discredited that. If Dillon was on Guadalcanal again, he certainly would have made an effort to see who was left of the original team. That meant Lieutenant Graves, Technical Sergeant Petersen, and Corporal Easterbrook. In the two months since the invasion, everybody else had been killed or seriously wounded.
Looking at those numbers, Bobby Easterbrook had concluded a month or so ago that it was clearly not a question of if he would get hit, but when, and how seriously. He had further concluded that when he did get hit, he’d probably be hit bad. Although it had been close more times than he liked to remember, so far he hadn’t been scratched. The odds would certainly catch up with him.
All the same, since getting hit was beyond his control, he didn’t dwell on it. Or tried not to dwell on it…. He kept imagining three, four, five—something like that—scenes where he’d get it. Sometimes, he could keep one or another of these out of his mind for as much as an hour.

He looked again at the weird R4D, glad at the moment for the diversion. “Holy shit!” he said again.
When the airplane first came to Henderson, he asked Technical Sergeant Big Steve Oblensky about it. The maintenance sergeant of VMF-229 was usually a pretty good guy; but that time Oblensky’s face got hard and his eyes got cold, and he told him to butt the fuck out; if The Corps wanted to tell him about the airplane, they would send him a letter.
The Easterbunny pushed himself to his feet as the weird R4D, its unusual landing gear extended, turned on its final approach. He shot a quick glance at the sky, then held his hand out and studied the back of it. He’d come ashore with a Weston exposure meter, but that was long gone.
He set the exposure and shutter speed on his Leica 35mm camera to f11 at 1/100th second. He’d also come ashore with a Speed Graphic 4 × 5-inch view camera, but that too was long gone.
He shrugged his shoulder to seat the strap of his Thompson .45 ACP caliber submachine gun, so it wouldn’t fall off, and took two exposures of the R4D as it landed and rolled past the Pagoda, and then another as it taxied back to it.
As he walked toward the aircraft, he noticed Big Steve Oblensky driving up in a jeep. Jeeps, like everything else on Guadalcanal, were in short supply. How Oblensky managed to get one—more mysteriously, how he managed to keep it—could only be explained by placing Oblensky in that category of Marine known as The Old Breed—i.e., pre-war Marines with twenty years or more of service. They operated by their own rules.
For instance, Bobby Easterbrook had taken at least a hundred photos of Old Breed Marines wearing wide-brimmed felt campaign hats in lieu of the prescribed steel helmet. None of the brass, apparently, felt it worthwhile to comment on the headgear, some of which the Easterbunny was sure was older than he was.
Another sergeant was in the jeep with Oblensky, a gunnery sergeant, a short, barrel-chested man in his late twenties; another Old Breed Marine, even though he was wearing a steel helmet. Oblensky was coverless (in The Corps, the Easterbunny had learned, headgear of all types was called a “cover”) and bare-chested, except for a .45 ACP in an aviator’s shoulder holster.
“Why don’t you go someplace, Easterbunny, and do something useful?” Technical Sergeant Oblensky greeted him.
“Let me do my job, Sergeant, OK?”
Three months ago, I would never have dreamed of talking to a sergeant like that.
“You know this feather merchant, Ernie?” Technical Sergeant Oblensky inquired.
“Seen him around.”
“Easterbunny, say hello to Gunny Zimmerman.”
“Gunny.”
“What do you say, kid?”
“Except that he keeps showing up where he ain’t wanted, the Easterbunny’s not as much of a candy-ass as he looks.”
I have just been paid a compliment; or what for Big Steve Oblensky is as close to a compliment as I could hope for.
The rear door of the R4D started to open. Bobby Easterbrook put the Leica to his eye and waited for a shot.
First man out was a second lieutenant, whom the Easterbunny recognized as one of the VMF-229 Wildcat pilots. He was wearing a tropical-weight flight suit. It was sweat stained, but it looked clean. Even new.
That’s unusual, the Easterbunny thought. But what’s really unusual is that an R4D like this is being flown by pilots from VMF-229, which is a fighter squadron. Why?
Neither of the Old Breed sergeants in the jeep saluted, although the gunny did get out of the jeep.
“We got some stuff for the squadron,” the Second Lieutenant said. “Get it out of sight before somebody sees it.”
That put Oblensky into action. He started the jeep’s engine and quickly backed it up to the airplane door. He took a sheet of canvas, the remnants of a tent, from the floor of the jeep, set it aside, and then climbed into the airplane. A moment later, he started handing crates to Zimmerman.
Very quickly, the jeep was loaded—overloaded—with crates of food. One, now leaking blood, was marked BEEF, FOR STEAKS 100 LBS KEEP FROZEN. And there were four cases of quart bottles of Australian beer and two cases of whiskey.
Oblensky and Zimmerman covered all this with the sheet of canvas, and then Oblensky got behind the wheel and drove quickly away.
Another officer, this one a first lieutenant, climbed down from the cargo door of the airplane; and he was immediately followed by a buck sergeant. They were wearing khakis, and web belts with holstered pistols, and both had Thompson submachine guns slung from their shoulders.
Gunny Zimmerman walked up and saluted. The Easterbunny got a shot of that, too. When the Lieutenant heard the click of the shutter, he turned to give him a dirty look with cold eyes.
Fuck you, Lieutenant. When you’ve been here a couple of days, you’ll understand this isn’t Parris Island, and we don’t do much saluting around here.
The Lieutenant returned Gunny Zimmerman’s salute, and then shook his hand.
“Still alive, Ernie?” the Lieutenant asked.
“So far,” Gunny Zimmerman replied.
“Say hello to George Hart,” the Lieutenant said, and then turned to the sergeant. “Zimmerman and I were in the 4th Marines, in Shanghai, before the war.”
“Gunny,” Sergeant Hart said, shaking hands.
“You were in on this?” Zimmerman asked, with a nod in the direction of the weird airplane.
“I couldn’t think of a way to get out of it,” Sergeant Hart said.
The Lieutenant chuckled.
“I volunteered him, Ernie,” he said.
“You do that to people,” the gunny said. “Lots of people think you’re dangerous.”
“Dangerous is something of an understatement, Gunny,” Sergeant Hart said.
The Lieutenant put up both hands in a mock gesture of surrender.
I read this lieutenant wrong. If he was a prick, like I thought, he wouldn’t let either of them talk like that to him. And what’s this “4th Marines in Shanghai before the war” business? He doesn’t look old enough to have been anywhere before the war.
Now a major climbed down the ladder from the airplane. He was dressed in khakis like the Lieutenant, and he was wearing a pistol. The Easterbunny took his picture, too, and got another dirty look from cold eyes.
And then Major Jake Dillon climbed down. He was also in khakis, but he carried a Thompson, not a pistol; and he smiled when he saw him.
“Jake,” the first Major said, and pointed to Corporal Easterbrook.
“Give me that film, Easterbrook,” Major Dillon ordered.
The Easterbunny rewound the film into the cassette, then opened the Leica, took it out, and handed it to Major Dillon. Dillon surprised him by pulling the film from the cassette, exposing it, ruining it.
“This we don’t want pictures of,” Dillon said conversationally, then asked, “Where’d you get the Leica?”
“It’s Sergeant Lomax’s,” Easterbrook replied. “It was Sergeant Lomax’s. Lieutenant Hale took it when he got killed, and I took it from Hale when he got killed.”
Major Dillon nodded.
“There’s some 35mm film, color and black-and-white, in an insulated container on there,” he said, gesturing toward the airplane. “And some more film, and some other stuff. Take what you think you’re going to need, and then give the rest to the Division’s public relations people.”
“Aye, aye, Sir.”
“I want to talk to you, to everybody, but not right now. Where do you usually hang out?”
“With VMF-229, Sir.”
“OK. See if you can locate the others, and don’t get far away.”
“Aye, aye, Sir.”
Technical Sergeant Big Steve Oblensky came up in the now empty jeep.
Another face appeared in the door of the R4D. It was another one the Easterbunny recognized, the skipper of VMF-229, Captain Charles Galloway.
“Ski,” he ordered, “take these officers to the Division CP, and then come back. There’s stuff in here to be unloaded, and I want this serviced as soon as you can.”
“Aye, aye, Sir,” Tech Sergeant Oblensky said.
The two Majors and the Lieutenant with the cold eyes climbed into the jeep and it drove away.
Captain Galloway looked at Easterbrook, then asked conversationally (it was not, in other words, an order), “You doing anything important, Easterbunny, or can you lend us a hand unloading the airplane?”
“Aye, aye, Sir.”
“You, too, Hart,” Galloway said.
Captain Galloway and the other VMF-229 pilot, the Second Lieutenant, started to unload the airplane. His name, the Easterbunny now remembered, was Pickering.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
e

JOVE BOOKS, NEW YORK





OEBPS/Images/MSRThumb.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
THE CORPS

BOOK VI

CLOSE
COMBAT

WEB. GRIFFIN

JOVE BOOKS, NEW YORK





