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The bus drove in through the open gate and came to a stop in front of a building marked 'Barracks.' We all disembarked and were instructed to line up, single file on the dirt path between the buildings.  

It was my first day at basic training, and I was ready for the ride of my life. I had always thought about joining the military, but it wasn’t until this summer that I really considered it. I had just graduated high school in the spring and was planning to take a year off before college to work and figure out what I wanted to do with my life. Whenever I thought about my future, I felt this unsettling wave of uncertainty and fear. The last thing I wanted to was go in debt for a college degree that I may or may not use after I graduated. 

Instead, I got a summer job working for an army veteran turned construction foreman who would spend the days telling me stories of all the adventures he had while in the military. The more I heard about it, the more I considered it as a real option; with the travel, the lifelong friendships and the short-term commitment, it seemed like the perfection option for me. So, at the end of summer I made my way to the Army recruitment office and signed the paperwork for my first enlistment. After nearly two months of waiting, I had boarded the military bus this morning with few expectations, an open mind and, for the first time in months, a focus on the future. 

An officer walked out of the main office building and made his way to our group. As he stepped in front of the line and began to call roll, I took the opportunity to glance around at my peers. These would be the men and women with whom I would be spending the next few weeks, and potentially the next few years. For the most part everyone looked the same: young, eager and slightly scared. Everyone stood next to each other, shoulder to shoulder, with buzzed hair and identical uniforms, and it was easy to see the group as a whole rather than any individual. I looked at each and every face as their name was called out in the roll and did my best to remember each forgettable face with their forgettable name. Just as I was about to give up my little game out of pure boredom, they called a name that struck me. 

"William Steel?" Something about the name caught my attention. It just might have been the most masculine name I had ever heard, and I couldn’t help but peek over at the boy who stepped forward.  

With decided force, a boy to my right marched to the forefront and claimed the title.“Sir, Yes Sir,” he barked. I couldn’t help but stare at him even as he fell back into formation with the rest of the line. In a group of people designed to look the same, he stood out with such apparent characteristics that I wondered how I hadn’t noticed him before. He had one of those faces that caused you to do a double-take and make sure that you had seen him correctly the first time. I couldn’t seem to pry my eyes away from his chiseled jaw or his bright, blue eyes. He had the kind of bronzed, tan skin that people paid money to fake, and muscles that pulled at the fabric of his shirt. I was so fascinated by his beauty that I almost didn’t notice when my own name was called. 

“Jake Turner?”

“Sir, yes Sir!” I called out, snapping my eyes forward and marching out into place. William seemed to notice my hesitation and glanced over at me standing on display for the whole unit. I wondered if he had felt my eyes on him and suddenly became embarrassed at the impression I might have given off. Of course I wasn’t checking him out or anything - I was straight - there was just something magnetic about him that I couldn’t seem to shake. 

Blushing, I stepped back into formation and tried to calm the rosy mark that had crept its way up my cheeks. After the officer in the front had finished the roll call, a beefy officer who had been standing off to the side made his way forward. 

“Good morning Soldiers. My name is Colonel Harrison. You can call me ‘Sir.’ You will earn the privilege to refer to me by any name other than ‘Sir.’ I can call you whatever I choose. If you wish to be referred to by your given name then you have to earn that right as well. This is not summer camp. This is the military. You are now under my command, and until you walk through those gates on your way to your assignment, you will follow my rules and live by my law. Is that clear?” He paused and ran his eyes down our row, making eye contact with each of us. 

“Sir, yes, Sir,” We chanted, though not quite in unison. 

“I have been in charge of boot camp here for the past 10 years. Many of you are probably standing there scared and wondering what you have gotten yourself into. Let me tell you this: in the next eight weeks, I will push you to the brink and then throw you off the cliff. You will be broken down and diminished to the children you really are. And then - when you have been reduced to nothing - then, we will rebuild you. We will take the lump of clay that you have become and we will mold it into the men and women you have the potential to be. We will make you soldiers.” 

I felt a lump form in my throat and I wondered if I had gotten myself in over my head. I had been warned that I would have second thoughts while in basic, but I just had to fight through them so that I could come out the other side a stronger man. 

“Now, here is my advice to you: make use of this opportunity to grow as a member of a new community. This will be the one time in your career that you are in a setting where everyone is just as new as you. You will be bunked with members of your unit, so get to know them. Rely on each other - fail together, grow together and create a bond that will carry you into war together. You are now officially a member of the United States Armed Forces, do not let your country down.” With that, he turned and walked back across dirt path and into his quarters. 

As soon as he had left sight, the line of remaining officers each pulled out a clipboard and began calling out names. They broke us down into our units and assigned our living quarters. One by one, the barracks slowly filled up and I watched as the other soldiers were assigned a room. The whole process felt like picking teams for sports in school; I waited and waited for my name to be called, but I was now less concerned about being selected first for the team and more interested in who I would be playing with. 

I kept track of William out of the corner of my eye, still inexplicably drawn to him and hoping that, by some stroke of luck, we would be placed in the same hall. I couldn’t help but feel like we were going to be friends - there was some bond between us that I had never encountered before. 

The presiding officer instructed us to make our way into the barracks where we would be given our bunk assignments. We carried in our duffle bags, packed tightly with the few pieces of clothing we were allowed to bring - a few changes of clothes and an extra pair of shoes.   

Once inside, another officer began to call out names for the bed assignments. Name by name he called, and with each one my heart beat faster. Not only was I still nervous because of the new experience, but the closer he got to my name without saying William’s, the more likely that we would be bunked together. He continued down on the line before finally calling out my name for a bed by the corner - the bottom bunk of a double. I walked over and dropped my bag on the bed before turning my attention back to the roll call. To my disappointment, the bunk above me was not assigned to William. 

Instead, a burly boy who looked about 19 walked over and threw his bag up on the lofted mattress. There was something about this boy that I could sense would cause trouble. He had that look that playground bullies do - that look that almost dares you to do something stupid so he could call you out. He seemed like one of the men who joined the army not because he wanted to serve his country, but because he wanted to kill. I had never understood those men, but I guess I would have the chance too now with us being in such close quarters. 
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The officer moved down the line and began to call out the names for the next bunk. My heart flipped in my chest when he called out William’s name for the bottom bunk next to my own. I couldn’t control the happiness that this assignment caused me, and it made me uneasy. Why did he have such an affect on me? I wondered what it meant and it scared me to think about what my new bunk mate would think if he could hear the way me heart flipped at William’s name. I didn’t want to come across as gay because that would make me a target, but there was something about him that I couldn’t take my eyes off of.

After the officer left, we all began to unpack our bags and place our clothes in the trunks provided. We all shook hands, introducing ourselves to our new unit mates. It was like the first day of a new school and there was an excitement in the air. We were going to be spending the next few weeks together and then, presumably, many months after that in close quarters, in extreme circumstances, having to trust each other not just with the typical roommate boundaries, but eventually, with our lives. This sort of trust was intimidating to think about, and we all wanted to make a good first impression. 

The burly boy who would be living above me came up and introduced himself to me first. “The name’s Jared,” he said. “What’s yours?”

“Jake,” I replied.

He had an exceptionally firm handshake and the way he squeezed my fingers confirmed my suspicion that he would be the type of guy who wanted to show off constantly. There was just something about him that I didn’t like, and I made a mental note to stay away from him during the rest of training. 

“So, where are you from?” he asked.

“Ohio. What about you?”

“Well, I grew up all over really. My dad is in the army as well, so we traveled a lot. I’m a brat. The base is my home.” I nodded, that made sense. I could tell that he expected some sort of reaction at the mention of him being an Army brat, and I’m sure that some people would give him extra attention for that, but it didn’t seem so special to me. We were all soldiers now, and it seemed trivial - like introducing yourself as the son of an accountant when you were in accounting school. Perhaps his father was a great man, but that didn’t make me respect the son any more. 

We stood there awkwardly for a minute, both sizing each other up, before he eventually turned away to introduce himself to someone else. I turned around too and scanned the room for William, my eyes acting on their own. I wanted to introduce myself since we would be spending so much time together. I glanced around, surveying each of the faces before I found him standing in the back of the room and observing the spectacle as well. 

He was standing directly across the room from me and we made eye contact immediately, holding the glance for a second longer than felt comfortable. Without breaking the gaze, he strode over to me. He stretched out his hand and introduced himself. His grasp was firm and I couldn’t help but notice the veins in his arm as he griped my hand - they popped and pulsed with every beat of his heart. I was almost too stunned by him to reply. He seemed perfect - the ideal - everything that the poster hanging in every recruiting office had portrayed. 

After a second’s pause I blurted out my name, having realized how odd I had been just staring at him. 

He smiled, “So, I guess we’ll be bunk neighbors for the next few weeks.”  

“Yeah, guess we will be,” I chuckled. “Where are you from?”

“Boston.” He had that rugged sort of demeanor that I would have expected of someone from Boston. “What about you?”

“Oh, I’m just from a small town in Ohio, nothing special.”

“Ohio is really nice,” he smiled. “I’ve been there a few times and its always so beautiful.” 

I could tell that he was just trying to be friendly, and it made me respect him even more. Before we had any longer to speak, the officer stepped back into the room and we all snapped back to attention. 

“Soldiers! Line up.” He called out. 

“Sir, yes Sir.” We responded, this time closer to unison. There was a quick scuffle to form line in front of our bunks. I felt William’s shoulder graze mine as we moved into place next to each other. There was something about the simple touch that caused my stomach to flip. I still couldn’t put my finger on what it was about him that drove me to have such a reaction, but it scared me. How did he have such an affect over me? 

As we all stood perfectly at attention in line, the commanding officer made his way up the line. He looked at each and every one of us. Stiff as boards, with our arms by our side and staring straight ahead, we tried our best to be the image of good soldiers that we had seen in the movies. 

He inspected all of us and there was a discomfort that filled the room because of the newness of the experience. As he came closer to me, I felt the nerves flare up in my stomach; I wondered what he would find wrong when he scrutinized me. It was like being called to the principal’s office and having that automatic gut assumption that you must have done something horribly wrong. 

He stepped closer and inspected William. I watched as the officer paused for a moment, starring at him. William was so magnetic that everyone seemed drawn into him. I think, more than anything, it was how much he stood apart from the crowd. Though he had the same buzzed haircut and the same perfectly starched outfit, there was just something about him that just didn’t fit in with the rest of us. 

After a minute, the officer stepped forward and looked at me. I tried my hardest to stare straight ahead, but it was extremely difficult not to look back when someone was looking you up and down. He stayed long enough to make me uncomfortable before moving on down the line. When he got to the end he turned around, seeming satisfied with us as a group. 

“Alright soldiers,” he called out. “Time for your first training exercise. Stay in your line and follow Private Sam out the door. You will be running until he decides you’ve had enough. Do not stop. Do not take a break. Do not break formation. This is not middle school gym class, this is the Armed Forces of the United States of America. Do not let yourself down, and more importantly, do not let your fellow soldiers down.” With that, Private Sam started jogging in place and called out orders for us to follow him. He ran up to the front of the line and took his place as the lead. We all turned around and did our best to stay in formation as we jogged out the door. 

We all moved together out into the fresh air. There was a path right that connected each of the buildings and then lead off into the woods beyond the camp site. The base looked like it had been around for many decades and I couldn't help but wonder just how many soldiers had gone through the same process that was about to torment me, and how many of those had made it through to the end. My boss back home had warned me that basic training was by far the most intense few weeks of his stint in the military and had suggested that I train for it to give my body a slow transition into fitness. Though I had worked in construction for the summer, cardio activities like running still caused me trouble. I had packed on quite a bit of muscle this summer and running with the additional weight was cumbersome. 

It seemed like many of the other guys in the unit were having trouble with the run as well. We did our best to maintain the line formation as we snaked our way up the trail, but it was much harder than it looked before. If just one person took a wrong step, everyone behind them would be thrown off, and it would create a viscous cycle of poor structure. After awhile, we had developed a cohesiveness as a group and were able to sync both our foot steps and maintain a perfect line. The key seemed to be constantly watching the movements of the runner in front of you. Because of this, I had lucked out big time. William had been standing right next to me in line at the barracks so he was directly in front of me as we ran. 

I focused my eyes on him and attempted to match each of his movements with my own. He was the perfect model to follow because pulling my eyes away from him was nearly impossible to begin with. I watched the way his back moved and tightened with each step and the way his feet trotted lightly on the ground. Something about him reminded me of a thoroughbred race horse - he had this majestic quality about him, yet his movements were strong and powerful. He was different from the rest of us, and I wondered what had brought someone like him here in the first place. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ORIV






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





