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Dedicated to my battalion commander and friend, now a general in the West German Armoured Corps Horst Scheibert.




 


 


‘Because of the magnitude of our losses at Stalingrad and the catastrophic shortage of reserve troops, our Führer has decreed that the period of pregnancy shall with effect be reduced from nine to six months.’


Obergefreiter Joseph Porta speaking to Obergefreiter Wolfgang Creutzfeldt, Salonica, spring 1943




If I am not very careful, that damned man Himmler will soon have all my friends inside his concentration camps.


Göring to Generalfeldmarschall Milch,
22nd September, 1943.


Singing at the top of his voice Torpedomaat Claus Pohl leaves the brothel ‘The Sign of the Shaking Bed’ in Pyrgos. In the distance can be heard the noise of a free-for-all between a group of German sailors and some Italian Alpine troops.


Claus Pohl grins happily and decides to take a hand, but changes his mind quickly as his eye falls on a pretty girl whom he has noticed earlier that evening.


‘Hey, Liebling!’ he shouts, his voice echoing in the night quiet of the street. Wait for the Navy! It’s dangerous to drop out of convoy!’ He puts his fingers to his mouth and lets out a piercing whistle, putting the local cats to flight.


The girl looks back and smiles provocatively.


Claus increases his pace. He has been disappointed at the brothel. There were more customers than the ladies could cope with. He whistles again, and is so engrossed in the girl, that he does not notice the figures of men who have emerged from a side-street and are following him.


The girl turns down a little alley. When he reaches it she seems to have vanished into thin air.


Four men make a ring around him.


‘What the hell!’ he shouts, snatching for his P-38.


A noose, thrown expertly from behind, loops tightly around his throat. He chokes and falls to his knees, his arms thrashing wildly. His round sailor’s hat rolls down the street like a runaway wheel.


A boot sinks into his crotch, a pistol butt crashes down on the back of his neck.


Next day Torpedomaat Claus Pohl is found by some Greek civilians, who alert the police. His naked body is lying in the gutter, only a few yards from German HQ. Identification is very difficult, and the identity of the corpse is first revealed when his flotilla reports Claus Pohl missing.


The case is treated as an unimportant routine investigation. Naked corpses of German soldiers are turning up in Greek gutters every day.


Two hours later three Greek prisoners are hanged publicly as a reprisal.




THE CACTUS FOREST


THE section stands looking at the corpses, which have bloated grotesquely in the hot sun. The body of a Leutnant sprawls across the stonework of the well. His tongue has been torn out and his mouth is one great clot of blood.


‘Must’ve hurt like hell, that,’ nods Porta, pointing at the dead officer. ‘Been a quiet chap – if he’d lived through it,’ says Buffalo, passing his tongue over his sun-cracked lips.


‘Over in the bleedin’ orchard, they’ve tied some on ’em to a coupla pulled-down trees an’ let the trees go. Rippin’ idea ain’t it?’ says Tiny, slapping at the flies with the sleeve of a Greek uniform.


‘I’ll cut their fucking joy-sticks off,’ promises Skull and draws a parachute knife from his boot-top.


‘And you a bloody NCO,’ jeers Porta. ‘Trouble with you is you haven’t seen enough dead uns yet.’


‘The bleedin’ partisans’ve got to be let ’ave their bit o’ fun,’ considers Tiny. ‘Us bleedin’ Germans could’ve stayed at ’ome, couldn’ we?’


Porta prizes the dead Stabszahlmeister’s rigid jaws apart. His forceps glitter in the sun and Porta is two gold teeth richer.


Tiny acquires a full cigar-case. With a heavily put-on city director air he lights a fat Brazilian cigar, and moves into the shade cast by an overturned Kübel,1 first pushing the bloody corpse of the driver to one side.


‘Even the dead have a use during a war,’ says Porta. ‘They take up the attention of the flies and keep ’em away from us who’re still alive.’


‘So many flies,’ says Gregor wonderingly, as a heavy swarm rises buzzing from the body of the dead driver.


Porta opens a tin of tuna and shovels the contents into his  mouth with a bayonet. ‘Tuna is good for you!’ It says on the outside of the tin.


Behind the long building we find ten Blitzmädel2. They are dead, and laid out neatly in a row. They have not been dead for more than one or two days. The smell isn’t very bad yet, and the birds have only pecked out the eyes of two of them.


‘They’ve ’ad some fun with ’em first,’ says Tiny lecherously, lifting up a blue-grey military skirt. ‘This tart ’as lost ’er frillies!’


‘Shut it, pig!’ the Old Man rages at him. ‘Haven’t you any pity at all for these poor bitches?’


‘Jesus wept, I don’t know any of ’em,’ protests Tiny. ‘Want me to cry me rotten eyeballs out for every dead ’ore I runs across when there’s a bleedin’ war on? Do you?’


‘If I’d been with them partisan boys,’ laughs Buffalo, his whole fat body wobbling, ‘I’d’ve took the arse with me an’ fixed up some real Kraft durch Freude3 a couple of times a day. Sex is healthy, they say in the States.’


A shrill scream makes us jump and grab for our weapons. Down the hill a woman comes racing, stumbling, followed by a fat little man waving an axe above his head.


The Legionnaire’s Moorish knife flashes like lightning through the air and sinks into the man’s chest. He continues running for a few strides then falls like a log.


To our amazement the woman throws herself sobbing across his body, and screams Bulgarian oaths at the Legionnaire.


‘She says you’re a goddam murderer,’ explains Buffalo, who understands a little Bulgarian. ‘They were just havin’ their daily bit of fuss, and the axe was part of it.’


‘Holy Allah!’ groans the Legionnaire wiping his Moorish knife on his sleeve. ‘Who in the world could have guessed it?’


A chattering Krupp-Diesel rumbles into the sun-baked village. A party of excited ‘500’s’4 jump down from it.


‘They’ve slaughtered the whole bloody battalion. We’re all that’s left,’ shouts a feldwebel, sweating with dirt all over his face.


‘Who has?’ asks the Old Man expressionlessly.


These bloody heathens,’ the feldwebel screams, raging. ‘Our battalion got here from Heuberg only a few days ago, and in the very first engagement we fell into an ambush. I dropped behind with my section and got away.’


‘You ran for it, in other words,’ grins Porta, sarcastically. ‘Our Adolf wouldn’t like that. If,’ he was to hear of it, that is.’


‘Can we join you lot?’ asks the feldwebel, ignoring the jibe.


‘Have you got weapons?’ asks the Old Man, brusquely.


‘Only carbines with twenty rounds a man,’ answers the feldwebel. ‘The Prussians aren’t too generous with 500’s.’


‘Juice in it?’ asks the Old Man, nodding his head at the Diesel.


‘No, it’ll only go downhill.’


‘Then we’re all right,’ laughs Porta happily. ‘The Greater German Wehrmacht is used to things movin’ in that direction.’


‘Stay if you like,’ shrugs the Old Man, ‘but remember I’m in charge!’


‘Shall we turn in our pay-books?’ asks a young 500, offering his.


‘Wipe your bleedin’ arse on it, son,’ suggests Tiny, assuming a lofty air.


‘We’re hung up by the balls,’ the Old Man tells the feldwebel. ‘Our battlewagon’s a burnt-out wreck, so it’s foot-slogging for us, and a walk over the mountains.’


‘Know ’em?’ asks the feldwebel, with a sour smile.


‘No!’ the Old Man is laconic.


‘They say it’s the arsehole of the universe up there, and two days is a long lifetime,’ says the feldwebel, looking worriedly at the black mass of the mountains. ‘Snakes, scorpions, giant ants and God knows what else. Cactus with enough poison in ’em to stock a chemist’s bloody shop!’


‘Got a better idea?’ asks the Old Man, biting off a chunk of chewing tobacco.


‘No, I’m workin’ for you now!’


‘All your lot got battle experience?’


‘Only a few,’ the feldwebel laughs tiredly. ‘The rest of ’em are swindlers an’ thieves. There’s a cunt-stealer among ’em, even!’


The Old Man sighs and sends a brown stream of tobacco juice at the well. He shrugs his Mpi5 to a more comfortable position on his shoulder.


‘Tell your coolies, we’re on drumhead!’


‘Drumhead court-martial, eh?’ the feldwebel rolls it round his tongue.


‘No misunderstandings?’ asks the Old Man, sneeringly.


‘You wouldn’t think it,’ laughs the feldwebel, wickedly.


‘Glad we understand one another.’


‘What about a couple of Mpi’s or an LMG6’ asks the feldwebel, offering a packet of Junos7.


‘Think you’re in a damned arsenal?’ growls the Old Man, turning on his heel and kicking at a helmet which flies through the air and drops on a corpse. ‘You drop your equipment anywhere,’ he scolds. ‘No discipline any more! How the hell can an army fight a war with its bloody equipment spread all over the map of sodding Europe?’


‘God, but you’re in a bad mood today,’ remarks Porta, opening his third tin of tuna.


The Old Man does not answer, but swings his Mpi over his shoulder, lights his old silver-lidded pipe and wheels over to the ammunition-trailer where the feldwebel has seated himself, together with some of his unit.


‘What’s your name?’ asks the Old Man, grumpily.


‘Schmidt,’ a short pause, and, ‘line regiment,’ he adds.


The Old Man takes his pipe slowly out of his mouth, and spurts a tobacco-darkened stream of spittle to one side.


‘What’s that mean?’


‘I thought you’d be interested.’


‘I don’t give a sod if you’re a feldmarschall!’


The Old Man stalks over and sits down with the rest of us, demanding his share of Porta’s tin of tuna.


‘Hell I’m tired,’ groans Gregor despairingly, wiping his sleeve across his dust-masked face. ‘Here we go, the flower of Germany, lettin’ the untermensch piss all over us. My general and me, we wouldn’t ever have let that come about. If we’d had him an’ our monocle with us the missing links’d really have had something to worry about!’


‘If things go on as they are Greater Goddam Germany’s gonna get wiped off the map,’ says Buffalo, darkly, ’an’ us Germans ’re gonna drop back into bein’ the background characters in Grimm’s Fairy Tales.’


‘We’ll be the wicked ogres they frighten the nippers with after dark,’ nods Porta.


‘Pissy bleedin’ outlook, ain’t it?’ sighs Tiny despondently, packing banderoles of cartridges glumly into the ammunition boxes.


From the mountains to the north artillery fire is audible.


‘The neighbours are a’knockin’,’ sings Porta, turning a body over on its back to look for gold fillings.


‘You take the heavy mortar,’ roars Barcelona to one of the 500’s. Barcelona is a feldwebel but doesn’t get much of a chance to pull rank when he’s with us.


‘What about the blackbird there?’ asks Heine, pointing with his Mpi at the padre who is sitting drawing circles in the dust of the road.


‘He can go when we go, or he can stay where he is,’ says the Old Man indifferently.


‘Chase the black bastard out of it,’ suggests Tango, a Rumanian-born German, who has been a teacher of dancing in Bucharest. Whenever he gets a break he dances tango steps to an internal orchestra of his own.


‘Let’s liquidate the bleeder,’ shouts Tiny. ‘The ’eavenly bleedin’ reps down ’ere on earth always bring bad luck!’


‘Yeah, let’s turn him off. I never see a blackbird get a ticket for the one-way trip,’ chuckles Buffalo, his rolls of fat wobbling in wicked glee.


Til tell you when I want anybody liquidated,’ the Old Man decides, coldly.


‘I’m going to keep an eye on him anyway. Soul and body don’t always keep in step,’ says Tango, circling in a few dance steps. ‘The 44th sorted out a sky-pilot once who had no more connection with the heavenly host than the devil himself has!’


Everybody stares at the padre.


‘Let me open the bleeder’s throttle for ’im!’ says Tiny, touching the edge of his combat knife.


A squadron of He III’s roars over us. One of them circles and returns.


‘That’s all we need, for them to take us for some of the heathen,’ says the Old Man, looking nervously up at the fighters.


‘Jesus, they’re droppin’ their shit!’ howls Buffalo, dashing between the houses.


‘Shrink!’ warns the Old Man, creeping into shelter behind the coping of the well.


I follow Porta down into the well itself. The water is icy. I almost drown before he gets hold of me. We hang on to the bucket.


There is a crashing and rumbling above our heads. Machine-guns chatter. The whole squadron is attacking us. It seems like the end of the world.


The planes do not leave until the entire village is gone.


Strangely, not one of us is even wounded. Air attacks are nerve-racking but not really effective. Imprecise.


‘Long as you’re not where the bombs drop, there’s no worry,’ grins Porta, sitting down on the sand in the very same place he sat before the attack started.


‘What about stopping here?’ suggests feldwebel Schmidt. ‘The Division’ll pick us up.’


‘Will the Division fuck?’ cries Porta scoffingly.


‘Merde dors! They have more than enough to do,’ sighs the Legionnaire. ‘What is a section to them?’


‘We ain’t worth as much as a lump o’ dried cat-shit,’ states Tiny, throwing a stone at a cat which is sitting, washing itself, on the corpse of a German soldier.


‘Jesus!’ shouts Porta angrily. ‘Even the cats down here round the Black Sea have lost all respect for the German Army! Where’s it all going to end?’


‘In Kolyma!’ grins Gregor, hitting the cat squarely with a well-aimed steel helmet.


‘That bleedin’ cat’s a bleedin’ Yid cat,’ considers Tiny. ‘It might even ’ve been thinkin’ of ’avin’ a shit on that poor German body.’


‘What we have to go through,’ sniffs Heide, angrily.


‘The army’s finished,’ says Tiny, lighting a cigar. ‘Even the Goring fly-boys shit on us!’


‘Grab it an’ get moving,’ orders the Old Man, rising to his feet.


‘The human body was not created to march with,’ protests Porta, working his stiff muscles and shouting at the pain.


The mountains are depressing. Each time we reach the top of what we think is the last rise, we find another one, even higher, awaiting us.


The section has not gone far when the Old Man remembers that water-bottles have not been filled. Without water the Cactus Forest is certain death.


‘Back to the well!’ he orders roughly.


‘Have I ever told you of the time my general an’ me marched across the Danube?’ asks Gregor.


‘Can it, we’ve heard that one at least twenty times,’ Barcelona cuts him off irritably.


‘Did you eat with your general?’ asks Tango, interestedly. He has a decided weakness for higher ranks.


‘Of course,’ says Gregor, condescendingly. ‘Sometimes we even slept in the same bed with our monocle between us.’


‘Was your general a fairy?’ asks Porta, disrespectfully.


‘A question like that could put you in front of a field-court of honour,’ mumbles Gregor, insulted.


‘Bloody ’ell,’ shouts Tiny, in surprise. ‘Is there really such a bleedin’ court?’


‘Did you sometimes touch your general?’ asks Tango, with awe.


‘I had to undress him every bloody evening, when he rested up to be ready for the next day’s war,’ answers Gregor, proudly.


‘’Bout time we shifted our baggy bleedin’ arses under cover, ain’t it?’ asks Tiny, looking towards the mountains, from which machine-gun fire can be heard.


‘How many jerricans have we got?’ asks the Old Man, cocking his grease-gun8.


‘Only five,’ laughs Barcelona, mirthlessly.


‘They’ll soon be finished,’ grins Skull. It sounds like a bag of dried bones rattling.


‘Water’d bleedin’ run out o’ you, fast as it went in,’ says Tiny. ‘’Ow the bleedin’ ’ell can a man be that bleedin’ thin? I can’t understand it.’


‘Skull ought to go to America. He’d make a fortune showin’ himself as a victim of the horrors of the concentration camps,’ suggests Porta.


‘Cut the talk a minute,’ snarls the Old Man, ’and listen. We’ve got to go over the mountains with or without water. It’s our only chance.’


‘Holy Christ!’ breaks out Unteroffizier Krüger from the PR’s. ‘You don’t know what you’re saying! There’s a forest of cactus with prickles the size of bayonets. We’ll have to chop our way through with machetes and we’ve only got two. They won’t last long. And there’s not a drop of water anywhere up there.’


‘What the hell do you suggest, then?’ shouts the Old Man, desperately.


‘The tracks and out on the road,’ answers Krüger, looking around him for support.


‘Mad as a bloody hatter,’ the Old Man dismisses his suggest tion contemptuously.!


‘The rightful owners of the country are lined up along the roads with the firm intention of knocking us off.’


‘Let’s kick ’em in the balls,’ suggests Tiny, turning his cigar butt between his lips and champing on it. ‘It’s about time this Black Sea shower found out who it is as is visitin’ ’em.’


‘Brave little man, ain’t you?’ grins Porta, holding out his hand for a cigar. Tiny hands one over without a murmur.


Heide has to supply him with a chunk of liver sausage. Nobody dares to refuse Porta when he asks for something. If you want to stay alive the wisest thing is to keep friendly with him. He has that strange sort of sixth sense, otherwise only found amongst Jews, of being able to sniff out supplies at a distance of miles. Turn him out naked in the middle of the Gobi Desert and he’d find his way straight to something drinkable. Not an ice-cold beer perhaps, but at any rate water.


The Legionnaire kicks at the remnants of a bread-bag, and shouts bitterly:


‘On les emmerde! The battalion must be somewhere behind those mountains!’


‘Maybe,’ answers the Old Man, laconically. ‘That’s the way we’re going anyway. Now then. No firing at random. Fire only at proper targets. Don’t forget shooting draws the enemy and we don’t want that!’


‘Plop, plop!’ sounds from the north.


‘50mm’s,’ decides Buffalo sagely, blowing his nose with his fingers.


‘Crack, crack and crack again!’


‘50mm’s,’ says Porta, hurling an empty bread-bag away disappointedly.


‘Who gives ’em all that shit?’ asks Gregor, worriedly.


‘Italian and German traitors sell it to them,’ answers Julius Heide coldly.


‘They ought to be strung up. There ought to be only one form of punishment. Death! We’re too soft. Womanish thinking.’


‘You’n Adolf’d soon be the only two left in Germany,’ Porta laughs noisily.


‘God will help us,’ mumbles the padre, looking over at us.


‘Listen to the prayer-wheel goin’,’ jeers Skull, throwing a stick at the padre. ‘God don’t help us coolies. Kick us in the bleedin’ arse more like!’


‘Christ helps all who pray to Him,’ answers the padre, quietly, and stares over the sun-blistered desert, where ruined buildings still smoke after the air attack.


‘You an’ your ’eavenly bleedin’ ’ost,’ shouts Tiny furiously. ‘Them as kicked it at the bleedin’ Morellenschlucht9 babbled bleedin’ prayers till they got it an’ God didn’ bleedin’ ‘elp the poor bastards!’


‘I’m in touch,’ screams Heide, spinning feverishly at the dials of the pack radio.


‘Who the hell are you, you crazy shit?’ he howls into the set.


‘Flattery will get you nowhere! This is the People’s Army. We’ll be scraping you German shit off the road pretty soon now.’


‘Get fucked, apeman!’ rages Heide.


‘You’ve had it, sausage-eater! Fifteen minutes from now you’ll be ready for the grinder!’


‘Bighead!’ Heide spits furiously at the radio. ‘You’re nuts!’


‘You’ve had it, Nazi porker!’


What a bleedin’ barmy bastard,’ shouts Tiny, incensed. ‘Let’s get up there after ’im!’


A long howl shrills from the radio. Contact is broken.


‘Think they can see us?’ asks Skull, nervously.


‘’Course they can’t,’ says Tiny, scornfully. ‘If they could they’d ’ve done us by now.’


‘They aren’t ordinary partisans,’ says the Old Man thoughtfully.


‘Communist bastards. Red as a monkey’s arse’ole,’ shouts Tiny angrily, shaking his fist at the mountain peaks.


‘Would anyone think now might be a good time to point one’s penis in the right direction and follow it?’ says Porta, pulling his equipment together.


‘Exercise is good for you,’ laughs Tango, taking a few dance-steps across the open square.


Buffalo stretches himself in the warm sand, and unfolds a large document.


‘Me ’n’ all my family’ve got to appear before a racial purity commission,’ he said. ‘It’s because I’ve become me own grandfather!’


‘That’s impossible,’ says the Old Man in amazement, and puts down his Mpi.


‘Nothin’ ain’t impossible in the Third Goddam Reich. Before I know what’s goin’ on, I’ll be me own great-grandfather. Wait’ll those racial purity boys get goin’ with me. It’s my wife’s fault, the crazy bitch. She’s got a grown-up daughter me daddy got hot pants for an’ went an’ got hitched up with.’


‘Your wife’s daughter’s got to be your daughter,’ says the Old Man with a no-nonsense look on his face.


‘Sure, sure, but still not sure. She had this daughter before we tied the knot. An’ that just means my daddy he’s become my son-in-law and my daughter’s my mammy!’


‘Understandable enough,’ laughs Porta. ‘Your daughter is your father’s wife.’


‘What a mess,’ says Gregor despairingly, ‘just because a man marries a woman who brings a prefabricated kid with her.’


‘That, son, is only the beginning,’ sighs Buffalo. ‘I understand the Jews better now, those clever bastards. They don’t marry nothin’ but virgins. Two of the Vice Squad’ve lost their marbles over this case so far, an’ more probably to come. They jus’ couldn’t stand comin’ to the conclusion that me an’ my little or lady’d got a son who was my daddy’s brother-in-law.’


‘That’s obvious,’ says the Old Man. ‘He’s your father’s wife’s brother.’


‘Yeah, an’ he ain’t only my son, he’s my uncle too,’ groans Buffalo sadly, ‘cause he’s my mother’s brother.’


‘Yes, because your father’s wife is your wife’s daughter,’ grins Barcelona heartily.


‘Things got real complicated,’ moans Buffalo unhappily, ‘when my daughter, my father’s wife an’ my mother, had a son. He’s my brother, cause he’s my daddy’s son, but he’s the son of me daughter too, which makes me his gran’daddy.’


‘Then your wife has suddenly become your grandmother,’ roars Porta joyfully.


‘Yeah, crazy situation ain’t it?’ mumbles Buffalo with a lost look at the heavens. ‘I’m my wife’s husband, but I’m her grandson too ’cause I’m the brother of her daughter’s son, an’ since your grand’mammy’s husband’s got to be your gran’daddy,’ he throws out his arms despairingly, ‘then it’s piss-plain logical I’m my own gran’daddy and that ol racial purity commission can’t make out how that can possibly be done legitimate. An’ that’s why I’m accused of miscegenation – which is a kind of incest.’


‘They’ll put you inside, son,’ prophesies Tiny, threateningly. ‘Just ’ope Adolf never gets to ’ear about you.’


A heavy burst of shelling breaks into this strange family history. Muzzle reports and bursts roll, echoing deeply, across the mountains.


We move. A nervous unease catches at us.


‘Let’s stay where we are,’ urges feldwebel Schmidt. ‘It’s madness to go up into that cactus. Even animals keep away from it.’


‘C’est le bordel,’ snarls the Legionnaire, fierily. ‘It’s madness to stay here. They’ll have cut our throats before we even know it. The cactus is our only chance!’


‘I know way. Very bad way,’ says Stojko from the Bulgarian Guards Regiment. He is the only man left alive from a Field Surgery taken by the partisans. He saved himself by hiding in a bin of amputated limbs until the guerillas had left.


‘March time?’ asks the Old Man hopefully.


‘T’ree maybe four day,’ answers Stojko uncertainly, ‘but we go very quick. No think ’bout water.’


‘Water’s the biggest problem,’ sighs the Old Man, lighting his silver-lidded pipe.


‘I’ve heard tell camels eat cactus cos of the juice in ’em,’ says Buffalo.


‘Impossible, mon ami,’ answers the Legionnaire, ‘they taste worse than boiled monkey-piss.’


‘Couldn’t you get used to the taste?’ asks Porta, interestedly. ‘I’d rather drink monkey-piss than die of thirst!’


The entire day dribbles away, without our being able to arrive at a decision. The corpses emit a powerful stench. The Old Man has several times told us to bury them but we pretend not to have heard him.


He gives up temporarily and sits down on a stone between Barcelona and the Legionnaire.


‘We must put our trust in Stojko,’ he says quietly, eyeing the Bulgarian in his filthy, blue-grey Guards uniform with its red piping and patches.


‘He knows the bush,’ says the Legionnaire, lighting a Cap-oral thoughtfully. ‘These mountain peasants are masters at forcing their way through a cactus forest. And where they can go we can go too. I would like to see the peasant who is better than we regular soldiers.’


‘You ever been in this kind of bush?’ asks Barcelona with a mocking smile.


‘Non, mon ami,’ answers the Legionnaire. ‘But I have heard quite a lot about it, and I know that it is worse than a trip barefoot across the cauldron of hell.’


‘I’ve been there,’ answers Barcelona sombrely, rubbing away at his Mpi. ‘It’s hell upon hell. The devil himself wouldn’t dare go in there. It’s a place God’s forgotten existed. After a few hours you feel convinced that life is over. The whole place breathes death. The only living things are poisonous reptiles, which attack you on sight. Scratch yourself on one of those wicked thorns and you’re finished.’


‘What a look-out. What a look-out!’ shouts Porta, swallowing a sardine whole.


We’ll soon fix them bleedin’ serpents and the bleedin’ cactus,’ growls Tiny, with conviction in his voice. ‘We’re Germans, ain’t we? Conquerors, ain’t we?’


Late in the afternoon a mud-spattered Kübel roars into the village. A major in camouflage dress with a sub-machinegun in the crook of his arm jumps down and starts shouting.


‘It’s about time you people pulled yourselves together and got a road-block set up, isn’t it?’ He stamps on the ground. ‘Closing-time is it? Putting the shutters up, are you? Reinforcements will arrive from Division latest tomorrow morning. And you, feldwebel,’ he turns towards the Old Man, ‘will answer for it with your head if this village isn’t held!’


‘We’ve not much ammo’, sir. Can’t hold this hole more than an hour!’


‘Don’t try to teach your grandmother to suck eggs,’ screams the major, going purple in the face. ‘You’ll hold it, or you’ll swing for it!’


He spins on his heel and climbs back into the Kübel which disappears down the road at a terrific speed.


‘Moves like a mule with a cactus up his jacksey,’ grins Porta: ‘Does he really think we’re going to do battle with the neighbours for this place.’


‘He was moving fast,’ says Tango. ‘Wouldn’t have believed a Kübel could make that speed.’


‘Babby-shitters with a bad bleedin’ conscience,’ declares Tiny angrily, and kicks viciously at a torn-off foot.


‘Goddam typical! Them shined-up bastards. Don’t they just love orderin’ other people out where it stinks of Valhalla an’ a hero’s goddam death!’ remarks Buffalo despondently.


We sit down again. Skull snatches at flies. He eats them. Says they taste like shrimps. He’s even got us to try them. We don’t agree with him. Was he a bird in a former incarnation?


‘Allons-y!’ says the Legionnaire. ‘To stay here is camel-dung.’


‘What about holding the village?’ says the Old Man thoughtfully. ‘You heard the major’s orders!’


‘That bleedin’ mother-fucker,’ shouts Tiny. ‘’E’s no bleedin’ idea who we bleedin’ are, even! That’s the only bleedin’ good thing about this bleedin’ army. We all look the bleedin’ same in bleedin’ uniform.’


In a welter of foam-flecks, dust and glittering sabres, a unit of Vlassov Cossacks trots into the village.


A wachtmeister reins his horse in. It rears and whinnies nervously.


‘What unit, you?’ asks the Russian in bad German.


‘The ’Oly Trinity unit,’ answers Tiny, grinning broadly.


‘You no cheeky, you obergefreiter!’ snarls the Cossack wachtmeister, slashing out wickedly with his sabre in Tiny’s direction. ‘You stand attention, you talk me!’


‘Why, you son of a bleedin’ Caucasian goat!’ shouts Tiny contemptuously.


‘Think a citizen of bleedin’ ’Amburg’s gonna click ’is ’eels for shit like you? Your own lot’ll string you up one of these days. Count on it, son!’


‘Feldwebel, you make charge-sheet that man,’ screams the wachtmeister, raging.


‘Shut it!’ hisses the Old Man, turning on his heel. ‘Find another playground!’


The wachtmeister reins his horse so that it rears up on to its hindlegs.


Tiny jumps to one side to avoid being struck by its forelegs. He draws a deep breath of astonishment.


‘What the bleedin’ ’ell? Why you son of a syphilitic sow an’ a ’or’s bleedin’ cunt-barber! I’ll bleedin’ teach you,’ he shouts, giving the horse a straight left to the muzzle. He catches it round the neck and attempts to throw it to the ground.


The horse goes to its knees and screams in fright.


The wachtmeister slashes out at Tiny with his sabre.


‘Murderous bleedin’ monkey,’ roars Tiny plucking the Cossack from his horse and punching away at him. ‘’Oreson bastard!’


‘Stop it, now!’ shouts the Old Man, lifting his Mpi.


‘D’you think I’m gonna let this shrivelled-up bit of renegade shit, do me bleedin’ in?’


An obergefreiter on a heavy BMW motorcycle brakes in the square and skids sideways to a halt.


‘God! I thought you lot was guerillas. Everything’s gone for a burton. I’m 12 Grenadier staff-DR! They cut our bloody arses orf. The guerillas is on route 286, an’ all ’ell’s broke loose round Karnobat!’


‘Where you making for, then?’ asks Porta inquisitively.


‘I’m pissin’ orf to Malko Sarkovo,’ he tells us secretively, ’and from there on to Vayasal.’


‘That’s in Turkey!’ Heide breaks in astonishedly.


‘Too bloody right, it is!’ grins the obergefreiter, his face aglow. I’ve ’ad enough of this man’s bloody war. In three days time I’ll be ’avin’ it orf with a ’arem on the beach at Tekirdag, an’ you boys can conquer yourselves to fuckin’ death, far as I’m concerned. But without me, see!’


‘That’s desertion. It’ll cost you your nut!’ shouts Heide, outraged.


‘Too bloody true, mate!’ laughs the DR. ‘Extension of life’s what I call it. I wants to die in me bed, like the fuckin’ generals do. That’s democracy.’


‘You’re a traitor!’ confirms Heide. ‘Don’t you know that the Constitution states that it is every man’s duty, and right, to defend the Fatherland with his life?’


‘I ain’t never signed me name under that law, son,’ says the obergefreiter, grinning. ‘Them as ’as, can do the bloody fightin’!’


‘Aren’t you grateful to your country?’ asks Heide indignantly.


‘Am I fuck? I never asked for no Fatherland, an’ the clothes I’ve ’ad to wear since the Fatherland took over responsibility for my bloody wardrobe ain’t what I’m accustomed to, by no manner o’ means!’ He kicks the BMW’s heavy motor into life, adjusts himself in the saddle, positions his Mpi, and pulls the helmet down over his forehead.


‘Want me to give your love to the Turkish bints, an’ the rest 0’ the fuckin’ Muslims, boys?’


‘You do that,’ laughs Porta joyfully. ‘Tell ’em to leave the gates on the jar, I’m on my way.’


‘What about if they send you back again?’asks Gregor sceptically. ‘The Swedes do. What makes you think the Turks aren’t the same kind of shits?’


‘That’d be Allah’s bloody will, as they say where I’m orf to, wouldn’t it, now?’shrugs the obergefreiter. ‘If you come bearin’no gifts, that is. I’m with the G-staff, mate, and I got a bit of interestin’Gekados10 readin’material for the followers of the Prophet. Any of you sons want to ride along? There’s room on the ‘ore’s cushion behind yours truly?’


‘Anybody who can’t march?’asks the Old Man, looking around him.


‘Sir, sir!’groans Porta, limping about using his LMG as a crutch. ‘Sir, I’ve got no feet left at all. I’m having to roll along on my bollocks!’


‘Piss off, Porta!’says the Old Man.


With a thunderous howl the BMW disappears down the dusty road.


‘Think he’ll make it?’Gregor is still sceptical.


‘His kind of German obergefreiter always makes it,’ states Porta categorically.


‘Understand a compass?’the Old Man has turned back to Stojko. ‘I suggest compass figure 46. That still the way you know?’


‘Feldwebel I say yes. Compass good thing,’ answers Stojko, examining the instrument with interest as it lies on the map. ‘We go Stojko way and compass way. In front bad soldier no shoulderstrap. Them cut road, chase snake.’


‘Mo-o-o-ve!’shouts the Old Man, swinging his grease gun up over his shoulder.


For a time we follow the road towards Gulumanovo. Then we swing up into the hills and the road becomes no more than a set of wheel-tracks.


A machine-gun barks close by. The column halts for a moment, listening. We peer up towards the bush in dismay. None of us likes the idea of having to march through that maze of thorns and dry, tightly intermeshed, ghost vegetation.


The moon looks sallow and throws long spectral shadows.


‘Swish, swish!’ The machetes sing their song as two 500’s cut a way through the cactus.


We are taut and expectant. We smell danger and death. We hold our weapons at the ready.


‘Goddam wicked place,’ whispers Buffalo, fearfully. ‘Gimme Ivan. We know him!’


‘C’est un bordel!’ says the Legionnaire. ‘But it will get worse!’


Tiny stops so suddenly that I run into him.


‘There’s somebody watchin’us,’ he whispers, hoarsely. ‘Some sons o’bitches. Murderin’ bleeders.’


‘Sure?’asks the Old Man, anxiously. He knows and respects Tiny’s animal instincts.


‘I’m never wrong,’ rumbles Tiny. ‘Let’s find ’em an’tear their bleedin’balls off.’


‘Count me out,’ mumbles Porta, nervously. ‘It’s black as the inside of a nigger whore’s cunt in there.’


‘Nigger ‘ore, eh,’ says Tiny. ‘I could find one o’them in a black-out.’


Silendy they disappear between the shadowy stems of cactus.


‘Beseff,’ whispers the Legionnaire, pressing the butt of the LMG into his shoulder.


Time drags slowly by. Almost four hours have passed. A death-cry splits the stillness.


‘What the hell was that?’whispers Gregor, frightenedly.


Just before dawn they return carrying a large wild pig between them.


‘This bleeder’s the only partisan we run into,’ grins Tiny. ‘’E was nearly as piss-frightened as us.’


‘It was love at first sight,’ shouts Porta, patting the dead wild pig’s buttocks.


‘What was the scream?’asks the Old Man.


‘Our friend here,’ smiles Porta. ‘He didn’t fancy getting his throat cut.’


‘What about the partisans?’asks the Old Man.


‘They’re in there somewhere,’ confirms Porta, staring uneasily at the tight mass of cactus. ‘I don’t understand though, how they can move through that stuff without cutting a path.’


Artillery thunders in the distance. The air shivers at the explosions.


They’re knockin’ on, all right!’ says the Old Man, uneasily ‘’Fore we know where we are, they’ll be blowing the lot of us to kingdom come.’


An ex-leutnant from the 500’s spraddles in front of the Old Man.


‘Well, feldwebel! What now? Giving up? Then Vll take command. Even though they have stripped me of rank, you’ll agree I have more experience than you in leading troops.’


The Old Man lights his silver-lidded pipe slowly, and regards the ex-officer, standing bobbing in front of him and looking important, with a dangerous stare.


‘Soldier! Anybody ever tell you, you put your heels together and stand straight when you’re talking to a superior.’


The ex-leutnant becomes slightly nervous, but he is stubborn.


‘Feldwebel, stop that nonsense. I’ll take over command and lead this unit. That’s enough!’


Tiny goes over to him.


‘Listen ’ere; sonny,’ he roars, catching him by the collar. ‘You ain’t takin’command 0’fuck-all! Get in your bleedin’basket an’lie down till you’re called for.’


‘Crack his nut an’let the shit out,’ suggests Buffalo, licking his lips.


Tiny knocks the ex-leutnant backwards on to the newly-flayed pig skin.


The padre kneels and prays in a thin, priestly whine. He swings a home-made crucifix of twigs in front of him.


‘Jesus there’s gone bonkers,’ laughs Skull.


Tiny lifts himself on one elbow and stares into the cactus.:


‘Those bastards are watchin’us again!’


Buffalo jumps to his feet, and before anyone can stop him he empties a whole magazine into the bush in one long crackling roar.


‘Are you mad, man?’scolds the Old Man, raging, ‘You’ll bring a whole battalion of ’em down on us.’


‘They drive you mad, them goddam cactus plants. There was eyes watchin ‘us,’ whines Buffalo, the pouches of fat on his cheeks wobbling.


‘Oberst “Wildboar” ought never to have posted me from that job as chauffeur to my general,’ sighs Gregor disconsolately.


‘He never would’ve got it through if my general and our monocle hadn’t been on a duty trip to Berlin. It was a tactical error splitting us three up.’


‘You might even’ve won the bloody war, eh?’grins the Old Man. ‘You and your general and your monocle?’


‘Not impossible. We belonged together. You should’ve seen it when our monocle winked out at a Chief-of-Staff and we snarled, “Come here, sir, and take a glance at the battle chart . . .” That was enough to start the shit trickling down their legs. When we took off our cap their teeth began to chatter. We hadn’t a trace of fluff even on our cranium. A real Prussian general’s nut, we had. The QM officer was a twit who never should’ve made oberstleutnant. To get the DAGMAR support point removed he had to drive through enemy artillery fire several times with his waggons, and how he didn’t like it.


‘“Herr General,” he’d say, timidly. “How am I to get my motorized units through the enemy shelling? I can only use route 77.” And the fool would point it out on the chart. As if we didn’t all know where 77 bloody well was.


‘My general’d run a finger round his high uniform collar, and draw a deep breath. With his eyebrows lifted almost right up on top of his head he would look at this supplies officer.


‘“If you feel it best you can have your troops carried over the terrain in palanquins by Kaffir bearers, or do you perhaps wish me to solve your problems for you? If you are in doubt of what to do I suggest you ask your drivers for advice.” Monocle out, monocle in again.


‘That oberstleutnant sobbed something that sounded like: “Very good Herr General!” The angels sang that day. Half the staff’d found a hero’s death by afternoon already.


‘“Cattle!” said my general, as we banged the doors shut and shot off, knocking down a couple of innocent orderly officers.


‘“It is good psychologically to go off in a cloud of dust,” my general explained.


‘And we’d put our hand into our uniform, for all the world like the pictures of Napoleon.


‘“Now these fools will perhaps remember for a while who it is who makes the decisions,” said my general, taking a good gulp from his glass. We always drank cognac out of beer glasses. The usual ones held too little for us.


‘“Yes, sir, Herr General!” I’d scream.


‘I’d get one glass, but no more. My general didn’t like his driver getting too much to drink. It was a great responsibility driving a general around, but I usually managed to sink a couple or three when he’d gone to bed. A bit after this we got our fourth star and took over an Army Group, but wicked as they are in bloody Personnel HQ they sent oak-leaves and red tabs to Oberst “Wildboar”. If he was a horror as an oberst he was worse’n you could imagine as general-major. I went around there a couple of days just hoping they’d give him a division he could lead to death and destruction. But they didn’t. Instead they made him Chief-of-Staff in my division. That was my bad luck. My general flew to Berlin to thank them for his new star and get new uniforms made now he was a general-oberst. The “Boar” met me in the ops. room when I came back from the airfield without my general and our monocle. He was smiling like the devil watching parsons roasting on the coals of hell. He gives me the choice of leaving immediately for the other end of the front line, or taking a summary with him chairing the court. The sentence was decided in advance. I could see the bloody gallows there all right in his wicked yellow eyes.’


‘Whatever had you done?’asks Barcelona, wonderingly.


‘When you’re driving for a general it’s easy to get mixed up in things which can get you into trouble. I’d never dreamed the bloody “Boar” had been saving it up for me. He hits me across the face with the documents and, with a horrid smile, he adds in his most fatherly way:


‘“Unteroffizier Martin, if you had been born twenty years earlier, and lived in Chicago, Al Capone would have found a good right hand man in you. Even now, any court in the world would, without hesitation, sentence you to life imprisonment for the things you have done.”


‘For the next fifteen minutes he slandered me shamelessly. As an unteroffizier you have to take that sort of thing when it’s the Chief-of-Staff who’s dishing it out. All those primitive military feelings ran away with him. He walked up and down, and every time he stood still he’d go up and down at the knees and make his boots creak. He had the creakiest boots. Specially made for it, like as not. His nose was one of the kind that has trouble with swing-doors and reminds you of Rome’s bloody history. His glasses were like the headlamps on a Horch. I took a deep breath and held onto my guts and asked if I might wait till my general and our monocle returned so that I could congratulate him on the fourth star. It’s not every Prussian who makes that. Generaloberst rank is only for the crème de la crème. My general had often told me it was easier for a murderer to get into heaven than for man born of woman to become a Prussian general.


‘I had to ask twice before the “Boar” seemed to realize what I was asking for. He pushed his chin down into his collar and blew through his nose like a rhinoceros getting ready to attacks.


‘“Do you think me to be an idiot?” he screamed, enraged.


‘I did, but I thought it might lengthen my life a bit if I kept that to myself. He knew what he was doing all right, that bastard. If he’d let me wait to say goodbye to my general and our monocle, it’d never’ve come to anything. It’d’ve been the same as the time I laughed at the generals shooting across the ice on their backsides11. My general has tried to get me back several times, but the bloody “Boar” stops it every time through the old boy net in Berlin. Ain’t life terrible?’He looks up at the heavens as if some help can be expected from there.


‘Have you ever realized how seldom you ever get what you wish for? Just when you’re having it good, suddenly down the kitchen stairs you go. Look at these hands.’He displays a pair of filthy, torn, calloused hands. ‘Before they were white and soft as a nun’s. Look at my boots. All the shit of the Balkans hanging on ’em. When I was with my general they were polished like mirrors.’He sighs and wipes away a quiet tear as he thinks of past grandeurs.


‘I wasn’t made for all this farting about with the infantry.’ He sighs again. ‘In the temple of my heart a great candle is burning for my general and our monocle, and I know he thinks of me when he kneels in his night uniform beside his hard cot and entrusts himself to the Supreme War Leader and prays Him to bless our war.’


We have been marching for perhaps an hour when a machine-gun rattles at us from the cactus.


‘Run, run!’screams Skull, hysterically, running back along the narrow path.


‘Shut up you silly bastard!’scolds Porta, irritatedly, throwing a hand-grenade in the direction of the machine-gun fire. A hard, flat explosion and the gun goes silent. Almost immediately another begins to hammer behind us.


Panic breaks out. A hand-grenade explodes in the middle of us, blowing off the legs of a 500.


Tiny holds on to a cactus. Bullets shred the fleshy leaves around him.


I am down, pressed flat behind an anthill. Buffalo, some three hundred pounds of flesh, a steel-helmet and an Mpi, comes thundering down the path. His Mpi spits fire. There is a hellish row from the cactus. Buffalo’s wild roarings are part of it.


‘He’s gone off it,’ decides Porta, pressing himself closer to the ground.;


A little later Buffalo appears from the cactus, dragging two blood-soaked bodies behind him.


‘What the hell set you off?’asks Porta, watching Buffalo in astonishment as he wipes his battle-knife on one of the bodies.


‘I got mad. That mad I could’ve cracked coconuts with me goddam arse,’ he shouts angrily. ‘Those partisan bastards’ve pissed on us long enough. They needed a couple of good German clouts alongside the ear.’


We drink the coolant from one of the guns, a Maxim. It tastes terrible but it is water.


The sun appears from behind the mountains, as we continue our march. Everything takes on a beautiful rose-red tint. We shiver. The nights are cold, but we still enjoy them. In an hour’s time it will be hot as an oven. We begin to snarl at one another. By noon we hate one another. The padre we hate most of all with his eternal telling of beads and praying:


‘God is with us! God will help us!’


‘Shut your face!’roars Heide, enraged. ‘God has forgotten us!’


‘God’s with the goddam Reds,’ puffs Buffalo, using a cactus leaf as a fan. He sweats twice as much as anybody else. Twice as much as anybody else. Twice he has tried to leave the grenade-thrower behind but the Old Man notices every time and sends him back for it.


Two 5oo’s lead the way with machetes. They are relieved every half-hour. It is hard work cutting a path through the cactus.


At midday the Old Man orders a halt. The unit is completely worn out. One of the 500’s dies in terrible convulsions. They find a tiny green snake in his boot. Porta kills it and throws it at Heide who is so shocked he falls in a faint. They think at first he has died of a heart attack but when he comes to himself there is more life in him than Porta fancies. Two men have to hold him whilst a third ties his hands.


After an hour the Old Man orders us up, but progress is slow now. We cover no more than a few miles before sundown. Without a thought of eating we throw ourselves to the ground and drop into unconsciousness. We stay where we are for the whole of the following day. Darkness has fallen before we awake.


‘Let’s have some coffee and try to sort ourselves out a bit,’ suggests Porta, removing the top from one of his five canteens.


Tiny sits in the middle of the path with his ludicrous bowler on his head. He is rolling a big cigar from one side of his mouth to the other.


‘Make the best of everythin’,’ he proclaims. ‘This cactus shit we’re pissin’ around in ain’t near as bad as bein’ frizzled to death, like a piece o’bleedin’ bacon, in some bleedin ’ fox ’ole by one o’ the soddin’ ’eathen’s flame-throwers. You scream at the ’eat ’ere, but ’ave you lot forgot when we was in Kilyma where if you went outside to ’ave a piss your bleedin ’prick fell orf? An ’what the bleedin’ ’ell’s ants compared to Siberian soddin’wolves what’s favourite food is Germans? When I think o’that lot, this lot’s a bleedin’picnic by the side of it.’


‘You’re too damn stupid to understand how godawful this place is,’ says Buffalo, who is sweating as if he were in a sauna.


Tiny continues smoking, with his nose in the air. He knocks the ash from his cigar with an elegant gesture he has seen American businessmen use on the films.


‘Stupid? Maybe I am, maybe I ain’t! Military service, my friend, ’as taught me that’a ‘ealthy body is needed if you’re gonna live through it. Brains grow on their own, son. If you’ve got too much of the old grey stuff when you go in at the start, you go bleedin’barmy ‘fore you know where you are. The brainy bleeders can’t take it.’


A scorpion runs across the path. Skull crushes it with his rifle-butt.


The heavy rumble of artillery continues ceaselessly.


A swarm of Ju 87’s – Stukas – appears over the mountains. Their bombload is clearly visible under the wings of the planes.


‘Wherever they drop that load it’ll cause a bit of dedi-gitation,’ says feldwebel Schmidt, filling up the magazine of his Mpi.


The Old Man bawls out an ex-leutnant who has thrown two spare gun-barrels away.


‘The next man caught abandoning arms’ll get shot,’ shouts the Old Man, in a rage.


‘Wonder if they’ll ever invent a Germany that’s a pleasant place to live in?’says Buffalo, thoughtfully, crushing a long green insect under the heel of his boot.


‘Everywhere’s fun,’ says Porta to nobody in particular – and most of those around him don’t catch it. ‘I remember the time I was under arrest in garrison at Munich – just because I wanted to get confirmed in church. They thought they were punishing me when they locked me up, but they were quite wrong. Those were some of the most wonderful moments of my life. Moments I’ll always remember with pleasure. A spell of jail’s a necessity if you want to get something out of life.’


‘You’ve said it? says Tiny, revolving his cigar in his mouth. ‘Even in this bleedin’war we’ve got into, a man ain’t bored.’


‘You ain’t telling us you like it?’shouts Skull, scandalized.


‘Why not?’asks Tiny, with a happy expression on his face. ‘I haven’t time to waste feeling sorry for myself. I enjoy the war. ‘Ow do I know what the bleedin’ peace’ll be like? There’s some as’ll tell you it’ll be a bleedin’sight worse’n the war. My old gran’dad, as did an eight-year stretch in Moabitt, for ’avin’ threatened to cut the cheeks of the Kaiser’s bleedin’arse off, told me that even in Moabitt you could ’ave a pleasant time of it.’


Think ants enjoy themselves?’asks Barcelona, stirring an ant-heap with the barrel of his Mpi.


‘No living creature can exist without having fun,’ answers Porta. ‘Even hummingbirds break out laughing sometimes.’


‘I see Detective-Inspector bleedin’Nass smile once,’ shouts Tiny, ’and that ought to’ve been next thing to impossible. Vinegar’s sherbet compared to that sour bleeder.’


‘Down!’howls Porta ducking like lightning behind the SMG12.


There is a sound like thunder and tracer tracks bite their way through the wilderness of cactus. I throw grenades. An Mpi blazes from behind a cactus stem. Screams are heard cutting through the noise, then a deathly silence comes down on the sun-blistered brush. Crickets continue their long drawn-out music.


We stay down and wait.


Heide rests the flame-thrower on a stone and sends a jet of flame hissing between the cactus trunks. A stench of burning oil hangs sickeningly on the sunwarmed air. Two living torches stumble out of the cactus forest, and roll about in agony on the path. They char slowly.


‘What in the name of the livin’God, was that?’asks Buffalo in astonishment.


‘Partisans,’ smiles Porta. ‘Something metal glinted or we’d ’ve had it, son.’There’s still some of the devil’s luck sticking to us. There are three Bulgarian soldiers amongst the dead partisans.


‘Seems as if our Balkan friends are dropping us,’ says the Old Man, pushing the barrel of his Mpi at the bodies.


‘I’ll slash your bleedin’throat open soon. I will, you black bleedin’Bible-thumper,’ roars Tiny, who has got into a row with the padre. He pushes him hard enough to make him fall over backwards and hit his head on a stump.:


‘Do you have to rough up a defenceless man?’the Old Man upbraids him.


‘An’why not?’answers Tiny, spitting on the padre. ‘Who taught me it! I ask you! The bleedin’army did, didn’they? You ever see a bleedin’private let ’is anger get the better of ’im with a bleedin’officer? Did you now?’


‘That’s too cheap an excuse,’ says Heide, didactically, suddenly taking the padre’s side. ‘Wolfgang Creutzfeldt, you are a nasty type. Always brutal, always coarse. You are not aligned with the spirit of our new Germany.’


‘Look after number bleedin’one,’ growls Tiny, kicking out after the padre. ‘Think I want to end up a captain in the Salvation bleedin’ Army?’


‘What’s the compass say?’the Old Man asks Stojko.


‘Forty-six, like you say, feldwebel. You not be mad I say you pick up arsepart, run fast!’


‘Let’s get on,’ decides the Old Man nervously. ‘Stojko at point.’


‘Jesus Christ, turn your arse to the front, boy! shouts Tiny, who is following immediately behind Stojko.


They descend a long slope. Even the 500’s do betterf now with their machetes. The slope is so steep that we have to dig in our heels hard.


We reach a stretch of shale and have to use Gregor’s mountaineering rope. The Old Man gives us no rest until nightfall. Roll-call shows two men missing.


The Old Man rages, asks for volunteers to go back and search for them. Nobody steps forward. Far behind us we can see rocket flares, and between us and the flares there are certainly partisans.


The padre gets up and offers to go back alone after them.


‘No!’the Old Man turns his offer down, brusquely. ‘The partisans’d have got you before you’d gone far, and I don’t have to tell you what they do to parsons.’


‘God will help me. I am not afraid,’ answers the padre quietly.


‘God, God, God,’ sneers Tiny. ‘Better put your bleedin’trust in this little ol’ lullaby girl ’ere.’He pats his weapon. ‘Them partisans don’t like ’er a bit. A 42 in the ’and’s betterti God in ’is ‘eaven!’


‘Shall I go and look for them?’asks the padre, ignoring Tiny.


‘I said, no!’ decides the Old Man. ‘I don’t wish to be responsible for you getting yourself chopped to pieces.’He points to Unteroffizier Krüger from the DR’s. ‘Take two 500’s with you. Make a search. Get back inside two hours with or without ’em.’


‘What the hell do we care about those jailbirds?’shouts Krüger, fear spreading across his face. ‘Why should we risk our lives for them} They might ’ve deserted to the partisans. Shits without shoulder-straps’d do anythin’.’


‘Shut up,’ the Old Man interrupts him, ’and get moving.’


Krüger selects two 500’s. He is snuffling with rage.


‘Take the lead,’ he orders wickedly. ‘As former officers you’re used to it. Now watch yourselves. I’ve got an itchy trigger finger, boys.’


‘What’d we ever do to you?’protests one of them weakly.;


‘Just try to do somethin’,’ roars Krüger, in a rage.


Long after they are out of sight we can hear his blustering voice.


Tiny has taken a trip into the cactus and returns with three Bulgarian gaiters and a Russian kalashnikov.


‘Where’d you find that lot?’asks the Old Man, wonderingly.


‘Won it playin’bingo,’ grins Tiny, throwing himself down on his stomach. He keeps on laughing, seemingly unable to stop himself. He seems to feel that he has been amazingly witty.


They light a fire. The wood is completely dried out so that there is no betraying smoke.


Porta wants to brew up coffee, but it is only after a long drawn-out argument that the Old Man gives him permission to use any of the precious water. The coffee smells wonderful. We sit listening to the noise of the crickets and the distant voice of the war.


‘When you are thirsty, it helps to suck on a stone,’ the Legionnaire tells us.


‘It’s bleedin’lovely sittin’ ’ere lookin’out into the night,’ says Tiny dreamily. ‘Like bein’a bleedin’boy scout. I always wanted to join that lot.’


‘It’s gonna get rough!’says Tango, prophetically, polishing away at his gun.


The black bird of death is coming to get us,’ whispers Gregor, ominously, as we listen to a long drum-roll of explosions, which make the mountains shake.


Porta plays a tune softly on his piccolo. Tiny knocks out his mouth-organ. Tango dances, using his carbine as a partner.


‘Sleep with me tonight?’he whispers a smooth question to the weapon.


A swarm of strange insects attacks us. Our hands and arms swell up violently at every bite. Porta and Tiny cover head and neck with their flame-thrower helmets, but the rest of us have no protection. Our faces are soon unrecognizable.


The thirst grows worse.


‘Bon, mes amis! As long as you can sweat you will not die of thirst,’ says the Legionnaire, tonelessly. ‘When you sweat no longer then you are in danger.’


There is only water enough for four days, even at the low ration level the Old Man has set. Tango thinks it will take us at least two weeks to get through. We move only slowly. Some try to suck water from the cactus plants, and become terribly ill. Their stomachs literally turn inside out in bursts of convulsive retching.


Krüger returns without having found the missing men.-


‘Have you looked for them?’questions the Old Man suspiciously.


‘We have looked everywhere, Herr feldwebel,’ answers the ex-leutnant angrily.


‘You, Unteroffizier Krüger?’asks the Old Man sharply.


‘We have left no stone unturned. Should we have interrogated the ants as to whether they had eaten the men!’shouts Krüger, flaring up.


‘They’ve gone over to the enemy,’ says the ex-leutnant of infantry.


‘Button your lip till you’re asked!’shouts the Old Man, fuming.


‘Is it them cunt ‘unters as ’ave fucked off?’asks Tiny, with a broad grin.


‘If you mean me,’ shouts a voice from the 500’s over in the shadows, ‘I’m still here!’


We have only slept a few hours, when the sentries awaken us. A column of partisans has passed in the dark without seeing us.


We strain our ears fearfully at the darkness. Two shots smash out not very far away.


‘Make ready to move off,’ whispers the Old Man, swinging his equipment over his shoulders.


I watch the rear. It is so dark I can hardly see my hand in front of my face.


Suddenly I find myself alone. I use my field lamp cautiously. Only cactus and insects. I listen hard. Not a sound. The unit seems to have sunk into the ground.


They’re playing a trick, I think. They’re mad enough to, even in a situation like this.


I listen again. All is silence. Not even the noise of the crickets. I take a few cautious steps forward. They’ve hidden themselves. Purely to enjoy seeing me frightened.


‘Hell, show yourselves!’I call in a half-shout. ‘This isn’t funny!’ Nothing moves. Have I lost them?


‘Old ’un!’I call softly. The sweat of fear runs down my face. Alone in partisan country in the middle of this horrible cactus forest.


‘Porta! Come out damn you!’


No answer. And yet? Wasn’t that a voice? I call out again and listen. Nothing. The wind? Now and then I feel a puff of air touch my cheek. I realize, suddenly with horror, that I am alone. All alone! I’ve lost the unit and they me. They haven’t noticed me falling behind. Don’t even know yet, maybe, that I’ve disappeared. They’ll be back, though, when they find out. The Old Man won’t leave stragglers. They’d even go back for Krüger.


I stand quite still, listening to the night. Only the odd breaths of wind, the rustling of the ants and the buzz of insects. I have often been alone before during this war but never like this. I always knew where the enemy was, and the direction of our own lines. In this dreadful cactus forest the enemy could be anywhere. A merciless enemy. Our own lines are far away. I don’t even know where. They might even have been broken for all I know and the Southern Army be fleeing back to Germany. I must try to find the unit. At the worst to get through on my own. I ready my Mpi and arm a hand-grenade. Keep your head, I tell myself. Dorít bomb your own lot!


They can’t have disappeared. I’ve been with the Old Man’s unit four years now, and what haven’t we been through together? Four years, day out and day in, on all kinds of fronts. All right we’ve been separated in field hospitals sometimes, but not for long. The unit’s my home! I feel safe there. Even when you’re lying comfortably in a hospital bed, you can feel homesick. Homesick for the unit out there in HKL13. When you got out and were sent back with three red lines across your papers – light duties and change of dressings every day that means – all your aches and pains disappeared at the sight of the well-known faces. And out you’d march to HKL with your unit. Even the lung-wound, which often came close to choking you in hospital, didn’t worry you any more. You were home again. Nothing else mattered. Your mates looked after you. Put you on the SMG or gave you the radio to look after. You could manage that with a lung-wound not quite healed yet.


I won’t let these ties be broken just by getting lost in a blasted cactus forest! They’ll look for me as soon as they see I’m missing. Tango’ll turn round and see I’m gone and give the alarm. Tango was right in front of me.


It’d be mad to continue on the line of march. We could easily miss one another. I’d better sit down and wait for daybreak. In the sunlight things always look different.


I’ve not been sitting long when panic fear suddenly grips me. I get up and begin to walk forward slowly. All the time, it seems, I can hear voices. But it is only the wind. Battle instincts whisper warnings. I am not alone any more.: Silently I take up position alongside a cactus. My Mpi is at the ready. Silence. Nothing but silence. And a crushing darkness which seems as if it is choking me.
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