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_ e ARRE .

The humorous and amazing adventures in
the Burma jungles of a young, inexperi-
enced second lieutenant, and Francis, the
veteran Army mule who can and does
talk, and who has a bucketful of common
sense and oodles of ingenuity. And if you
don't believe that Francis can also fly (he
claims a cruising speed of 25 mph), this
book has an unhappy ending.

Persons in the Nowel “Francis"—

FRANCIS,
a hard-bitten Army mule, is as sad a looking creature as ever hauled
a pack; his head hangs low and his back hangs lower. Francis has a
low regard for junior officers, and the prospect of becoming one
leaves him cold. For that reason he wishes to keep his unusual
talents more or less to himself, but he is constantly on the alert to
help the war effort in his humble way.

THE LIEUTENANT,
until a few months ago a happy young junior officer, has become
the hero of the Burma Theater. He amazes his superior officers with
the vital and accurate bits of Intelligence he reports. The revelation
of his source of information, Francis, is even more amazing to those
in command.

THE CG,
in command of the Burma Theater, has 35 years of army service and
nine campaigns behind him when he risks both command and career
to tell the world about Francis’s many attainments.

MAUREEN VAN GELDER,
smack-dab, hit-you-in-the-pit-of-the-stomach, take-your-breath-away
beautiful, is in love with the young lieutenant. For that to happen to
a second lieutenant in Burma (where the only thing rarer than a white
woman is a mint julep) is sensational. But Francis takes a dim view of
Maureen.

VALORIE HUMPERT,
buck-toothed nurse in the neuropsychiatric ward, has a molar-to-
molar smile and thinks mental disturbances are created as a very
special favor to her.

(Continued on next page)




Persons in the Nouel *Francis"—

(Continued from preceding page)

MASTER SERGEANT CHILLINGBACKER,
whose physique causes Francis to dub him “Man Mountain Chilling-
backer,” is an able man in a pinch, and he is understandably reluctant
about heading an expedition against the enemy in co-leadership
with a mule.

LIEUTENANT COLONEL PLEPER,
a psychiatrist in charge of treating battle fatigue in the Burma
Theater, hasn't changed a word of his patter since his civilian days
when he had a way with women suffering from excessive fatigue.
COLONEL CARMICHAEL,
the irascible, gnomelike head of the neuropsychiatric ward, thinks
all this “nevro this" and "neuro that" is a lot of poppycock. “Either
a man's crazy or he isn't. Doesn’t make much difference."

— T e

By the tail of my great aunt Regret who won the Derby, any similarity
between this book and fiction is purely coincidental, so help me.

FRANCIS
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FRANCIS

Chapter One

I Meer Francis

THE NIGHT WAs BLACK. The Burma hills were rugged.

But there is no excuse for a second lieutenant’s losing
his platoon. .

I reached out for the man in front of me. My hand
closed around the trunk of a small tree. I whispered the
name of my platoon sergeant.

There was no answer.

I crawled upward and to the right, pulling myself over
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boulders. I whispered again, then tried sliding down and
to the left.

When I realized 1 was alone, behind the enemy lines,
I was worried. Who wouldn’t be?

[ started to think what the CO would say when I told
him I’d lost my platoon.

Then I was downright scared.

I crept under the low branches of a banyan tree and
tried to compose myself. I was exhausted. I suppose I
must have fallen asleep.

Our dawn barrage waked me. Shell bursts mingled
with patches of mist rising from the mountainside.

The nearest explosions were a thousand yards below
where the mountain slope leveled off into the valley. I
knew I must cross that area to reach our lines.

I sat there watching the white puffs, wishing I had a
cup of coffee, trying to force myself to move.

I noticed that the explosions were closer. I was deter-
mined not to allow our own shells to drive me up the
mountain any farther. I rubbed my eyes, smoothed my
hair, adjusted my helmet, and started toward our lines.

The shellfire was advancing up the mountainside
yards at a burst. It was only a matter of minutes before
I reached the field of fire.

I’d half risen to make a run for it when I heard the
whine of a shell. With the instinct one learns quickly in
battle, I dove, rolled over three times, and came to a stop
sitting up.

I was at the bottom of a slight ravine surrounded by
low banyan trees. I looked around.

Standing a few feet from me was a runt of an Army
mule, as sad a creature as ever hauled a load away. His
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head hung low, and his back hung lower. The animal’s
hide was bespattered and anointed with what appeared
to be a collection of all that was worst in Burma.

I scanned the ravine.

Except for the mule, it was empty.

I began feeling myself all over to discover if I was in-
jured. When I came to my posterior I winced. Nothing
serious, but tender.

“Isn’t this one hell of a mess?” I must have spoken
aloud.

“You said a mouthful,” said a voice.

I leaped to my feet. Frantically I searched the ravine,
following my gaze with the muzzle of my carbine.

“I suggest you pull your head down,” said the voice,
“or you'll get it blown off.”

“Who said that?” I demanded.

“I did.” The voice was close.

“Where are you?” I swung completely around.

“Right in front of you.”

I could see nothing except the mule.

“I can’t see you,” I said. “Come out or I'll shoot.”

“I'am out,” said the voice. “And you better put up that
gun before you hurt somebody.”

The mule was looking at me with mournful brown
eyes. Its lips were moving.

“Who’s speaking ?” I demanded.

“I am"’

“Who is 1?”

“Me. The mule.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I said.

“Coming from a second lieutenant that’s almost
ironic,” said the voice.
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“Is this a trick ?” I demanded, feeling panic begin to
rise.

“Most certainly it is not.”

I gripped my carbine more tightly and advanced a
step. I kept my eyes on the animal.

“Are you wired for sound ?” I asked.

The mule cocked his head and rolled his eyes. “No.
Are you?”

“Idon’t believe it,” Isaid. “I flatly refuse to believe it.”

“Believe what?”

“That a mule can talk,” I said.

“I'm not particularly interested in whether you believe
it or not,” said the mule. “Probably we’ll both have our
blocks knocked off before we get back. So what’s the dif-
ference?”

“But—but it’s fantastic!” I stammered.

“After all, you can talk,” said the animal.

“I am a second lieutenant,” I said.

“And I'm just as impressed as you are,” said the mule,
“having had some previous experience with second lieu-
tenants.”

I sat down hard. I was wondering if I was suffering
from shell shock or tropic fever. “Mules don’t talk,” I
stated flatly.

“You were probably born a skeptic,” said the animal.

“I never heard anything like it,” I said.

The mule indignantly pawed the earth with one hoof.
“Undoubtedly there are a number of things about which
you have never heard. That’s why you’re a junior officer.”

“The Table of Organization in our—" Then I caught
myself. Making excuses to a mule. I must be Burma
balmy.
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“The old T/O wheeze, lieutenant,” the mule said.
“You’re a pretty pathetic case.”

I was annoyed. “Who are you?” I demanded.

“Just an Army mule. But my name happens to be
Francis.”

“Francis?” I said.

“That’s right.”

“And you can talk?”

“I wish you wouldn’t keep bringing it up,” said the
mule. “You know, I have some feelings.”

The shellfire was growing more intense. There were
bursts on all sides of the ravine. The sharp, piercing
shriek of the projectiles mingled with the thumping
broomph of the explosions.

I should have been terrified. But in the excitement of
my discovery I forgot the war. A shell landed near by
Instinctively I crmgcd

“Getting close,” said the mule.

“Much too close.” I brushed some dirt from my arm.
“Though you seem calm enough about it.”

“I'm a fatalist,” said the mule. “When a shell has your
number on it, you're done for. In the meantime, no use
worrying. Anyway, I've been hit once in this engage-
ment. On the law of averages I shouldn’t get it again.”

“You’re wounded ?” T asked. It still seemed fantastic
to be talking to a mule. But there wasn’t anything else to
do about it.

“Just a scratch.” The animal shook his head. “I
shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“Where were you hit?” I asked.

“It’s my hide.”

“Where?”
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The mule seemed to turn a darker shade of brown.
“I'd really rather not say.”

The tempo of the shell bursts was increasing. The
carth was trembling, and wisps of smoke drifted into the
ravine.

“We are facing an extremely serious situation,” I said.
“We must decide upon a course of action.” '

The mule flapped its right ear forward. “Brilliant, lieu-
tenant! Smack, dab, on the button, brilliant. Sounds just
like Army Field Manual twenty-two-dash-something or
other. I presume you have studied a great many field
manuals, lieutenant ?”

I drew myself up. There was no excuse for rudeness.
After all, I was a commissioned officer in the Army of
the United States.

H “I have,” I said.

| “How ducky,” said the mule. “I suppose you know
that in executing the salute the tip of the forefinger of

,‘ the right hand should be an inch and a half above and

‘ slightly to the left of the right eye?”

’ “What's that got to do with this situation?” I de-

\

\

manded.

{ “Nothing,” the mule said. “Nothing at all. Except that
‘ you look like the sort of second lieutenant who goes in
for such chicken. Just what do you propose to do?”
‘ I felt my face begin to flush.
1 A shell landed close. I fell to my knees, stumbled up
i again. )

Immediate action must be taken. As an officer, the

responsibility was mine.
‘ [ looked at the mule.
| “Francis,” I said, “you can talk.”
|
|

[
\

R R R BB,
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“Thank you,” said the mule.

“If you can talk,” I continued, “perhaps you have some
other unusual qualifications?”

“What do you mean ?” asked Francis.

“I mean, do you do anything else that’s different for a
mule?r”

“Well,” said Francis, “I can fly.”

“You can what?”

“Fly.,’

“Fly? You mean, like a bird ?”

“Well, not exactly like a bird, lieutenant. After all, I
am a mule.”

Again I had forgotten the war. “Are you trying to tell
me you can take off and sail through the air?”

“Most certainly not,” said the mule. “I don’t sail. I fly.”

“How do you do it?” I asked.

“It’s extremely complicated.” Francis wiggled that
right ear again. “I wouldn’t know how to put it into
words.”

“Do you mean to say,” I asked, “that you could just
take off now, rise up in the air, and fly back to our lines?”

“I could,” said the mule. “But I wouldn’t.”

“You could but you wouldn’t, what do you mean ?”

“Look at the size of my rear.” The mule waved his
posterior delicately. “Wide as a barn door. I've reached
the age when I'm beginning to spread, you know. Sup-
popsc I took off, have you any idea what my flying speed
is!

“No,” I said. “I haven’t.”

“T'll tell you.” The right ear was wiggling. “It’s less
than twenty-five miles an hour. Now imagine me sailing
around out there in the open. Why, the Japs would fill
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me so full of fifty-caliber slugs I'd look like lattice work.”

“The Japs wouldn’t know what you were,” I suggest-
ed.

“So what ?” Francis said. “The Japs never know what
they’re shooting at.”

Another shell exploded close by, staggering me. “May-
be they don’t know what they’re shooting at. But they’re
dangerous.”

“Anybody with a gun is dangerous, especially—"
Francis gave me a knowmg look.

“See here,” I said, “we must clear out of here.”

“How ?” asked Francis.

I thought for a moment. “Have you had much experi-
‘ ence on mountain trails?”

, “Considerable,” Francis said. “Considerable.”

“Can you run down them?”

I “I can—" Francis paused, a wise look coming into his
large, brown eyes. “I can, but only under the most ex-
treme provocation.”

“Well, what do you call this?” I asked.

“I've been thinking the same thing,” said the mule.
g “Perhaps I had better make a run for it.”

“Could you carry me?” I ventured.

“On my back ?” Francis’s voice rose.

“Yes,” I said.

“Are you crazy?”

“Of course I'm not,” I said.

i “Do you realize how much you would slow me up?”
“No,” I said. “I do not.”

‘ The mule pawed the earth. “Well, it would slow me

1 up terrifically. Simply terrifically.”

“ ’ I have always believed that only when absolutely nec-

RS RN T
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essary should an officer use his rank. This appeared to be
such an occasion.

“After all,” I said, “I am an officer.”

The mule rolled his eyes in a circle. “A second lieu-
tenant.”

“I am a commissioned officer,” I repeated.

“For the sake of argument,” said the mule, “we’ll ad-
mit that you are designated as an officer. Still, there’s no
reason for me to risk my life to try to save you. It
wouldn’t even be patriotic.” ,

“Are you implying that it wouldn’t be right to save
my life?”

“The question,” said the mule, “is not whether it
would be right to save your life. The question is whether
it would be right to risk mine to do it.”

“I don’t understand,” I said.

“Logistics.” Francis pawed the ground. “Cold, un-
emotional, military logistics.”

“Explain yourself.”

“First point.” Francis flapped that right ear for empha-
sis. “What did the government have to do to get you?
Induction. A number pulled out of a hat. Ten seconds.
Poof. No fuss. No feathers. And you have a second lieu-
tenant.”

I felt a cold chill.

“But not me,” said the mule. “I wasn’t so easy. The
government had to buy me. Yes, sir. Cold, hard cash on
the barrelhead.”

“This isn’t a war of money,” I said.

“Perhaps,” said Francis. “But consider it from another
angle. Is there a shortage of second lieutenants? Certain-
ly not. The War Department has announced they have a
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surplus, a large surplus. But not mules, that’s a diﬁcrcnt
story. The government could use thousands more.”

[ was searching frantically for an answer. I shook my
head.

“Let’s look at the mathematics of the thing,” Francis
said. “I ﬁgurc—carrymg you on my back would halve
gy cphanccs of cutting through to our lines. You follow

at?”

“So far,” I said.

“Next step,” said the mule. “I calculate I am worth
exactly seven of you.”

“What!”

“You heard me, licutcnant I'm worth to the Army
exactly seven of you.”

“And how do you arrive at that figure?”

“I'll show you,” Francis said. “Sunphaty itself. Ship-
ping space is at a premium. The Army allots as much
boat space to one mule as to seven lieutenants.”

“So what!”

“So the Army could have brought seven lieutenants
over to Burma. But it didn’t. It brought me.”

“That’s completely ridiculous,” I said.

“So it comes down to mathematics.” The mule disre-
garded my exclamation. “I would lessen the chances of
saving a mule by one-half to save a lieutenant worth only
one-seventh. A half for a seventh.” Francis shook his
head. “I just ¢ouldn’t do it. Not with my interest in fur-
thering the war effort.”

I was nonplussed. I raced my mind through all the
Army regulations I had learned so laboriously. None of
them dealt with the relative values, handling, or disci-
pline of mules. I thought of Circulars, Memoranda, Di-
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rectives. No help.

“Suppose I order you to carry me out?” I tried.

“I wouldn’t,” said the mule.

“Why not?”

“I just wouldn’t.” Francis was looking me directly in
the eye. “Friendly advice, lieutenant.”

I rubbed my chin and tried to think. Suddenly an
Army maxim flashed through my mind: “Always make
a personal reconnaissance.” I glanced at the lip of the
ravine.

“Wait here,” I said. “I’ll take a look around.”

Francis mumbled something that sounded like “Pull
in your ears—’ But I was already on my way.

I'd almost reached the top when I felt something hit
the back of my right leg. Pain flamed up my back. I
pitched over and rolled to the bottom.

“My God,” I said. “I'm hit!”

The mule had cocked his head and was looking at me
with an expression of thorough disgust. “Where’d it get
you?”

“Oh,” I moaned. “Oh! In the leg. A piece of shrapnel
— My side feels as if it’s on fire.”

“It isn’t,” said the mule. “Don’t waste time telling me
how much it hurts. Go to work.”

“I'm wounded,” I wailed.

The mule pawed the earth. “I know you’re wounded,
lieutenant. Put a tourniquet around your thigh.”

“With what?”

“With what! With your belt. Didn’t they ever teach
you any first aid ? Or weren’t you listening i

I unfastened my belt and drew it out. Fumbling
badly, I worked it round my leg.
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“Ouch,” I said, clenching my teeth.

“A little lower,” directed Francis. “Now pull it tight—
Tighter. You've got to close the main artery. See, the
blood’s stopping.”

I leaned back exhausted.

Francis snorted. “This would have to happen. As
though I weren’tin enough trouble. Why don’t they keep
second licutenants at home where they won’t be in the
road?”

“I didn’t try to get hit,” I said.

“By the tail of my great-aunt Regret who won the
Derby!” Francis was growmg more furious. “I ought to
leave you here for Jap bait.”

“Go ahead,” I said. “Go ahead and save yourself. I'm
done for.”

“Quite a romanticist, aren’t you, lieutenant ? One little
nick on the leg and you put your hand over your heart
and pull a movie fadeout.”

“What do you want me to say?” I demanded. “Go
ahead. Take oft.”

“See here, lieutenant”—the mule was wagging that
right ear—“you know perfectly well I can’t leave you
now. I'm an old-timer. I know the score. Esprit de corps.
One for all and all for one. What the hell, after a while
it gets you. Like drink. But there ought to be a limit
somewhere. This is damned near it.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What is there to do?” said the mule with a shrug.
“Hoist you up on my back and take you to an aid sta-
tion.” The mule moved over. “Lean against me and pull
yourself up.”

“No,” I said. “I'm done for. Save yourself.”
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“Stuff and nonsense,” said Francis.

“You said a sccond licutcnant wasn’t worth saving.”

“A whole one isn’t,” the mule said. “Wounded, you
become a matter of pr1nc1ple

“Suppose I refuse to gor”

“You'll do no such thing,” said Francis, his voice
cracking like a bullwhip. “Start moving.”

“I won’t.”

The mule stamped a hoof “Do you want to have us
both killed ?”

“I told you to leave.”

“And I just told you why I couldn’t. Get a wiggle on
you, lieutenant. Now!”

I swiveled around. Using my good leg and holding on
to the animal’s side, I managed to rise. Scrambling and
clutching I drew myself onto the mule.

“Can you sling your good leg over my back ?” asked
Francis.

“Itis over.”

“Lean forward and put your arms around my neck.”

I did as directed.

We began to move.

The ground was shaking beneath me. I closed my
eyes. I was bouncing and slipping. The earth seemed far
away.

“Are we flying?” I asked.

“Don’t ask silly questions,” Francis commanded.

I was growmg weaker. The last thing I remember say-
ing was, “Francis, I'll have you made a corporal for this.”

From a long way off the animal grunted, “We mules
certalnly go through a hell of a lot to earn a couple of
stripes.”




Chapter Two

Francis CREATES A ProBLEM

WHEN | REGAINED consciousness, I was in a bed. Clean
sheets were over me. My leg, swathed in bandages,
throbbed. I was very tired.

I allowed my eyes to wander about. I was in the ward
of a hospital.
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After a few minutes a doctor came over. Taking my
pulse he looked down at me.

“Well, lieutenant, so you’re awake now. How are you
feeling ?”

“I'm all right,” I said. “What happened to me?”

“Caught a piece of shrapnel in the thigh. Nothing
serious. Have you out of here in no time.”

“Where am 1?77

“This is the Burma Headquarters Base Hospital.”

I thought a minute. In the back of my head, like a
dark cloud, something was bothering me.

“How did I get here?” I asked.

The doctor released my wrist. “Ambulance, I suppose.
You better not try to talk.”

‘What had happened to me? It came back slowly. The
patrol. The darkness. Lost. The Jap barrage moving up
the mountainside. Jumping into the ravine.

My brain did a mental backflip. The mule!

Francis!

I could even recall the animal’s name.

What a vivid dream. It seemed almost as though it had
happened. A mule had talked to me. A mule had told
me he could fly.

What strange effects battle has on a man’s mind, I
thought. I must have imagined the incident. After I was
wounded.

4 But then I remembered, I’d met the mule before I was
1t

I motioned the doctor back to my bed. “Was my belt
around my thigh when I was brought in?”

The medico shook his head. “First aid station had you
all taped up when you arrived. Now stop worrying, lieu-
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tenant. You're one of our minor cases.”

Francis, the talking, flying mule—was it something I'd
dreamed up in my fevered imagination? Or was there
such a creature?

I lay there on my hospital cot in an agony of uncer-
tainty.

The nurse came and gave me some pills. I went to
sleep.

During the next week I spent my days going over and
over in my mind every incident of my meeting with the
mule. I tried to recall each word that had been spoken.

The doctor said my leg was coming along beautifully.
I had no pain.

I was in the midst of one of my self-examinations when
a captain from Army Intelligence sat down beside my
bed.

He wanted to know how I had managed to make my
way back from behind the Jap lines.

I decided I'd better tell him the whole story.

“I was carried by an Army mule,” I said. “Remarkable
thing, captain, the animal could talk.”

“Ah— Yes. A mule carried—" Suddenly the captain
straightened with such force he almost went over back-
ward.

What did you say the mule could do?”

“Talk.”

“That’s what I thought you said.” The captain jumped
up, skittled around to the end of my bed, and examined
my hospital records.

“This doesn’t indicate there’s anything the matter with
your mind, lieutenant.”

“There 1sn’t,” I said.
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“But you just told me,” said the captain, “that a mule
talked to you.”

“He did.”

“You sure of that?”

[&Y.cs; sir.™

The captain lowered his head and looked at me
through his eyebrows. Then, without another word, he
walked out of the ward.

Ten minutes later two doctors, a major and a captain,
approached. The major sat on the foot of my bed. The
captain pulled up a chair.

“Well, how are you today, young fellow ?” said the
major with that heartiness which is the stock in trade of
psychologists.

“Fine,” I said. “Just fine, sir.”

“Young man, I hear you told a captain from G-2 that
a mule talked to you. That right?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ha, ha,” said the major, “my patients like to have
their little jokes.”

“I wasn’t joking, sir.”

The major gave a nervous twitch. He looked at the
captain. “Come now, lieutenant, this is no time for leg-
pulling.”

“No, sir,” I said.

“Mules can’t talk.”

“One talked to me, sir.”

“You mean to say, licutenant, a regular mule talked
to you, I mean, the way I'm speaking to you now ?”

“That’s right, sir.”

The major closed his eyes. He shook his head at the
captain.
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An hour later I was moved to the neuropsychiatric
ward.

There was a nurse in charge. Her name was Valorie
Humpert. She had buck teeth. And she enjoyed the con-
viction that the good Lord had created mental disturb-
ances as a personal favor to her. She was extremely grate-
ful.

“I hear, lieutenant,” she said the following morning,
pausing beside my bed, “you know a mule who can
talk.”

“That’s right,” I said.

Miss Humpert gave me a smile which revealed the
underside of each one of her pearly upper teeth. “I think
that’s cute,” she said.

I groaned.

Miss Humpert came over and sat on the edge of my
bed. “I just adore unusual cases,” she said. “An officer
who met a mule who can talk. How delicious.” The
young lady pushed forward her lips, then stuck out her
tongue and licked them.

I almost asked her to do it again.

“Could the animal do anything else unusual?” she
asked.

“The mule could fly.”

“Fly! Why, how wonderful. Did you see it fly, lieu-
tenant?”

“No,” 1 said.

“Well, then how do you know?”

“The mule told me.”

“Of course,” said Miss Humpert, giving another free
dental demonstration. “How too utterly stupid of me.
I think mental cases are fascinating. Simply fascinating.”
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They put me on a milk diet.

At the end of three weeks I had gained eleven pounds,
felt like a pre-war butterball, hated cows, was dubious of
my sanity, and had decided I'd better keep mum about
Francis.

My leg was completely healed.

The major and the captain came to see me. Miss Hum-
pert hovered in the background.

“How are you feeling now ?” the major asked.

“Fine,” I said. “But I'd like to take some exercise.”

“I can understand that, young man. You've gained
weight while you were with us.”

“I’ve been on a milk diet,” I said.

“Certainly agreed with you,” the major nodded. “Re-
markable the way the Army’s able to put weight on a
man.” He turned to the captain. “This is going to look
beautiful on our chart. Beautiful.”

The captain drew an ascending curve with his fore-
finger. He appeared delighted.

“And now, lieutenant,” said the major with a sweep-
ing gesture, “suppose you tell us about the mule who
could fly and talk.”

I was thoroughly tired of the hospital.

“I must have been shell-shocked,” T said.

Miss Humpert’s lower jaw fell.

“No, no,” said the major. “We call it ‘fatigued.’
You're thinking of the last war, lieutenant.”

“I must have been ‘fatigued,’ ” I agreed.

That afternoon they released me from the hospital.




Chapter Three

Francis Consipers OCS

I REPORTED BACK to my unit.
The CO looked worried when I entered his office. He
kept glancing at me out of the corners of his eyes. He
said he’d arranged for me to take a ten-day leave.
I thanked him and went to my quarters, lay down on
my bunk, and looked at the ceiling.
Was I crazy?
If there was a mule who could talk, I wasn’t.
If there was no such mule, I was.




FRANCIS 25

I must find Francis.

Immediately after breakfast next morning I walked
over to the motor pool. It took me half an hour to per-
suade the sergeant-in-charge that I really needed a jeep.

I drove to the Administration Building and talked a
corporal into showing me a list of the mule units in the
area. There were nine detachments, all within half a
dozen miles of Headquarters.

At my first stop I saw I was in for trouble. Obviously,
the mule units weren’t used to visitors. There were odors.
The first sergeant asked me what I wanted. I said I'd
come just to look at the mules.

The sergeant sent for the commanding officer, a cap-
tain. I saluted. The captain took me aside and discreetly
asked what I wanted. I repeated I had come to look at
the mules. The captain asked why. I said I had a personal
reason. The captain shrugged his shoulders, spat out
some tobacco juice, and told me to make myself at home.
I didn’t like the way he said it.

I started down the first row. And before I'd gone far
I knew I’d be able to spot Francis without any trouble.
These mules were husky, healthy-looking animals.

Francis wasn’t among them. As I was leaving, the cap-
tain came out of his tent and asked if I'd found what I
was looking for. I said I hadn’t. The captain looked in-
sulted. It was all most embarrassing.

The mules in the second unit I visited were fine-look-
ing creatures. The CO had a handlebar mustache. He
kept wetting it with his tongue, then twirling the ends.

I felt sure the third outfit would bring me luck. It
didn’t. More hearty animals.

My leg was beginning to ache. I would never have
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stopped at the fourth unit if it hadn’t been on the route I
must take back to camp.

Over in a field by itself, tethered to a banyan tree, was
one lone mule.

[ went all taut.

I half ran toward the animal.

The mule was a wreck. His head hung apathetically.
His back sagged sadly. His hide was encrusted with
grime.

“Francis,” I said.

Not a muscle of the animal quivered. The tail contin-
ued its listless swishing.

“Francis, it’s I, the lieutenant.”

The mule looked straight ahead, his brown eyes lan-
guid. '
“Don’t you remember me?” I said. “I’'m the second
lieutenant whose life you saved.”

The mule shivered slightly.

“Francis. Francis, speak to me.” My voice rose.

“Sh.,)

“Who said that?” I swung round.

“Keep quiet,” came a whisper.

Thank Heaven! I was not crazy! I was not crazy at
all! There really was a mule who could talk.
“Francis”—all the wind went out of me—“Francis,
it is you!”

“Of course it’s I. And for the love of mud, keep your
voice down.”

“But I'm so glad to see you.” I was hopping about in
my excitement.”

“Sh,” the mule hissed. “Do you want to ruin me?”
“What's the matter?”
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“I'm in trouble,” whispered the mule. “Plenty trouble.
And if I'm caught talking to you I'll be in worse trouble.”

“Maybe I can help.” I was full of compassion. “After
all, 'm an officer.”

“Wc won’t go into that all over agam, > said Francis.
“Besides, you wouldn’t understand.”

I disregarded the rudeness. “What seems to be the
matter?”

“I’'m almost sick from worry,” the mule said.

“About what?”

“I don’t think you can help.”

“Tell me your problem,” I said: “And we’ll see.”

“I can trust you?”

“Of course.”

The mule pawed the earth hesitantly. “Just between
us.”

“Absolutely.”

Francis lowered his head. “They want me to go to
ocs.”

“They what?”” My voice must have risen eight octaves.

“Keep it quiet, lieutenant. Keep it quiet!” Francis was
wiggling that right ear with annoyance.

“What did you say they wanted ?” I asked, weakly.

“I said they want to send me to Officer Candidate
School.”

My brain was spinning. I was without an answer. |
groped for words.

“You— OCS— They want to—"

“That’s right,” Francis said.

“But—but how did it happen?”

“They suspect I can talk,” the mule said.

“Suspect you can talk!” I stammered. “You mean to
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say they don’t know ?”

“Of course they don’t know.” Francis was becoming
more annoyed and the ear was wiggling faster. “But
they’re watching me. Have me tethered alone here for
observation. If they ever find out, off I go.”

“But Francis,” I said, “OCS is your great opportunity.”

The mule’s brown eyes grew smaller. “I was afraid
you'd take it like that.”

“But—but don’t you want to go to OCS?”

“Want to go!” the mule stormed. “Want to go! Of
course and most certainly I don’t want to go!”

“Don’t you want to be an officer ?”’ I asked.

“A shavetail,” corrected Francis.

With what I hoped was a certain amount of dignity I
said, “A second lieutenant is an officer.”

Francis looked me over slowly, starting with my feet
and working up. His expression was definitely unpleas-
ant. I felt myself slipping. But I kept trying.

“You'd be a gentleman by Act of Congress,” I ven-
tured.

Francis looked me full in the face, then let his eyes
wander downward to my polished shoes. “Apparently,”
the mule said, “you are more impressed by the power of
our law-making body than I.”

“The Republicans have a majority in the House,” I
said.

Francis snorted. “I suppose I'd have to become a reac-
tionary, too.”

“Your politics are your own affair.”

“How nice,” said Francis. “And I suppose my friends
would be of my own choosing, too?”

“That’s right,” I said. “With certain reservations, of
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course.”

“It’s the reservations that worry me,” said Francis.
“Friends are important. I know who I’d have to associate
with if I were commissioned. The prospect doesn’t ap-
peal.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“I mean I'd be giving up more than I'd get.”

“Then, there’s another consideration, Francis.”

“What’s that?”

“Personal freedom.”

“Explain, please,” said the mule.

“You’d have more time of your own as a second lieu-
tenant,” I said.

“And what would I do with more time?”

“Anything you wanted.”

“Except,” said Francis, “associate with the real mules
in this outfit.”

“You could associate with the second lieutenants,” I
suggested.

“Could?” snorted Francis. “Could! You mean I'd
have to or live alone.”

“That’s another thing,” I said. “You’d have better liv-
ing-quarters as an officer.”

“A stall all to myself,” said Francis. “With stalls on
both sides full of second lieutenants.”

“Your oats would be served in a private bucket,” I sug-
gested.

“How ducky,” said Francis. “I'd probably get myself
a case of tin poisoning.”

“You could go to staff meetings,” I tried.

“I sleep well now,” Francis said.

“Doesn’t the money appeal to you?” I ventured.
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The mule’s hide was darkened by a reddish blush. “I
suppose it’s superfluous for me to point out I'm single. In
this show I'm on my own. I have more money than I
need.”

I hesitated. “Francis,” I said, “underneath I think you
are essentially patriotic.”

“As the next mule,” agreed Francis, “I do my bit.”

“But you complain a lot.”

“One of our rare privileges,” nodded the mule.

“You complaxn particularly about junior officers.”

“With reason,” said Francis.

“You don’t think they know the score.”

“I don’t.”

“But you know the score.”

“I ought to,” said Francis, “after being in this mule’s
army for seven years.”

“And yet when they offer you an opportunity to set an
example for the junior officers, what do you do?”

Francis looked perplexed. He pawed the earth with
his right foot, then his left. He switched his tail with a
contemplative motion.

“You've got something there, lieutenant,” the mule
said. “You've certainly got something there.”

“You see what I mean?” I said.

“Of course I see what you mean.” Francis’s head
bobbed reflectively. “What I could show some of these
youngsters!”

“You have an obligation.” I followed up fast. “Your
ability, your vast experience, they aren’t being put to their
full use.”

“I've thought of that,” Francis nodded.

“It’s all so simple,” I said. “Seventeen weeks of OCS—"
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Francis shivered. “Seventeen weeks to be a second
lieutenant.”

“But that’s just the first step,” I said. “You can earn
promotions.”

“No.” Francis shook his head. “No, you are wrong
there. In this Army I don’t believe a mule can go any
higher than second lieutenant.”

“Why not?” I blurted out.

“Just observation.” Francis looked at me intently.
“Just observation.”

I felt myself slipping. “But what about your obliga-
tion, your patriotism?”

“No one can say I'm not doing my share,” Francis said.
“And I've managed to keep my self-respect.”

“So have I,” I said.

The mule shrugged. “I compliment you, lieutenant.
Undoubtedly it has been difficult.”

“Well, if you’ve made up your mind, you've made up
your mind,” I said.

“I have,” Francis nodded. “And it wasn’t too difficult.”

“I still think you’re making a mistake.”

“Im sure you do,” said Francis. “But that’s because
you're so young. Wet between the withers, we mules
call it.”

“I’d like to help you,” I said.

“I feel the same way about you.” Francis was looking
me full in the face.

“Well, good-by,” I said.

“Just one question,” said Francis.

I paused. “Yes?”

“What's the backbone of the Army?”

“The foot soldier,” I said.







Chapter Four

Francis CoMMENTS ON My AssiGNMENT TO G-2

IT caME as a complete surprise.

The colonel had called a meeting of all officers in the
section. He said there was an opening in G-2, Military
Intelligence. He pointed out that it offered a tremendous
opportunity for men with proper qualifications.
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The colonel spent twenty minutes listing the require-
ments. Then he asked if any officers were interested.

Twelve signified they were. I was not among them.

Later that day my captain had a talk with me. He
reviewed my background, shaking his head sadly as he
read each item from my 66-1 Officer Classification card.
He agreed that I was totally unfitted by training, incli-
nation, ability, and appearance to serve in G-2.

I dismissed the matter from my mind and went back
to work.

That had all happened two months ago. :

Now orders had arrived. I was the officer picked from
our section for assignment to Military Intelligence.

To say that I was flabbergasted would be gross under-
statement. :

As soon as I could, I borrowed a jeep and headed for
the banyan tree.

Francis was looking out over the Burma hills, a sad
expression in his eyes. y

“Hello, lieutenant. What brings you here in such a
high state of excitement?”

“How do you know I'm excited ?” T asked.

“Elementary, my dear Watson,” said the mule. “Your
tie is hanging out. Your breast pockets are unbuttoned.
You have a wild gleam in your eyes. And your cap is on
backward.” !

I shuffled around, putting myself in order.

“] have a reason to be excited,” I said. “The Army’s
just made a terrible mistake, A ghastly mistake.”

“You don’t say so?” said the mule.

“P've been assigned to G-2,” T blurted out.

The mule nodded his head. “Quite in order, lieuten-
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ant. Quite in order.”

“But you don’t understand,” I said.

“No ?” :

“Look, Francis. There are ninety-seven officers in my
section. Twelve of them applied for this opening in G-2.”

“Yes?” said the mule.

“They were all qualified for intelligence work,” I went
on. “One of them has seventeen years’ experience as a
detective on the New York Police Force. One speaks
nine languages, including Burmese. One is a fingerprint
expert. One spent eleven years here as a geologist.”

“And you?” asked Francis.

“Me? They couldn’t pick a worse man. I've never
done anything remotely connected with intelligence
work. The only time I was ever in a police station was
once when I was given a parking ticket. I never trailed a
man. I can’t read a map. I never studied aerial photo-
graphs. I don’t speak anything except English. I never
even learned about Burma in geography class.”

“I see,” said the mule, reflectively swishing a fly with
his tail. -

“You don’t seem a bit upset,” I said.

“Most certainly not.” The mule looked at me.

“But don’t you think it’s terrible ?”

“Terrible?” said the mule. “Of course it’s not terrible.
[t’s Standard Operating Procedure. SOP, lieutenant,
SOP.”

“Idon’t get it,” I said.

The mule shook his head. “You're very young in the
Army, lieutenant.”

“But there were a dozen highly qualified men, all of
them wanting the job.”
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“Of course there were,” said the mule.

“And the Army picks me, who has no qualifications
whatsoever. I'm the worst possible man for the job.”

“Unquestionably,” said the mule. “Unquestionably.”

“Why was I chosen?” I demanded.

Across Francis’s visage swept an expression of pro-
found wisdom. “Because, lieutenant, that’s the way we
Americans fight wars.”

“But why, Francis?”
“P'|l let you in on a little secret about the Army, licu-

tenant. I don’t know who commands G-2 at the moment,
but undoubtedly he doesn’t know too much about the
job.”

“Why ‘undoubtedly’?” 1 asked.

“SOP,” said the mule. “SOP. Now this colonel, or
whatever he is, has a tough job on his hands. He’s feel-
ing his way around in the dark, not knowing quite where
he’s been and completely unsure where he’s going. But
he’s supposed to be a leader. You follow me?”

“I think so,” I said. :

“Now suppose this colonel brings in an expert, a fel-
low who really knows how to run a show like that,
what'll happen? Why, he’ll make the colonel look silly.
He'll show up the Old Man, confuse him.”

I must have looked shocked.

“But not you, lieutenant. You won’t show up anybody.
You won’t confuse anybody. You won’t bother anybody.
You'll be so mixed up the colonel can take you by the
hand and lead you, even though he hasn’t the vaguest

idea where he’s going.”
I sighed. “You don’t think much of the Army, do you,

Francis?”
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The mule stiffened. “I most certainly do. It’s the great-
est institution on the face of the earth.”

“But you said it was confused.”

“Confused!” The mule bobbed his head for empha-
sis. “Why, lieutenant, the Army is the most balled-up,
helter-skelter, now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t conglom-
eration of confusion ever conceived under the sun. That’s
its charm. Nobody’s ever been able to figure what makes
it work.”

I realized that any further talk with Francis was use-
less.

“I guess I better be getting back to camp,” I said.

I'd gone halfway to my jeep when Francis called,
“Lieutenant, when you arrive at your new job, look
dumb.”

“I don’t follow you.” I looked around.

“Why,” said Francis, “if later you show even a glim-
mer of intelligence, the improvement ‘will be attributed
to the senior officer.”

I was talking to myself all the way to camp.




Chapter Five

Francis AND THE CROOKED SKIRT

In THE ARMY events can occur with startling rapidity.
I became an intelligence officer.
And Maureen Van Gelder arrived at Headquarters.
In the jungles of Burma the only thing rarer than an
iced mint julep is a white woman.
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Maureen Van Gelder was more than this. She was
beautiful. She was smack-dab, hit-you-in-the-pit-of-the-
stomach, take-your-breath-away beautiful.

On the -Starlight Roof overlooking New York this
young lady would have created a sensation. At Burma
Headquarters she was more disturbing than the weather.

Pants took on a press, hair was slicked, shirt sleeves
were rolled down, napkins appeared at the mess table,
and even the scrubby lawn in front of Headquarters was
trimmed.

Then the lady fell in love with me.

Me, a second lieutenant!

For such a thing to happen to any man would be
extraordinary. For it to happen to a second lieutenant
in Burma was more sensational than the bombing of
Pearl Harbor.

Maureen said I had qualities of sedate wisdom and
mature understanding which appealed to her. It was
easy for me to perceive that she was an intelligent girl as
well as a beautiful one.

Every moment when I was not occupied with my new
assignment in G-2 I spent with Maureen. I was a happy
man. My feet seldom touched the ground. And Burma
seemed to me the finest land in all the world.

But it was not until I had known Maureen for several
weeks and felt complete trust in her that I confided my
great secret. I told her about Francis.

“My dear, that’s ridiculous,” said Maureen in a voice
which would have melted the barrel of an M-1. “That’s
utterly and entirely ridiculous.”

“But it’s true,” I said.

“You officers!” said Maureen. “You like to have your -«
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little jokes.”

“You must listen to me, Maureen. You know [ trust
you.

“Of course you do, my pet.”

“Do you trust me?”

“Trust you?” The young lady ruffled my hair. “I adore
you.”

My heart did a double Immelmann and went into a
glide. “You have such beautiful eyes,” I said.

Maureen moved closer and rested her head on my
shoulder. Wisps of blond loveliness tickled my nose.

“Do you like your new work ?” she asked.

“I was telling you about Francis,” I said.

“I thought it was cute.”

“What was cute?”

“Why, your little story, my dearest.”

“Maureen,” I said, “this isn’t a story. Francis is a real
mule. And he can talk. I want you to meet him.”

“Meet him!”

2Yies.”

Maureen sat up. “Are you trying to ask me to go to
see a mule?”

“l am.”

“And you want me to believe the animal will talk to
me?”

“I do.”

“My darling,” cooed Maureen. “My dream-world
darling.”

“Please come,” I said.

Maureen wrinkled up her adorable brow. She was
about to refuse, looking at me in the strangest way. Then
« suddenly she changed her mind and walked out to the
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jeep. She had the attitude of an adult preceding a child
into a dark room to prove there is no danger.

We found Francis tethered to the banyan tree.

Maureen looked at the mule and shivered.

“Is this the animal ?” she asked.

Francis stiffened.

I sensed a situation in the making. “Yes.”

“Oh!” said Maureen.

“What's the matter ?”

“Oh!” repeated Maureen, her delicately beautiful face
clouding with horror. “Oh! Such a creature! Such an
unprepossessing creature!”

Francis was trembling from stem to stern. :

“My dear,” 1 hastened, “you mustn’t be deceived by
appearances.”

“Deceived!” Maureen exclaimed. “Deceived! I didn’t
know a mule could look like this and live. Heavens
above!”

Suddenly words poured out of Francis like pressur-
ized steam. “Look like this and live! By the tail of my
great-aunt Regret who won the Derby!” The mule spat.
“I've seen better-looking dames than you in my time.
One hell of a lot better!”

“What was that?” gasped Maureen.

“Lady, that was an indignant mule

“The animal—" Maureen seemed to stagger. “The
animal—it really can talk ™

“Most assuredly I can talk,” Francis was furious.
“What'’s more, I happen to have four legs instead of two.
As I see it, that makes me worth exactly twice as much
as you.”

“It speaks so clearly!” trilled Maureen.

\

'3’
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“And why not?” spat Francis. “I'm no fluffy-headed
blonde.”

Maureen was struggling between surprise and cha-

rin.
i “Watch your manners, Francis!” I ordered. “Miss Van
Gelder is a lady. I insist you treat her with respect.”

“Tell her to show some for me,” said Francis. “Tell
her I have feelings, even if I am in the ranks.”

“But this is marvelous,” gushed Maureen. “Simply
marvelous. It’s the most exciting thing that ever hap-
pened to me. The most!”

“What’s marvelous?” demanded Francis.

“Why, that you, a mule, can talk.”

“You can talk,” snapped Francis. “And nobody seems
excited about it. Though, of course, in your case it may
be a dubious asset.”

“Francis!” I commanded.

“Isn’t it adorable?” sighed Maureen.

Francis snorted. “Have I come halfway round the
world to listen to this?”

“Can you fly, too?” asked Maureen.

The mule looked round at me accusingly. “Lieuten-
ant, you talk too much, a great deal too much.”

“I have complete confidence in Miss Van Gelder,” I
said.

“I assume,” snapped Francis, “you’re trying to tell me
you’re in love with the lady?”

Maureen blushed. It was a darling of a blush.

[ paused, feeling this was hardly the place for a bridge-
burning and cataclysmic declaration.

“Well, are you?” asked Francis.

“Don’t you think you had better leave that to us?”

— A—_‘_._—_._________q
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I tried.

“Nonsense,” said Francis. “I'm asking a simple ques-
tion. Are you ashamed of your feelings for this skirt—
ah—womanr”

“Of course I'm not ashamed of them,” I said.

“Then I repeat”—Francis’s eyes lit with a point-
scoring gleam—"are you in love with this woman r”

“I think it’s all just too, too adorable,” again cooed
Maureen.

“Well—" Francis was pawing the earth impatiently
with his right foreleg.

“Yes,” I stated. “I most certainly am in love with this
woman.’

A soft hand reached out and touched mine. My face
grew hot. “I am in love!” I said. “I’'m head-over-heels,
madly, and completely in love!”

Francis lowered his head, switched his tail, shivered
slightly. “I was afraid of something like this,” the mule
said. “I was awfully afraid of something like this.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Francis turned his brown eyes full upon me. “Lieuten-
ant, I don’t know why I worry about you. I can’t even
understand why I like you.” There was a pause. “I sup-
pose in all of us there is a trace of the mother complex.”

“This is just the most thrilling thing that ever, ever
happened to me,” said Maureen. “And it’s so intelligent,
too.’

“Why do you keep referrmg to me as ‘it’?” the mule
asked.

“But how should I refer to you?”

“My name is Francis,” the mule said. “And whatever
my intelligence may be, it is sufficient to see through you,




44 FRANCIS

young lady. Through you like a book.”

Maureen whitened. It was most becoming. “Don’t you
like me?” She spoke in a tiny voice that cut through me
like shrapnel. ]

The mule turned. “You trust her, don’t you, lieuten-
ant?”

“Certainly he trusts me.” Maureen flickered an eyelash.

“I asked the lieutenant.” Francis looked at me.

“Yes,” I said. “Yes, I'd trust Maureen with my life.”

“And your honor?”

“And my honor,” I said.

“I thought so,” snorted Francis.

“Just what are you leading up to?” I asked.

“I'm leading up to the point,” said the mule, “that
Maureen Van Gelder is an Axis agent.”

“Isa what?”

“The animal is insane!” said Maureen. “If you and I
aren’t insane for believing it can talk.”

“Be that as it may,” said Francis, “the young lady is
still an Axis agent.”

“Please make it stop saying such frightful things.”
Maureen gazed up at me, and hereyes were wide with
innocence. ‘

“Francis,” [ said, “I ought to get a club and beat you!
within an inch of your life.”

“But you won'’t,” said Francis.

“Why won’t I ? I was furious. ¢

“You won’t,” said Francis, “because when my CO1
asked why you were beating me, you'd have to tell him._
Then the lady would be investigated.”

“You mean you think they’d investigate Maureen just
because you said she was a spy?”
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“Not at all,” said Francis. “They’d investigate her
because you said she was a spy. They’d figure you said
a mule told you just to be funny. Then, later, they'd
investigate you.”

Maureen was standing very still, and I noted that her
hands were clenched into little balls. She looked up at
me again.

“Your mule is so cute,” she said. “But I think we have
talked to it long enough. Shall we go?”

I glanced at my beautiful vision, then at Francis. “Why
do you believe this girl is a spy?” I asked.

“Analysis,” Francis said.

“Your mule is just trying to be clever.” Maureen’s
hand was in mine.

“Deductive analysis and good, old-fashioned mule
sense,” Francis said.

“What do you mean, mule sense?” I asked.

“Something a second lieutenant wouldn’t under-
stand,” Francis snorted. “But it’s extremely reliable.”

“You realize, I presume, what a serious charge you
are making?”

“Fully,” the mule said. “Fully! I only hope you realize
it, because if they catch the lady, it’s your funeral, not
mine.”

~ “Shall we go now ?” asked Maureen. “I've really heard
all I want.” :

“Just a minute.” I was too wary of the mule to brush
aside the accusation. “Francis, have you anything more
than just a suspicion?”

“Most certainly,” said Francis.

“On what do you base it?”

“Look at the facts,” said the mule, “just look at the
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facts. One white woman in the entire western end of
Burma. Thousands of officers, generals, colonels, majors,
all for a dime a dozen. The lady has her choice. And
what does she pick? A second lieutenant who has just
been transferred to G-2. Does that add up?”

“That’s not very complimentary to me, Francis,” I
said.

“You need a nursemaid,” Francis snorted. “But, since
the Army hasn’t seen fit to provide its junior officers with
such supervision, I must do the best I can.”

Maureen was standing stiffly, her face the color of
chalk. “I think the animal is being fantastic,” she said,
“simply fantastic! I wish you would take me home, licu-
tenant.”

I glanced at Maureen. She was truly adorable.

“I'm sorry this had to happen, my dear,” I said. “I'm
terribly upset you had to be subjected to such rubbish.”

“Hmm,” snorted Francis, “so you don’t believe me?”

“No,” I said. “I do not.”

“I suppose I'll have to prove it to you.” Francis shrug-
ged.
“What's the animal talking about?”” Maureen sounded
nervous.

“I haven’t the slightest—"

Suddenly the mule moved sideways. One hoof shot
out. It came down squarely on Maureen’s dainty toe.

“Gott im Himmel!” screamed the lady.

“There, I told you,” said the mule, regaining balance.

Maureen was standing oh one foot, grasping her other
foot with both hands. She was obviously in pain. Never
was a junior officer in such a predicament. '
“Mein Fuss, mein Fuss.”
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“*“Mein fuss’ is right,” said Francis.

Maureen tested her shoe on the ground and found
she could stand.

“What did you just say P I asked.

There were hard lines in the girl’s face. The beauty
had dropped away like a mask.

“Fool,” she said, “stupid American fool! Think you
tricked me, don’t you? Well, it won’t do you any good!”

Maureen was facing me. Her right hand darted into
her handbag, emerged with a tiny revolver. It was
pointed directly at my midriff. ,

“Don’t move,” the girl ordered. “It’s a shame to waste
bullets on such a Dummkopf. If you have any prayers
to say, be quick about them.”

“Here we go again,” said Francis almost with a sigh.

“And I’'m not being fooled by any more animal tricks,”
said Maureen.

The revolver rose slightly. The girl steadied her arm.

I saw Francis’s rear legs swing in a beautiful arc. They
caught the lady flush behind the banyan tree.

The entire G-2 was delighted with the capture of
Maureen Van Gelder.

My new colonel sent for me. He was profuse in his
praise, suggesting I had devoted so much of my time to
the lady in the interest of the service. He requested a
detailed account of what had happened.

I told him.

Two hours later I was back in the neuropsychiatric
ward. Miss Valorie Humpert was on hand, starched and
perfumed with iodoform. She favored me with a smile
which would have thrilled a hungry orthodontist.







Chapter Six -

Francis Makes A PHoNE CALL

For Two weEeks I was bumped and thumped, tested and
observed. My cranium was measured, and lights were
flashed in my eyes.

Miss Humpert hovered over me as though she ex-
pected me to bray at any moment. Her disappointment
mounted as the days passed.

When the doctors asked me about Francis, I said I
didn’t know what they were talking about.




50 FRANCIS

I heard that my new colonel and the chief psychiatrist
had a set-to about me which ended in threats of physical
violence.

Finally three doctors—a major, a captain, a lieutenant
—convened around my bed. They spoke in abstractions.

After five minutes the lieutenant shrugged his shoul-
ders. Ten minutes of talk, the captain shrugged. Twenty
minutes more, and the major twitched slightly.

Miss Humpert looked frustrated.

I was dismissed from the neuropsychiatric ' ward and
told to report for duty. ‘
Later I heard that the major had called my colonel and

told him exercise might prove beneficial to me.

Whatever occurred, I was greeted at the G-2 office with
the happy news I had been chosen to lead a patrol.
Reports had come in of a small body of Japanese which
had infiltrated into a valley a few miles from Head-
quarters. It was my assignment to find them, and either
wipe them out or report the strength necessary to do the
job.

Fear has strange effects on people. Some it stimulates.
Others it petrifies.

I was petrified.

I sat in the G-2 office of the Burma Headquarters alter-
nately sweating and shivering. I was suffering from first-
command fever.

The maps on my desk danced before my eyes like the
multi-colored cubes in a kaleidoscope. Mountains turned
slowly into valleys, and streams ran into boundary lines.

I was wondering whether I should discuss my assign-
ment with Francis. [ knew I needed the animal’s advice.
But I was more afraid of Francis’s scorn of my confusion
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than I was of the task I faced.
~ Of course I owed a great deal to Francis.

I was wondering what to do when the phone on my
desk rang.

Mechanically I picked it up.

“Is this G-27” asked a voice.

“Yes,” I said.

“Oh, it’s you,” said the voice. “I'm glad you answered
the phone, lieutenant.”

“Who is this?” I said. “And please speak a little
louder.”

“This is Francis.”

“Who?”

“Francis.”

“Francis who?”

“Look, lieutenant, don’t be any more dense than is
absolutely necessary.”

“Bu—bu—but,” I stammered, “Francis, you can’t talk
on a telephone.”

“Who says I can’t?”

“But— Well— A mule just can’t!”

“Maybe you think the telephone is just a fad, too.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t, lieutenant. You didn’t say anythmg
Now, whether your time’s valuable or not, I have neither
the time nor the inclination for chitchat, I hear you’re
leading an expedition.”

“You what ?”

“I said, I hear you're leading an expedition.”

“Bu—bu—but that’s impossible.” I was stammering
again.

“What, for you to lead an expedition, or for me to hear
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about it?”

G-2 had taught me to be careful. “I don’t believe you
heard anything of the sort, Francis. I think you’re just
guessing.”

Over the phone came a snort. “Hmf, I suppose I
guessed X246.”

The Burma world revolved before my cyes. There, on
the map of the territory I was to reconnoiter, was ringed
the spot where my plattoon was to pitch camp for thc
night. It was designated as X246.

“Sh.” I said. “For Heaven’s sake, sh!”

“Stop shushing me, lieutenant.”

“But that’s top secret.” I lowered my voice. “You
couldn’t know that.”

“I just put two and four and six together,” the mule
said.

“Don’t you know this phone may be tapped ?”

“Now you’re showing signs of basic intelligence, licu-
tenant. You'd better show a little more and get over
here.”
~ “I'm on my way,” I said.

Francis was tethered to the same old banyan tree. He
raised his mournful eyes as I approached, shivered
slightly, and, without waiting for the conversation to
begin, pawed the sun-baked earth.

“How did you manage to speak on the telephone?”
was my first question. ,

“The same way I'm speaking now.”

“But you're tied to this banyan tree,” I pointed out.

“Brilliant, lieutenant. On-the-nose brilliant!” Francis
looked at the cloudless sky. “You're something of a

I
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Sherlock Holmes yourself, aren’t you?”

“You're in a vile humor today, Francis. How did you
get to a telephone?”

“I walked,” said the mule, “pitty-pat, pitty-pat. As for
the rope—to solve that great mystery—I untied it.”

“But where did you find the telephone?”

“I didn’t have to find it. I knew where it was.”

“Don’t be maddening,” I said.

“I'm trying to control myself,” Francis said. “But, as
I pointed out on the telephone, I am not interested in
chitchat.”

“How did you find out I was going on an expedition ?”

“Sensible question.”

“Well, how did you?”

“Take it easy, lieutenant, just take it easy. You admit
1 found out, don’t you?”

“Of course I admit it.”

“Now, that’s progress, lieutenant.”

“Francis, will you stop treating me like a child? Re-
member, I’'m an officer.”

“Remember it! Licutenant, it haunts me like a spec-
ter.”

“How did you find out about X246?” I glanced around
apprehensively.

“There’s no one around,” said Francis. “But if I found
out about it, you can be sure that others have. And if
others have, then it’s better than an even bet that the
Japs know of X246.”

“But that’s terrible,” I said.

“Why is it terrible?”

“Don’t be silly,” I said.

“I'm never silly, lieutenant.”
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“Look, Francis”"—I was trying to be patient, remem-
bering that the animal was in the enlisted personnel clas-
sification—"if the Japanese know that we are coming
and the location at which we are planning to camp, they
can easily ambush us.”

" “But suppose we know that they are going to ambush ‘

us?”

“That just makes it worse,” I said.

“Worse?” Francis kicked a tuft of grass. “Lieutenant,
I might think you were subsidized by the Axis—if I
didn’t know you.”

I disregarded this insult. “We’ll have to call off the
expedition.”

“Nothing of the sort,” said Francis. “The Japs know
when we’re coming and where we're going to stay. But
the beauty of it is, we know they know.”

“I don’t think it’s so beautiful,” I said.

“That’s because you haven’t an aesthetic sense, licu-
tenant. All we have to do now is out-think the Japs.”

“Who'’s ‘we’?”

The mule turned a shade darker. “I hate to blow my
own horn, lieutenant. Suppose we just say we're going
to work it out together.”

“Work what out?” I asked.

“Suppose you had a roving patrol in the valley.”

“Yes?”

“And suppose a Jap platoon was coming in to find
you. And you knew when and where they were going to
pitch camp. What would you do?”

“Why,” 1 said, “I guess I'd camouflage my men
around the camp-site in positions to give my automatic
weapons crossing fire. I'd wait for the Japs to settle down
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for the night. Then I'd wipe them out.”

Francis nodded his head. “Fine, lieutenant. Very fine,
indeed. OCS, Fort Benning, no more, no less.”

“I didn’t go to Fort Benning,” I said.

“I know you didn’t, lieutenant. But one Officer Can-
didate School is as bad as another. Now, supposing the
Japs do just what you've outlined, and there isn’t a doubt
in the world that they will, what do you propose to do
about it?”

“Not walk into the trap,” I said.

“That also sounds like OCS,” said Francis, “sort of
baked on one side and raw in the middle. Perhaps you
should have continued your military education at the
Command and General Staff School. Then you would
have taken up the next lesson, the military double cross.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I'm talking about your expedition,” said Francis.
“I'm trying to tell you that the information which the
Japs possess gives you a supreme opportunity.”

“An opportunity for what?”

“An opportunity to carry out your mission success-
fully,” the mule said.

“But what do I do?” I asked.

“Look, lieutenant, do you have confidence in my judg-
ment?” =

“Certainly, Francis.”

. “Now, here’s a tough one, lieutenant. Suppose you
thought one thing and I thought another, whose judg-
ment would you follow ?”

“That’s an improper question,” I said. “After all, I
am an officer.”

The mule looked up at the banyan tree reflectively.
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“Lieutenant, have you ever gone to Western movies?”

“Occasionally,” I said.

“Well, have you ever noticed that there is always a
young lieutenant in charge of the soldiers, a young licu-
tenant all bright and shiny and wet behind the ears?
And have you noticed that there is always a rough, |
tough, uncouth, but two-fisted Indian guide? A decision §
must be made. The guide says the wagon train should go |
along the mountain trail. The young lieutenant says it
should take the easier course along the valley. There is
an argument. The lieutenant pulls his rank. The little
wagon train with its single squad of soldiers starts out
along the valley. And what happens?”

“Why,” I said, “the Indians attack just where the
guide said they would and wipe out the entire train.”

“Right,” said Francis. “They scalp every man, woman,
and child, except, of course, the guide. He leaps onto a
bronco and escapes amidst a hail of arrows.” ]

“That’s certainly the way it happens in the movies,” I
said.

“Now, lieutenant,” Francis was looking at me search-
ingly, “you wouldn’t like to make the same mistake that
young, wet-behind-the-ears licutenant in the movies
always makes, would you?”

“Of course I wouldn’.”

“You’re not wet behind the ears, are you?”

“I_—,)

“Of course youre not. You're the sart of officer who_
would follow the advice of the Indian guide?”

“I guess so,” I said.

“Then we understand each other?”

“But you're not an Indian guide,” I said.

B
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