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THE CANAL

A Radio Play

CHARACTERS
JONESY, a soldier, acting as a sentry.

SARGE, a soldier, under the command of the CAPTAIN.

SWEDE, a private, also under the command of the CAPTAIN.

CAPTAIN, a commissioned officer, a bit younger than those under his command.

SETTING
A ridge, overlooking a plain and the canal; the edge of the canal.

FX: 

A breeze through foliage. Nocturnal sounds, perhaps the muffled song of birds or a cricket. A twig snaps.

JONESY:
Who’s there?
SARGE:
Chickenroost.

JONESY:
Hi, Sarge. What’re you doing back here again? Wasn’t last night enough for you?

SARGE:
The Captain told me and Swede to meet up with him here. Gear up for surveillance and meet up with him. Maybe for another night patrol, but that’d be two nights in a row for us, and that ain’t SOP, is it, Swede? . . . (Pause) Anyway, you don’t mind if we chickens roost here for a while, do you, Jonesy?

JONESY:
Be my guest. Just don’t distract me too much. It’s been pretty quiet tonight, but you never know.

SARGE:
I wouldn’t worry. No one’s going to come across that canal except maybe for deserters. Besides, they’re pretty thin on the other side. You can take my word for that.

JONESY:
Still, I can’t take any chances. They’d stand me in front of a firing squad if 


anyone got through our lines in this sector. There’s plenty of brush on either side 


of the canal, so somebody could get across easy enough. But as you can see, it’s 


open and clear from the edge of the brush right up to the foot of this 



ridge. A hundred yards or so of free fire.
SARGE:
A lot of men died getting us up here for that view. Maybe it was worth it.

JONESY:
There wasn’t much of a moon last night, and still we could spot you guys coming 


across 
that field with your prisoner clear as day.

SARGE:
So you were looking out for us?

JONESY:
Sure, but to tell you the truth, none of us ever expected to see you again. No one 


thought you were going to make it. 

SARGE:
Neither did we, did we, Swede?

FX: 

A long pause, another soft rustle of the foliage.
JONESY:
Your friend, Swede, doesn’t talk very much, does he?

SARGE:
No, but take it from me, he’s a good guy to have with you down in the trenches, ain’t you, Swede? . . . Anyway, thanks for looking out for us.

JONESY: 
As a matter of fact, a lot of us were taking a considerable interest in your status last night. There was a substantial betting pool on your heads. 

SARGE:
Oh, yeah? What were the odds on us coming back?

JONESY. 
You don’t want to know. A few guys made out pretty good when you finally crossed back over the canal. Not me, though.

SARGE:
Thanks for the vote of confidence.

JONESY.
I didn’t lose much. And, really, I was glad to see you back. With your prize, too.

SARGE:
Mission accomplished. Captain says there might be some medals coming our way depending what they get out of the kid, right Swede?

SWEDE: 
I don’t want no goddamned medals.

JONESY: 
Oh, so he does talk. What do you want then, Private?

SWEDE:
Same as you, Corporal. To be home by Christmas.

JONESY: 
Well, that’s not going to happen.

SARGE:
I don’t know about that. Captain says if the weather stays dry, one quick push with everything we’ve got, and it might be over sooner than you think.

JONESY.
I wouldn’t trust that captain of yours, no matter what he says. He’s pretty gung-ho, and on top of that he’s an academy brat, isn’t he?

SARGE:
His father was a general, and his grandfather, too.

SWEDE.
He’s going to get us all killed. For a handful of medals.  That’s all he cares about.

SARGE:
You know better than that, Swede. He wants to get back home just like you and me, where he’s probably got a cushy job and a beauty queen waiting for him. His family’s pretty well connected, and he could’ve had a staff job if he wanted one. But he’s here up at the front with the rest of us, and he’s usually the first over the top, too. You know, Jonesy, last night Swede and me were the ones who waited under cover on this side until he crossed the canal to the other side to give us the all clear.

SWEDE. 
And it was a damn good thing we were behind him, too.

SARGE:
Swede here jumped a sentry just as he was taking aim at the Captain’s back. Slit his neck clean through. Almost took his head off. You know, Swede, if we had grabbed that sentry instead of slicing his throat, we would’ve completed our mission there and then and gotten back a lot sooner.

SWEDE.
He already had a bead on the Captain. I couldn’t take the chance. I did it nice and quiet, though, didn’t I?

SARGE: 
Yeah, nice and quiet and messy. I’m still washing his blood off my hands. And we might’ve still been over there if that kid hadn’t popped up out of nowhere to take a leak.
SWEDE:
Yeah, and I’m still washing his piss off of my hands. We should’ve waited ‘til he finished before grabbing him.

JONESY:
You said he was a kid?

SARGE:
He couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen. Haven’t you noticed what they’ve been throwing at us lately? Schoolkids and old geezers. Looks like they’re scraping the bottom of the barrel. Yeah, just a kid, so Interrogation shouldn’t have any trouble getting everything they want out of him.

JONESY.
Don’t be so sure. He’s a soldier, too. And those little kids usually save their last grenade for themselves and the guys they’re surrendering to.

SARGE:
Interrogation always gets what it wants. You remember that farmer we brought in, Swede? He wasn’t going to tell us a thing except that he hated our guts and what a patriot he was. An hour later we know every shallow crossing in the canal and where most of the sentries were on the other side. Yeah, by now that kid soldier’s already probably told HQ everything it needs to know and a hell of a lot more.
JONESY.
If he knows anything.

SARGE:
He’s got eyes, don’t he. He can see where their heavy guns are and their bunkers, too. Once we know that, we can take them out, cross over the canal, and then it’s all flat land with just kids and geezers between us and the river. And if we can get across the river, it’s over. 
FX: 

A twig snaps.
JONESY.
Hold! Who’s there! 
CAPTAIN: 
Chickenroost.

JONESY.
Attention!

CAPTAIN:
At ease. Sergeant, Private, you both geared up for surveillance? 

SARGE:
Yes sir, Captain, just like you ordered. But if it’s for a night patrol, Captain, that’s two nights in a row, and you know that’s not SOP . . .

CAPTAIN:
We still have a mission to complete, gentlemen. 

SARGE:
But, sir, we brought in that kid last night. That was our mission, wasn’t it?

CAPTAIN: 
That was no kid, Sergeant. That was a soldier and our prisoner of war. 
SARGE:
So, what’s the problem?

CAPTAIN:
He’s now a dead prisoner of war. 
SARGE:
Dead? 
CAPTAIN:
Apparently someone in Interrogation miscalculated, and now we’ve got nothing.

SARGE:
So what you’re saying is . . ..

CAPTAIN:
I’m not saying anything. You’ll hear about that once we get to where we’re going. 

Corporal, we’ll be returning to this sector. Keep an eye out for us, and let your 


relief know. We don’t want to be fired on from here.

JONESY:
Yes, sir. 
CAPTAIN: 
Sergeant, Private, move out.

FX: 

Breeze in the foliage and nocturnal sounds similar to the ones in the opening sequence. Sounds of disturbance in the brush as the patrol moves to the edge of the canal.
CAPTAIN.
Ok, stop here. Stay down.

SARGE:
Captain, our orders? 

CAPTAIN. 
You’ll find out about them soon enough.

SARGE:
Captain, they can’t expect us to . . . 

CAPTAIN.
Quiet. I’m going to climb down to the edge of the canal to take a look.

SARGE:
Captain, that’s crazy. They’ll be watching, waiting for us.

CAPTAIN. 
Maybe. But we were pretty quiet last night, and careful, too. They may not know where we crossed, and if they do, it’s not likely they’ll expect us to come back in the same spot. Lightning never strikes twice, don’t you know. There’s a couple of shallow crossings north of here, but in another sector, and we don’t have that kind of time. Besides, I’m just going to take a look. I didn’t promise HQ anything. I just told them I had last night’s orders, and left it at that . . . 

SARGE:
Captain, don’t . . . 

CAPTAIN.
I’m just going to take a look, maybe crawl out a little ways into the canal. The moon’s gone behind those clouds, so it’s pretty dark, too. Here, I’ve looped this rope around my waist. Both of you hold on, and pull me back if you need to.

SARGE:
Captain, this is crazy . . .
CAPTAIN.
Hold on!

FX: 

A disturbance in the brush, then silence. Suddenly a shot rings out from the distance.

SARGE:
He’s been hit! Swede. Pull him back. Pull him back!

SWEDE.
I’ve got his ankle, Sarge. Get the other! Stay low!

SARGE:
His helmet’s gone. But I don’t see any blood.

SWEDE. 
They must’ve shot it off. His head’s still on, though.

SARGE: 
Pull him up here.

FX: 

Sound of a face being slapped.
CAPTAIN.
Ok, ok. That’s enough. I’m ok. What happened? Where’s my helmet?

SWEDE: 
Floating downstream.

SARGE:
They were ready for us, Captain.

CAPTAIN.
A sniper?

SARGE:
What’d you expect? We’ve got to get you back to our lines. Have the medic take a look at you.
CAPTAIN.
I told you, I’m fine. That bullet must’ve just glanced off of my helmet, and I then I must’ve blacked out for a couple of seconds, like from a sucker punch. But I’m not down for the count. Far from it. 

SARGE:
Come on, Captain. We’ve got to get you back to our lines. Somebody’s got to take a look at the wound and, hey, it’s probably going to be worth a purple heart, too.

CAPTAIN:
What wound? It probably didn’t even leave a bruise. It just glanced off my helmet. Besides, we’ve got to finish what we’ve set out to do.
SARGE:
And what’s that? We did what we had to do last night. It’s not our fault Interrogation screwed up with that kid. Crossing here again would be suicide.

CAPTAIN.
We won’t cross here. There are two shallow passages upstream, in Green Sector, two or three kilometers away.

SARGE:
We don’t have any clearance for Green Sector, and I’ll bet you don’t even know the password. They’ll be shooting at us from both sides.

CAPTAIN:
There’s reeds and thick brush all the way up the banks of the canal. Plenty of cover. We’re moving out now. That moon won’t be behind those clouds forever. Private Nilssen, help me up. I’m still a little groggy.

SWEDE:
Captain, are you sure about this? Maybe you want to think about it for a second or two.

CAPTAIN:
Private, I gave you an order! Now do it. Help me up!
SWEDE:
Whatever you say, Captain.

SARGE: 
Swede, what’re you . . . Don’t!

SWEDE:
Sorry about this, Captain.

SARGE:
Swede, for Chrissake! . . . Jesus Christ, you’ve got his blood all over me!

SWEDE:
Nice and quiet, just like last night. I don’t think he hardly felt a thing.

SARGE:
Swede, for Chrissake, what’ve you done?

SWEDE:
Me? Nothing. He got shot by a sniper, didn’t he? That’s the God’s honest truth. Only this time it was a little lower, in the neck. Got blood all over both of us. And then he fell into the canal. We were under fire. So we came back.

SARGE:
And our orders? 

SWEDE:
What orders? We had orders for last night, but the Captain didn’t tell us about any new orders for tonight. Maybe we were just supposed to scout around and report back. Surveillance, right? And then he got shot by a sniper before he could tell us anything about new orders. And that’s the God’s honest truth. 
SARGE:
I guess it is. 
SWEDE:
And then he fell into the canal, and we couldn’t fish him out. So, I’ll take his shoulders, you take his ankles, and we’ll stay behind the reeds and move him downstream to where it’s deeper.

SARGE:
I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it? They’re going to send us across whether we can take out those guns or not. We’re probably all dead men, anyway.

SWEDE:
Yeah, just not tonight.

SARGE:
But if we can make it across the canal in one piece, it’s just kids and geezers between us and the river. And once we cross the river, it’ll be all over, just like the Captain said. Maybe we’ll be home by Christmas after all. 

SWEDE:
Right, as long as we don’t push our luck. 
SARGE:
Right, just so long as we don’t push our luck. 
FX: 

The bushes and reeds begin to rustle again, until the sounds fade into silence, broken a few moments later by the sudden splash of a weight being dropped into water. Nocturnal sounds, similar to the ones that opened the play fade into silence.
(END)


