The New Challenge

War has its challenges, harsh and violent ones, but the post-war period brings its own trials, some of which can be as difficult as any that war can muster.

* * *

The sound of rifle-fire, machine-gun bursts and the sporadic, faded sound of distant artillery fire filled the air as the military section, now numbering nine (three had been shot), ascended the grassy hill. The private smelled only the acrid smoke of bullet propellant, and saw only the carnage that was unfolding around him as more and more of his comrades and associates were gunned down by the enemy.

The sergeant in charge of the military section screamed out disciplinary orders as the rest of the section, comprised of a corporal and seven privates, reluctantly trudged across the uneven ground. They knew their eventual fate, and they would not march into it blindly.

As the sergeant reached the peak of the hill, the other soldiers continued behind him. The private grunted and continued his trudge, feeling his sub-machine gun, which he had strapped around his shoulders, hanging loose, knock into his abdomen as each step he took. Eventually, after a few seconds, the private reached the peak of the hill, followed promptly by two or three tired and filthy stragglers. At the top of the hill, the private allowed himself to relax temporarily, especially his shoulders, which carried the burden of his forty-kilogram rucksack, along with the sub-machine gun and two belts of machine-gun ammunition.

He looked down from the peak of the hill onto the battlefield below and gasped. Hundreds of soldiers from his army were rushing over the muddy, drenched and torn-up fields, jumping over the lattices once used for the growing of grape vines, being shot down in their droves by a line of enemy machine-guns organised along a hill ridge. A chill ran along the private's back – he was going to join the condemned masses in this fool's errand.

The sergeant screamed at the rest of the section over the rattling of machine-guns from the enemy line, “We need to get behind that line of machine-guns and take them out! On my count... one... two... THREE!” With that, the sergeant bolted down the hill, letting out a massive war-cry. With an enemy advancing on them in a pincer movement from behind, there was nothing else for the section to do except follow the sergeant, adding to his war-cry with their own.

As he bellowed and charged down the slop which remained of the other side of the hill, the private held his sub-machine gun to his hip. His body was at full work capacity, and accordingly, with that much physical effort, his mental capacity slowed; in other words, his external senses were dulled. He was intensely aware of his footsteps, the growing pace of his heartbeat and his rapid, deep breathing as he charged as if possessed.

Suddenly, the private's foot caught on a rock, embedded in the soil. He stumbled, and, unable to regain his footing, splatted into the viscous mud. Within seconds, his scream of war had become a scream for assistance. As he tried to push himself out of the mud, he noticed two of his section returning to assist him in his attempt to extract himself. Suddenly, the private noticed the rattle of a machine-gun burst in the distance. A spray of blood emerged from the abdomen of one of the soldiers who had returned to assist the private, who promptly collapsed, a bullet-hole dripping blood in his back.

From a war-cry and a cry for assistance, the scream from the private became one of terror as some of the blood spray hit him on the face. He was, once again, observing the thin line between life and death, the firm principles of mortality. He almost held firm, rigidly resisting as the other soldier arrived and put out his arm to assist the private. Once the private noticed the gesture, his resistance evaporated and he took the soldier's arm, pulling himself to his feet. Having returned himself to a standing position, he had no option but to continue on his suicidal run – the enemy soldiers coming up from behind would be no less hospitable than the enemy soldiers in front of him, and he would be shot as a traitor for an outright retreat.

Without thinking about it too much, preferring to choose instinct, he ran forwards, gun in hand, much like before, except that, with a lesser pace in the viscous, deep mud that the fields had become, he had a greater sense of readiness. He kept his eye on his own section, making sure not to lose them in the chaos that resulted. Some of the other sections had taken up position along a line, firing their rifles at the enemy machine-gunners. Suddenly, a machine-gun burst rattled out and two or three of the soldiers immediately collapsed, with the others scattering like insects. How, the private thought, could they be so stupid, so idiotic, as to set up a rifle-line against machine-gunners in a battlefield? Then again, he continued to think, he did not exactly consider his own actions to be those of a rational thinker, suicidally charging machine-guns.

The private's thoughts were cut short by another machine-gun burst. Men fell like stricken trees as the bullets ripped through their bodies. The machine-gun lines were drawing closer and the machine-gun bursts were growing more accurate. This thought convinced the private to accelerate back to full capacity, kicking up clods of dirt as his feet skimmed across the sodden ground. He started to regain some of the ground that he had lost when he had fallen, but with the rapid increase in heartbeat, the soldier could not continue the run for much longer.

The machine-gun positions were now one-hundred and fifty metres away, and the private blessed whichever deity or force of chance had prevented the machine-gunners from aiming their guns towards his section. However, his blessing soon ceased as soon as one more machine-gun burst rattled through the air. In one swift movement, the machine-gun swept across the private's section, each soldier collapsing one-by-one as bullets burst through their bodies. The private was close enough to see the full extent of the results, as abdomens were flayed, intestines were blown out through the bullet-holes and blood sprayed from the wounds. The private immediately tried to stop, afraid that the machine-gunner would continue his burst on him, but despite all the mental resistance that he possessed, his body would not stop moving. Eventually, the private managed to dive onto the ground, sliding along the thick mud.

The private managed in the following seconds to prop himself up with one arm, his body and face covered in clotting dirt. He scanned the area in front of him and tried to find a section which he could filter into, somebody who he could take orders from. It was strange, he thought, how one immediately tried to find a figure of authority in these situations, one who could cope with the horrors with more consummation than you.

There were no live sections in the area that he could see in the area of the battlefield, but there were hundreds of dead bodies lying on the ground, gunned down before they could reach the machine-gunners' position. Perhaps, the private thought, they will sound the retreat soon. Then, he reconsidered: They would never give up such a prime position so easily. There would be no such luck for him. He would die on this accursed field, with the clotting mud obscuring his sight, with the bodies of his comrades strewn around him.

Suddenly, the private noticed a machine-gun being directed towards him. The private tried to duck down onto the ground, but he found himself stuck like a rabbit caught in a set of headlights.

There was a flash.

* * *

His scream of terror as the flash occurred carried on as he bolted from his bed. As he returned to the realms of consciousness, he took a moment to embrace the truths of reality – the bed under him, the sensations of cold that he felt. He twisted to his right and switched on the electric lamp that resided beside his bed, bathing in the incandescent glow.

He found it difficult to believe that he had merely been dreaming – the sensations of smell and sound had seemed so realistic. However, he supposed, it was a clever trick of the subconscious mind, dredging those smells from the back of his mind, for this was reality as he supposed it. He was no longer a private – the war had ended three months ago. The war had been vicious and it had been bloody, but it was over now, and his country had won.

(But what have they won?)

The war had taken away of his friends and had stopped just short of taking him as well. However, for his survival, the ex-soldier had paid dearly, with the revisiting of the battles in his mind becoming a common occurrence. He had paid his pound of flesh also; his left arm was amputated just above the elbow.

There was a consideration which the ex-soldier had: He had experienced the battles, the scenes of bloodshed and terror once, and once had been one time too many. Why did his subconscious mind feel compelled to revisit, to fixate on those things which terrified him? Surely, he had paid the price for his own survival already, with his missing left arm and his dead family, killed when a crashed bomber flew straight into their house. Of all the vagaries of chance, the ex-soldier thought, for them to die in such ironic circumstances? He had been told that they had died quickly, as if this was supposed to comfort him after the loss of his family, especially in the most ironic circumstances.

His girlfriend had left him, also. As he had continued to fight, his letters had begun to become more and more morbid as he tried to put to paper the inner feelings of his mind and express them to somebody, anybody who would listen. As each reply came in, he could sense the growing rift between them, as the letters from her became more and more impersonal. Still, he had continued to write letters of increasing morbidity, knowing deeply that he was losing the rest of his tenuous grip on her, but feeling compelled to express his sentiments to somebody who wasn't in his situation. The process of separation had been accelerated by the fact that he had been granted no leave (he had not even been given bereavement leave when his family had died, and had only been relieved of duty when his arm had been shot and amputated. They had needed the soldiers, they said). Perhaps with a break from the terror, he might have patched up the relationship; perhaps even regained some of his lost humanity. The soldier's emotions had been dulled until he only had fear and cynicism left. Yes, he thought, I have paid the price for my own survival.

The ex-soldier switched off the electric lamp, attempting to return to sleep, but after an hour of restless turning and twisting inside his sheet, he arose from his bed.

* * *

The ex-soldier had hobbled down the stairs and was currently in the process of making himself some breakfast. He had a bowl, a polythene bag full of corn flakes, a polypropylene bottle of milk and a spoon. He had adopted a taste for cereals as he had been medically discharged; they were easy to prepare and eat with only one hand. The only difficult part was opening the polythene bags, but, necessity being the mother of invention, had devised a plan to deal with that difficulty.

Once he had poured the corn flakes and the milk into the bowl (making sure not to use too much milk, for it had to last him the rest of the week), he picked up the spoon and dug it into his cereal. He had soon devoured the cereal; he was continuously ravenous, for rationing policies had grown particularly harsh towards the end of the war and farmers were only beginning to return their fields to the production capacity required.

After his breakfast, the ex-soldier stood up and walked over to the refrigerator. It was only a small unit, a counter-top model, for that was all that he could afford to run. Electricity rations had been discontinued, but the price of electricity had sky-rocketed as a result. As the electrical supply was controlled by the state, the ex-soldier reasoned (correctly) that this was a plan by the government to try to recoup some of the massive expenses that associated keeping the military in the field. He opened the refrigerator door and took a brief inventory. There was the loaf of bread that he had bought two days earlier, a few fruit preserves, a jar of mayonnaise, a block of butter, which the ex-soldier was using slowly, for the same reasons as he had used little milk – dairy supplies had been struck especially by the rationing authorities. While that was on his mind, he grabbed the bottle of milk that he had left on the table and brought it back to the refrigerator, placing it into its receptacle. He continued his inventory and realised that there was no meat and that there were few vegetables and that meant that he would have to leave the house.

The ex-soldier now disliked leaving the house. He felt very conspicuous, resulting from the stump that was the sole remainder of his left arm. Once, a child had pointed and mentioned it to his mother. The mother had chastised him with the standard phrase, “It's rude to point”, and walked off, but not before staring at the amputated stump before she had left.

He supposed that those who stared felt pity for him, but the ex-soldier did not want pity; he wanted normality. He wanted to be just another person, not haunted by the spectres of his fallen comrades, not terrified by the continuing replays that accompanied his sleep, not debilitated with a wound which was not held with pride but with indignation for the government that had conscripted him into their lines.

* * *

The ex-soldier had soon returned upstairs, dressing himself, albeit with a good deal of difficulty, especially when it had come to the buttoning of his trousers, a task which required a large amount of finger-dexterity to perform correctly. However, he had managed to put on his clothes properly within fifteen minutes and promptly took his wallet, keys and his ration stamps and left the house.

The soldier looked around him as he walked down the streets of the city, the sky still dark, but the shops just beginning to open. What was this world that he now lived in? Over three years, there had been so many changes; blocks of houses now lay in ruins, roads still had bomb craters which had not been filled in. The city of his childhood and adolescence had been blown to pieces. Yet, the ex-soldier thought, if the world of his adolescence were to be rebuilt, he would not feel at home. He had changed almost as much as the city. He was only twenty-six years old, but mentally, he felt at least thirty years older. In three years, a lifetime had appeared to pass before his eyes, a lifetime of hardship and bitterness.

One change had been particularly strange: While he had found that he had despised the conduct of war, he had soon found himself, and still found himself, constantly ready for combat. The army had trained him well; to fight no matter what the circumstances were, to distrust his emotions, to warp his instincts towards the conducting of war. He was constantly looking over his shoulder, convinced that somebody was out to kill him, because that had been the way for three years. It would take a lot of self-reconditioning before he was ready for this world again, to live as a civilian again.

Up ahead of him, he noticed a group of men and a few tall teenage boys, pulling concrete slabs and timber supports from the ruins of a house, beginning the process of rebuilding the houses, and in the processes, rebuild their shattered lives. The ex-soldier respected those who could look forward when everything appeared to be trying to push them backwards. Secretly, he wished that he was one of them, instead of the bitter and cynical shell that he had been left with.

There was an eerie silence in the air; the roads, which would, under normal circumstances, be packed with cars, were empty. Even the volume of parked cars, which one would reason, in the affluent city that this had once been, had been reduced to almost zero. The ex-soldier remembered the government-sponsored initiative which had asked people to scrap their cars in order to use the precious and scarce steel and recyclable plastics for the military machine. In exchange, the government had paid over the odds for each car which had been scrapped; the resources were more important than the money. Even if the cars had been around to use, few would have taken the privilege; petroleum had too precious a resource to the military to be flooded away in civilian automobiles.

Eventually, the ex-soldier reached the first of his destinations, the local butcher's shop. Before he stepped in, he pulled his ration book and his money from his inside coat, then pushed open the door, the action being accompanied with a sharp ringing from a bell attached to the door. The ex-soldier walked over to the counter, where an attractive young woman that he had not seen before was waiting patiently at the counter, eager to accept the ex-soldier's business.

As the ex-soldier reached the counter, the young woman asked, “Hello, sir. May I help you?”

As the soldier made his order, the young woman took the meat from the display unit, weighed it, wrapped it in paper, laid it on the counter and said, “That will be three dollars and thirty-six cents, please.”

As the ex-soldier handed her a five-dollar bill, the young woman asked innocently, “May I ask how you lost your arm?”

Tactless, the ex-soldier thought. “I'd prefer not to talk about it,” he answered gruffly. “It brings back a lot of painful memories...”

“Oh! I'm sorry... I didn't mean...”

“Let's discontinue this conversation now.”

The ex-soldier promptly left the butcher's shop, clutching his package of meat under his arm. As he walked towards the next of his destinations, the greengrocer's shop, he passed by another group of men plucking concrete slabs out of the remains of a home. The soldier started to feel slightly bitter. It was good for them to be able to rebuild, but what about him? How was he meant to reassemble the broken shards of his life?

