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CHAPTER ONE

Rockin' the Rock
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CADEN WORRIED THE RIDE to Little Rock would be long and boring, since it would take the bus four hours to get there. But everyone had snacks and games and tablets, and an excited energy bounced from seat to seat. Caden hardly even noticed the time go by.

“We’re crossing the bridge over the Arkansas River!” Mr. Zimm said.

The students pushed their way close to the windows, exclaiming over the huge body of water running beneath them. Then Caden faced forward, taking in the city scape, the tall buildings. The white dome of the Capitol shown on the hill in the distance. Years ago, his mom had taken all of them to Little Rock on a short vacation, but he didn’t remember it so well.

“Listen up, gang!” Mr. Zimm said. 

Caden reluctantly pulled his eyes away from the bridge on the river and focused on his teacher.

“Our first stop will be the submarine. We’re not going to the hotel yet, but we’ll leave the bus locked up so you can leave your things on here. I expect all of you to exhibit the Yeskie spirit and show discipline and good manners!”

Was it Caden’s imagination, or did Mr. Zimm look specifically at him? Caden kept his chin up. He was absolutely determined not to cause any trouble.

The students shoved their backpacks under their seats, and Caden pocketed his phone. He would at least be able to take pictures.

They walked along the boardwalk until the teachers gathered them into an excited mass of whispering students. A man in a hat and glasses stood in front of them. He yelled out details about the submarine, but Caden didn’t catch anything.

“When are we going inside?” Trevor asked from beside Caden.

“I don’t know. I don’t care what this guy is saying, though, I just want in.” Mr. Zimm’s eyes fell on him, and Caden shut his mouth.

“Now I’m going to break you up into groups of ten and take you through the submarine one group at a time!” the man said, pushing his wire-framed glasses up on his nose and smiling at them. “The rest if you can wait inside the museum.”

Caden’s group was not chosen to go into the submarine first. Instead they wandered into the museum and what looked like a tiny airport hangar. The walls displayed different versions of military war vessels as well as submarines. The museum talked about the history of the Arkansas River, but Caden didn’t find that nearly as interesting as the submarine outside. He wandered back outside and examined the tugboat bobbing in the river next to the submarine.

“Caden!”

Caden turned as Trevor ran over. 

“It’s our turn. Come on! Let’s check out that sub.”

Caden ran back with him to the small group that had formed on the dock. Nadia turned around and gave him the evil eye.

“Where did you go?” she hissed. “Stick close by before you get in trouble.”

He frowned at her, but she was already facing front again. 

“We’ll go down in a single file line,” the tour guide said. “There is only one opening, and the only way inside is down a fourteen-foot ladder. So there’s not room for more than one person at a time.”

Caden lifted up on his tiptoes to see the top of the submarine where it lay submerged in the river. A real sub. And he was going inside!

The tour guide was already giving a brief history of the USS Razorback, as the submarine was called.

“You’ll see when we get inside how cramped it is,” he said. “And yet somehow, up to two hundred men lived in here. They slept in shifts because there were not enough beds. And since there weren’t very many showers, they only showered about once a month.”

Caden liked that idea. His mom made him shower every Sunday.

“The USS Razorback still has a loaded missile inside it. So even though it’s retired, the submarine could be reactivated and made into a weapon if need be.”

Trevor leaned over and whispered, “Don’t touch any buttons! You don’t want to launch the missile!”

Caden shuddered. He’d be in so much trouble. “Was the sub actually named after the Razorbacks football team?” he asked the tour guide.

“Excellent question. Actually, the razorback is a type of whale. The submarine is named after the whale. But because Arkansas’s mascot is a Razorback, the museum bought the submarine when it was decommissioned and had it towed here all the way from Turkey.”

“Turkey?” Gabe blurted. “Like the animal?”

Olivia turned around, giving him an eye roll. “It’s a country, nitwit.”

“Ahh.” Gabe nodded.

This was news to Caden also. He had no idea where Turkey was, but he was impressed with how far the submarine had come.

“Now let’s get on in there and see what there is to see!” their guide said.

Caden watched his friends drop down into the little hole, one by one. When it was his turn, he turned around and climbed through the small hatch, hands clinging to the rungs in front of him. The ladder went on and on. The temperature of the air got hotter as he climbed down, also. 

Finally he reached the bottom and climbed off the ladder. He looked around. It appeared to be some kind of tiny command room. The kids were all cramped together, and Caden moved forward to make room for the people still coming down.

The tour guide began talking again as soon as everyone was inside. “You can see how small this room is, and the submarine was very cramped. Not only that, but it was hot.” He led them down the narrow corridor and showed them the engine room. “The engines kept the temperature in the entire submarine between ninety and a hundred degrees. So not only was it hot, but they were squished, and they couldn’t shower often, and when they did, it was limited to thirty seconds at a time because there wasn’t a lot of fresh water. You can imagine it didn’t smell so good in here.”

Madness. Caden wrinkled his nose. Maybe he should be grateful for weekly showers. 

The tour guide continued through the hallway and showed them the sleeping quarters as well as the kitchen. When he got to the weapons room, a little shiver of excitement danced down Caden’s spine.

“Here is our lucky torpedo,” the guide said, resting his hand on the backside of the torpedo still sitting in its chamber. “Submarine life was very dangerous. During World War II, one in every six submarines was destroyed.” He paused, meeting each of their eyes. “There were never survivors.”

Caden pictured life in a sub. Hot, sweaty, surrounded by two hundred other sailors. What did they feel if they knew a torpedo was incoming? If the submarine exploded, what would happen to the people? Would they incinerate, burning inside the metal shell of the submarine? Or would they be ejected into the ocean, dead or alive, body parts floating along with the remains of the vessel? 

“Why would anyone choose to be on the submarine?” Caden asked, unable to keep his horrific thoughts to himself.

The tour guide pointed to him. “Great question. All of these men volunteered to work on the submarine. Yes, they knew it would be grueling, hard work, but they also got paid twice as much as what the other sailors did. For some of them, it was worth the risk even though they knew their chances of dying were higher.”

Caden exchanged a look with Trevor. He had never considered before how lucky he was to live in a time of peace.

The tour guide kept talking, but Caden wasn’t paying as much attention now. He pulled out his phone and snapped a few pictures, but when he looked at them, they didn’t capture the cramped quarters and tiny spaces of the submarine.
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THEY FINISHED THEIR turn on the sub and returned to the museum along the river. It only took a few more minutes for the other groups to finish up their tours, and then Mr. Zimm loaded them back onto the bus.

“We’re going to our hotel now. There is at least one adult in every room, and they will help you get situated. Use the bathroom, get a snack, whatever you need to do, because after this we’re headed to the art museum.”

Of all the places they planned to go, the art museum was the least exciting to Caden. “I want to go to that live farm or whatever they have, where they have the homesteading people still,” Caden said to Trevor as they settled into their seats on the bus.

“I’m excited about the Capitol. Is that tomorrow?”

I don’t know.” Caden vaguely remembered the Capitol from the last time he’d come. It was just a building with a white top. Not that interesting.

Caden and Trevor were rooming with Gabe and Gabe’s dad. He helped them put their bags on their bed, and then they went back out to the parking lot where the other students gathered around the bus.

“Listen up, gang!” Mr. Zimm said. “This art museum is one of the best ones in the state.”

“Not as good as Crystal Bridges!” somebody shouted.

That brought a few chuckles from the students, and Caden threw an appreciative glance over his shoulder, though he wasn’t sure who had said it. The art museum in Bentonville won awards every year for being one of the best in the nation.

“Yes, well,” Mr. Zimm said, a bit of a smile pulling on his lips, “I don’t think anyone’s actually done a comparison of this museum and the one in Bentonville, so for now, let’s just go with it. I want you all on your very best behavior. Like, Sunday church kind of behavior. No touching, no running, no yelling, and no pictures.”

Bummer. Caden had sure enjoyed chronicling everything about Little Rock so far on his phone.

It took almost thirty minutes to get from their hotel to the art museum. The museum sat in the middle of a green plaza, and Caden’s jaw dropped when
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