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CHAPTER ONE
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They came for me in the night, evil shadows that chased away my dream.

“Get up!” 

The voice, cold and demanding, makes me open my eyes. Only I can’t see a thing because in that instant the beam of a flashlight hits my face. Before my fuzzy brain can figure out what to do I’m yanked out of bed. I shiver, less from the cold, but from the uneasy feeling creeping up my spine. 

Hushed sounds like suppressed grunts filter into the room. The corridor beyond is plunged into darkness. Heavy boots stomp around me. I search for a familiar face, someone I recognize, but the harsh light remains glued to my eyeballs. I’m about to shout, demand an explanation when they force back my arms and my shoulder blades begin to throb. 

“Move.” The speaker’s voice sounds deliberately deeper, a bad actor’s attempt to disguise his identity. 

“What’s going—” 

My head and question disappear under a hood. I spit to keep the fabric from entering my mouth. It smells rancid as if someone has wiped their armpits with it. Gagging, I open my eyes wider... nothing. 

I’m blind. 

My chest heaves as I suck hard to find enough oxygen under the cloth, and resist the dizziness that wants to engulf me. I urge my sluggish brain to come up with an idea when a shove sends me staggering forward into the hall. Too late.

I notice mumbling, suppressed groans and staggering feet. There are others like me. Someone squeezes my wrists and pushes me onward at the same time. It’s like a bad movie scene, except I’m in it. Suddenly I’m fuming mad, a burning in my stomach that works its way up to my throat. And there is a flicker of something else—fear. 

“Walk!” comes the order from farther away. I twist my hands, but the iron grip holds. My body feels clumsy in the darkness. Now my wrists are being tied. Fingers made of steel clamp down on my biceps and guide me around a corner. I’m trapped. 

I try remembering if I missed an announcement, something that would explain this bullshit. Nothing comes to mind. All I can think of is my heart pounding in my neck and the stinky cloth on my face. 

“Stairs,” someone hisses. 

I step down, feel the momentary void before my foot hits the next tread. The cover shifts and I can see my toes. Somehow it feels comforting. This whole thing reminds me of Boy Scouts when they led me into the forest to make a fire and find my way back. Except this—whatever this is—seems really hostile. The voice of dread inside me whispers louder.

Somewhere ahead a door bangs. We must be going outside. A moment later I feel gravel under my bare feet, shooting darts of pain up my calves. I stub my big toe and suppress a groan. I’m not the only once because cries and grunts erupt all around me. I’m confused and clueless, getting angrier by the second, imagining how I smack these guys in their fat noses. 

We keep walking, turning corners until I lose all sense of direction. Since my arrival at the academy two weeks ago, I’ve learned to march everywhere. I was sort of proud of knowing my way around so quickly. Until now, when the stuffy blackness in front of my eyes is playing tricks as if my head is stuck in a barrel of ink. 

How long have we been out here? Palmer’s campus spreads across hundreds of acres. I imagine being hauled into the woods and left to find my way back. Somehow that seems too easy.

By the time I’m yanked to a stop, my mouth is dry with a mix of panic and rage. Straining my ears I hear nothing but muffled whispers, impossible to understand or identify. Hundreds of cadets live here and I’ve got trouble just remembering the guys on my floor, Barracks B, one of six dorms. Not to mention the battalion and company officers who all look the same with their buzz cuts and uniforms. What a bunch of jerks. The voice of warning nags louder. 

An arm wraps around my throat and forces me to the ground, followed by a blow to my stomach. Lights explode behind my eyelids. Struggling to breathe, I ignore the stinging in my ribs. I’m used to getting beat up in football, but this is cheap. This isn’t a fight, it’s slaughter. 

Anger constricts my throat and makes it even harder to get air. Damn hood. Another punch lands, higher this time into the chest. Are they going to kill me? I didn’t ask to come to this stupid school in the first place. What if I pretend to pass out? But how would they know with your  face covered up, the voice in my head gripes. They’ll simply pound you to mincemeat, conscious or not. 

I’ve got only one choice, to stay calm and look for an opening. My fingers constrict as I receive another jab. More throbbing joins the angry burn in my gut. Think, I order myself. Concentrate. The cries around me are distracting. So is my aching body. I wait for another strike, but nothing happens. For a moment I feel suspended like I’m floating. It’s worse than the attack because now I hear the thump-thump of other guys being pummeled.  

I manage to roll on my side and yank on my ropes. One hand comes free. I rip away the hood and gulp air. Better, though it’s still too dark to see anything.

The knock to my stomach comes out of nowhere. I pull up my thighs to protect my belly, watching the shadows that move like liquid smoke. Cries mix with the sound of punches as the attackers hover above their prey. The air boils with agony. 

I’m on fire now, a volcano ready to blow. The chicken shit closest to me looks like he’s taking aim. Instead of turning away to shield myself, I jolt forward and wrap a foot around his ankle. Then I yank. The scumbag grunts and collapses to the side. When I roll to my knees everything turns red. I punch in rapid succession until the guy quits moving. One down.

Ignoring my churning gut, I stand up. The fighting around me continues, flashlights dance, illuminating bits and pieces of an eerie battle. I’ve got to get away, hide some place. I’m not bad running sprints, but they outnumber me and my feet are raw. Maybe it’s best to stay low and crawl off into the darkness. 

By the time I notice the shadow sneaking up behind me it’s too late. A kick to my knees sends me flying. Landing on my side, I want to spit with disgust. What worms. The scumbag I’ve hooked earlier sits up and holds his middle. Serves him right. 

I swing a fist, but the blow lands on the other mugger’s thigh which is hard and smooth as a medicine ball. It’s the last punch I manage before my arms are forced down, and somebody sits on my legs. No matter how I writhe and kick, my attackers stay out of reach. I feel like a turtle lying on its back. More blows pelt me until a whistle sounds. Like ghosts, the thugs vanish. 

I lie unmoving. My feet ache, my middle cramps and my head pounds in unison with my heart. Above me the moon cuts a thin crescent into the sky, the stars cold and distant—indifferent. I’m alone. A lump appears in my throat and I swallow it away. I didn’t cry when my parents dropped me off and I’m sure as hell not going to cry now. I don’t notice the dampness until I begin to tremble. My back has turned to ice. When I straighten to stand, my stomach twists as if I’ve eaten rocks and I slump back on my knees.

Somewhere to my right I hear moans, soft cries like suppressed weeping. I inch toward the sound. The sliver of moon makes it hard to see who is lying there. Some still wear blindfolds and have their hands bound. I grope in the dark to untie them and pull off their hoods. I recognize one of them by his high voice. Markus Webber, a freshman who lives in the room next to me. Markus is fourteen and looks twelve. He’s crying. New fury bubbles inside me. Lousy rotten cowards, beating up a mere kid. 

At least I’m sixteen, I think grudgingly. Not that it does any good. Like Markus I’m a plebe, a new cadet at the beginning of my ‘career’, that’s what my dad calls it, at Palmer Military Academy. I’m scum. Dirt under the oldmens’ shoes, fair game to be yelled at and made to service my superiors until I’ve learned the rules. I’ll pay my dues for an entire year until I advance to oldman status and earn the right to torment the next generation of plebes. Who comes up with this stuff?

“You okay?” I ask, my voice strange in my ears. 

Markus curls into a ball. “My stomach.”

I crawl closer and grab his arm. “Better get up. You’ll freeze.”

Markus wipes his face and shifts onto his knees. “Thanks, man.”

Around me boys stumble to their feet. When I hear another groan, I make my way toward the noise. It sounds familiar. 

“Tom?” 

My knee strikes something hard. The flashlight fires a sharp beam across the lawn as I grab it. Tom is lying on his back, his knees bent and sticking up like two extra-long twigs. I yank away the hood and untie his hands. 

“Shitheads,” Tom grumbles. “Nothing like a warm-welcome hazing in the second week.” 

We met the first day. Tom stood near the entrance to our dorm, looking out of place like a mismatched shoe. He’s tall and skinny with black hair and brown eyes that zoom into your face not missing a thing. I liked him immediately. 

I plop down to inventory my pajamas. “Did you recognize anyone?” 

My pants are wet and stained with blood and grass. Several buttons are missing from my shirt and the right sleeve and arm stick to my skin. My mother’s stern voice echoes through my head, “Andrew, be careful with your clothes, everything costs money.” Andrew, that’s me, though everyone but my mom calls me Andy. At the time I swallowed the comment of why they were sending me to this posh school, if it was so expensive. 

Supposedly it’s to help me study, but there is something else. Something they haven’t expressed in words. I know they’re unhappy about my grades and resent my rebellion. I draw a rattled breath. 

Tom stares at me. “You okay? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Nothing.” I try a smile though I can tell Tom isn’t buying it. “Looks like they got you pretty good.”

“Couldn’t get the stupid hood off.”

“They had to be oldmen. Some were definitely from the football team, too damn strong. I mean I punched this guy in the thigh and it felt like cement. Who has legs like that?”

“I guess you’d know best, playing with them every day,” Tom says with a crooked grin. “Let’s go, my arms are turning to icicles.” 

I scan the three-story building, its windows like black eye patches. The flashlight beam fades somewhere along the second floor. 

“We’re behind the faculty dorms. I bet they know.” Most of the single teachers live here while professors and military personnel with families stay in houses near campus. The building is strictly off limits, though I don’t have the faintest idea why any of us would want to step inside. 

“Probably happens every year,” Tom says.

“Did you notice they avoided our faces? Not to leave marks you’d see tomorrow.” I rub my chest as if I can rid myself of the soreness.

“Might hurt their precious reputation if someone from the outside found out,” Tom says. “On second thought, my father would probably thank these wackos for teaching me a lesson.” His voice drops into a jeer. “The school trains young men in discipline, how to protect the country. None of that peace-loving hippie bullshit.” Tom’s voice returns to normal. “I think he even believes it himself.”

“How is being beaten by cowards teaching anything? Cocksuckers.” It comes out much louder than intended and I hear a few giggles behind me. I grin despite the soreness. It’s forbidden to curse. Most everything is forbidden, certainly the things I’ve enjoyed doing before I got here. I grimace. At least one guy has a stomach ache right now. 

“Wonder if we’ll figure out who did this,” I say aloud.

“Doubt it.” 

The cheerfully bright entrance of our barracks appears, its hallways deserted. I push away the thought of what other surprises await us, like how I’ll make it through two entire years. Tom holds open the door, his face tweaked into a sarcastic grin despite the bruise swelling on his collarbone. I grin back. 

At least I’ve got a friend.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The six a.m. bugle echoes down the corridor. “Sirs, reveille has sounded, Sirs,” the call boy yells. 

I roll on my side. In my dream, my father handed me the key to a brand-new ‘68 Ford Shelby Mustang, all shiny chrome and black, something that would never happen in a million years. Not when you’ve got two brothers and two sisters and your father is an assistant professor. Not when your mother buys five loaves of bread for a dollar to create endless lunches of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.

With a groan I sit up only to slump back down. A wave of nausea clogs my throat. I remember the beating last night, the evil shadows dragging me outside. Something is definitely wrong with this place. I move my injured shoulder which immediately begins to throb. At least football practice won’t be ‘till afternoon. 

We train every day, two hours of wind sprints, one-on-ones, weights, strategic plays and whatever else Coach Briggs comes up with. 

I’ll have to take it easy without drawing too much attention, because I’ve got to keep my spot after walking on to the team. Palmer’s existing line-up hates newcomers, even if Briggs has agreed to try me out. I’m determined to show everyone what I’m made of, if it kills me. Hugging the bench is not an option. 

“Sirs, the three-minute bell has sounded, Sirs,” the callboy’s voice booms through the corridor. “Class B uniforms and raincoats, Sirs.” 

I sigh. Three minutes to get moving. I scan my roommate’s bed. Martin Plozett, the same age as me, but in his third year at Palmer, is already gone, undoubtedly spending the maximum amount of time in the shower. 

Plozett likes bodybuilding. “My body is my shrine,” he always says. With a full shadow of beard and hair covering his chest he looks like a college student, which is ridiculous considering my chin has barely sprouted five hairs. I wonder if he’s been part of the attack. Surely he knows about it, even if he snored convincingly when I returned last night. 

The corridor buzzes with half-dressed cadets in various states of wakefulness. Ambling to the bathroom, familiar smells hit my nose: soap, linoleum wax, hair oil, deodorant and dirty clothes. My stomach grumbles while I shower and dress. This time it’s from hunger. 

“ATTEN-TION. Assemble,” the officer on duty shouts. I hurry through the door, pulling my belt and jacket straight and buttoning my raincoat. Dressing takes forever with the stupid shirt, tie and a thousand buttons on the jacket. Flinging on my cap, I throw one last anxious glance at my bed which looks perfectly made. My first room inspection begins in an hour. 

Taking my place in line, I glance at Tom who nods in return. I watch the other cadets, their faces sleepy concentration. Again, I wonder about last night. Cowards. I’d fight them openly, fairly, one on one. 

“ATTEN-TION!” The officer yells. “Forward MARCH! Left, right, left, right...” Heels click on the linoleum in near perfect rhythm, a shuffle and swish like fifty brooms sweeping at once. I stare at the neck in front of me, shaved from collar to the ears. I’ll have to remember to go to the barber this week. If my hair grows past fourteen days, I’ll be reported. Behind me someone is yelling at a plebe to get in step. As we round the corner, I try a ninety-degree turn, overshoot and find myself facing the wall. I quickly correct, hoping nobody noticed. 

Outside, a cool drizzle hits my face. Gaining speed across the lake, wind gusts whack us with invisible arms. Fall is here and I long for bed.

I shiver as my squad of six lines up behind two others. More cadets join at a leisurely pace—oldmen don’t have to march to assembly. I’m thankful for standing in back, away from the prying eyes of the regimental officer of the day. 

Muller, a sixteen-year old junior, has already risen to officer rank. A hair’s width over five feet tall, he stares unblinking as if he were on the battlefield assembling the troops. I suppress a smile. What a farce. 

“Fall in. Parade, REST,” Muller shouts. His voice, arrogance mixed with Mickey Mouse, annoys me. Like everyone else I spread my feet and place my arms behind my back. 

Muller studies a sheet that lists every single cadet in the platoon. Roll call. 

Unless you’re sick and in the infirmary you better be standing right here. I carefully adjust my position so that I’m nearly hidden behind the front guy. 

When I hear my name, I jerk my arms to my side and click my heels, shouting, “Present, Sir.” It’s taken a week to get the hang of this weird movement and I still have to concentrate to get it right.  

After the last name is called, Muller walks past us one last time. The drizzle is turning into a full-blown storm, but he doesn’t seem to notice. I think about breakfast and the load of assignments awaiting me. While I remember pretty much everything I read, I’m slow at it and the quantity of stuff we have to learn is staggering. 

Finally Muller is satisfied. “Right FACE.” I turn a perfect ninety-degree angle, checking distances to my neighbors. “For-ward, MARCH.” 

Across campus tight formations approach the mess hall. Like puppets we march everywhere—to breakfast, dinner and assemblies. If we aren’t marching, we stand at attention, open doors and shout greetings to show respect to upper classmen. A ridiculous waste of time, I muse, keeping my eyes on the neck of my front man, constantly judging the distance and adjusting steps. 

“MARK TIME,” Muller yells when we reach the stairs to mess hall. We begin marching in place though I hardly notice because the air is filled with the tantalizing aroma of fried eggs, bacon, sausages and toast.

“FALL out.” 

With a sigh I hurry into the dining room. Tom has to be somewhere ahead.

“You better make sure your room is perfect,” Tom says after we sit down under the ogling eyes of an oldman. “I heard Muller is pretty tough.” Tom’s picking through a pile of scrambled eggs, but doesn’t seem anxious to finish them. 

I eye his plate. “Are you going to eat that? He’s an idiot.”

“...who has the power to make our lives miserable.” Tom shoves his eggs across the table. “My inspection is after yours.” 

I no longer taste the eggs, silently checking off the items in my room. I’ve made my bed well and dusted. My shirts and underwear are folded to school regulation width of exactly nine inches. 

I breathe easier and arrive in my room with three minutes to spare. Plozett sits slumped over his desk reading the Count of Monte Cristo. I envy the ease with which he maneuvers the school’s rigidity. 

“ATTEN-TION,” someone shouts in the corridor. “Officer Muller in attendance.”

“You ready?” I ask, trying to calm myself.

With a nod Plozett shoves his book into his desk and straightens. “No sweat.”

“Cadets Olson and Plozett ready for inspection,” I shout, standing to attention as Muller appears with his second in command. Staring straight ahead, I concentrate on my posture: fingers curled, thumbs pointing down just behind the stripe that lines the side of each pant leg, chest out, shoulders straight, feet at a forty-five degree angle, heels together and hat at a slight angle. 

Muller turns to my bed. He hesitates for a moment as if contemplating his next move. Then he rips away blanket and sheets. 

“Glove,” he says, extending an open palm. I scramble to retrieve one of my white gloves reserved for formal assemblies. Pursing his lips, Muller snatches it from my fingers and wipes underneath the bed frame. “What’s this, Cadet Olson?” With horror I stare at the faint speckles of grayish fuzz. Muller’s expression is cool, but I can tell he’s hiding his glee. “You call this clean? Your space is supposed to be spotless.” 

I stand frozen at attention, unsure if I’m supposed to answer. Apparently not because Muller heads for my closet. He briefly scans the stack of folded clothes and throws my shirts on the floor. “Isn’t nine inches. Refold.”

Last he picks up my parade hat, some foot-high contraption, its brass eagle looking indifferent. “Needs shining, so do your shoes.” He nods at the pair of black formals that sit below in perfect alignment.

Muller steps closer, his forehead inches from my nose. “Cadet Olson, you call this clean and ready. Inspection failed. Re-inspection scheduled for this evening at 19:30. If you fail again, you’ll march. You’re a disgrace.” Muller grimaces as if I’m a poisonous snake.

He turns to Plozett’s closet, scans across and checks the bed—taking all of two seconds. “All in order. Dismissed.” 

“Yes, Sir,” we yell. I catch sight of the clock over the door and suppress a curse. I’ll have no chance to redo everything and still make it to English. Thanks to Muller, I’ll be in my room, wiping and folding while everyone else can relax for an hour before dinner. 

I make it to class with five minutes to spare. Tom slips through the door right before Mr. Brown, the literature professor, closes it with a bang. 

“Just in time,” I whisper under the cover of chairs sliding and papers shuffling. 

“I hate that guy.” Tom’s cheeks are the color of burgundy. 

“Muller?”

Tom nods. “My bed was all torn up. I had it perfect before going to breakfast. Somebody pulled it apart. Muller had a fit. I have to report to him tonight.” 

“Me, too.”

“Cadet Zimmer, who does the title Taming of the Shrew refer to?” Brown waves the book of Shakespeare’s play as if he’s directing traffic. 

Tom jumps up. “Sir, to Katherine, the daughter of Baptista Minola, Sir.”

“Correct, Zimmer. Sit down. You were paying attention after all.” Tom glances at me and I can’t suppress a grin. Tom loves Shakespeare and has read all his major works, just for fun. 

For the rest of class I keep my head down. Unlike Tom I’ll have to wade through English like it’s a rotten swamp. My mind drifts as Mr. Brown drones on about the play. I got my first letter from home last night. It rustles in my back pocket, but I can’t make myself read it. Not yet. I’ve got to be alone.

The bell rings and Tom hurries off to intermediate French down the hall. I remain, dreading military history, Mr. Lowell’s yawn-inducing lectures on past conflicts, soldiers marching, battle dates and ridiculous political agreements. I’ve got no memory for years and names. 

The door snaps shut. A guy in uniform with a broad chest, short and compact as a tank, marches to the desk. Red splotches and craters left by pockmarks or bad acne cover his face. He scans the room, his gaze a laser. Convinced the man can read minds, I duck behind Plozett.

“Sergeant Russel, your new military history teacher,” Russel’s voice booms, thundering to the back corners with ease. “Sit.”

I stare at the new teacher, whose jacket carries various decorations. This is worse than Lowell.

“You.” Russel stabs a finger at a boy in the front row. “What have you been working on?”

The boy jumps up. “Sir, Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, Sir,” he shouts, his voice shrill with nerves.

Russel stands without comment, the room quiet except for the suppressed breathing of eighteen sets of lungs. “Sit,” he finally says to the boy who dunks into his chair. 

He steps to the front wall covered in layers of maps. “Let’s change the schedule,” he says, rifling through the stack. “What do you know about Vietnam?” He pronounces nam as if he’s pinched his nose.

We sit frozen in silence and I wonder what the man has seen, what he’s done in the war. The news is full of horrific stories of jungle fights, mutilations and explosions. I haven’t paid much attention except when some of the older boys in my former high school talked about volunteering. 

“Who can tell me about the Vietnam War?” Russel asks into the stillness. I stoop low behind Plozett. I’ve heard about North and South Vietnam, about Charlie, the Vietcong. But it isn’t very clear in my mind. No way I’d volunteer to make a fool of myself. Nobody else does either. We wait.

Russel’s expression remains blank while he heaves his bulk into the metal chair on the podium. “We’ll get to that.” He pauses, his gaze sweeping by just as I look past Plozett’s shoulder. “Let’s talk about combat. Imagine it’s night. Pitch black, rain pouring buckets. You’re doing surveillance on a village. Rumor has it Charlie has taken cover among the natives.” 

Russel’s voice lowers itself to a whisper. “Just as you’re sneaking up on the outskirts, you see him...A man with a rifle, nearly shapeless among the huts. He’s quiet, waiting, listening. Across from him, another Vietcong stands in the shadows. There is only one solution. You must sneak up on them one by one and kill each of them without a sound.” We stare in silence, I mean you can clearly understand the voice of Mr. Brown two doors down. I imagine myself in the dark, hear the downpour of rain. “I need a volunteer,” Russel says. For the first time, the indication of a smile plays around his lips. “No worries, I’ll only demonstrate.” 

A few indecisive chuckles erupt and disappear like water evaporating in sand. Tony White, the captain of the football team, raises his hand. He’s an easy six-foot-two of pure muscle and several inches taller than Russel. Tony throws us a superior smile as if he’s waiting for applause. 

“Name?” Russel says from his chair.

“Cadet White, Sir, at your service.” Tony grins—the same arrogant smirk he shows when telling stories about his conquests with girls. I’m jealous of Tony’s experience because all I’ve done so far is kiss a girl, not even a French kiss. Thanks to the new school, chances of ever making out are non-existent. I’ll be an old man by the time I leave here ...and still a virgin. 

A commotion makes me look up. Russel has left his chair without a sound. In a split second Tony is on the ground, his face pressed into the floorboards, Russel on top. One hand grabs Tony’s chin and pulls back his head. The other fist holds an imaginary blade like an ice pick. He stabs at Tony’s neck, quick movements, easy as slicing a banana.

“I’d have a knife, of course.” Russel straightens while Tony scrambles to his knees. He no longer smiles. 

Russel addresses Tony’s back. “It’s easier to fight the big guys. They’re not used to getting attacked and you can catch them by surprise.”

Ignoring the uneasy chuckles, Russel returns to his chair. “Let’s talk about the politics of the Vietnam War.” 

I can tell that Tony’s face burns pink by the way his ears glow. He’s pissed for sure. Military history is going to be better than I expected.

***
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AFTER CLASSES AND GROUP studies I hurry to football practice. No matter how hard I work, the thought of Muller’s inspection keeps nagging. Worse, Coach Briggs ran late, insisting on drilling us on strategic positioning. I manage to reach mess hall before the final bell, legs aching with fatigue, stomach angry with hunger.

Tom sits with Markus whose light-blue eyes remind me of a rabbit trapped in a cage. 

“You look beat,” Tom says as I slump into a chair next to him.

“And I didn’t have time to finish my room this morning,” I mumble, attacking the mountain of mashed potatoes, meatloaf and broccoli. I don’t care for green vegetables, but I’m famished. I’ve got to hurry before Muller gets to me. I can’t afford to blow the second inspection.

“I’m scared of Muller,” Markus says. “He’s mean.”

Tom leans back, picking brownie crumbs off his plate. “Strange how some people revel in power. I could swear he gets off on tormenting us.” 

The room around us buzzes with hundreds of voices in various stages of development. The faculty tables are in back and I watch Russel leaving, nodding curtly at his colleagues. I never noticed the limp before. 

“My father would probably love it here.” Tom’s voice is bitter. “In fact, we should trade places. I bet he’d do great.” 

“My dad loves the Merchant Marines,” I say. My stomach feels better, but the anxiety about Muller’s inspection returns full strength. 

When the buzzer sounds, I jump up. “Better run. Got to finish my room.” 

“Good luck,” Markus calls after me. 

I sprint to the barracks thinking about Tom and his dad, how they hate each other. Right now I can’t stand my parents either. Obviously they don’t care to have me around. And yet they make it sound like they’re sacrificing because this place is stinking expensive. 

I’m the first back on my floor—fifteen minutes until inspections. I better be ready in case Muller comes to my room first. I remade my bed this morning, but I check it again, wipe the bed frame with a used pair of underwear, every move concentration. The sheets are stretched like a drum, the wool blanket tucked with perfect corners, tight enough to bounce a quarter on top. I check it again with the ruler. The sheet has to overlap the blanket precisely fifteen inches. You’ve got to ask yourself what these people are thinking. Why is a sheet covering fourteen and a half inches grounds for disciplinary action? I’d laugh but my throat is dry with nerves. 

I yank open my wardrobe. White undershirts, blue dress shirts, underwear and socks lay helter-skelter. With a sigh I pull everything out to refold. What a bunch of bull. 

My heart beats in my neck when I glance at the clock. Two minutes. I shove books and notepaper into a drawer, throwing a longing glance at Plozett’s deserted chair. As an oldman Plozett is impervious to inspections. Scanning the top of the empty desk, I wipe down the surface and chair. Done. I throw my gym clothes into the laundry bag at the bottom of the closet, the only item allowed to be unfolded.

Plozett arrives. “You ready?”

I nod. “Think so.”

“Muller is two doors down. He’ll be here in a minute.”

I stiffen when Muller’s shadow announces his arrival. “Cadet Olson, room 212, at your service, Sir,” I shout, watching with envy as Plozett draws geometric patterns on a piece of scrap paper. Study hour has begun. 

Muller walks straight to my bed. He bends lower, his nose an inch from the blanket as if he’s searching for fleas. Then he straightens and I breathe easier. 

“Closet.” 

“Yes, Sir.” I open the cabinet. Muller examines the folded shirts and underwear, the shoes at the bottom. 

He mumbles something. 

“Excuse me, Sir?” I say, following Muller’s every move. He’s controlling my life.

Muller doesn’t answer, but turns around to face me. It looks as if he’s ready to dismiss, and inwardly I relax, when his eyes pull away to something behind my back. 

“What’s this?” Quick as a flash Muller steps back to the bed. I turn just as he shoves something with his foot. One of my dirty workout socks is half hidden under Muller’s immaculate dress shoe. It must’ve fallen out when I unpacked my gym clothes.

“Olson, you’re just too stupid. I’m filing a report. Two inspections and you’re still a pig. Get this thing out of here.” With that Muller kicks the sock across the room against the wardrobe where it comes to rest in a damp heap. “Disgusting filth.”

“Sir, sorry, Sir,” I stumble, but Muller has already turned his back.

“Dismissed.”

I swipe up the sock and fling it into the laundry bag. How could I’ve overlooked something this obvious? I did so well, measuring and folding and then I miss a stinking sock. My cheeks burn with frustration. 

***
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“YOU SHOULD’VE SEEN Tony’s face.” I’m lounging on Tom’s bed, carefully adjusting my right shoulder which got hammered again during practice. After tattoo is called at ten o’clock, we’ve got thirty minutes of free time. I feel like passing out after the classes, studies, practice and two inspections, but personal time is too precious to waste on sleep. “Sarge Russel is scary.” 

“Sarge?”

“Yeah, seems like a good name.”

“Made a few changes. It’s not bad.” Tom grins and throws the summary of Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew on the bed, where I catch it with a wince.  

“Thanks, man. I got a letter...from my parents.”

“And?” Tom rifles through the newest copy of Motion Picture magazine. He’s a movie buff and watches every new release. 

“Haven’t read it yet.”

“What’re you waiting for?” Tom’s brown eyes look thoughtful. “At least they write to you. My father forgot I existed the minute he dropped me off.” 

I pull out the letter, wrinkled from spending too much time in my pocket. “Maybe tomorrow... Your parents divorced?” 

Tom sighs and closes the magazine. “I guess technically. My mother got sick when I was little. She... sort of faded. Forgot I was there. One day, I wandered outside where a neighbor found and returned me. My mother hadn’t even noticed I was gone. I was three. They fought, my father got angry and then one day, she was gone.”

“Is she dead?”

Tom shakes his head. “Hospital. According to my father, it’s the best place in the Midwest. I haven’t seen her in years.”

“But why’s your father forgetting—”

“You need to leave.” Allen Todd, Tom’s roommate, moseys in with a towel stretched tight around an ample waist. His face and torso are covered with moles and everyone calls him Toad. “I got to change,” he squeaks in indignation.

“Turn around then,” I say, waving him off. We’ve got five minutes.  

“Did you hear about the movie theatre in town?” Tom says. “I guess our school hangs out there on weekends.”

“Let’s check it tomorrow. I can’t believe it’s finally Saturday.”

“I must go to bed now.” Clad in a tent-sized plaid pajama, Toad sinks on his mattress which creaks in protest. “I don’t want trouble.”

I ignore him, but get up. The clock controls my life, besides, I’m ready to crash anyway. “See you in the morning. Any idea what happens after Muller files a report?” I say at the door.

Tom shrugs, but his eyes are filled with gloom.
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When I return from breakfast the next morning, a note is taped to my door next to our sign-in sheet. All rooms list the cadets who live inside and give a day-to-day account of our whereabouts. Cadet Olson to report to Counselor Barberry at 11:00. 

Muller hasn’t wasted any time. Five minutes before eleven I check my uniform. Shirt tucked, pants straight and clean, shoes shined. Grabbing the soft cap we wear on weekends I head downstairs. With every step my heart beats faster until I’m breathless. 

All barracks have a counselor living in an apartment on the first floor. They’re either retired military or regular faculty, and spend nights in the barracks, so they can check up on us. 

I knock. 

“Come in.”

I push open the door and stare. It’s like walking into a mineshaft, dark and stuffy, the room’s only window covered by blinds and a curtain. A tiny wall lamp glows yellow, doing little to brighten the shadows. 

“Sir, Cadet Olson at your service, Sir.”

Barberry, we call him Beerbelly because of his plump middle, sits behind his desk. A wave of citrus aftershave hits me, which can be useful because it announces his presence wherever he goes. Though nobody has ever seen him, it’s rumored that Beerbelly hides booze in his office and camouflages the smell of alcohol with his cologne. 

“Cadet Olson, right.” He rifles through a file on his desk. “You failed two room inspections.”

“Sir, sorry Sir, I—” 

Beerbelly raises a hand to cut me off.

“You’re new, a late comer?”

I nod. How can the man see in this dungeon? “Yes, Sir, my junior year.”

“You should know better. You’re certainly old enough. Respect and cleanliness are a cadet’s first objective. Five demerits. Get five more and you’ll march extra duty next Saturday.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Dismissed.”

“Thank you, Sir.”

I rush upstairs, equally worried and fuming. Last weekend, half a dozen guys were out there in the drizzle, marching up and down the field. Extra duty lasts three hours. Rain or shine. It’s only the middle of September, there’s plenty of time to collect demerits now that Muller has it in for me.

***
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TOM STICKS HIS HEAD in my door. “Ready to go?” He’s attempted to tame his short curls with gel. They refuse to be controlled.

“Give me two,” I say, urging my pen to write faster. “Just finishing this stupid summary for Sarge.”

Tom sinks on the only available seat at Plozett’s desk. Nobody sits on beds during the day—undoing the measured edges provokes surprise inspections. 

“Can’t believe it’s finally the weekend.” I close my notebook with a thud. “Muller eyed me this morning like he was waiting for me to trip up.”

“He reminds me of a praying mantis,” Tom says dryly. “The way he sticks his neck forward. Like he’s ready to tear off your face.” Tom pushes his head out and holds up his forearms at a ninety degree angle. 

I chuckle though I can feel Muller closing in on me. “Yep, that’s him all right. Let’s go.” I straighten, my fingers anxiously patrolling my pocket. Two dollars. One per week since my arrival, allowance sent by my parents and doled out by the bursar. I’ll have to find candy somewhere in town. It’ll be too expensive in the theatre. Tom doesn’t have that problem. His father is wealthy and Tom seems flush with cash. I grimace.

“Something wrong?” Tom asks.

“I just thought how your old man keeps you in the green.”

“He doesn’t feel it. Whereas your parents are making a sacrifice.” 

“I wish they weren’t.” 

“I know. Let’s try to have a good time anyway.” 

We head into the corridor, marching perfect steps. Whenever an oldman appears, we jump out of the way and squeeze against the wall saluting. It takes several minutes to leave the building, stopping, standing at attention, shouting the name of the oldman, waiting for the dismissing nod which is always serious and always critical. I breathe deeply as soon as we’re outside. At least I haven’t been ridiculed for dress infractions. 

We take off across the lawns, Tom’s legs propelling him as if on stilts, me shorter but fast. I’m giddy and curious—our first escape from campus. According to what I’ve heard the village is a dump, not worth mentioning, a town of losers and deadbeats. Except for the movie theatre which provides the only entertainment for thirty miles around.

The path, no more than two feet wide, but trampled clean from hundreds of feet in search of distraction, leads us through a forest of pine, oak and beech trees. After the stuffiness of our rooms and Beerbelly’s citrus stink, I’m enjoying the smoky and spicy smells of fall. Ahead the trail rises and I make out the silhouettes of Tony White and his best friend, ‘Big Mike’ Stets. 

As the captain of the football team, Tony runs the show on the field and in the locker room, unless Coach Briggs is near. Big Mike, large and square like a wardrobe over tree trunk shaped legs, is the star defensive tackle on Palmer’s football team. Most cadets give him a wide berth. He loves using his physical strength to intimidate smaller students as he plows through the school corridors. 

Tom nods ahead, “I see meat hook is also going to the movies. Let’s slow down a bit. I don’t care to see him up close.”

“Big Mike is a heck of a football player,” I say, feeling resentful that I want to justify Big Mike’s actions. “It’s like having three guys on the team instead of one.”

“I heard he’s not too bright, but the school carries him anyway. They don’t want to lose games and his father is a big shot in D.C.”

“The coach thinks he walks on water.” 

Tom shrugs. “Bullies, nonetheless. Especially to those that aren’t into sports.” 

I know Tom includes himself in the group. Coach Briggs acts like a bully most of the time. He breaks out in screaming tirades and gets in my face when I slow down during practice, even if it’s a hundred-fifty degrees under my helmet. Maybe that’s why the coach likes Big Mike and Tony. 

“I can’t believe you don’t enjoy exercise,” I say. “You could probably be a speed walker or long distance runner.”

“I play chess, run the knight and his queen around the board until they’re out of breath. I just don’t like sports.” 

“Because you’re good in school and don’t have to find other means to get ahead. Like me.”

“Except math.”

“That’s why you have me to help. Enough about school. What’re we watching again?”

“Bandolero with Jimmy Stewart and Dean Martin. And of course... Raquel Welch.” Tom grins. “What a bod, the best tits you’ve ever seen on a woman. It’s a western. Out since June, but they’re slow here.”

“You think we can buy candy in town?” I pat the bills in my pocket. “I could do with something sweet.” 

“Raquel will show you sweet. She’s super sexy,” Tom chuckles when he stops in his tracks. “What the heck...”

I look up. 

The forest opens onto a field of grass, burned from a scorching Indiana summer. Hip-high it falls gently toward the valley, swaying like a reddish sea. And there between the folds of two limestone formations squats the town of Garville.

It’s like we’re in the twilight zone.

The lone church tower, brick worn and pale, stands at the center, the houses are in need of paint and a handful of stores cluster around the market square. Vintage model trucks sit along the road. A layer of dust extends onto the sidewalks. There is no traffic signal, not even a street light. 

As we draw near, the general store’s dull windows watch blindly from across the street. An old enamel sign above the door swings in the cool breeze, a reminder of the approaching winter. In front of the tavern two men stare at us from shredded wicker chairs. One spits tobacco into a metal bowl, the ping clearly audible in the silence. 

“The movie theatre is at the other end,” Tom says, watching three youths exit a barber shop. Judging by their torn jeans and shirts they must be townies. Palmer cadets are required to wear class B uniforms—blue pants, white jackets with blue stripes and matching caps. I feel self-conscious about my outfit, the brass buckle on my belt lending too much shine to the afternoon of this town.

“Remember the candy? I’ll be right back.” I cross the street to the general store and pull on the door so faded it looks colorless. I expect the shop to be closed, but the hinges squeal open and I creep inside. Dust specks float in the sunrays that make it through the door’s smudged glass. 

The store belongs to a different time, maybe an old frontier town like they show in westerns. Shelves, packed with an assortment of cans, hardware, work shirts and winter hats, cover the walls floor to ceiling. Counters with a collection of glass containers with gumballs, hard candy and licorice line the front while the aisles are crowded with baskets and sacks piled high with onions, apples and potatoes. Pieces of farm equipment clutter the floor, leaving a two-foot space for walking. What a mess.

“You lost?” A man, bald except for a fringe of gray, approaches from the back. “You fancy boys need—”

Just then Tom enters, looking bewildered. Hollers and hoots drift in after him and he quickly closes the door. 

“I’d like to buy something,” I say, my eyes finally adjusted to the murkiness. I scan the displays in search of my favorite candy bars. Behind the man who impatiently drums his fingers on the counter, I discover the silver-colored wrappers. “Two Zeros, please.”

Tom, obviously distracted with the antique quality of this place, walks toward the rear where glass drawers hold bulk tea, coffee, flour and an assortment of spices.

The shopkeeper grumbles and smacks two Zeros on the counter. “Forty-six cents.”

“Thanks.” I pay and stuff the bars into my pocket. I want to get the heck out of here, but Tom has disappeared.

As I wander toward the back, a girl enters by the side door. Piercing blue eyes, framed by black braids, meet mine, momentarily narrowing into a frown. Her mouth, finely shaped and shimmering, turns down in distaste. It’s as if time stands still because I notice her eyebrows that arch above the pools of a Caribbean sea, intense and cool. She wears a denim work shirt, clearly meant for boys, its shoulders too wide and its sleeves rolled up to show tanned forearms. For a moment, I forget to breathe. But the girl has already turned and disappeared behind a shelf stacked with rubber boots. 

Tom materializes next to me. “Ready?”

I nod, staring after the apparition. “Let’s go.”

The Raquel Welsh movie takes me away. The theatre is packed with cadets, the air fogged with cigarette smoke. Tom elbows me several times, chuckling when the actress appears in yet another skintight outfit and deep cleavage. But I keep thinking about the blue eyes narrowed into disapproval. Why does it bother me that the girl acted unfriendly? Why am I surprised? I look pompous in my uniform and the townies obviously have nothing in common with Palmer’s fanciness. It’s a different world. They don’t know I feel just the same underneath—a regular guy. 

On the way back, as the sandstone bulk and square towers of assembly
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