CHAPTER 5





	My cousin's name was Melvin and he was a marine who died at Guadalcanal; another cousin's name was Ralph and he was a soldier who came home so busted up he spent the next six years in and out of veterans' hospitals before dying of his wounds in middle age --- a death that was a blessing, as Ma said, and the family agreed with her.  My older brother died by drowning when the Lexington aircraft carrier sank in the Pacific, and a cousin named George, younger than Ralph and Melvin, was a paratrooper who dropped on Normandy during D-day minus one, and was cut in two by machinegun fire before he could take a step, although a quarter of a million men followed him in boats the next day and slowly and grimly avenged his death and all the others.  I cannot glorify their heroism because I do not deserve to; more years must pass, perhaps a Centennial will be held and the scholars will give speeches, for all the blood will have been forgotten.  All I can remember is Melvin's wife crying, her remarriage that seemed so sad, my brother's clothes coming out of his closet and being given to me, Ralph's grim face in the hospital-always Sunday in the hospital during visiting hours, the echoing halls, the purple bathrobes and the tired grey faces of the vets, the visiting wives and the children afraid to laugh, the lonely lack of things to do as the adults smiled and said things while being careful to say nothing because there was nothing to say.


	The war was announced on the radio, December 7, 1941, a Sunday set aside for church, the show, a drive in the suburbs, cold-meat sandwiches at night and Jack Benny's radio show.  The previous Sunday we had driven out to Grandma's for picnic lunch and much laughter by the barbecue pit, while Uncle Walter showed us kids how he could click his false teeth, push them out clicking from his lips like a duckbill jabbering, until Grandma told him to stop it, and my aunt slapped his face.  I remember there were hamburgers left over, and Uncle Lee had made a boat which he wheeled out of the garage to show us, and my cousin Donna took off with the boy next door to neck down by the park, or at least that's what her mother, my aunt, accused her of when she came back.  But on the next Sunday, we went nowhere, and just sat by the radio listening to the news that the Japs had bombed Pearl Harbor, a dirty sneaky attack while we weren't looking because we were talking with their ambassadors about peace in Washington, D.C.  My Mother cried and she hugged my Bro, while my Dad said over and over "It's hard to believe ... It' hard to believe."  From then on there was war, and I knew nothing else.


	The newspapers gave the battle reports, quoting "heavy losses" on Bataan; there were maps of New Guinea with multi-colors and ours was always contracting, and then always expanding; the Philippines were "lost" then "regained"; Europe was all grey, except for some black at Cherbourg which spreading across the Rhine like spilled ink, oozing toward Berlin.  The movies praised the killing, and I never thought of disagreeing when the pilots "came home" with their bomber groups "short," or as wreckage flamed down on the screen to bury itself and some man on their side or ours.  I worshipped the commandos, the rangers, because they were taught judo and could kill quickly with one of their million tricks; I liked the hotrod fighter pilots who made a game of killing and even kept score --- with the man making the most points seen in the newsreels, sent home to Washington for a medal; I hated the japs, shown killing and raping white women, strung up with officer's belts, their flesh as snowy as chicken-breasts; I hated Nazis who slaughtered the benevolent French Freedom Fighters; and the Italians seemed ludicrous, unworthy even of consideration, let alone hate.  I saw the movies where the japs dragged Marines out for torture in the night, making them cry out to buddies who couldn't go to their aid, and I died a little too with revulsion at the squint-eyed sadism, which could not be condoned but must be destroyed.  I cheered the sight through open bomb-bay doors of incendiaries like falling hay scattering over Hamburg, Berlin, and all those other cities.  The radio told of attacks and gloated when our losses were less than tbeirs, which I gloated about too, studying the little maps and the steadily advancing blots.  There were stamps offered in the Sunday papers, containing heroes like Colin Kelly and General Wainwright, spitfires and P-47s, B24s and B17s and Mosquito bombers, while some showed fire and smoke and attacking Marines and soldiers and were labeled GUADALCANAL and TARAWA and CORREGIDOR.  There were reports of japs being burned alive by flame-throwers, and of napalm bombs hurled over terrain in Italy which fried Nazi troops.  There were movies of the London Raids with the crumbling buildings and rubble-filled streets, and later there were the same movies of Berlin, plus the grotesque pictures of living skeletons being led out of concentration camps, and the piles of bones, bodies, and the lampshades made from human skin.


	There were photographs of headless men, bleeding men, legless men, dying babies, Monte Cassino destroyed, released prisoners blinded by torture; there were reports of pillaging by us, civilians just girls pulled out and raped until dead by Allied armies.  Then there was the Atomic attack on a Japanese city, and then another one, burning to bits everything, Nagasaki, Hiroshima, half the people, buildings, streets, along with some war plants.  There were the full-page pictures in Life of Mussolini and his mistress hanging by their feet in Rome, their faces all bloody, their clothes ripped open.  Then came the War Trials in Nurenberg and Tokyo, and the hangings.


Kill, kill, or be killed.  Destroy or be destroyed.  There was nothing else to be considered for four years, as I was reading the newspapers for the first time, going to movies for the first time, listening to the radio for the first time.  Kill and how to it. Be killed and how it is done.  Capture and kill; be capand die.  Blow 
