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REPORT FOR DUTY
I didn’t join the navy to die. I joined the navy to become a sailor, a real
sailor. But as I stood before the ship that was to be my home for the next
three years, I had a sick feeling that dying was exactly what I was going to
do. The ship, lurking dark and ominous behind long, dusk shadows,
looked as if it were ready to kill me if I took one step closer toward it.
With its lines and angles coming to such a severe point at the bow that it
appeared to be an unsheathed, floating dagger, it looked as if it were ready
to kill someone, anyway. Afraid to go any farther, I seriously considered
turning around and going home.
Who was I kidding? I was no real sailor. Regardless of the uniform I was
wearing, or of the sea bag full of navy gear I was carrying on my back, or
of the orders I held tucked under my arm ordering me to report to the
ship, I didn’t have a clue of what I was getting into or of what was
expected of me. My mom was right—how was I ever going to survive?
The problem with giving up and going home, though, was that I was
standing pier side at a United States naval base in Yokosuka, Japan, and
home, or what used to be my home, was on the other side of the world.
Another problem was that as great as my fear was of the ship, my fear of
going to the brig for desertion was even greater. So, as much of a
precedent I had already set in my life for giving up on myself and quitting,
I knew that eventually I would report for duty aboard the ship as ordered.
But I sure did stand there for a while contemplating my options.
It would be hard to imagine the power that a warship displays without ever
having stood next to one. Pictures, or words in a book, could never
properly describe or convey a warship’s overwhelming presence as does
standing next to one and personally seeing, feeling, hearing, and smelling it
could. My ship had guns, big guns, missile launchers, armor, antennas,

radars, wires, fuel-smells, foul-smells, and various loud, industrial noises
that all concocted together to form one massive, offensive threat.
Not only did it scare the hell out me, it also amazed me. It amazed me not
just because of its raw display of power, but also because of its intimidating
beauty. It was as beautiful as it was threatening; it looked as if it could
have been sculpted by an artist. It was nothing like the squat, landlocked
simulation ship that I trained on in boot camp.
The simulation ship, the USS Bluejacket, was more like a ship that children
play on in neighborhood parks than an actual naval vessel. Still, it served
its purpose. On the USS Bluejacket, I learned the basics of everything
nautical that one could possibly learn in two months: line handling,
navigation, helmsmanship, firefighting, the manning of battle stations; but
what I learned most while “sailing” on the USS Bluejacket was that boot
camp was not the real navy.
While in boot camp, I was reminded by my company commanders at
regular intervals, usually around the times when my arms were about to
buckle from pushups, or after I had been running in place next to my rack
non-stop for thirty minutes, that what I was experiencing at boot camp was
a vacation compared to the real navy. They would explain in their language
of scream how in the real navy, out in the fleet, I would be on board a real
ship, in the middle of the ocean, at the mercy of Davy Jones and my
commanding officer, with real life-and-death responsibilities. In the real
navy failure is not an option. Quitting is not an option.
I was used to quitting on myself. That is what people like me do. In fact, I
had quit on myself so often during my eighteen years of life that I
eventually quit trying to stop quitting on myself. However, I was not used
to my inabilities and ineptitudes having so much impact on others. In boot
camp when I quit, the company commanders didn’t just punish me, they
made sure the rest of the company suffered for it, too.
“Recruit, quit your crying,” they would spit into my ear as my arms gave
out and I collapsed to the floor. “If this was the real fucking navy you
wouldn’t be able to cry for your momma because you’d be dead!” They

both would be on their hands and knees with their faces inches from mine.
“Do you realize you fucking quitter that you didn’t just quit on yourself?
You just quit on every other recruit in your company. And now, because
of one fucking little quitter like you, they’re all fucking dead!”
After about the third or fourth time of forcing my entire company to
suffer because of one of my screw-ups, I had an important revelation:
People like me – the weak, the losers, the quitters, the ones conditioned for
defeat – believe that we are powerless, that we are insignificant; but
actually, it’s just the opposite. The winners need people like me more than
we will ever need them. In fact, winners are completely dependent upon
us. We enable them to win and to live their superior lives. Without us to
dominate and conquer in their game of life, winners would be nothing
more than mere participants.
In boot camp, through pushups, perspiration, and pain, I learned that it
was I, not the winners, who had the power. I learned that through my
weakness and my readiness to accept loss and defeat, I could dictate
whether my company lived or died. If the winners wanted to continue
being winners, which in boot camp meant surviving as a company until
graduation, then they had to overcome their natural instinct to want to
crush and defeat me and, instead, teach me, or at least convince me, not to
be such a quitter. For them to survive, it meant they had to relinquish
some of their monopoly on winning to me to ensure that I, too, survived,
which meant that I, too, was a winner. In boot camp, I had the power. In
boot camp, I finally mattered. But, like my company commanders said,
boot camp wasn’t the real navy.
Bored with humiliating just one sailor, my company commanders would
stand up and begin their dictatorial pacing around the berthing to better
direct their threats at the entire company. As they walked away leaving me
for dead, they would again remind the other recruits that they, the recruits,
were also dead just because one little quitter (they would point down at me
when they said this) gave up on them. And, since we all were now dead,
we all shouldn’t mind doing another fifty pushups. Boot camp may not
have completely represented reality, but those pushups certainly did.

And so did the ship that was now before me. It was time for me to report
for duty and enter its reality. To do that, I first had to find the courage to
cross its brow and request permission to board. I was nervous. I was
more nervous to have to cross that brow than I was when I had to report
to boot camp.
Even then, the night I first reported to boot camp, when the doors of the
bus folded open to let in a flood of screaming company commanders, I
somehow knew that what I was about to enter was merely a gross
simulation of what was to eventually become my reality. As hard and as
intimidating as boot camp was, and as much as I had wanted to quit from
the pressure, it all – all the screaming, all the marching, all the precisely
ironing and folding of uniforms and underwear, all the pushups, all the
brainwashing, all of it – never seemed to me to be anything more than a
game, a two-month long sadistic game of Simon Says. However, I had no
doubt that the brow, that long gangplank that bridged the gap between a
life on land and a life at sea, was real and that the life it would lead me to
would be no game.
There was no turning back, though. I had to cross it. I had to climb the
steps that led up to it. I had to walk across it with confidence. I had to
stop at the end of it, right before the ship’s quarterdeck, turn and face aft
toward where the national ensign flew, and salute the ensign to show my
respect. No, it was after sunset so the ensign would have been lowered
already. I had only to face aft and briefly stand at attention to show my
respect to something that wasn’t there. I then had to turn back toward the
quarterdeck and face the sailor on watch, the sailor who stood watch over
whomever entered and exited the ship. I had to salute him and request his
permission to board the ship while holding my military identification card
next to my face so that he could verify that I was who I was supposed to
be.
I stood on the pier before the brow and repeatedly practiced in my mind
the proper way to board a ship, wanting to get the task done with, but not
really wanting to begin it at all.

“Request permission to come aboard,” I said, hoping that the sailor on
watch, a real sailor, a sailor who held my immediate fate in his hands, did
not hear the quivering in my voice. The sailor – what was his title? Officer
of the Deck? Petty Officer of the Watch? – turned to face me in a manner
that completely expressed a lack of any concern for my existence. He
slowly walked over to a podium that was stationed in front of the brow,
leaned on it, and then stared at me without responding to my request.
What was wrong with him? Why didn’t he grant me permission to board
the ship? Was I doing something wrong already?
My right hand, with its fingertips positioned next to my right temple in a
salute, felt heavy and began to shake. The more I tried to stop it from
shaking the more it shook, until it was shaking so much I was afraid it was
going to break off at the wrist. Not only did I have to focus on trying to
keep my saluting hand from shaking, I also had to hold my military
identification card next to my face with my left hand while also focusing on
not dropping the package that was tucked under my left arm. The package,
a large, bulky sealed manila envelope, had my medical and personnel
records and other official navy documents on the inside and a copy of my
orders stapled to it on the outside.
While I stood there suffering, the sailor on watch did nothing but lean
against the podium and stare at me as if I were an exposed bed sore. Was
this a game to him? Was he having fun watching me stand there slowly
dying from embarrassment? Perhaps I should have just dropped my
salute, performed an about face, and run like I had wanted to do from the
beginning? But I couldn’t do that now because I was no longer a quitter. I
was now a sailor and sailors don’t run. Sailors sail. Sailors heave to and
cuss and screw exotic women—many of them. That’s who they are and
that’s what they do. That’s who I was and that’s what I would do. I was a
sailor now and sailors don’t run!
An officer appeared from out of the shadows. When he saw me standing
on the brow saluting, he gave a quick look of disdain to the sailor on
watch, then returned my salute and granted me permission to come aboard.
Seeing the officer, the sailor on watch immediately acted as if he had been
making entries into a logbook.

“Jesus Christ Petty Officer Sinclair, didn’t you see this guy standing there?”
the officer asked in a way that indicated he knew that the sailor would
answer with a lie.
“Sir, he walked up as soon as you walked out,” Petty Officer Sinclair
offered smoothly. “I was just finishing logging the eight o’clock reports.”
He had already begun reassuming his slouched position on the podium, as
if he knew the officer could care less if he saw me or not.
I dropped my salute and put away my identification card. The officer
walked up to me, slid the package out from under my arm, and said, “Go
ahead and step down off that brow and set your sea bag down on the deck
while we get you checked in.” I was happy to obey his orders. My
shoulders were numb from having to bear the load of the heavy sea bag for
so long. As he flipped through the pages of my orders, he began speaking
in a slow, monotone voice.
“You know what to do Sinclair. After you get our new sailor here logged
in, find the duty master-at-arms so he can assign him a rack and issue him
some linen.” He handed the package to the petty officer who tossed it on
the podium.
“After that have the messenger help him find his rack so he can get some
sleep. I’m sure he’s exhausted from the long flight over.”
The officer looked at me and said, “Congratulations sailor. You’ve just
joined the crew of one of the fiercest warships in the west. Stand fast for a
bit while Petty Officer Sinclair here gets you set up for the night.” He then
turned and disappeared back within the shadows.
While Petty Officer Sinclair did nothing that the officer had just told him
to do, I stood fast as ordered. I stood as fast and as proud as I could
because, as the officer had just said, I was now a sailor on one of the
fiercest warships in the west. I wasn’t a recruit or a dirtbag or a shithead or
any of the many other derogatory names my company commanders used
to call me; I was a sailor. As I stood trying to assume the demeanor one

would expect of a sailor assigned to one of the fiercest warships in the
West, someone stepped out of a hatch along the forward side of the ship’s
superstructure and walked slowly toward the quarterdeck.
When Petty Officer Sinclair noticed him, he indifferently asked, “Well?”
The sailor, who I assumed was the messenger that the officer referred to
earlier, replied that it was only a false alarm.
I looked at Petty Officer Sinclair, wondering if his response would give me
any insight into what the “it” was, but his only response was, “Cool.”
I expected their conversation would shift directly to my fate, but Petty
Officer Sinclair just continued leaning against his podium and staring off
into space while the messenger walked over to the lifelines and looked out
across the quiet pier. As they went about ignoring me, I continued to
stand fast. Was it going to be up to me to tell the messenger what the
officer had ordered Petty Officer Sinclair to do? Or, maybe I wasn’t being
ignored. Maybe Petty Officer Sinclair had somehow managed to call the
master-at-arms without me realizing it. Maybe the master-at-arms was
already on his way to the quarterdeck. Maybe he would soon arrive and
when he did, he would quickly assign me a rack, then the messenger could
take me to it and I could crawl right in it and finally get some sleep.
Instead, in what seemed to be nothing more than an afterthought for him,
Petty Officer Sinclair said, “Hey Jimenez, I need you to go find a rack for
the new boot here.” Though he said nothing about finding the duty
master-at-arms to assign me a rack or issue my linen, I was relieved that he
was finally taking some action on my behalf. Without saying a word,
Jimenez walked slowly up toward the forward part of the ship and entered
the same hatch that he had exited from earlier.
Now what? Was I supposed to follow Jimenez or wait for the duty masterat-arms to arrive?
As I stood there redoubling my efforts of awkwardness, Petty Officer
Sinclair picked up my package and, like a basketball player throwing a chest

pass, he rifled it over to me and said, “Hey dickhead, if you want a place to
sleep tonight you better stop playing with yourself and follow Jimenez.”

INSIDE THE SKIN
I took a deep breath and then off I went, unprepared for what the real
navy had in store for me. My first challenge was immediate. I had to
maneuver through the hatch that would take me inside the skin of the ship.
While the hatch appeared to be the same as any of the hatches that I
maneuvered through many times on the USS Bluejacket, this time I would
have to do it with a full sea bag on my back, and, while Petty Officer
Sinclair watched from the quarterdeck. First, I would have to grab the long
handle and raise it upward to un-dog it, or unseal the hatch. Next, I would
have to pull the hatch open and then simultaneously step over the kneeknockers while ducking and shimmying myself and the sea bag through the
narrow, oval opening. Finally, I would have to turn, close the hatch, and
then lower the long handle again to dog it shut. It was difficult, but I
managed to do it without embarrassing myself too much.
I turned around to look for Jimenez. Taps must have already sounded
because the only illumination came from the flickering red glow of a
darkened ship light mounted over the hatch. I strained to look through the
darkness, but outside the perimeter of the glow of the battle lantern, I saw
nothing but black.
As I stood waiting for my eyes to adjust to their new environment,
sensations so different from any that I had ever experienced before
enveloped me as if I had just entered a mechanical womb. The
atmosphere was warm and moist and laced with strong, primordial smells
of bodies, machinery oil, and food, something deep-fried. A steady, low
hum that seemed to originate from deep in the belly of the ship gently
vibrated the deck plates under my feet.
As my eyesight slowly faded in, I began to see globe valves jutting out
threateningly and unpredictably from all directions. From my experience
on the USS Bluejacket, I remembered how these valves created not only

trip hazards, but hazards to the head as well. Also placed in places
dangerous to my feet, head, and other unsuspecting body parts were
emergency battle lanterns, first aid kits, fire hoses, axes, stretchers, and
many other indescribable tools and equipment needed to guarantee the
survival of the ship and its crew. In an attempt to prevent the gear from
becoming deadly projectiles during rough seas, everything was bolted or
strapped down securely along the bulkheads. Various sized pipes ran
everywhere. Their purposes were stenciled in color-coded block letters:
FIRE MAIN in red; JET FUEL in purple; POTABLE WATER in blue.
Wires, thousands of wires strung en masse, ran overhead in all directions,
competing for space with the pipes. They reminded me of the transparent
overlays of human veins and arteries in the encyclopedias from my youth.
Even without the benefit of complete sight, I could tell that the
passageway was long and troubling.
I heard noises coming from the farthest end of the passageway. This time
when I strained my eyes to focus, I was able to make out a shadow of
someone stepping through a hatch and dogging it behind him. Jimenez.
He must have been waiting for me. I rushed to catch up with him. The
heavy sea bag rolled from side to side on my back as I ran, making it feel as
if I were running a zigzag. A valve grazed my head, warning me to take
heed of the new terrain. Nothing for me was ever easy.
When I reached the hatch that my escort disappeared behind, I was
breathing hard. I clumsily made my way through the hatch and on the
other side found a silent, empty passageway and a silent, empty ladder well.
I listened for signs of Jimenez but I heard nothing that would tell me
whether I should continue following the passageway or take the ladder
down to the next level. I heard only the mechanical, respiratory-like
sounds of a sleeping ship. The weak, red glow of the darken ship lights
disappeared into blackness as the passageway took a turn to starboard.
There was no light coming up from the ladder well. I did not know what
to do. Should I continue down the passageway or should I take a chance
going down a level? It was time for me to make my first decision out in
the fleet.

On my last day of boot camp, just moments before I and the rest of my
company boarded the bus to depart for our respective assignments in the
fleet, out in the real navy, Senior Chief Benndun, the shorter and meaner
of the two company commanders, screamed out his last bit of advice.
“Shipmates, whenever you find yourselves in a fucked up situation where
you don’t know what to do, just remember this: you are now sailors in the
strongest, most feared navy in the history of the world. So, whatever you
do, don’t EVER let your actions or your decisions bring discredit upon
yourself, the navy, or the United States. And more importantly, NEVER,
in any situation, act like a pussy. Leave that for the French sailors.”
I remember how proud I was when he referred to me as a shipmate and a
sailor. And I remember how loud I laughed, louder than anyone else did,
at him calling French sailors pussies. Even then, though, I knew that I
would be placed in many situations where I would have to make decisions
that I did not want to make. I hate having to make decisions. I hate the
pressure and potential accountability. And to be honest, I felt offended
and embarrassed at his French joke because, in the midst of the pride I felt
and the laughter I forced, it was I who felt like a pussy, both then and,
especially, now.
In the spirit of Senior Chief Benndun, I forced myself to make a decision.
I made the decision to go down, hoping that, at most, if wrong, my
decision would only bring discredit upon myself.
My decision to go down meant that I would have to climb down a ladder.
This brought with it another difficult maneuver because ladders between
decks on ships are nearly vertical. I had a hard enough time going up and
down the USS Bluejacket’s ladders without having to carry a full sea bag. I
looked down the well and saw nothing but black. I slowly turned, feeling
for the aluminum rails and grabbing them tightly when I found them.
Each step down was tentative and deliberate and I was certain that I would
lose my balance and fall in the undefined blackness below me. The
darkness rose about me as if I were stepping down into a pool of black ink.
The underlying mechanical hum grew louder and the atmosphere became
denser.

After climbing down three deck levels, I found my escort leaning casually
against the bulkhead. I made the right decision after all. When he saw me,
he took off again at a pace that I was certain he knew I could only barely
maintain. I used all my remaining energy to keep up and I was able to
reach the next hatch only seconds after he ducked through it. He was
playing with me, me the “boot camp,” as all sailors fresh out of boot camp
are labeled. He knew how much effort it would take for me to get through
the hatch while carrying my sea bag. If only I could just keep going and
leave the hatch open behind me I would be able to keep up with him.
However, he also knew there was no way I would not dog the hatch.
Through screams and spit and pushups, during boot camp it was
thoroughly, deeply, and indelibly ingrained into my psyche that watertight
integrity must always be maintained.
Properly maintaining watertight integrity can mean the difference between
the sinking and survival of a damaged ship. If a sailor gets caught not
maintaining watertight integrity, even in time of peace, even while the ship
is pier side, even unintentionally, it means certain punishment. As I turned
to dog the hatch as quickly as I could, it felt as if my company commanders
were still right next to me rabidly screaming hot coffee and cigarette breath
into my face to ensure that I followed their orders: “Dog the fucking hatch
recruit! I don’t give two fucks how much you’re carrying. Dog the fucking
hatch. I don't care if your goddamned arms have been blown off. Dog the
fucking hatch or all of your shipmates will die!” My escort knew that I
would maintain watertight integrity. He also knew that he could put much
deck space between him and me as I stopped to dog the hatch. I knew he
knew all this and I wished, even as I was dogging the hatch, that I had the
courage to leave it un-dogged.
After rushing as fast as I possibly could through the hatch and dogging it
behind me, I again began walking as fast as I dared, still wary about hitting
my head or tripping over something. The passageway took a sharp turn to
starboard and then back to port. Jimenez, to my surprise, was only about
ten yards ahead, not walking very fast, but not walking slow enough for me
to let up my pace.

Breathing was painful now and my legs could barely support me. It had
been over five hours since I had last eaten; I could not remember how long
it had been since I had last slept. I felt light headed. I wanted to stop the
chase. I wanted to drop my sea bag, lie on the deck, and sleep. I wanted
to sleep and then wake up somewhere else, anywhere but on this ship. In
fact, I wanted to wake up to find that I had never joined the navy in the
first place.
But I didn’t stop. I didn’t drop my sea bag and sleep. My legs kept
moving. I remained conscious. Jimenez would not have the pleasure of
losing me. I would keep up with him. I could see him and I would not
lose him again. He stopped to look back at me. Perhaps he finally realized
that I would not be denied. Perhaps I had passed a test. Maybe now he
would slow down and stop teasing me. Was he smiling? It was hard to tell
from the shadows that folded around him. I slowed my pace, not wanting
to appear too eager. Then, right before my eyes, he disappeared.
When I caught up to where I had last seen him, only seconds before, all I
found was another hatch that would lead me forward and another ladder
well that would lead me down. But no Jimenez. He had vanished. He
could not have possibly gone through the hatch because I would have
caught up to him in the time it would have taken for him to dog it. I was
quite certain he could not have gone down the ladder because I would have
heard the clatter of his boots on the aluminum steps. I looked around for
hidden spaces. There were none. He had to have gone one way or the
other because there were no other possible routes.
Once again, I didn’t know what to do. Should I return to the quarterdeck
and take my chances with Petty Officer Sinclair? I looked behind me into
the blank darkness. I had come so far that I knew that I could never
remember the way back. I was supposed to be being escorted to my rack,
to my new home. But instead, I was lost, trapped, not knowing how many
decks down I was and not knowing how many more decks down I was
supposed to go. I was not sure if I was heading toward the aft or forward
part of the ship. I was not certain of anything, except my uncertainty. It
didn’t matter which way he went because I could not go one step farther. I
was much too tired.

I was awakened by a solid knock to my shoulder. Jimenez looked down on
me and, for the first time, spoke. “Get up off your lazy ass ya fuckin’ boot
camp and try keeping up.” Again, he immediately disappeared. This time I
saw him drop down the ladder well. I could not believe my eyes when I
looked down and saw him at the bottom of the stairwell impatiently
looking up at me. How did he get down to the bottom so fast? I did not
hear a sound. Without explanation, he opened a door and walked through
it.
I struggled down the ladder and then walked through the same door into a
dark compartment. I couldn’t see much but I could tell that it was a big
space. It smelled of bodies and dirty laundry. The sound of sleep was
heavy. Jimenez pointed toward something that I could not see. I walked
in the direction that his finger indicated and found an empty rack. I was so
happy at finally reaching my destination that I immediately forgot all the
torment that he had just put me through. I wanted to thank him. I wanted
to shake his hand and offer him my friendship for life, but when I turned
back to him, he had already disappeared.

WELCOME ABOARD
My new home, the only space on the ship that I would be able to call my
own, was a gray, seventy-two inches long by twenty-eight inches wide by
eighteen inches tall, rectangular rack. It was a bottom, middle rack, only
inches off the deck, and two identical racks were stacked directly over it.
The bottom of each rack served as the top for the rack below it. I did a
quick count and found there were nine racks in all on each side of the aisle.
My rack had a nightlight to read by, a hook to hang things on, a two-inch
thick mattress, and a wool blanket balled up in the back corner. Missing,
however, were a pillow, sheets, and a privacy curtain. The rack, itself, was
a storage locker. Its top could be lifted and set to stay open with a metal
bar. Inside were a drawer and several six-inch deep compartments of
various widths. With the top of the rack set open, the locker resembled a
coffin.
I opened the coffin locker, quickly emptied the contents of my sea bag into
its various compartments, closed it again, and then locked it with a padlock
I had been using to secure my sea bag. Next, I stripped to my underwear
and crawled into the rack, relishing all the comfort the thin mattress was
able to offer. I unfurled the blanket and pulled it tightly around me,
writhing like a snake, scratching its coarseness upon my dry skin. A bed
had never felt so comfortable. I passed out immediately and slept
undisturbed until the arrival of my welcoming committee.
Their distant conversation and laughter, their clumsy, heavy feet on the
ladders, and the constant scraping of hatches being un-dogged, opened,
slammed, and dogged shut echoed throughout the slumbering ship. As the
sound from the slow procession of their decent got closer and closer, it
gradually invaded my sleep-state and attempted to pull me back into an
unwelcomed state of consciousness. I fought off the attack as hard as I
could but ended up losing the battle when I was suddenly and completely

awakened by a loud, extended banging that sounded as if a bowling ball
had been rolled down a ladder well.
Cries of both pain and laughter erupted from the descending party. After
a brief panic, I remembered that I was onboard my ship. Cold air from an
overhead air conditioning unit seemed to be blowing directly into my rack.
I found my blanket down by my feet and quickly pulled it over me.
Shivering, I followed the sound of the advancing procession and wondered
what impact it was about to have on me. When the door to the berthing
compartment was flung open to let the drunks stumble in, the air pressure
in the compartment seemed to drop directly upon my chest.
The drunks became hushed and respectful of the silent, darkened room
until one of them walked into a metal folding chair. The chair flew into a
bulkhead and the drunk crashed to the floor. The other drunks burst out
in laughter. Sailors shouted from behind closed-curtained racks, calling for
quiet and threatening violence if they didn’t get it. The drunks countered
with their own threats and more laughter while they helped their fallen
shipmate up from the deck. Their task was made more difficult by the fact
that the drunk on the deck had passed out.
“Asshole’s out.”
“Shit! Wake the motherfucker up.”
“I said he’s out!”
“Wake up asshole.”
“Goddamn it, stop kicking him and drag his ass to his rack.”
I could hear feet dragging across the deck, accompanied by grunts and
curses. Their progress was slow and ominous, like a determined monster
in a horror movie as he lurches toward his helpless victim. They dragged
the passed out drunk down my aisle. I cursed Jimenez for giving me a rack
without curtains.

Desperately wanting to hide behind something, I wrapped the blanket
around my head, curled myself into a ball, and pressed myself against the
back of the rack, trying to disappear. I became one of those animals that
instinctively responded to a threatening situation by simulating its death. I
tried my best to appear dead. I wanted to appear so dead that I would
trick the unknown forces of the afterlife responsible for the disposition of
the soul into passing judgment upon mine and disposing of it as they saw
fit, just as long as the drunks would not notice me and would pass by my
rack without incident.
They stopped next to my rack. One of the drunks from the back said that
they had gone down the wrong aisle and that they had to turn around. The
drunk who was doing the dragging said that he wasn’t carrying the son of a
bitch another inch. To make his point clear, he let go of the passed out
drunk’s arms. The sound of the passed out drunk’s head smacking against
the deck sounded like a foot kicking in a pumpkin. The drunk from the
back said he would kick the shit out of the drunk who did the dragging if
he didn't pick the passed out drunk back up and bring him to his rack. The
drunk who did the dragging told the drunk from the back to fuck himself.
More insults and cuss words were traded back and forth.
In boot camp, I was amazed at how much my company commanders
cussed. It seemed that every other word was an expletive. To them the
word “fuck” could be used to enhance any description and as any part of
speech: a noun, verb, adverb, adjective, an object of the preposition, a
dangling participle. They cussed at us to simulate real-life conditions in the
fleet and they cussed at us because the real-life conditions in the fleet had
conditioned them to do so. The drunk who did the dragging cussed nearly
as well as my company commanders did.
Another drunk from the back noticed that my rack did not have any
curtains and said that since my rack was empty they should just throw the
passed out drunk in there for the night. I immediately wished that I was
not so good at making myself unnoticeable and briefly contemplated
speaking out to let them know that the rack was occupied. But, I said
nothing and the passed out drunk landed next to me.

In boot camp, it was my company commanders’s responsibility to prepare
all us recruits for any possible threat or danger that we might have to face
out in the fleet. We had to survive everything from gas attacks, where we
were crowded into a room and forced to breathe in tear gas, to being lost
at sea. A “lost at sea” simulation meant jumping into a pool where, to
“survive,” we had to be able to tread water in full uniform for five minutes,
then we had to strip our dungaree pants off, tie the ends of the pant legs
into knots, and plunge the top of the pants into the water so the legs would
fill with air and serve as a floatation device.
However, my company commanders provided no simulated training in
boot camp that would prepare me for how to escape from within a rack
while lying next to a passed-out drunk who reeked of beer, cigarettes, and
other indescribable foul smells. I was on my own to figure out a way to get
out of that rack as quickly as possible.
If I were in a normal bed, all I would have to do to escape if a passed out
drunk were tossed next to me would be to roll off the other side and sneak
away. The passed out drunk would never know that I was ever there. But
my rack and my situation were not normal. In a rack on a ship, there is
only one exit and, unfortunately, the passed out drunk was between it and
me. I could try to push him out of the rack, but that would risk the chance
that he might wake up. I didn’t want that to happen so my only other
option was to crawl over him and find somewhere else to sleep.
I felt sickened from the smells and from the anxiety caused by the mission
before me. Some of the drunks were still awake, watching television.
What if they heard me? How would I be able to explain my situation to
them? I had to be extra cautious and quiet to make sure they didn’t hear
me. I had to extricate myself from the corner of the rack slowly.
I had been pressed tight against the back of the rack with my backside
toward the passed-out drunk, so first, I had to roll over on my back. The
drunk was lying on his side with his face towards me. When I rolled over,
my back no longer propped him up and he fell on top of me. We were
cheek to cheek. His left leg intertwined with my legs and his hands ended
up in places where they should not have been. He breathed heavily and his

breath was sour. His stomach made strange, backed-up-toilet-like sounds
that began traveling up his chest and into his throat. He started to gag. He
was going to throw up. My stomach began reacting the same way and I,
too, began to feel as if I were going to throw up.
I had to get out of there immediately. My heartbeat raced faster. I felt
claustrophobic. I could not breathe. I had to get out. I panicked. I tried
to roll the passed out drunk off of me but I could barely move his dead
weight. I struggled, knowing that the noise I was making was too loud for
the quiet berthing. I didn’t care. I had to get out of there. The drunk was
going to throw up any second. I pushed with all my might and a groan
came from the back of my throat. My knees banged against the metal
bulkhead in their effort to find enough leverage to move him.
Hands reached in, grabbed the drunk, and pulled him out of my rack.
Inquisitive faces, dark within the shadows, then leaned in to look at me.
“Well, well... it seems that there was someone in the rack after all. Who
the fuck are you?”
“I... me... new...”
“Hey guys, check it out! We have us a new boot camp to welcome
aboard.”
“Muster the Welcoming Committee!”
“Looked to me like the boot was in there trying to hump poor old Sully.”
A shadowed face with a deep, serious voice asked, “You a faggot boot?”
Before I could react or say anything, I was dragged out onto the deck and
my blanket was pulled tightly over my head and around my arms.
Explosions went off in my head as punches smashed into my cheeks, into
my nose, into my ears. Through the piercing ringing in my head, I heard
one of the drunks tell another to stop hitting me in the face. I guess they

had rules to their ritual. But, whoever it was who was doing the punching
apparently didn’t care for the rule because he continued to punish my face.
“Boot, this is what we call a good, old fashioned, welcome aboard party.”
“Yeah, just think of us as your welcoming committee. We sure are happy
to have you aboard, Shipmate.”
I don’t know how long it was – it seemed like an eternity – before
someone joined the group and said that he got everything that they needed.
The punches ceased and whoever it was holding the blanket over my head
leaned close to my ear and, in a youthful, high-pitched voice, said in a
ceremonious manner, “And now, Shipmate, we present you with an even
more special welcoming gift, a gift that all newly reporting boot camps are
required to receive.”
He sounded as if he truly expected me to be excited about the gift. He
acted as if it were my birthday and they had just finished singing the
birthday song to me and were now ready to give me my presents.
My welcoming gift turned out to be them pulling down my underwear to
my ankles and layering my crotch and anus with a thick grease that is used
to lubricate the shaft that spins the ship’s propellers. Initially there were
discussion as to who would be the lucky one to apply the grease, until a
deep voice from behind the pack growled out a name, prompting one of
the drunks into action and silencing the others.
As the lucky hazer performed his duties, several references were made to
my manly inadequacies. Finally, he topped off the grease with a generous
layer of coffee grounds, which were then thoroughly massaged into the
most inappropriate places. After he finished, he wiped his hands off on
my blanket and gave me one last punch to the thigh. The one who held
the blanket over my head offered, “And if you even think about telling
anyone about this, we’ll fuck you up even more, Shipmate.” They walked
away giving each other high fives as I lay on the deck in pain.

After the drunks finished with me, they went back to their card game and
porno videos. I knew that I should pull myself up off the deck and walk
out to confront them. I should go out there and either threaten to kick
each of their asses or pull up a chair and invite myself into their card game.
That’s what I should have done. That’s what a real sailor would do.
Instead, I crawled back into my rack and tried to find comfort on top of
my bare, foam mattress. I wrapped the blanket tight around my head in an
effort to muffle out the chatter from the card game and the empty moans
coming from the television.

REVEILLE
Reveille. Reveille.
All hands heave out and trice up.
The smoking lamp is lighted in all authorized spaces.
Reveille.

My first thought when I woke was of an earthquake. Everything was
shaking. My second thought was of pain. Everything hurt. Was I hurting
because of the shaking, or was I shaking because of the pain?
I cautiously began to take inventory. Pain was everywhere. I went from
body part to body part and found nothing but pain. Pain pulsed from
every nerve ending throughout my body. It was a pain so intense and so
complete that it demanded my complete attention, which I willingly gave.
I didn’t care that, without curtains for protection, I was completely
exposed to everyone in my aisle in nothing but my underwear, grease, and
coffee grounds. I didn’t care that my blanket had fallen to the deck and
cold air was blowing directly into my rack, leaving me freezing and
shivering. I didn’t even care that the earthquake was actually someone
leaning into my rack violently trying to shake me awake. I only cared for
the pain. Still, the shaking wouldn’t stop and I cautiously and tenderly
opened my eyes.
“What the crap happened to you?” the sailor shaking me asked.
What the crap happened to me? I had been wondering the same thing all
night long. I didn’t know how to answer. Instead, I asked my own
question. “Where’s the head?”
The sailor took a slow step back from my rack and pointed to a door
where tousle-haired, razor-stubbled, underwear-clad men were walking in

and out with towels tossed over a shoulder and toiletry bags tucked under
an arm.
“Dude, you really look like crap. I thought you were dead. You wouldn’t
wake up. That’s why I was shaking you so hard.”
After everything I had been through, an act of kindness. Tears welled up
in my eyes. Pain vanished. My heart swelled with happiness. An angel in
hell. A beautiful, sincere angel. My guardian. Not wanting my first
potential friend to see me cry, I put my face into my hands as if I were
attempting to rub away the sleep. When my hands touched my nose, my
face exploded into another fireball of pain. My screaming must have
scared him away because he was gone when the bright light of intense pain
behind my forehead subsided and I began to get my vision back.
I rolled over to the edge of my rack so I could look out to see where my
guardian angel had gone and all I saw were near-naked bodies swarming all
around me. My aisle was packed full of men preparing for the day. Men,
unconscious of their nakedness, men without bruises, beautiful men
without worry of themselves, men of war, sailors, real sailors, beautiful
sailors, were everywhere. How could I exit my rack and walk amongst
them looking and feeling the way I did? Based on the amount of pain I felt
and the heavy, metallic taste of blood in my mouth, and the reaction I got
from my guardian angel, I assumed that I didn’t look very healthy.
Still, regardless of how I felt or looked, I knew that eventually I would have
to begin the day and face all the mess that was going to come with it. But
that didn’t stop me from being afraid. I did not want to meet any of my
attackers and I did not want to have to try to explain to anyone what
happened to me. I retrieved my blanket and decided to wait until the
berthing cleared out before exiting my rack. I wished that the sailor who
woke me up, my angel, was still with me to protect me and to tell me
everything would be all right. Instead, all I had for protection was a
blanket.
As I lay in my rack, I listened to the men preparing themselves for their
day and I tried to imagine what it would be like to be out there with them,

as one of them, with nothing on but underwear, shower shoes, and a towel
draped over my shoulder. They made being themselves look so easy. I
had never felt comfortable just being myself with other people, especially
without clothes on. I barely was comfortable being myself with me. Why
was the act of being so hard for me when others made it look so easy?
Sailors were outside my rack right now not worrying about how they would
respond if someone spoke to them, or how skinny they looked as they
walked around in their underwear.
Boot camp was hell when it came to having to expose myself publicly. The
showers were all open and the toilet stalls had no doors. In the morning,
we would have to form lines in front of the toilets and wait our turn. I
couldn’t even pee with someone standing next to me and now I was told
that I would have to sit on the toilet and do my business with a line of
impatient recruits staring at me. I was afraid to go to the head for the first
week.
Finally, when the pain was too unbearable and I couldn’t hold it any longer
for fear of having an accident while doing squat thrusts or mountain
climbers, I joined the morning crapper line, tried not to make eye contact
with anyone, especially with the recruit who was on the toilet just before
me, and waited for the humiliation. When it was my turn there were two
recruits waiting in line after me. They watched me go and made fun of me
the whole time. They talked about me and laughed loudly at me while I
tried to focus all my attention on the floor tiles at my feet. When I
finished one of them said, “Look at white boy. He wipes his ass like it’s a
pussy.” I guess If I could survive that, I could survive life onboard a ship
where, I hoped, the showers at least had curtains and the toilet stalls had
doors.
I peeked outside of my rack to watch the morning routine. Four
underwear-only clad men were gathered at the end of my aisle casually
smiling and laughing as they talked. As a group, they looked odd,
mismatched for each other. Their colors didn’t match. Their
characteristics didn’t match. Yet, still they were drawn together by
something. What was it? What was it that enabled the four of them to
come together so easily and form their little group?

One, tall and skinny like me, towered over the other three. To compensate
for the absurd distance between himself and the others, he hunched his
back and rolled his shoulders forward until his neck stuck out and his head
hung down as if it were too heavy for him to hold high. Two were short—
one, just an average, so-so short and the other, a significantly more than
average short. The significantly more than average shorter sailor
compensated for his absurd shortness in the opposite manner of the tall
sailor: instead of rolling himself forward, he threw his chest out and held
his shoulders back; and it looked to me that he was standing on the balls of
his feet, almost on his tippy toes.
Where the other three were absurd in their imperfections, the fourth was
absurdly perfect. His height was perfect. His hair was perfect. His
shoulders were perfect. Everything about him was perfect, especially how
he stood there looking like one of those perfect underwear models found
in magazines. He was the center of the group’s attention. The other three
took turns talking to him, trying to impress him or to get him to laugh
somehow. It was he who drew and held the group together.
When the taller of the two shorter sailors was talking, the tallest sailor of
the group looked over everyone’s heads and noticed me peeking out from
my rack. He said something and they all turned to look at me. I ducked
my head back into my rack and hoped that the situation wouldn’t turn out
as badly for me as last night’s events had. I heard the tall sailor say, “Hey
Reece, I think someone has a crush on you.” I listened as they all laughed,
all except Reece.
The Underwear Model walked over to my rack and looked down at me for
a moment before speaking. I tried not to but I couldn’t help but look up at
him and all his perfection.
“Look,” he said with a voice perfectly equalized and balanced in its
masculinity, “I don’t know who you are or why you look so fucking ugly,
but, since you don’t know me, I think it’s only fair to warn you: It really
creeps me out when I see a guy checking out another guy. It creeps me
out but I think, what the hell, if that’s the sick shit they’re into, then go for

it. More bitches for me. But when I see a guy checking me out, it doesn’t
just creep me out, it pisses me the fuck off. You know why it pisses me
off? Because I don’t like fags, that’s why. And I especially don’t like fags
who live in the same shitty, tight space as I do who think they can check
me out whenever they feel like it.”
He kneeled down to my rack, leaned in close, and said, “Listen up,
beautiful. From now on, if I ever catch you looking at me again, I will
fucking destroy you. You got that?”
I got it all right. Perfectly.
The Underwear Model walked back toward his group and I heard the other
three tease him about me being his new boyfriend. He slammed one of
them into the lockers and told them all to fuck off.
After I was certain that the berthing compartment was empty, I unwrapped
the blanket from my head and went to inspect my wounds. I was not
prepared for how bad I actually looked. I was ugly. My nose turned
slightly toward my right ear. My left ear was swollen and purple. My eyes
were bloodshot and ringed with dark circles. A broken fingernail was
sticking out of the back of my neck. The rest of me was not so bad, except
for the blood smears, the thick, black grease up and down my legs and
back, and the coffee grounds. I could clean myself of the blood, grease,
and coffee, but for the time being I was stuck with the pain.
I washed myself up the best that I could, carefully navigating around
bruises, cuts, and other inflictions. Then I returned to my rack, put on a
clean pair of dungarees, and waited for someone to return, hoping that it
would be my angel and not one of my attackers. Though I didn’t see any
of their faces, I knew I would be able to recognize them if I heard their
voices. I crawled into my rack, wrapped the blanket around my head, and
waited.
It was not long before the door to the berthing compartment swung open
and several sailors stormed in. The room went from calm to fury in an
instant. Loud chatter. Cussing. Ball scores. Sex talk. Some began

moving chairs and tables. Others brought cleaning gear out of a closet and
began sweeping, dusting, and stripping the wax from the deck with a large
buffing machine. Some snuck back into their racks. Deep, angry beats
blasted from a stereo.
I tried to listen to the voices of the cleaning crew to determine if any were
my attackers, but I couldn’t be sure because of the loud music. A couple
of the sailors noticed me as they cleaned near my rack, but they said
nothing. They just continued going through the motions of their labor.
The door opened again and an older looking sailor walked in to the
compartment. He wore the same dungaree uniform as we did, but the
three inverted chevrons on his sleeve indicated that he was of a much
higher rank, a petty officer first class. When the other sailors saw him, they
immediately began to look as if they were cleaning in earnest.
The petty officer first class began checking the progress of the work. I
could not hear exactly what he was saying, but I could tell that he was
upset about the lack of work that had been accomplished. He walked
toward several members of the cleaning crew and gesticulated heavily. His
face reddened. The sailors he was screaming at occasionally would shrug
their shoulders or shake their heads. The senior petty officer continued
screaming and gesticulated even harder. His eyes widened. His face
reddened deeper. Hands flapped everywhere. Teeth gnashed. Eyes
bulged to a point where they seemed dangerously close to bursting.
Finally, one of the sailors walked toward the racks, and made a sweeping
gesture with his arm. The petty officer first class slapped his clipboard
against his thigh, brushed by the sailor, and began throwing open curtains
as he walked down each aisle. Sailors began rolling out of their racks,
yawning and wiping sleep from their eyes.
When the petty officer got to my rack he looked down at me and
screamed, “Get the blanket off your head and get to work before I write
you up, ya lazy fuck.”

I waited until he moved on to the next occupied rack and screamed more
threats before I rolled out. Uncertain what to do, I walked hesitantly to the
front of the compartment and stood under the television that was mounted
on the bulkhead, waiting to be noticed. The petty officer first class
continued directing the cleaning efforts through screams and threats. He
now had ten sailors working for him. I am not sure how effective they
were – after one mopped down the wax, others walked over it; or, after
one wiped down the bulkhead, another would come by and dust off the
overheads – but all, at least, were busy doing something and none were in
their racks.
The petty officer first class walked over to me as he was writing something
in his clipboard. Without looking up he said, “Either you’re new and don’t
know what the fuck you’re doing or you’re just fucking stupid.” I wanted
to let him know that he was correct on both counts but fear prevented me
from saying anything. “Listen,” he said calmly as he continued writing, “I
don’t have time for your games. Start cleaning now or I’m going to send
you all to the fo’c’s’le with a needle gun shoved up your ass.” His pen
stopped and he looked up at me. “Jesus, Shipmate, what the hell happened
to you?”
What the hell happened to me? That was the question I had been asking
myself all morning. It was my intent to tell him that I fell down the ladder
that leads to the berthing compartment. As awkward as I was, why would
he not believe me? While I stood there with lips trembling around a
hesitant lie, a short, unkempt junior petty officer, a petty officer third class,
slowly drawled, “Strict, I bet a hog’s head for a whore he’s been in a lover’s
quarrel. And I’d say by the looks of him that his man got the better of
him.”
At first, I didn’t understand what the petty officer third class said. It
wasn’t just because of his heavy accent; it was mostly because I was too
busy digesting the fact that a petty officer, a non-commissioned officer,
was a member of a cleaning party. I had thought that only the lowest
ranking sailors like me would have to perform such menial tasks, or
“character enhancing duties,” as my company commanders liked to call
them. Everyone else called them “shit jobs.”

“What the hell are you talking about Grady?” the petty officer first class
asked impatiently as his pen continued working on the clipboard.
“Just look at him. Don’t he look like he’s two boobs away from being a
broad?” Petty Officer Grady drawled on as he wiped his nose on the back
of his sleeve. By this time, the attention that the petty officers were giving
to me drew several of the other sailors into our conversation. They all
laughed at what Petty Officer Grady had just said. Someone called me the
new berthing bitch.
The petty officer first class smacked his clipboard against the trashcan,
sending a shockwave through the room. “Jesus fuck, Grady. If you must
speak, then at least try to sound a little more intelligent than a retarded
second grader?”
Petty Officer Grady adjusted his crotch, pulled out a can of snuff from his
back pocket, pinched a thick wad of the tobacco between his fingers, and
tucked it securely into his lower lip.
The petty officer first class took a step closer to me. The name
“STRICTER” was stenciled across the pocket of his shirt. My knees nearly
buckled when he stared directly at me.
“Alright sailor, I don’t have time for your silly games so I say for the last
time. What the hell happened to you? And if you tell me that you got
yourself into a blanket party last night, like I suspect you did, you better
believe that some heads are gonna roll.”
I had no intention of telling him what really happened, but he seemed to
anticipate my thoughts.
“And if you think you’re gonna tell me that you slipped and fell, or some
other bullshit like that, because you think you have to lie to cover up for
your new shipmates, you better think again. Because if you do and I find
out that you were lying, I will hold you accountable as an accomplice to the
hazing. You got that new guy?”

My chest was so tight I could not breathe. Petty Officer Stricter’s glare
focused in on me. I squeaked out the only reply I could think of. “Yes,
sir.”
“God damn it, Boot Camp! You’re not in boot camp anymore. I am not a
fucking sir. I am a petty officer.” He leaned closer into me. “And for
Christ’s sake, stop standing at attention. If I want you at attention, I’ll put
you there myself.”
Every muscle in my body was so tense there was no way for me not to
stand at attention.
“All right, here’s how it is, Boot Camp. To tell you the truth, I really don’t
care whether you got a hazing or not. Besides, by the looks of you, it
appears that maybe you needed it. Toughen you up some. But our new
navy says to hell with tradition and that new sailors can’t be initiated no
more so, god damn it, if someone gave you a fucking hazing I want to
know about it so I can hold those sons of bitches accountable.”
My bladder felt as if it would involuntarily release its contents at any
moment.
The petty officer continued, “Now, I’m not stupid. I know how these
idiots act. They think, regardless of the rules, that all new guys must be
welcomed aboard properly, with a blanket party. And I can take a pretty
good guess at who was responsible for it. However, I need to hear it from
you, so, I ask you again, and for the final time. What the fuck happened
last night?”
Even in my worst nightmares, I never could have imagined that the navy
would be like this. What was I thinking when I joined? I did okay in
school. Why didn’t I go to college like my mother wanted? What made
me think that someone like me could be a real sailor? I was frozen. I
could not move and my brain could not think. The only part of me that
was ready for action was my bladder. The pressure was intense.

Petty Officer Stricter sighed heavily and asked, “Why am I not hearing
anything coming out of your mouth? Boot Camp, let me be clear. To me,
one’s silence indicates one’s consent.”
I had no idea what he meant. My look of fear must have momentarily
shifted to a look of confusion because he restated what he had just said.
“What that means, Einstein, is that if I say something that you don’t agree
with but you say nothing, then, to me, it means that you agree with what I
said. For instance, at this moment, I assume that your silence means that
you are trying to cover up a hazing, which, if there was one, makes you an
accomplice.”
The petty officer took a step back and turned to scream an order for
everyone to get their asses back to work. He began beating the clipboard
against the palm of his hand as he returned his attention back to me.
I couldn’t think. I couldn’t think and I couldn’t breathe. The smack of the
clipboard against his palm reminded me of the punches that had been
delivered to my head and body only hours before.
Smack.
“Who did this to you Boot Camp?”
Smack.
“Boot Camp! Did you receive a blanket party last night?”
Smack! Smack! All the faces, noises, smells, threats, fears, confusion, pain,
and everything else from last night and up to the present moment assaulted
my thought process and prevented me from answering. Smack! Smack!
“Boot Camp!”
“Ye-yes, Petty Officer... I-I was attacked last night.” Hot tears rolled
slowly down both of my cheeks. “But I don’t know who did it,” I quickly

added. I looked around the room, hoping to receive even the slightest of
reassuring looks. Instead, it looked as if the crew were ready to rush me
and tear me limb from limb.
Petty Officer Stricter stopped smacking the clipboard on his hand and
wrote something into it before tossing it on the card table behind me. He
turned to face the group and ordered someone to turn off the music. The
silence was profound.
“All right shitheads, in case you didn’t hear him, our new boot camp says
he was attacked last night.” He paced back and forth in front of the group.
“Does anyone here know what happened?” The sailors shrugged and
shook their heads no. Petty Officer Stricter returned to the card table and
picked up his clipboard. He returned to the group and said, “Okay, let me
ask you again, one more time, just to make sure you understand the
question. Does anyone in this compartment know who gave our newest
sailor a blanket party last night?” Everyone stared back at him without
answering. “All right then, Shipmates,” he said, “get your lazy asses back
to work. But remember,” he warned as he pointed his clipboard at them,
“I got each of your names written down. If I find out that any of you were
involved in any of this bullshit or knows anything about it, your ass is
mine.”
The music started booming again.
Petty Officer Stricter turned back toward me. “Are you sure you don’t
recognize anyone from last night?”
“Yes, I’m sure petty officer. It... it all happened so fast... it was dark.”
“Well, it appears we are in a bind at the moment since no one here is
saying anything. He poked me in the chest with his clipboard and said,”
But don’t you worry Boot, we’ll find out who did this to you and hold
them accountable.”

That was the last thing that I wanted. He screamed for Petty Officer
Grady. When the sailor walked over, Petty Officer Stricter told him that I
was the new guy that he had been expecting and that, since I was now
damaged goods, he wanted Petty Officer Grady to take me to the
corpsman to get me checked out. And then, if cleared by the Doc, he was
to take my narrow ass up to the forecastle to do some real work.
Petty Officer Stricter left the compartment. After the door closed behind
him, everyone stopped working and stared at me. I stood there trying not
to make eye contact with anyone until Petty Officer Grady said to me,
“Let’s go sweetheart.” As I followed behind him, a wet sponge smacked
me on the side of the face.

ON THE FORECASTLE
Fortunately, the corpsman said that my injuries were not serious and, after
twisting my nose back into place, he gave me a small bottle of pain pills
and said I was well enough to go to work. I knew that I was supposed to
be exhausted from everything that I had just been through – the long flight
over; the three hour ride from the airport to base; having to report for
duty; and, of course, the blanket party – but the excitement of being out on
the forecastle getting ready to work on a real task, one that put me in direct
contact with the ship and real sailors, one not of cleaning pubic hairs out of
urinals like we had to do every day in boot camp, exhilarated me and
provided me with a surge of energy. The wind and the noise and the
commotion filled me with large doses of adrenaline.
I waited impatiently behind Petty Officer Grady as he explained to the
petty officer in charge that we both had been assigned to his working party.
The petty officer in charge was a young-looking petty officer second class
with large, tattooed biceps who did not seem too pleased at us interrupting
his work.
Without turning off his needle gun or without removing the foam plugs
from his ears or the safety goggles from his eyes, the supervisor reluctantly
stopped working and, before acknowledging Petty Officer Grady, took the
time to scan the forecastle to check on his crew. Satisfied that everyone
was working as they should have been, he looked up at Petty Officer
Grady. I saw Petty Officer Grady’s mouth move but, because of the wind
and the noise from the needle guns, I heard nothing of what he said.
Apparently, the petty officer in charge did because he nodded his head in a
direction toward the forward part of the ship and then pointed once
toward the port side and once toward the starboard side. Petty Officer
Grady gave a thumbs up sign and then nodded at me to follow him.

We walked toward several large metal containers located near the center of
the forecastle. The containers reminded me of a large version of the cigar
boxes that I used in elementary school, the kind that had pictures of
pilgrims on it and were used to store my pencils, crayons, glue, and
scissors.
Inside one of the containers were the needle guns, neatly stacked, looking
like long, metal cigars. Petty Officer Grady reached in, grabbed two guns,
and handed one to me. Next to the box of needle guns was a pile of black,
coiled hoses. Next to the hoses was another container filled with
protective goggles. And next to the goggles was still another container
filled with ear protection devices, which Petty Officer Grady referred to as
“Mickey Mouse ears.” He handed me an item from each box, waited for
me to don the goggles and the Mickey Mouse ears, showed me how to
hook the hose up to the needle gun, and then nodded for me to follow him
to the port side of the ship where the petty officer in charge had directed
us to work.
He explained, mostly through hand motions and body language, that I was
to use the needle gun to begin removing non-skid, the thick, course
material that was spread on the deck to prevent sailors and equipment
from slipping in wet weather. He showed me how to hook my hose up to
a central pneumatic air-line that provided the high-pressure air needed to
power the needle guns. After he showed me how to turn the needle gun
on, he indicated that I should get to work. He then spit over the side,
pointed over to where he would be working, and left me to my task.
In boot camp, the needle gun held a legendary status. My company
commanders told us that we all would probably have the good fortune of
operating one at some point once we were out in the fleet. Occasionally
they spun elaborate yarns of how the mighty needle gun had saved
shipmates’s lives, how it had prevented wars and ended wars, and how it
promoted world peace and harmony.
According to them, the needle gun could do all these things because it
helps to keep ships in good repair. And when ships are kept in good repair
they are better able to protect their sailors and their nation because they are

better able to complete their mission. Perhaps more importantly, they
added, when visiting foreign ports, ships in good repair are more
impressive and powerful looking than rusty, ragtag-looking ones. When a
United States ship pulls into a foreign port looking clean, fit, and ready for
battle, potential enemies will think twice about starting any problems with
us. Without any problems from our enemies, peace and harmony spreads
throughout the world, all because of the work of the mighty needle gun.
With a mighty needle gun finally in hand, I was ready to do real work as
real sailors do. As I lowered myself to sit down on the deck, my body
reminded me that it still had some healing to do. I felt stiff and sore all
over. But the deck was still cool and it felt good on the backs of my legs. I
cautiously turned the shaft of the needle gun like Petty Officer Grady had
showed me. High-pressure air shot into the gun and the bunch of thick
metal needles rattled into life.
The gun’s surge of power and the intensity of the vibration took me by
surprise. It jumped from my hands and fell to the deck, spasmodically
writhing and jerking away from me. I lunged after it, but the gun,
unrestrained and powered by the high-pressure air, quickly snaked out of
my reach and headed toward the deck edge. I crawled as fast as I could
and dove after it just as it was about to rattle over the side. I missed. The
gun went over and I wanted to go over with it.
But, I didn’t give up. I grabbed the hose as it was streaming over the side
after the gun and held on tight. The gun made it about half way down
before it came to an abrupt stop in mid-flight. It then swung into the side
of the ship with a bang that was so loud that, even with all the combined
noise of the needle guns, and even through the hearing protection,
everyone on the forecastle could hear it. It continued to rattle and bounce
against the side as I reeled it back up as quickly as I could. All the goggledcovered eyes were on me. Petty Officer Grady shook his head in disgust.
With both hands fast around the needle gun, I finally got to work
removing non-skid from the deck. The powerful vibrations of the gun
easily removed the material, exposing the ship’s bare metal surface. As I

worked, I noticed the vibrations moving through my body. I had to hold
my jaw tightly shut to prevent my teeth from rattling together.
Soon, though, I began to take comfort in the vibrations. It was as if I were
receiving a body massage. Blood pulsed through my body and my nerve
endings tingled. Together, the needle gun and I vibrated our way through
our task, as if we had become one with each other. I imagined that my
body, vibrating in unison with the gun, possessed its power. With one
finger, or toe, or elbow, I could remove paint, rust, or non-skid from
anything. I could place the palm of my vibrating hand on the deck, and
when I removed it, all that would be left would be a shiny metal handprint.
Because the nature of the task forced me to spend most of my time on my
hands and knees, my wrists became sore and my knees turned raw. While
the gun easily removed the non-skid from the metal, the circumference of
all the needles together was only about one inch and I soon realized that it
was going to take quite a bit of effort to remove all the non-skid from the
area that Petty Officer Grady had paced off for me. Once that realization
dawned upon me, I began to lose my momentum. The novelty of the task
wore off and the monotony of it set in. Just as strongly as the surge of
extra energy and excitement for the task had rushed in, it receded.
Everything – the flight over, the blanket party, Petty Officer Stricter, the
Underwear Model, and especially, the lack of food – caught up to me all at
once. I was exhausted.
As noon approached, the sun strengthened and burned off the lingering
clouds, turning the air into a thick, hot blanket of humidity. I became
soaked with sweat. The needle gun became slippery and hard to hold. My
hands cramped, my head ached, and my mouth was completely dry. I
started to grow dizzy and my eyes began to blur. And when, through the
haze, I saw Petty Officer Stricter climbing down a ladder to the forecastle,
I fainted.
I had never fainted before, so I was not prepared for the warning signs or
how suddenly it all could happen. What was strange was that I could see
myself fainting. I could see the gun slip from my hands and begin, once
again, its crazy, jumping bean dance. I could see the deck rushing up to

meet my face as I slumped over. Thankfully, I felt no pain. Someone
rolled me over and, just before I completely blacked out, I could see Petty
Officer Stricter standing over me screaming.
I read somewhere that some people fantasize about killing themselves.
Death arouses them. They lie in bed and plot their own demise in their
mind the way others lie in bed and fantasize about sex. But I had never
wanted to die. I had always had a fear of the unknown in life so I had
never been particularly fond of thinking about death, the biggest unknown
of them all. But, at the moment of my revival, the instant after the cold
salt water hit my face and I realized that, once again, I was the star of an
embarrassing and unfortunate situation, I thought that I would rather die
than have to wake up and face Petty Officer Stricter.
Even after I regained consciousness, he was still standing over me and
screaming. The goggled-covered eyes had left their work area and now
hovered over me. Needle guns vibrated restlessly in their hands. Petty
Officer Stricter was not screaming for the goggled-covered eyes to stand
back so that I could get some air, nor was he screaming for someone to call
the corpsman. He was screaming that the call for chow was still five
minutes away and that all the goggled-covered eyes had better get their
asses back to work because a lot could be accomplished in those five
minutes and that this piece of shit, meaning me, lying at his feet was not
worth wasting five minutes of work over. I had to agree with him. I felt
like shit and I certainly didn’t feel as valuable as five minutes worth of
work.
The word that lunch was now being served on the mess deck was passed
over the 1MC, the ship’s public address system. Petty Officer Stricter
walked directly to the petty officer in charge and barked out some orders.
The petty officer in charge stood up and made a slicing motion with his
hand across his neck. The monstrous hum of the needle guns slowly died
down until the only sound I heard was the ringing in my ears. We were
told to return all our gear and then secure for chow.
At the thought of food, my stomach tightened and rumbled and reminded
me that I had not eaten since I had the complementary stale donuts at the

airport USO almost twenty-four hours ago. I shuffled around, still feeling
a little woozy, trying to look as if I knew what I was doing, until Petty
Officer Grady came over and slowly explained the proper way to break
down the needle gun and secure it. While I was stowing the hose and
Petty Officer Grady was explaining how his technique for skinning coon
was similar to removing non-skid from the deck, Petty Officer Stricter
walked up to us.
“Grady, here’s what you’re gonna do,” he explained as he began writing
notes in his clipboard. “You’re gonna take Miss Faint-of-Heart here to a
romantic meal and fill his belly with some of our fine navy cuisine, and
then, after chow, you’re gonna start checking him in.”
He handed Petty Officer Grady a check-in sheet. Petty Officer Grady
glanced at it then handed it to me.
Petty Officer Stricter continued, “At 1600, I want you to bring him to the
office. We need to meet with the chief to explain to him about last night’s
blanket party.” He started to walk away but stopped and said, “One more
thing. And make sure you get our little precious here a set of curtains for
his rack so he can have some privacy tonight.”

THE MESS DECK
I followed Petty Officer Grady back inside the skin of the ship. Once
inside, he never seemed to stop talking, although I wasn’t really sure if he
was actually talking to me or just talking out of habit to no one in
particular. In addition to “boot camp,” he called me other names that I
appreciated even less. Names such as “fruitcake” and “sweetheart,” or
“queer bait” and “limp wrist.” I should have told him that I didn’t
appreciate it, but I was too tired and hungry, and a little too scared, to do
so. He said that everyone called him Dirty Grady. By the looks of his
wrinkled and stained dungarees, I could tell why.
As we walked, he compared the maze of passageways to the hidden trails
in the woods he used to hunt back home and concluded that a wussy like
me would never be able to make it in the deep south without getting
himself lost or killed. I silently agreed but felt no urge to try to make
conversation. I was famished and exhausted. All I wanted to do was to
eat, sleep, and try to forget how much of a fool I had made of myself this
morning.
We queued up in the back of a long line. I was hungry like I have never
been hungry before and I became impatient with the slow advance toward
food. I asked Dirty Grady why the line moved so slowly.
“First Classes,” was all he said.
I didn’t understand what he meant until we turned the corner and, up
where the food was being served, I could see there was a separate, shorter
line of petty officer first classes. Dirty Grady explained that first classes
had head-of-the-line privileges that allowed them to cut in front of lower
ranking sailors. As I watched, I saw that most of the first classes made
their way into the line, if not politely, at least with a nod that recognized
that the person they cut in front of deferred to their rank.

Then came Petty Officer Stricter. Not only did he follow directly behind
the first class in front of him instead of letting a junior sailor alternate
through as the other first classes did, he made his cut without any
acknowledgement to the junior sailor who just had to forfeit his spot to
two people. After the first classes had all exercised their head-of-the-line
privileges, the line began to move fast enough for the feet to maintain a
constant shuffle forward.
Hard, compartmentalized plastic trays. Large, stainless steel utensils.
Spotted glasses. Grilled burgers. Fried Chicken. Rice. Mashed potatoes.
Succotash. Ladles of gravy. Cookies. Cake. Milk. Chocolate milk. Bug
juice. Overly carbonated sodas. Coffee. The food and drinks were
plentiful, filling, and free. Dirty Grady got fried chicken and rice with bug
juice. I got a cheeseburger with the works, and whatever else the mess
cranks would give me. I was not normally a heavy eater, but right then I
was hungry enough to eat my boondockers.
Every ship is its own, isolated community. And, just as with any
community, every ship has its own social stratum. There are the class
distinctions between officer and enlisted; the intellectual distinctions
between those with high-skilled jobs and those with low-skilled jobs; and,
of course, there are the distinctions between race, ethnicity, and gender.
All these distinctions were made evident by the segregation imposed – by
self or by custom – in where everyone on the ship ate their meals.
Officers and chief petty officers did not eat with the crew. Officers dined
in their comparatively lush wardroom and chief petty officers dined in their
comfortable and exclusive mess. On the crew’s mess deck, the petty
officer first classes segregated themselves into their own, walled-off mess.
The rest of us were left to segregate ourselves exactly how society had
conditioned us to do so. Blacks segregated themselves into a location by
the television. They decided what would be watched and how loudly it
would be heard. The Filipinos segregated themselves into a location near
the entrance to the mess deck. The Latinos segregated themselves near the
exit. The Whites generally segregated themselves by skill set and sat
everywhere else. The few Asians who were not Filipino tended to sit with

the Whites. Females either clustered together or mixed in with the males
of their own race.
Dirty Grady made his way toward his group. They sat at a table near the
Latinos and when we arrived he said, without looking at me and loud
enough for his group to hear, “Find someplace else to sit, queerbait. This
here’s a man’s table.”
I didn’t mind. I didn’t want to have to socialize with anyone anyway. I
only wanted to eat. I figured I would feel more comfortable and less
awkward sitting at a table where I had no association with anyone.
There was an empty seat with the Blacks, but they laughed and talked
loudly, as if it were their goal to drown out the sound of the blaring
television. There were several empty chairs with the Filipinos, but they
spoke rapidly in an unfamiliar language that reminded me of a recording
being played on the fast setting. There was an empty seat by a group of
females, but they leaned into each other and spoke in intimate, exclusive
tones. I settled on an empty seat at a table that had two Whites and an
Asian, one of whom was a female, sitting at it. Their table was situated
near a door that had a sign hanging on it that read:
First Class Mess
Knock
Uncover
Enter
Not sure whether I should sit down without an invite, I stood next to the
table until I was noticed. No one said anything or offered me the empty
chair, but the female did pull her tray closer to her. This indicated to me
that she was at least resolved to the fact that I was about to sit next to her,
which I did.
She and I both sat with our backs to the outside bulkhead of the First
Class Mess. Through the bulkhead, I could hear indistinct conversation
and the scraping of silverware against the plastic trays. A television was on
and I could hear the voice of a newscaster, though I could not make out

what it was that was being reported. I imagined Petty Officer Stricter
sitting in there, resolutely stuffing down his second square meal of the day
as he plotted out the afternoon’s work schedule in his clipboard.
The food was delicious and I ate with the ravaging passion and resolve of a
wild beast during a feeding frenzy. It was all over in a matter of minutes.
When I finished, I looked up from my tray, feeling satisfied, sleepy, and
content. Just then, one of Dirty Grady’s friends walked up to my table and
whispered into the ear of the sailor sitting across from me. They both
looked at me and then over to Dirty Grady, who slowly nodded in
affirmation.
The eyes of the sailor sitting across from me turned cold. His icy stare
chilled me down to my stomach, turning its contents into something hard
and uncomfortable. I knew that he was about to say something to me that
I didn’t want to hear. I quickly collected my utensils and other items,
grabbed my tray, and looked around the room for the scullery. I was not
quick enough. The sailor sitting across from me emptied the contents of
his tray onto mine and told the other two sailors sitting at the table that I
was the fag who cried to Stricter this morning about getting hazed. The
news had the same, chilling effect on the other two sailors sitting at my
table and they also emptied their trash and slop onto my tray.
The three stood up together and the sailor who had been sitting across
from me said, “Learn the rules, pole smoker. Narks and fags sit over
there.” He pointed with his chin to a corner of the room where three
sailors sat despondently together, away from everyone else. “And I don’t
care if you are the only person on the mess deck, that’s where you sit from
now on.”
As the three were leaving, the sailor who sat next to me casually pushed my
tray onto my lap. The entire room burst out in laughter. I had to hold
onto the table as tight as I could. I had to hold tight and not let go because
if I did, I knew I would break down and cry in front of everyone. I sat
there and held on for life as the food soaked into my lap.

DECK DIVISION
Sleep onboard combatant ships for junior officers is more of a privilege
than a right. Because of their low rank and status, junior officers tend to
acquire those duties and responsibilities that the more senior officers
benevolently leave available for them as leadership development
opportunities. Junior officers, still new to the navy and still with fire in
their bellies, volunteer for these extra duties in their effort to impress their
seniors and without regard for long-term consequences. Eventually, when
they reach the point where they have too many extra duties and not
enough time in the day to complete them all, sleep is sacrificed. It’s not
long before they become haggard and aged and barely recognizable as they
shuffle around like walking dead from task to task, usually with thick
binders filled with some form of work yet to be accomplished under each
arm.
The constant rattle of an army of needle guns may irritate and distract
most people, but to an overworked junior officer the sound serves as an
enticing lullaby. Ensign Youngblood snored softly as his head rested
peacefully on top of a stack of professional manuals. He slept deeply,
albeit unwillingly, for it was his intention, not to rest, but to complete the
ever-enlarging backlog of paperwork that he never could find time to
complete. To ensure minimal interruptions, he forfeited his cramped desk
in the Deck Division office, where there always seemed to be one
distraction or another, and escaped to the relative quiet and solitude of the
junior officer bunkroom, which was known by all as the J.O. Jungle.
The most pressing task that the ensign had to complete, and he had until
the end of the work day to complete it, was to read three different reports
that discussed various new underway replenishment technologies and
techniques. He had to make a recommendation to the operations officer,
based upon his assessment of the reports, which new techniques and
technologies, if any, his ship should adopt. If his recommendation proved

accurate, word might reach the commanding officer that he was the one
who was responsible for it. However, if his recommendation was off, that
word would definitely make it to the commanding officer.
But instead of analyzing the reports and writing up his recommendation,
the young ensign, the ship’s First Lieutenant, the officer responsible for
managing the day-to-day operations of the Deck Division, soundly slept.
In addition to his primary duty as first lieutenant, which by itself included
the responsibilities of managing the safe and proper use of all the ship's
equipment and supplies associated with deck seamanship and managing
and safeguarding the welfare of nearly fifty, mostly young, unpredictable
sailors, the sleeping ensign also was the wardroom treasurer, the legal
officer, and the alternate small arms custodian. On the side, he was
studying for his surface warfare officer qualifications, a prerequisite in
order to complete his qualifications as an underway Officer of the Deck.
And ultimately, all these – the work, the extra duties, the sacrifice of sleep –
were a prerequisite for promotion. Yet still, he slept.
Chiefs and officers, in an effort to help sort out the priorities and deadlines
for all the ship’s various duties and activities, are issued electronic
organizers. These hand-held devices are often heard beeping in the shirt
pockets of the chiefs and officers in an attempt to remind them of their
next appointment, meeting, assignment, or watch. The ensign’s organizer,
setting on the desk next to the stack of manuals, not very far from his
resting head, beeped desperately in its attempt to be heard over the buzz of
the needle guns so it could remind the overworked ensign that he had ten
minutes until he had to report to his next assignment.
⚓

As the ensign slept in the solitude of the bunkroom, his chief, working
alone in the Deck Division office, sighed heavily in an attempt to motivate
himself to begin working on the stack of blue folders that were piled high
on his desk. Inside the folders were performance evaluations for each
petty officer third class assigned to his division.

This was the third time the folders had crossed his desk. The first time
they had crossed his desk was when they were submitted to him as an
initial draft by his leading petty officer. The chief marked the evaluations
up with his desired changes and then kicked them back to the LPO for rewrite. After making the corrections, the LPO sent them back across the
chief’s desk for the second time. After another review to ensure all his
changes were made, the chief then forwarded the evaluations on up to his
division officer.
The evaluations were now back on his desk for a third time after his
division officer, Ensign Youngblood, reviewed them, made his markups
and returned them to the chief to correct. The chief knew that this back
and forth would continue from him to his division officer, from his
division officer to his department head, from the department head to the
command master chief, from the command master chief to the executive
officer, and from the executive officer to his administrative staff for final
copy. All the while, the folders would go up and down the chain of
command, being marked up and then corrected, marked up and then
corrected. The more the chief dwelt on the inefficiency of the insane
process, the sullener he became.
He sighed again, pushed the folders to the farthest corner of his cluttered
desk, leaned back in his chair and listened to the drone of the needle guns
chewing away at their task. He thought about the sailors working the guns
outside in the fresh sea air and he remembered the days when he, too, used
to perform real work, when he, too, used to sweat and work his ass off.
And at the end of the day, he could walk around his ship and see exactly
what he had accomplished. Now all he saw was a constant stream of blue
folders flowing across his desk.
The chief pulled the stack of folders back in front of him, sighed again, and
then reached for his coffee mug. It was empty. He checked the time and
supposed that the ensign would be standing his watch by now. He pulled a
thermos bottle out from the bottom drawer of his desk, unscrewed its top
off, and poured a careful amount of its contents into the mug. He leaned
his head back and drained it in one quick pull. The liquid rushed down his
throat and warmed his belly. He screwed the top back onto the thermos,

returned the thermos back to the drawer, and then waited for the warmth
from his belly to diffuse and reach his brain before opening the top folder
off the stack.
Within the folder, he found the performance evaluation for Boatswains
Mate Third Class (Surface Warrior) Eugene T. Grady. He pulled the
evaluation out of the folder’s pocket and assessed the damage caused by
the young ensign’s overzealous red pen. Like a dog pissing on trees in a
park, the young officer had to make his presence known.
The hatch to the office opened and the division’s leading petty officer
entered the space. The petty officer quickly looked over his clipboard and
then offered his greetings to the chief. The chief noticed that the petty
officer was not carrying any blue folders with him and, for that, he was
grateful.
"How's it going, Strict? Is everyone turning to?"
Petty Officer Stricter was about to tell the chief about the new guy when
someone knocked on the hatch. The petty officer checked his clipboard
again, looked at his watch, and said to the chief, "That must be Grady with
our new guy. I told them to come by so we could discuss the events from
last night with you.” He turned toward the hatch and commanded,
“Enter!"
As the hatch opened and Petty Officer Grady entered the space, an
announcement was passed over the 1MC. “Ensign Youngblood—
quarterdeck.”
The chief looked at his watch, sighed, and said, “Shit.”
Petty Officer Stricter said, “Guess our young ensign is late again.”
“Yeah.”
“Asshole’s never gonna learn,” Petty Officer Stricter muttered as he wrote
in his clipboard.

“Grady.”
“Chief?”
“Go to the quarterdeck and tell whoever it is that Ensign Youngblood is
supposed to relieve that he’ll be there in ten minutes. Tell him that he's
doing something for the Ops Boss, or some shit like that.”
“Okay Chief.”
The chief waited until Petty Officer Grady left before he let out another
sigh and said, “God damn it Strict, how many times have I told you not to
disrespect your chain of command like that, especially in front of junior
personnel?”
Petty Officer Stricter flipped through the pages of his clipboard. “You
gonna call around to find our delinquent little junior officer or shall I.”
“I think I know where he is,” the chief said as he picked up the phone and
began dialing. “He told me that he was going to the jungle to work on that
recommendation he’s been blowing off for the past two weeks.”
“Damn Chief, if he’d just do his work down here in the office like he’s
supposed to, we’d be able to keep an eye on him. Besides, I don’t know
why anyone would even want to try to do any work in that pigsty. You’d
think it’d be against the law to stuff four, immature junior officers into a
sardine can of a bunkroom like that.”
The chief spoke in a low voice into the phone and quickly hung up. “He’s
on his way.”
Petty Officer Stricter found the page he was looking for in his clipboard
and said, “Chief, about that new boot we got in last night.”
“Yeah, I remember you saying one was coming.”

“Well, this one came, all right.”
The chief took a pull on the empty mug and instinctively reached for the
bottom drawer. He pulled his hand away before opening it and said,
“What the hell’s wrong with this one?”
Petty Officer Stricter sat his square body down in the counseling chair next
to the chief’s desk. His eyes appeared to brighten as he explained the
details of the past night. When he finished describing the scenes on the
forecastle and the mess deck he said, “Well Chief, what do you think of
our new sailor?”
The chief sighed and sunk deeper into his chair. So, this one got hazed
during the night and fainted on the forecastle during the day. Big fucking
deal. The last new guy got caught masturbating in his bunk. The one
before him failed to mention a small detail during his recruitment process
about a felony conviction. God damn it. Why does it seem that all the
idiots end up in Deck Division? The chief knew he was no genius, but he
also knew that he knew his ship better than anyone else on board did. He
could handle the helm in the roughest of seas and the most congested of
waterways. He’d forgotten more knots than most sailors ever learned. No,
he was no genius, but damn it, he was no piece of shit, either.
“Strict, how can I know what to think? The poor kid just got here
yesterday and, after hearing what you just said about him, I’m pretty sure
everyone, including you, has already labeled him as a fuck up. Do we
know who gave him the blanket party?”
“Not yet. He said he didn’t see anyone because of the blanket over his
head. Of course, no one from berthing is talking.”
The chief sat up in his chair. “Do we have to worry about someone from
the division kicking his ass for talking to you about the blanket party?”
“Depends on who did it, I guess. Could be.”

“Damn. Maybe we shouldn’t try too hard to find out who hazed him.
Save the kid from getting another ass whipping. What do you think?”
“I don’t know, Chief. It’s your call I guess, but from what I did find out
from the guys in his berthing, the boot got hazed pretty good: shaft grease
up the ass and the whole nine yards. And he looked pretty banged up
too.”
“I bet he did.”
“Yeah, but if that mother fucker was a real sailor he would have jumped
out of his rack and smashed their skulls in with the first hard object he
could find.”
“Give me a break, Strict. Just what the hell is a real sailor these days
anyway? Am I a real sailor, doing nothing but jockeying around blue
fucking folders all goddamned day?”
Petty Officer Stricter considered his chief’s rhetorical question for longer
than a subordinate should have. “I don’t know, Chief—but that gay son of
a bitch ain’t one, that’s for sure.”
“Don’t start with that shit again, Strict. You better than anyone knows
that we can’t going around calling sailors names like that anymore.”
“Yeah, right chief. You don’t need to remind me about that little smartass
fucker Hastey and all the bullshit sensitivity training I had to sit through
because of him. But can you blame me for getting pissed off when the
fucking navy keeps opening the door wider and wider so that any fruitcake
freak like Hastey can come right in?”
“Here we go.”
“Damn right, here we go. Shit Chief, what is going on with our navy when
I get busted for kicking a little ass to try to toughen up our sailors up a bit
and a guy like Hastey can prance around the ship like a little dancing queen

and nobody thinks anything’s wrong with that? We’re in the fucking
military for Christ’s sake.”
“Face it Strict, you tried your damnedest to get Hastey booted out but he
beat you at your own game.”
“That little fucker didn’t beat me at anything. I just got no goddamn
support from the chain of command, that’s all.”
“Oh c’mon Strict. The chain’s not gonna support you when you’re wrong
and you know that. Hastey knew the UCMJ and the Don’t Ask Don’t Tell
policy inside and out. He was able to make a better case than you, that’s
all. Just think, in a couple of weeks Hastey will be getting out of the navy
and you won’t have to worry about him again.”
“Yeah, he finally goes but we get another one right behind him.”
“Strict you just need to relax a bit and give the new guy a chance.”
“Well, as far as I’m concerned he deserved the hazing he got. I bet it will
do him some good.”
“You know Strict, on second thought, go ahead and try to find out who
gave him that hazing so me and you can kick their asses to let them know
this kind of shit won’t be tolerated anymore. How am I supposed to get a
ship ready for war when all we do is feed on our young?”
“You got it Chief. I told Grady to bring the new guy with him but I didn’t
see him. He better have his ass with him when he returns. We both can
push the boot camp to see if he’s holding back on anything. And if we
don’t find anything more out from him, I guarantee Grady can tell us who
did it.”
“No, leave the new guy alone. Let’s give him a chance to get settled in.
Lean on Grady and the rest of the division for information. But take it
easy. I don’t feel like getting my ass burned over another one of your
witch hunts.”

“Come on Chief, this is Strict you’re talking to. I’m not gonna do anything
that will put your retirement at risk. What I am gonna do is find out exactly
what you want me to: who hazed the new guy and how can we prevent this
from happening again.”
The chief made a noise that almost sounded like a laugh, “You know Strict,
the Navy has changed so much since I joined I wonder just how much
more change I can take before I go completely crazy. What we now call a
hazing we used to call an initiation, a rite of passage. Hell, sailors used to
be proud to get the shit kicked out of them by their shipmates. It meant
they were accepted.”
There was a knock on the hatch. Petty Officer Stricter rose to answer it.
Before undogging the hatch, he turned to the chief and said, “Look, the
rules and the people may have changed, Chief, but the mission hasn’t.” He
opened the hatch and Petty Officer Grady entered the space.
Petty Officer Stricter directed Petty Officer Grady to sit in the counseling
chair next to the chief and said, “Grady, before you tell us what you know
about what happened last night, tell me why you didn’t bring the new guy
here like I told you to.”
Petty Officer Grady shifted in his chair. He looked at the chief but the
chief was staring at the stack of blue folders piled before him. “Well, as
you know, the fruitcake has had quite an incredible twenty-four hours, and
after we got done running around the ship checking him in, he was about
ready to pass out again from exhaustion. So I told him to go ahead and hit
his rack.” He looked nervously up at Petty Officer Stricter. “I’m sorry
Strict if I done something what I shouldn’t of done. I can run down and
fetch him right now if you want.”
Petty Officer Stricter had a talent for going from complete calm to utter
fury without warning. The explosion took both Petty Officer Grady and
the chief by surprise.

“Listen Grady, you fucking redneck!” the petty officer roared, “I don’t care
how sensitive you are to your little sweetheart's condition. If I tell you I
want him here at 1600, that means I want him here directly at 1600. I
don’t care how tired he is or how much he misses his mama even. If I say
I want him here at 1600, then I want him right, the fuck, here, present and
accounted for at 1600! You got that?”
Petty Officer Grady was unable to respond. His wad of tobacco was
lodged in the back of his throat.
Petty Officer Stricter walked behind the scared sailor, leaned on the back
of his chair, and said, “Okay, since our little boot camp isn’t here to speak
for himself, I guess you’ll have to do for now.” Like a chameleon, he
transformed from the maniacal threat that he was a moment ago to a calm
and caring manager. “Now, since the boot has had, to use your words,
quite an incredible twenty-four hours, how about you explain to me and
the chief just what the hell happened last night?”
After Petty Officer Grady left, Petty Officer Stricter asked, “What do you
think, Chief?”
The chief sighed and said, “I want to talk to each of the sailors that Grady
identified and, if they confess, then I’m gonna recommend to the chain
that we won’t write them up. Maybe just a week of restriction to the ship
and extra duty.”
“There’s no doubt in my military mind that we can get them to confess.
I’ll go round them up and have them here for you in fifteen minutes.”
“Sounds good. I guess I better walk up to the quarter deck and let the first
lieutenant know what’s going on.”
Petty Officer Stricter walked over to the chief’s desk and pulled open the
bottom drawer. “Just think Chief, in six months you’ll be able to put your
retirement papers in.” He brought out the thermos and carefully
unscrewed the lid off. “In six months you’ll never have to look at another
blue folder again or have to deal with anymore Gradys or Boot Camps or

sensitivity training.” He opened the spout and poured out the liquid into
the chief’s mug. “In six months you’ll never have to put up with this kind
of bullshit again.”
The chief sighed, gave his head a slow nod, then picked up the mug and
drained it.

FLAVOR, ARRIVING
When Dirty Grady came back to the berthing compartment yesterday and
told me that the chief didn’t want to see me and that I could take the rest
of the day off to recover, I went directly to my rack and fell asleep right
away. I slept undisturbed and soundly for fifteen straight hours. The rest
was exactly what I needed. When I woke up it was well before reveille and
the compartment was quiet and dark. My internal clock was still stuck on
boot camp time back on the east coast. Not knowing what to do, I pulled
out my Bluejackets’ Manual and began reading up on the job descriptions of
the different career choices the navy had to offer.
I was reading about the proper care of brushes and rollers when the
thought occurred to me: my company commanders were wrong. While
they were passing the manuals out to each recruit in my company, they
explained to us that the book we were receiving was to be considered as
our navy bible. They said that if we studied it regularly and applied its
lessons when we were out in the fleet that it, our bible, the navy’s Holy
Scripture passed down from King Neptune to Davy Jones to my company
commanders to me, would prepare us for whatever challenges the fleet had
to offer. Well, it was not true. I have never found anything in it to prepare
me for how I was being treated. Even though I studied the manual
religiously, it seemed that I was the least blessed.
I was deep in thought about how badly things were going for me when my
curtains were thrown wide open and my guardian angel, the sailor who
woke me yesterday morning and who was so concerned about me,
appeared before my eyes. His face seemed to glow with energy as he
leaned into my rack and said in a loud whisper, “What the crap? Are you
actually reading that book?” He didn’t wait for me to respond. “So, how
are you doing? Are you healing up okay? I swear to God I thought you
were close to death when I saw you yesterday.”

My angel had returned and he remembered me. He was speaking to me,
not as a screw up, but as if I were a regular person. He really did seem to
care about me. I stared up at him, not knowing what to say.
“Are you just going to lie there reading that ridiculous propaganda or are
you going to roll out of that rack and let me have a good look at you?”
I quickly closed the manual and tossed it aside. “No. Of course... hold
on... I... just a minute.” It took some effort for me to unfold my large
frame out onto the deck. I rolled out as if I were a twisted pretzel and
struggled to find my footing.
My angel walked slowly around me, looking me up and down. “Well,” he
said after finishing his inspection, “you don’t look as bad as you did
yesterday anyway.”
I looked down at the deep purple and blue bruises on my legs and wished
that I had on a pair of pajama bottoms. “Thank you,” I said. “I guess the
corpsman did a pretty good job fixing me up.”
“So, my name is Johnny, Johnny Hastey, but my friends call me Johnny
Flavor. Or just Flavor, if you want.”
I shook his outstretched hand and asked, “Why Flavor?”
He gave me a sly smile and said, “Because Hastey rhymes with tasty and I
am one delicious sailor.” He grabbed both of my arms and squeezed. “I’m
full of flavor... get it?”
Not really, but I shook my head as if I did.
“So, Boot Camp, I guess you didn’t expect your first day out in the fleet to
turn out the way it did, did ya?”
“That’s for sure.”
“I hear that Stricter is making a big fuss about your hazing.”

“What do you mean?”
“That big old fart is always trying to make a fuss about something. I guess
he thinks that if he can impress the chain of command enough that
someday he’ll finally get promoted to chief.”
“I... I’m still not following you. What does his promotion have to do with
me?” I asked.
“Boot, you got a lot to learn.” He laughed, smacked me on the shoulder,
and said, “I guess that’s why you’re a goddamn boot. Don’t worry though.
I’ll take care of you.”
Flavor was non-stop motion and energy. He paced up and down the aisle,
as if he couldn’t decide where it was he should be. He leaned into me
when speaking, as if he had to get as close to my ears as possible so I didn’t
miss a word he said. He used his hands to help describe what he was
saying, as if they were paintbrushes and he was painting a picture of each
of his sentences. He opened his eyes wide when emphasizing important
points, as if they were spotlights shining beams of light across a darkened
sky.
“Hey, what duty section are you assigned to anyway?” he asked.
“Section four. At least that’s what Dirty Grady told me.”
“What the crap! We’re in the same duty section!” He started dancing
around me excitedly.
Someone from one of the top racks told us to shut up so he could sleep.
Flavor looked up at the rack and gave it a dirty look.
“We are?” I whispered.

“Heck yeah we are!” Flavor answered, even louder than before. He
danced around behind me, grabbed my shoulders and started pulling
himself up and down like a gymnast.
I began to feel a little nervous. I didn’t want to make a scene in the
berthing compartment two nights in a row. I pulled myself away from
him.
He stopped bouncing, danced back around to the front of me, and said,
“That means that we both have the weekend off. And since we both have
the weekend off, that means you’re going out with me and my friends on
Friday.”
“I... I don’t know.” I was beginning to wonder if making friends with
Flavor was such a good idea after all. He had so much energy and asked so
many questions. I felt exhausted just from the short time we had been
together.
“What do you mean you don’t know?” Flavor asked. “If we are going to
be friends then you have no choice but to go out with me so we can get to
know each other better. You don’t already have plans, do you?”
“No I don’t.”
“Of course you don’t,” he teased. “Look, we still got a couple of hours or
so before reveille and, since I’m just now wandering in, I need to grab a
nap before we start turning to.” He stripped down to his skivvies as he
talked and then rolled effortlessly into the bottom rack across from mine.
When he was lying down, he looked up at me and said, “We can talk more
about this weekend over chow, okay?
“Yes. Okay.”
Flavor pulled his curtains closed and I folded myself back into my rack.
My head was spinning from what had just happened to me. My head was
spinning and my heart was pounding. I had finally made a friend! I had to
admit, he was a very energetic and somewhat wild friend who made me a

bit nervous, but still he was a friend. He said so himself. I wondered why
he liked me when so many others treated me so badly. Maybe something
was wrong with him. Questions about Flavor, who he was, where he was
from, and many others, flooded into my mind. There was no way I was
going to be able to get back to sleep before chow.

MORNING MUSTER
I quickly learned that, with Flavor, everything happens fast. He sprang out
of his rack as reveille was still being called and was cleaned, dressed, and
ready for chow before I had even finished brushing my teeth. Still
buttoning up my shirt, I followed him out of the berthing compartment
and up to the mess deck.
For a little guy he sure could walk fast. And he talked the whole way,
often looking back at me over his shoulder. I thought for sure he would
trip over something or walk into someone who was heading the other way,
but he didn’t. He maneuvered through the narrow passageways and up the
ladders gracefully and without effort; he could open a hatch and walk
through it in one fluid motion. It was as if I were walking with a figure
skater or a ballroom dancer. And the best part was, that as quick and as
restless as he was, he would stop and patiently wait for me as I lumbered
through each hatch and secured it behind me.
As we waited for chow, Flavor went down the line of sailors and gave me
the background on just about all of them. He told me who I could trust
and who I couldn’t, who might make a good friend and who wouldn’t, and
who were the lifers and who were the FTNers. I didn’t know what a lifer
or an FTNer was so Flavor explained them to me.
A lifer is someone who not only plans to make the navy a career, but he is
someone who makes the navy his life. Like career sailors, lifers are also
patriotic and like all the benefits the navy offers, such as the free medical
and the guaranteed pension after twenty years of service, and all that. But,
for lifers, it is more than duty and rewards. Lifers don’t just like the navy
way of life, they seem to need it. Their identity is their uniform. They
need the structure of the navy routine, of being told when to wake up,
when to go to work, when to take a break, when to eat, when to go on
liberty, and when to go to bed. They love their three square meals a day

and schedule their daily routines around them. The easiest way to spot a
lifer is by the way he talks. Lifers always speak in navy terms, even when it
seems out of place to do so. To a lifer, everyone is a shipmate, and he
usually means it in a good way.
An FTNer, on the other hand, is someone whose motto is “Fuck the
Navy!” and who can’t wait to get out. FTNers typically are young sailors
on their first enlistment who have a hard time conforming to the navy way
of life and who either get out on their own at the end of their first
enlistment or get kicked out before their first enlistment ends. If an
FTNer calls you a shipmate, he usually doesn’t mean it as a compliment.
Unfortunately, Flavor concluded, it seemed that the bulk of the FTNers
worked in Deck Division.
We got our food and drinks and I followed Flavor onto the mess deck,
wondering where we would sit. He led me to an open table for two in the
middle of the compartment and sat down. I hesitated.
“Is there something wrong, Boot?”
“Well, yesterday, I was told that the only place I was allowed to sit was
over there in the corner by the trashcan.”
In between chewing and swallowing his food, Flavor said, “Boot, you are
going to have to learn very quickly that some of the idiots on this ship are
going to push you as far as you let them. Now sit down and eat.”
I sat, ate, and listened while Flavor bounced and danced in his chair and
told me all about our plans for Friday night.
After chow, we made our way to the forecastle for morning muster. When
we stepped out onto the weather deck, we were met by a light breeze that
still retained hints of a cooler, pre-dawn air. Instinctively, I took in a deep
breath. The air felt good in my lungs, rejuvenating, but the sudden
expansion of my chest stretched muscles and other things in my upper
body that reminded me that I still had quite a bit of healing to do. I slowly
let the air out and took in another breath. As the air filled my lungs this

time, I noticed that it had a unique smell to it. I breathed the air out and
then sniffed around a bit. Japan smelled something like... vegetables,
onions maybe. Whatever it was, it wasn’t a bad smell I decided. It would
just take some getting used to, like it does when first entering an unfamiliar
home with its unfamiliar smells.
We walked over to the railing and stopped to take in the morning view
before falling in for muster. The sun, shining silver through a hazy sky,
had already cleared the small range of mountains that nestled the bay. The
water on the bay was calm and lapped gently against the side of the ship.
On its surface, small spatters of oil slicks sparkled and shimmered and
glowed like rainbows.
Several other ships were tied up near ours and Flavor listed off their names
for me. One was a Ticonderoga-class cruiser and the other two were
Arleigh Burke-class destroyers. I asked where the aircraft carrier was tied
up. He said that right now it was probably cutting squares somewhere off
the coast of Korea, and that even if it were pier side, we wouldn’t be able
to see it from our ship. Since it is the United States’s only forward
deployed aircraft carrier and one of its primary means of projecting power
overseas, and since the ship is the base’s biggest attraction for the Japanese
whenever the base is opened to the public, it gets the premier pier near the
front of the base, right next to the admiral’s flagship. Junior commanders
like ours get parked way at the back of the base. But, he said, he was glad
the aircraft carrier wasn’t in port because that meant there would be 5,000
less sailors for us to compete with this weekend while out on the town.
We walked over to the other side of the forecastle where we had a better
view of the base and the city beyond it. The area immediately around our
pier looked industrial with its drab warehouses and power plants and large,
towering cranes. Because we were too far away to walk to the main part of
the base where all the civilized places were, Flavor said that I would have
to get used to riding the base bus and pointed out to me where the bus
stop was located.
In the distance was the city of Yokosuka. It pressed right up against the
base, separated only by a long barrier fence with ominous-looking razor

wire on top. Directly on the other side of the fence, all crammed and
jumbled together, were the city’s homes, shopping malls, schools, office
towers, and other buildings of all shapes and sizes. According to Flavor,
out within that uncoordinated, contiguous mass of concrete was where all
the fun was. I stood there and tried to take it all in, but it was hard. It was
hard to believe that I was now living in a foreign country. It was even
harder to believe that, not only was I living in a foreign country, but I was
living in a foreign country while stationed on an American naval base that
was armed with a lethal armada of American warships. I tried to imagine
what it would be like if Japan had won the war and had its military
stationed all throughout America. It was hard. I couldn’t imagine it.
I didn’t know much about Japan, but I did know that there was a famous
volcano located somewhere on the island. I asked Flavor about it. He said
that Fuji-san, the legendary Mount Fuji, was about a three-hour drive away
and that it was imperative that I visit it at least once during my tour. Better
yet, he said, I should climb it if I have the chance.
Climb Mount Fuji? How was that even possible? I asked Flavor if he had
ever climbed it. He said that he had always wanted to but he never did. It
was then that he told me the most unexpected and depressing news. He
told me that he would soon be discharged from the navy. He said that his
enlistment was up and that it was time for him to head back to the world.
But I wasn’t to worry, he told me in a manner much too lightly than the
heavy news deserved, because there is a Japanese legend that says those
who visit Japan and who do not climb Mount Fuji are destined to return.
He’ll be back some day he promised.
Petty Officer Stricter walked out onto the forecastle and called out for
Deck Division to fall in for muster. As Flavor and I fell into ranks with
the forty-seven other sailors from our division, the rest of the crew was
also falling into ranks on weather decks all throughout the ship as other
divisions of various sizes began holding their own morning musters. Petty
Officer Stricter took muster, read the significant events to us from the Plan
of the Day, and then barked out work assignments for everyone. It was
hard for me to concentrate. I couldn’t stop thinking about what Flavor
had just told me. I had just met him and soon he would be gone. Petty

Officer Stricter called out my name and, once again, assigned me to the
forecastle for more needle gun work. He ordered Flavor to the paint
locker. Flavor whispered under his breath to me that if Stricter knew how
much he actually loved to paint, he would never get assigned to paint duty.
Petty Officer Stricter put us at parade rest until the chief and the division
officer made their way over from the department head’s morning muster.
When they arrived, he called us all to attention, saluted Ensign
Youngblood, and announced that all Deck Division was present and
accounted for. The ensign returned the salute and told us to stand at ease
as he began passing on to us the pertinent information from the
department head’s report. It was the first time I had seen the ensign. I
couldn’t believe how young he looked, especially compared to the chief.
The ensign couldn’t have been much older than me and here he was
standing up there as, not just my leader, but as the entire division’s leader,
even the chief’s, looking and acting confident and relaxed in his sharp,
khaki officer uniform. How could he do something like that without
falling apart? Why couldn’t I do something like that without falling apart?
The ensign read from his notes and told us that the upcoming engineering
inspection is going to require an all hands effort to pass, so we should be
thinking about how we could volunteer to help. The base was going to be
opened up to the public for the Fourth of July ceremony. What that meant
for those who were new was that Japanese civilians would be allowed on
base to enjoy the festivities, so we all must look and act our best. He
looked up from his notebook and reminded us that we were all
ambassadors for our country and the navy no matter where we were or
what we were doing. We should always look and act accordingly, not just
on special occasions. He went back to his notes and said that since we are
just about at the end of the E-4 evaluation cycle, now is the time to start
preparing for the E-5 cycle.
He closed his notebook, began pacing back and forth in front of the ranks,
then continued his brief by saying that he had something serious to discuss
and that everyone should pay close attention. Two nights ago, he said,
someone from our division was attacked. Apparently, the attackers
thought they were just having fun and were following a harmless tradition.

Regardless of tradition, he said, hazing, bullying, and intimidation, both
physical and non-physical, are in stark contrast with the navy’s core values
and will not be tolerated. Those who performed the hazing have been
caught and they have confessed. The chief and he recommended to the
chain of command, and they agreed, that those responsible for the hazing
would not be formally written up, but instead would be restricted to the
ship for a week and would be assigned extra duties. However, if something
like this ever happened again, we should expect to receive the most severe
punishment that the chain had to offer.
After we were dismissed, Flavor said he would meet me later for chow and
quickly headed off to his task. I looked around for Dirty Grady and it
seemed that everyone was staring at me. The sailor who stood next to me
in ranks walked by me and called me a pussy under his breath. By the
looks of everyone else, it appeared that he spoke for them, too. Why did I
ever admit to Petty Officer Stricter that I was hazed?
The petty officer in charge of the needle gun working party called his team
together and gave us his instructions for the morning. Dirty Grady and I
were ordered to bring the gear up to the forecastle. As Dirty Grady led the
way to the hold where the gear was stored, I saw Flavor down on the pier.
He happened to look up toward the forecastle and saw me. He did a little
dance and gave me a big wave and a smile. As I waved back, I could not
help but think that soon he would be down there waving, not to say hello,
but to say goodbye forever.

SWEEPERS
Sailors clean. We dust. We sweep. We strip. We buff. We shine. “Fuck
the mission and clean the position,” and, “If you can catch it, you can clean
it” are sayings my boot camp company commanders liked to scream out
whenever they made us field day. If we ever made it to the fleet, they told
us, we better be ready to field day our ships from top to bottom and fore
to aft, at least three times a day, whether it needed it or not.
To help prepare us for our future cleaning endeavors, our company
commanders taught us much about the art of field daying. They taught us
that bug juice, an overly sweetened fruity drink made from a powder and
water mix, is powerful cleaning agent. It is especially useful in stripping the
oxidation from brass fixtures. And they taught us that toothpaste is also
another popular cleaner on board ships, used primarily to remove grit from
tile grout. Through their screaming instructions and through their
screaming insistence of repetition in the performance of what they were
teaching us, by the time I graduated from boot camp, I was, indeed, a
master in the art of field-daying.
However, when I got to my ship, I learned perhaps the most important
lesson about field daying – that a ship full of sailors creates massive
amounts of dust and lint and that this dust and lint bonds together to form
giant, rolling dust balls, or ghost turds as they are respectfully called in the
navy.
Ghost turds can be found anywhere on a ship – in any corner or around
any hold, under any desk or on top of any shelf, behind any equipment
rack or in front of any fixture – and no matter how often they are swept
up, they mysteriously reappear soon afterwards. Vigilance must constantly
be maintained against their unrelenting and deadly advance. For a ship to
let its guard down for even one day could end in disaster. This disaster
could be the result of a sustained psychological attack by the ghost turds:

Their very presence makes a ship look ragtag and unprofessional. An
unprofessional-looking ship, over time, can deplete a crew’s morale and
degrade its ability to complete its mission. This disaster could also be the
result of a sustained physical attack by the ghost turds: They know that
greater power comes from greater numbers so they are always looking for
ways to form into larger and larger turds. Once large enough, they become
easily ignitable. And when these highly mobile, easily ignitable turds get
near any equipment that creates static electricity, they become deadly time
bombs set to erupt at the touch of the most innocent of sparks. Because
of this never-ending battle between sailor and ghost turd, between good
and evil, several times a day an order for the crew to commence sweepers
can be heard over 1MCs on navy ships all over the world.
Sweepers man your brooms. Make a clean sweep down fore and aft.
Sweep down all decks, ladders, and passageways. Deposit all trash
and garbage in the receptacles provided for on the pier. Sweepers.
It was Friday afternoon and I was on my hands and knees sweeping up
ghost turds from behind a ladder well. I had a foxtail in one hand and a
dustpan in the other. As I swept, I was thinking, and worrying, about what
it was going to be like to go out with Flavor and his friends later that
evening when the sailor who was sweeping the passageway yelled out,
"Attention on deck!"
The call for attention on deck is usually reserved for commanding officers
and admirals. But in boot camp, to help prepare us for the fleet, we had to
call it out whenever a company commander entered a space. The first
recruit to see one of them walk into the space had to scream “Attention on
deck!” loud enough so everyone could hear it. As soon as we heard it, we
would have to drop whatever we were doing and pop tall, as rigid as "hardons." "Recruits, when you hear "attention on deck" called out," our
company commanders instructed, "I don't care if you're in the middle of
taking a shit, you better pop up just as fast, just as tall, and just as hard as
my big johnny does during a Subic Bay liberty call." We were supposed to
be proud when our company commanders identified us as "a true boner," a
recruit who correctly stood at attention. If someone slouched or stood in a

way the company commanders didn’t like, he was called a limp dick until
he was able to pop tall like a respectable hard on.
I had never seen my commanding officer before, except for the picture of
him that was prominently displayed on the quarterdeck’s Leadership
Board, a board that had pictures of all the ship’s senior officers. The
commanding officer’s picture was at the top of the board and was the
biggest of them all. In fact, I had only ever seen one real commanding
officer, and that was during the pass and review at my boot camp
graduation ceremony. But when I heard "attention on deck" called out, my
body responded automatically and I popped tall. In doing so, I smacked
the top of my head into the back of the ladder well. The ladder well
gonged loudly, causing my commanding officer to break his aloof stride
and take notice of me.
To be noticed was the last thing I wanted, especially by my commanding
officer. I was partially hidden in the shadows behind the ladder so, to see
me, he had to walk around to the back. He found me busy trying to stand
at attention, which was not easy to do since the back of the ladder well
angled into where I was trying to stand.
"Well, you must be new on board sailor because you certainly don't look
familiar," said my commanding officer.
I couldn’t remember whether we were allowed to speak while standing at
attention so I chose to keep my mouth tightly shut while trying to find
some way to get my body to a full, upright position without noticeably
moving. Bent over, as if in a lopsided Japanese bow, I could only stare at
his shoes, which was fine with me because enlisted sailors were not
supposed to make eye contact with an officer while standing at attention.
To be honest, I wasn't sure if I was authorized to stare at his shoes either.
"Jesus sailor, stand at ease and step out from there," the commanding
officer ordered. I tried to but, because I was so tense and nervous, I was
unable to reconfigure myself so that I could. All I was able to do was to
shake from the fear of having such a high-ranking officer speak to me. As
I shook, my head vibrated rhythmically against the back of the ladder.

Fortunately, from the vibration, I began to slowly slide up its smooth,
aluminum back until I was finally able to stand up straight.
"Holy smokes, sailor," he said after a slow whistle, "you're as tall as I am."
Since it was not in my nature to feel tall, it still felt as if my mother, who is
more than a foot shorter than me, towered over me. My commanding
officer seemed like a giant.
I was certain that I was authorized to speak while standing at ease around
officers, but I was not certain that I would be able to say anything
intelligible so I continued with my silence, while trying not to shake. He
didn’t seem to notice my near convulsions or mind my silence. He talked
for the both of us.
"You know, son, when I entered the Naval Academy I was only five-ten,
but by the time I graduated four years later I was as tall as I am now. But,
as I’m sure you know, or at least you'll find out if you don’t, that being tall
is both a blessing and a curse. The little guys envy you and always look to
find your weakness and ways to knock you down." He looked at the
seaman who called attention on deck, and who happened to be very short.
"Don't you short guys always look for ways to bring us big men down to
your size?"
The seaman, not trying very hard to show his respect, answered blankly,
"Yes, sir."
"See," he said, "what did I tell you?" He stood shoulder to shoulder to me,
officially sizing me up. "Another curse about being tall is that you have to
be especially careful on ships. For crying out loud, I swear that on my first
ship I hit my forehead so many times it calloused over. But I got used to
it. It's now rare that I catch one.” He stepped back from me and said,
“Step out of there and let's get a look at you. I can’t tell which one of us is
taller from where you’re standing.”
I stepped out from behind the ladder.

"There now aren't you a big fella? I'd say it's too close to call. You might
have me by a nudge." He saw my face. "What happened to you, son?" I
tried to say that I fell, but before any words could shake out of my mouth
the officer said, "Those little guys ganging up on you at the pub, are they?
You got to watch out for them rascals." He smacked me on the shoulder
and walked off.
Before climbing up the ladder, he stopped and said to me, "Look, us big
men got to watch out for each other.” Next he turned the other sailor and
said, “As for you, keep up the good work. Our inspection cycle is coming
up and, like you, I have no intention of failing it for a second time." He
winked and began his ascent. When he was halfway up the ladder he called
out, "Carry on!"
I returned to chasing down ghost turds and my silent reflection. I had
heard about an upcoming inspection, but I didn’t really understand what it
was all about. How do you go about inspecting a ship? What exactly
would be inspected? Ensign Youngblood mentioned that we should
volunteer to help prepare for it but I had no idea what to volunteer for.
In boot camp, it seemed everything we did had to be inspected. Quarters,
by their bounce, measured the tautness of our sheets; rulers measured the
height of the folds of our shirts, pants, towels, socks, and underwear;
targets measured the accuracy of our pistol shots; clocks measured the time
it took to eat. In boot camp, we were inspected on how we marched, on
how we dressed, on how we spoke, on just about everything we did. We
were inspected so often in boot camp that eventually it all became routine
and lost its significance.
But now that I was out in the fleet, the thought of a real inspection, an
inspection that meant more than just more pushups if it was failed, would
soon be taking place. The more I thought about it the harder I cleaned.
Our ship was going to be inspected, for what I was not sure, but I was sure
that I was going to do all I could to help it succeed.
And what did it mean, the commanding officer stopping to talk to me? He
looked just like a commanding officer should look: tall, handsome, strong,

confident; yet he spoke to me as a... well... as if we were, not exactly equals,
but at least as if we were on the same team. A team of Big Men.
As I finished chasing down the last of the ghost turds, the sailor who called
attention on deck walked up to me pushing a broom with a big pile of dust
and trash in front of it.
"You’re the nark who got half of our division busted, aren’t ya?” he asked.
I was on my hands and knees. I looked up. He towered over me.
Actually only six guys got in trouble but I really wasn’t in a position to
argue. He gave the pile of dust and trash a hard push, spreading it all over
the area I had just swept.
"Well listen up, you tall freak,” he continued. “The next time you decide
to suck the commanding officer off in front of me, I'm gonna throw your
faggot ass over the side." He gave me a knee to the chest and I fell back
hard into the bulkhead.
“Who's the big man now?" he said as he walked away, leaving me to finish
cleaning up the mess.

THE FAN ROOM
After sweepers, I met up with Flavor and we headed to the mess deck. We
were going to grab a quick dinner, get cleaned up, and then head out on
the town for the evening. He told me that tonight the evening was on him
and that I didn’t have to worry about a thing. We were going to start out
locally, meet his friends, and then hop on the trains and head to Tokyo
where the real party was. He said it would do me some good to get away
from this ship and the jerks who have been giving me a hard time. I
needed to meet some decent people who knew how to really have fun.
After what had just happened to me during sweepers, maybe getting off
the ship for a while might not be such a bad idea.
“Has liberty call gone down yet?” Flavor asked without looking back.
“Uh... no... not that I’m aware of.”
“Strange. I wonder what’s holding it up.” He then looked back at me over
his shoulder and said, “It’s about time to get the weekend started, don’t
you think?”
I still wasn’t completely sure about that. Burrowing myself into my rack
and reading all weekend sounded pretty good, too. “What do you think
the problem is?” I asked.
“Who knows. Probably some officer got his feelings hurt and is punishing
the whole crew by holding up liberty call.”
“Can they do that?”
“Boot, these officers can do pretty much whatever they want. For all we
know, some fat admiral somewhere up the chain has decided to lob a few
missiles at some crazy dictator somewhere and now liberty has been

canceled so we can prepare to get underway to carry out the admiral’s
orders.”
“What? Do you think so Flavor? Do you think that our ship might be
getting ready to go to sea?” The idea that we were about to get underway
was both exciting and terrifying. It would be exciting to get underway and
head out to sea at full steam on a mission to defend our country. It would
also be terrifying because I have heard so many stories about how
miserable seasickness is. Just thinking about the ship rocking back and
forth with the motion of the waves made me feel nauseous.
“No Boot, I was just trying to make a point. You might not be aware of it,
but we can’t get underway right now. We just finished a nightmare of a dry
dock period so we won’t even be allowed to move from our pier and start
sea trials until we pass a crap load of inspections.”
“I... I’ve been hearing about that.” I was going to tell him about my
conversation with the commanding officer, but decided it was best not to.
“Yeah Boot, life as you know it is going to start to suck real soon.”
Could it really suck any more for me than it already did?
“Tiger teams, extended working hours, chiefs and officers running around
screaming like maniacs, fights, reprimands, it’s going to be nuts around
here.”
According to Flavor, the ship recently failed a critical engineering
inspection and that if we failed the upcoming re-inspection there was a
good chance the commanding officer would be relieved of his command.
The pressure on the crew to pass was going to be intense and it would be
coming right from the top.
“You sound like you’re looking forward to it,” I said.

“Of course I am Boot, because I’m not going to be here for it,
remember?” He turned around and walked backwards, dancing and
snapping his fingers as he did.
How could I forget?
Flavor was taking a different route to the mess deck from the one that I
was used to. I had no idea where I was. Whenever walking around an area
of the ship I had never been to before, I always got a creepy feeling that
something was waiting to jump out at me; or that I would step into an
open hatch and fall down into an endless void. But mostly when walking
around new areas of the ship, I had to worry about hitting my head. I
checked the overhead to see if there were any upcoming head hazards and
I hunched over a bit more to be sure that I missed them in case there were.
Outside, somewhere forward of the direction Flavor and I were heading, a
needle gun buzzed to life, followed by another, and then another, and they
kept buzzing to life until there was a terrible sounding swarm of them. I
asked him why work was still being done so late on a Friday. He reminded
me of the sailors who had been caught for hazing me and said that they
probably had been assigned the needle gun work as their punishment. I
could just imagine them topside working their needle guns, hating me even
more as they watched the rest of the crew ready itself for the weekend. We
continued walking until we found ourselves directly under the area where
the work was being done. The noise overhead was indescribable. It was
so loud that it became something more than noise; it became something
tangible, physical. It was now a vibrating jackhammer mass of noise intent
on pounding my head in.
Flavor abruptly stopped walking, turned, and standing in the middle of the
passageway, looked up at me. I stopped and looked down at him. His
smiled had faded.
“What’s wrong Flavor?”
“Listen Boot, since I’m going to be leaving soon, I think we need to have a
heart to heart while we have the chance.”

The jackhammer mass of noise pounded away on my left temple, intent on
caving it in. Pain shot through my head. It was almost impossible to hear.
“Well, can’t we have it when we get to the mess deck? I’m pretty hungry.
Besides, I can hardly hear anything you’re saying.” I was almost screaming
and I could barely hear myself.
“No, we need to talk right now, in private where there aren’t a bunch of
jerks around tossing peas at us,” Flavor hollered up at me.
He looked up and down the passageway, then back up at me and said, “I’m
sure you’re probably already aware of it, but there is a lot of talk going on
about you.”
I looked down at him staring up at me. Of course I knew people were
talking about me. How could I not know when they were talking about me
directly to my face? “What... what are they saying?”
“Well, I think you already know. It’s about the hazing and—”
“And how I cried about it to Petty Officer Stricter, right?”
“Well, that wouldn’t have been so bad but now that they busted the guys
who did it, everyone’s saying that it was you who ratted them out.”
“But... that’s... it’s not true. I never even saw them.”
“Look, Boot, I know, I know. And if the idiots in our division would just
think about it a little, they would also realize it, too. But we’re not talking
about a bunch of Harvard scholars here.”
The jackhammer mass of noise had pierced through the left temple and
now was working on the right one. I just wanted to keep walking to get
away from it but instead, Flavor noticed that we were standing next to a
fan room. He went to it, opened its hatch, jumped over the knee knocker
and disappeared into the blackness of the room. Warm, moist air rushed

out from the hatch. A light turned on and Flavor’s head popped out and
nodded for me to follow him. I stuck my head inside. The room was not
much bigger than a closet and it was filled with all different types of tanks
and pipes and wires. One of the tanks, in the back corner, hissed. I didn’t
see how I could squeeze my large body inside the room without squashing
him.
“Listen Flavor, how about we just head to chow. I’m starving. I already
know people are talking about me. I know they want to kick my ass. In
fact, I got a little taste of it during sweepers. But what am I supposed to
do about it?”
“I need to tell you something, Boot Camp, and it’s important that we have
privacy.”
I looked up and down the passageway. It was empty. I could smell food
and if I started walking toward it, I’m sure I would have found the mess
deck eventually. Flavor would have no choice but to follow me. Still, it
seemed disrespectful for me not to listen to what he had to say. Even
though he was just a seaman, he still outranked me. I stepped over the
knee knocker and twisted myself into the room. When the hatch closed
behind me, the sound of the needle guns was muffled somewhat.
Flavor and I were tight up against each other and he had to strain his neck
back to look up at me. “My, you are so tall,” he said. He pushed his
shoulders back and stood on his tiptoes. “I had always wished to be tall
like you.”
And I had always wished myself to be shorter. I had never liked being tall.
Being tall made my awkwardness that much more noticeable and seemed
to magnify everything I did. Every time I stumbled, or dropped
something, or bumped into someone seemed to be because I was just too
large for the space I was in at the time. Tall people are much more
vulnerable to criticism and attacks, too. Like my commanding officer said,
we are the prize for every short person because it seems that every short
person had it out for us, as if we were the fortunate ones.

Don’t short people see that it is they who are lucky? Society was built for
them. I thought about how uncomfortable I was on my long flight to
Japan. Airplanes were built for them. I felt the bumps on my head. This
ship was especially built for them. And even when they screw up, short
people have many more opportunities to take cover behind things,
especially things like tall people. I looked down at Flavor pressed up
against me. I had never liked standing so close to short people—they
made me feel even that much taller, that much more noticeable.
Flavor was jammed between me and a thin pipe that was labeled LP AIR.
It struck me as French-sounding and the thought made me smile.
“Well, well,” Flavor said. “The Boot’s smiling. How about that? What’s
so funny?”
I hadn’t realized that my internal smile actually made its way out to the
world. I felt the smile on my lips. It felt strange. I had not smiled for so
long, it seemed. I’m talking about a real smile. A smile that’s not forced,
but appears on its own accord. I didn’t know how to explain my joke to
him, but I wanted to extend this small moment of happiness.
“What does LP AIR stand for?” I asked.
Flavor, perplexed by the question, screwed his face up, and then answered
without even looking at the pipe for reference. “I guess someone didn’t
pay enough attention while aboard the mighty USS Bluejacket. It stands
for low pressure air, ya frikkin boot camp.”
“Oh, I see. I thought the pipe was named after a French woman.”
Flavor tried to turn to look at the pipe. “A French woman? What the
heck are you talking about a French woman?”
I chuckled a little and then, attempting a bad imitation of a Frenchsounding accent, said, “The name on the pipe says Elle Pierre. Isn’t that
the name a beautiful French woman would have?” I was never good at
delivering jokes, and I could tell as soon as I said it that this one wasn’t that

funny, but still Flavor laughed. As he laughed he leaned his entire weight
on me for support. His laughter took me by surprise and I started laughing
and leaned into him for support.
After we settled down, Flavor became serious again. “Listen funny guy,”
he said, “things might get a little rough for you in the next few days.”
I felt my smile disappear and the familiar tightness in my stomach return.
“What do you mean?”
“Boot, it’s not my intention to try and scare you, but I overheard someone
saying that two of the guys who hazed you were talking about how they
were going to beat the crap out of you for ratting them out to Stricter.
Look,” he added quickly, “it probably is just all talk. Everybody knows
that if anything happens to you again, the chain is going to come down
hard on them. But I just want you to be careful, that’s all.”
Be careful? What was I supposed to do, hire a bodyguard? Flavor was the
only one who made me feel safe and he was leaving me. How was I
supposed to protect myself? His words made my head spin and I began to
feel claustrophobic. I looked down at him, hoping that he would realize
my discomfort and offer to let me escape from the small room. I did not
want to talk about the hazing and I certainly did not want to talk about
how everyone hated me and wanted to see me hurt. I just wanted to get
out of there. I wanted Flavor to understand how uncomfortable I was and
to let me go.
But he didn’t. He didn’t let me go and he didn’t seem to even notice how
uncomfortable I was in that cramped, steamy fan room. He didn’t notice
my rapid, shallow breathing or the sweat beginning to run down my face.
He just continued talking about things I did not want to hear.
Flavor reached up and straightened my collar. He smiled and said, “Look,
let’s face some facts Boot: you are not the most outgoing person. In fact,
based upon my initial observations, I’d say you are pretty much a wimp, a
wet noodle, a slice of cheesecake smothered in strawberry sauce.”

How many nights had I lain in bed hating myself because I knew what
Flavor just said was true? Yet, I felt no animosity toward him. It didn’t
seem as if he said these things to hurt me; he said them in a way that
showed he truly understood what it felt like to be me.
“Flavor, you have to believe me. I didn’t mean to tell Petty Officer Stricter
about the hazing. I had it all figured out. I was going to tell him that I fell
down a ladder. I was trying to be tough about it. It’s just that... he scared
the hell out of me.”
“Boot, you keep saying that. I believe you, I really do. But it doesn’t
matter if it’s true or not. Don’t you get it? That’s how Stricter is. He uses
his position to threaten and intimidate people into doing what he wants
done.”
“And now, because he got me to say what he wanted, I’ve got the entire
crew ready to kill me.”
“Well, not the entire crew. You got me on your side, right?”
“But I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t attack anyone. I didn’t commit
any crimes.” I gulped in some air and then continued.” And even after I
was beaten and abused, I didn’t go crying to anyone. I didn’t try to get
anyone in trouble. I took the blame. Why can’t they see that and leave me
alone? Why can’t you just let me go to the mess deck so I can eat?” I
grabbed the pipe behind Flavor’s head for support.
“Well, the Boot does have a little passion after all.”
I could feel the color of embarrassment rushing into my cheeks.
Flavor looked down at his fingernails. He saw something underneath one
of them that needed attention. He pulled out a small pair of nail clippers,
extended the file, and used it to scrape out the dirt from under the nail of
the middle finger as he spoke. “Listen Boot, we’re not in the Peace Corps
here, we’re in the military. And militaries tend to attract the aggressive
types who are always looking for a fight. In the process, the weak, passive

types get weeded out. If you aren’t a fighter, then your time in the military
is going to be long and hard.” He stopped cleaning with the file and
inspected his nail. Satisfied, he put the clipper away and looked up at me.
“You’re no fighter, Boot.”
“Well, I tell you what, Seaman Hasty,” I said with a sigh, “then they win.”
Any passion that I may have had was gone. “I quit. I’m ready to go. I
want out. Heck, I knew I was never going to make it to begin with.”
Flavor grabbed my hands and spoke passionately and sincerely. “Boot,
you can’t give up. That’s my point. You have to become a fighter. You
have to stay in and fight this crap.”
“Why?” I asked. “Look at me. My first night on board I get my ass
greased and stuffed with coffee grounds. And now, the people who did
this to me are looking to do even worse. And yet, those who are supposed
to take care of me and protect me, want me out of their navy because I let
this happen to me in the first place.” Tears flowed. “Flavor, I appreciate
your honesty and friendship, but to be honest with you, you just scared the
heck out of me and convinced me that I’ll never be a real sailor.”
Flavor squeezed my hands harder and with tender compassion said, “Boot,
I have no idea what a real sailor is supposed to be, but I do know that if
you quit, you’re right, you’ll never be one whatever it is. Don’t you get it?
You can’t quit. You can’t quit on the navy, and you especially can’t quit on
yourself. You’ll regret it for the rest of your life and you know it.”
He released my hands and leaned away from me. When he continued
speaking, I could tell that he was ready to cry as well. “Boot,” he said
solemnly, “everyone joins the navy for his own reasons. No matter how
big or small, how strong or weak, or how kind or cruel we are, we all joined
because we wanted something. Maybe it was to travel, to save money, to
learn, to fight, to kill. There are so many reasons to join the navy, to
become sailors, to serve our country, that I can’t even begin to list them
all.” His voice broke and he cried as he continued speaking. “But there
are so many who join who are just like you and me, who don’t fit the

warrior mold, who don’t know how to fight. And because of it, we get
shunned, shut out, picked on, and sometimes even worse.”
My mind was racing with so many images that I could not keep track of
them all. It was filled with images of who I wanted to be, images of who I
really was, and images of how I assumed others saw me. What was
Flavor’s image of me? Who did he see me as?
“Listen,” I said, “I don’t really understand what it is we’re talking about.
And to tell you the truth, I’m not sure I really want to understand.” I
struggled to turn toward the hatch, undogged it, and then stepped out into
the passageway. The jackhammer mass of noise was waiting outside the
hatch for me and immediately resumed its attack.
“Please take me to the mess deck now.”
From inside the fan room Flavor said, “Okay Boot, I will. But before I do,
I just want to make sure you understand that I know what you’re going
through. I know because I went through it to. The same kind of macho
jock idiots who are putting you through hell now, put me through hell
when I got to my first ship. And it was hard for me just like it is hard for
you. And just like you, I also wanted to give up. But I didn’t give up. It
was hard but I eventually learned how to fight back, not always with my
fists, but sometimes with them; but mostly I fought back by being smarter,
by understanding the rules, and by using the rules to my advantage.”
“So that’s why you’re so nice to me when everyone else are such jerks.”
He gave me a wink and said, “Well, Big Guy, let’s just say I’m a sucker for
lost causes. Besides, helping you out is my way of giving back to the
community.”
“The community?”
“You know, the community—other people like us.”

“That sounds great but you know what Flavor, you’re going to be gone
soon and once you’re gone, it will be only me against the jerks. I don’t
know if I can handle them like you can.”
Flavor thought about this for a moment. “Boot, I’ve still got a week left
on this tub. We can accomplish a lot in that time, you’ll see. And there
may be a lot of sailors who are jerks on this ship, but there are some pretty
decent one, too. You need to get out and about and meet them, start
building your own little network of support. I can help you with that.” He
turned out the light in the fan room and stepped out into the passageway.
Then, looking up at me he stared into my eyes and hugged me.
The hatch at the end of the passageway opened and three sailors stepped
through. They were talking loudly and laughing about something known
only to them. When they saw us, they stopped and became silent. Flavor
let go of me, turned and dogged the hatch to the fan room, and then
nodded for me to follow him. As soon as I turned to follow, the three
sailors again began to laugh. But this time, it was a different kind of
laughter than what I heard just a moment before. Before, their laughter
sounded friendly and inviting; now, it sounded threatening, dangerous, as if
it were laden with explosives. Once again, I was defined by a predicament
I felt I had no control over. The women launched their insults. Faggot
bombs and dicksucker bombs exploded around us.
A thick, tattooed, husky-voiced sailor hollered out, “Hastey, I see you
found yourself a new ho.” Their laughter intensified. Flavor grabbed my
hand and led me quickly down the passageway toward a hatch that opened
to a weather deck. The insults and laughter continued until we were
outside and the hatch was closed behind us.
The sound of the needle guns was still loud, but now that we were no
longer contained inside the skin of the ship, it lost most of its intensity.
The strong wind helped to soothe the pounding that was going on in my
head. The bustling of activity was also a welcome distraction. Sailors were
scattered all about the ship, many sitting on the deck chipping away with
needle guns. Some were on the pier standing in a long line passing boxes,
sacks of potatoes, and other things from one to another all the way deep

into the ship. Others were perched high atop the mast doing work that I
was glad that I wasn’t doing. Flavor and I stood silently and watched the
sailors work for a while before heading for chow.

LIBERTY CALL
After chow, Flavor and I returned to our berthing compartment to get
ready to go out. Even before our talk in the fan room, I wasn’t too sure
that I wanted to go. But now, after listening to what Flavor had to say, I
definitely was in no mood to have fun. All I wanted to do was to crawl in
my rack, close the curtains, and never come out. But, Flavor was back to
his usual self. He danced and sang all the way from the mess deck to the
berthing compartment. He said he was excited about the night’s
possibilities and how he couldn’t wait to introduce me to his friends.
Tokyo, he said, was going to blow my mind. I wasn’t really up for having
my mind blown, but I knew I had no choice but to go. If it wasn’t for
Flavor, I wouldn’t have a friend on the ship.
We gave ourselves an hour to get ready. As I rummaged through my
coffin locker, I realized that my choice for clothing was limited. Jeans and
a button down shirt was the best I could do. It was either that, or jeans
and a tee shirt. Before dressing, I went to the head to wash up. As I
combed my hair, I looked at my face in the mirror and tried to tell myself
that the cuts and bruises weren’t too noticeable. At least my nose was
relatively straight and the swelling had gone down. Yes, I was beginning
to, once again, look like me. This was not necessarily a good thing, but at
least I looked better than I did right after the blanket party.
Since Flavor always wore an impeccably squared away uniform – neatly
pressed dungarees with sharp creases; boots polished until they shined; hair
neatly trimmed and well within regulations – I assumed he would look just
as impeccable in his civilian attire. But when he exited from the head after
getting dressed, he looked so good I had to look twice to make sure it was
him.
His hair was slicked back stylishly against his head. He wore a dark,
pinstriped, double-breasted suit. His shirt was a bright, neon blue with

sleeves that ended in French cuffs. The cuffs were secured by thick, gold
cufflinks that had the letter F engraved on them. His tie was yellow,
possessing the same neon qualities as the shirt, and it shined like the sun
against the blue backdrop. A matching yellow handkerchief billowed out
of his jacket’s chest pocket. He wore white spats over polished, black
leather shoes. And he topped off his outfit with a black, snap-brimmed
fedora hat. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.
Compared to the dull grayness of the ship’s surroundings, he looked as if
he were cast in high definition color while everything else was in black and
white. Standing next to him, I felt simple, like a country peasant.
As we walked out of the berthing compartment, the sailors watching
television whistled and hollered out catcalls at Flavor. Someone said, “You
girls have fun tonight, ya hear.” Before Flavor walked out the door, he
smiled at them and, in a dramatic fashion, brushed off his lapels, tilted his
hat over one eye, and said, “Fun will be had tonight, my lonely berthing
rats, but it sure as hell won’t be had down here in this dungeon.” He then
did a smooth about face and sprang up the ladder.
“Flavor, does... doesn’t dressing that way make you feel... uncomfortable?”
I asked as we walked across the brow.
He smiled and, instead of answering, asked his own question. “Why would
you think it would make me feel uncomfortable, Boot?”
“Well, it makes you so... well... so noticeable.”
When he reached the brow stand, he grabbed both handrails and slid on
his hands the rest of the way down to the pier saying, “My friend, that’s
exactly what I want.” When I caught up with him on the pier he said,
“Look, I don’t usually dress up this much – tonight is a special occasion –
but regardless of what I’m wearing Boot, I want to look good. I want to
look so good that heads turn when I walk by. I want everyone on this
planet to want me, to desire me, to think about me when their eyes are
closed. And since I know that will never happen I at least want to be

noticed by those who I come in contact with so they can have an
opportunity to see what they’re missing.”
I had no idea how to respond. Based upon my upbringing, I wasn’t so
sure if that was the best way for him to live his life. But I envied his
courage and his lust for, not just living in general, but for whatever it was
that he was doing at any given time. He lived as if he was interested in
everything. He walked as if he couldn’t wait to get to wherever it was he
was going. He talked as if the subject he was talking about was the most
interesting topic in the world. When he spoke to me, I felt as if he wanted
me to understand, not only what he was saying, but also why he was saying
it. And when someone spoke to him, he listened, not just with his ears, but
with his entire person. I could tell by his body language and the questions
that he asked that it was important to him that he really understood
whatever it was that was being said. When I would speak to him, he would
look at me directly in my eyes, not in an intimidating way, but in a way that
would encourage me to want to say even more to him.
No one, not even my parents, had ever made me feel as if they cared that
much about what I had to say. People always seemed to have a hard time
keeping their focus on me. I don’t know if it’s because what I say has less
relevance than what others say, or if what I say is just so much more
uninteresting, but I usually can get no more than thirty seconds or so of
someone’s attention before losing their interest. But not Flavor. He
would be there with me until the end, until I was finally able to get out
whatever it was I was trying to say.
Since reporting onboard my ship, I hadn’t been any farther away from it
than to the dumpster located right next to it on the pier. As we walked to
the bus stop, I took the opportunity to look around and take in my
surroundings. The pier we were on was a long, man-made slip that
extended out into the bay. There were four ships tied up to it, with two on
each side. I looked up at the ships and felt overwhelmed by their size.
Their presence was powerful and I was filled with a sense of pride.
I still couldn’t believe that, after all the time I had spent in boot camp
wondering if I was going to make it or not, I was finally a sailor out in the

fleet, stationed on a United States warship. Though, walking on the pier
with the warships looming over me like sheer, steel cliffs, I felt like a very
small sailor, indeed. I couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to stand on
the pier next to the aircraft carrier.
We exited the pier and began walking on a sidewalk next to a busy street.
Japanese people were everywhere. They were in cars, on foot, and
especially on bicycles. I was surprised to see so many foreigners on an
American base. Flavor explained that the United States and Japanese
governments had an agreement that there would always be a fixed ratio of
Japanese workers to American sailors and civilians on base. As the navy’s
presence grew over the years, so did the number of Japanese workers. He
said that the Japanese were employed in just about every job imaginable on
base. They worked in the shipyard, in restaurants, at the gymnasium, they
drove buses and taxis, they performed landscaping work, they even
provided much of the security on base. I asked him if he didn’t think it a
little risky to allow so many foreigners to have so much responsibility.
“Risky? Risky for who? Us or the Japanese?” he asked, laughing as he did.
“Huh?”
“Boot, as far as I know, there haven’t been any security problems with
Japanese working on base. But, if you’re talking about sailors going off
base on liberty call and drinking it up, that’s a different story. It can get
pretty risky real fast for the Japanese.”
“What do you mean?”
“Let’s just say, sailors have been known to commit more than their fair
share of crimes out on the Japanese economy.”
The bus arrived, the doors opened, and a Japanese driver politely greeted
us. Flavor said something to him in Japanese and hopped up the steps. I
nodded stiffly and followed. The only empty seats were in the back and
heads turned to stare as Flavor walked down the aisle.

We sat down and, as the bus slowly made its way through the cramped and
crowded base, I watched the scenery as it passed by. The sun had just set
over the distant mountain range and everything rushing by my window was
in shadows and silhouettes.
The seats squeaked as the old bus bounced along. The squeaking provided
Flavor with a beat to find his own rhythm. He began humming unfamiliar
tunes, which, he explained, were Japanese pop music, or J-Pop, as he called
them. He danced in his seat and even began singing aloud. He sang
beautifully in a language that I did not understand.
The passengers were a quiet mix of multi-hued sailors, marines, and
civilians. The more they tried to ignore Flavor’s singing, the more he
enhanced and embellished his performance. Finally, he rose from our
back row seat and began swaying and dancing in the aisle. People had no
choice now but to take notice of him. Some turned and showed their
displeasure, but a couple of them started clapping in time with his singing.
He was undoubtedly noticed, and that made him happy.
When we exited the bus at the main gate, the first thing that struck me was
the contrast between what it looked like inside the gate and what it looked
like outside the gate. Inside the gate, were wide, green lawns, trees and
bushes, and large, roomy office buildings and housing quarters; outside the
gate was a busy thoroughfare lined with nothing but discordant, concrete
buildings, all crowded together. No trees. Everything paved. But, upon a
closer look, I also noticed that outside the gate, unlike a similar sized city in
the states, there was an obvious absence of anything defiling. There were
no graffiti, litter, or overflowing trash bins. There were no haggardlooking individuals lying on the sidewalks. There were no broken-down
automobiles dead at the curb. The city appeared well cared for and
nothing seemed neglected.
The gates were towering and ornate and were constructed out of thick
wrought iron. When they were opened, which was most of the time,
authorized vehicles were allowed on and off base. When they were closed,
which was only during emergencies and drills, traffic could not enter nor
exit. A Japanese security guard was stationed in a small sentry house

located between the traffic lanes. Each car entering the base would have to
stop and everyone in the car would have to show the officer their military
identification or base pass before he would allow them through.
Next to the outbound traffic lane was a wide sidewalk and a large brick
building. There was a sign on the building that read “Pass & ID Office.”
Japanese security guards stood under the sign checking incoming
pedestrians’s identification. A steady stream of sailors was flowing out of
the base. Flavor and I crossed the street, entered the stream, and flowed
out with them.
Flavor did not walk; he sailed across the surface of the earth. My feet
clunked about and I had a hard time keeping up with him. As dark-suited
businessmen rushed by in all directions, Flavor weaved effortlessly through
them, while I had a hard time avoiding them. Everyone noticed him—
even those whom he approached from behind turned as if they felt his
presence. It was as if his glow, his aura, lighted his path. He smiled at
everyone and everyone smiled back at him.
After we crossed the main thoroughfare, which serves as a sort of
demarcation point separating the Japanese economy from the American
base, we turned right down the first back street.
“Behold Boot,” he said as he opened his arms wide and presented the
street to me. “This is what we American squids affectionately call The
Honch.”
I looked around. What I saw was a narrow, winding cobblestoned street
lined with storefronts and lighted by quaint, old-fashioned-looking
lampposts. At the beginning of the street, where we were, there were
mostly shops, now shuttered and dark. But as I looked farther down, I saw
that the street was lit up like a festival by colorful neon signs that hung off
the buildings. As we walked closer, I heard music, many different types of
music, blaring out from the buildings. The street was filled with people
who looked like they were having a good time.
“Why is it called The Honch?” I asked.

Flavor explained that the base was located in a district of Yokosuka city
called the Hon district, or Hon-cho in Japanese. He emphasized that Hon
rhymed with phone and made me repeat it until I said it correctly. But
after the U. S. began its occupation of the base, the Japanese word Hon-cho
was soon Americanized and pronounced by the sailors as “Honch,” which
rhymed with launch. I began to feel as if I were his student. As the base
grew, so, too, did the rowdy bar district right outside the main gate.
Eventually, the bar district became known throughout the area, and the
navy, as The Honch. Get ready, he said as he began snapping his fingers
and doing his dance, because The Honch was legendary. I was afraid to
ask why.
We were walking to a bar at the end of the strip, near the train station.
There we were to meet Flavor’s friends, have a drink or two, and then take
the trains to Tokyo. We walked past brightly lit bars called American
Cowboy, Irish Rose, and Yellow Cab; there were small restaurants, coffee
shops, tailor shops, and tobacco stores. Sailors with short haircuts and
wearing jeans and tee shirts swarmed the streets. Young Japanese men sat
on parked motorcycles smoking cigarettes. Their girlfriends sat on the
back looking bored, filed their nails, and chatted with other motorcycle
girlfriends.
Other Japanese women dressed more conservatively than the biker girls
walked toward us. They were beautiful. Their hair was long and shined
from the reflection of the neon signs. When they saw Flavor they smiled
and said hello in English. Flavor stopped, removed his hat, bowed
extravagantly, and then spoke to them in Japanese. They loved him for it.
They surrounded him as if he were a movie star and spoke to him rapidly
in their own language. After he broke free and we continued down the
street, I asked him what the girls had said to him. He winked at me and he
told me they said that we were the hottest looking pair of sailors in The
Honch.
Up ahead, the street turned to the left. Flavor stopped before we got to
the corner and inspected himself in a drugstore’s darkened window. He
straightened his tie and then took off his hat to check his hair. As he

primped, he looked at me in the window and said, “Hey Boot, did you
know that all Japanese drug stores are off limits to American service
members?”
“Why is that?”
“Because they sell cough syrups and other kinds of medicines that have
codeine in them. Anyone can walk right in and by them without a
prescription.”
“Oh.” I had no idea what codeine was.
“But that’s okay,” he said. “We don’t do illegal drugs anyway, do we?” He
smiled at me in the window and then carefully placed his hat back on his
head.
We turned the corner and our bar was there, waiting for us. The crowd
and music spilled out into the street. Shore Patrol, identified by their navy
uniforms and armbands marked “SP,” casually mingled with the crowd.
Flavor entered the bar and I followed closely behind him.
Bluto’s was filled mostly with loud, rowdy American sailors and young
Japanese women, one of whom floated by on top of the crowd as if she
was riding a wave. The wave of eager, outstretched hands carried the girl
to the bar, on which she stood upon and began to dance. I thought the
bartender would order her down but all he did was clear away the ashtrays,
glasses, and bottles that were in her way so she had more room to move.
The crowd immediately began cheering and a chant soon followed for her
to “Take it off.”
“Is she really going to undress?” I asked.
“Nah, it’s too early. If she did, the bar owner would probably either make
her stop or be forced to kick her out.”
“But later she might?”

“Slow down young man. I can see what you’re after and I’ll have none of
that on my watch. It’s my responsibility to protect you from such evil
forces.”
“I... I don’t need protection. I’m just trying to understand my
environment, that’s all.”
“Right, Boot Camp. Good answer.” Flavor grabbed my hand and pulled
me through the crowd.
As we made our way to the back of the bar, I saw a small group of people
who looked as if they belonged at a costume party. When they saw Flavor
coming, they all started jumping up and down and waving at him. When
we arrived at their table, they surrounded him and began speaking all at
once to him in Japanese. Flavor bowed to his friends and then spun
around to show off his outfit. The friends clapped and squealed with
delight.
Flavor then introduced me to the group as their newest addition and they
all came up to me and bowed and shook my hand. By the expressions on
their faces, I could tell they were wondering what had happened to mine.
Flavor also noticed their curiosity over how bruised and scratched up I
looked and told them that if they thought I looked bad, they should see the
other guy. They didn’t understand the English so he repeated it again for
them in Japanese. This time their eyes widened and in unison they all let
out an approving, “Eeeehh,” which sounded like a long, stretched out
letter A. One of them patted me on the back and, in accented English,
said, “Good job big man.”
Flavor then began introducing everyone to me. First, I met Shroom.
Flavor walked up to him and they kissed each other on both cheeks.
Shroom’s mother, Flavor said, was Russian and his father was Japanese.
His given name was Valerie, and by day, Valerie strove to be a famously
successful actor, but at night, his success came from selling psychedelic
mushrooms. Which, Shroom quickly explained, were legal to sell publicly
in Japan, but, for some reason, were illegal to consume. He smiled and
said he always wondered what people do with them after they bought

them. Everyone laughed, including me, even though I had no idea what
we were laughing about.
Next, I was introduced to Ken-She. Ken-She wore a flowing white dress
with lace abundantly displayed around the neck and wrists. After Flavor
and Ken-She hugged, Flavor explained to me that during the day, Kenji-san
was a humble and non-assuming sarariman; but, during nights like these
when dressed as beautifully as he was, Kenji became Ken-She, one of the
hottest women in the Kanto Plains. Ken-She walked up to me, bowed,
and then gave me a strong hug.
The last friend Flavor introduced me to was dressed exactly as Flavor.
They wore the same pinstriped suit, the same tie, the same hat, the same
spats, the same shoes; everything they wore was identical. Yet, where
Flavor looked more like a young boy in a man’s suit, his friend, whom he
introduced as Queen Leer, looked stately and handsome, picturesque even.
Flavor explained that both he and The Queen love old Jimmy Cagney
movies, so tonight, they decided to dress up, gangster-like, to honor him.
Ken-She said that once she and Flavor both dressed up as characters from
The Tale of Genji. Flavor posed as a samurai prince and Ken-She as his
concubine. The Queen smiled at me and bowed.
I wanted to talk to him, to find out more about him, but Flavor grabbed
him by the waist and they started dancing slowly to the fast-paced, hard
rock music. I watched them moving together, staring into each other’s
eyes, and couldn’t help feeling a little uncomfortable. It was like watching
a man dancing with himself in front of a mirror. Ken-She walked up to
me, moving to the beat of the music, and asked me if I would like to
dance. I told him... her... I had to go to the bathroom and excused myself.
One advantage of being tall is the ability to see over things. I saw that the
head was on the other side of the room, near the pool tables, and struggled
my way toward it. The crowd had turned into one hot, throbbing mass
that danced and laughed and kissed and drank and held and touched and
groped and moved and swayed together to the loud rock music as one
entity. It was nearly impossible to maneuver through; I found that instead

of trying to cut through it in a straight line toward my destination, it was
best to let myself go and have the crowd move me along by its own force.
After finishing in the head, I didn’t want to try to cut through the crowd
again so I decided to take the longer, but less obstructed way back to my
group by staying as close to the walls as possible. I looked across the room
and saw that Flavor and Queen Lear were still dancing and that Ken-She
and Shroom had joined them. I was in no rush to get back to them and
have to make excuses again for not wanting to dance, so I didn’t mind that
my path was blocked by a pool player’s backside as he leaned over the table
lining up his shot. I stood off to the side to wait and watched as he took
aim.
Before he took his shot, his challenger said that he would bet the shooter a
pack of smokes that he would miss. Without hesitation, the shooter gave a
thumbs up, indicating that he accepted the bet. He slightly repositioned
his stance and took his time preparing for his shot. Smoke from the
cigarette hanging loosely from his lips lingered over the table. Everyone
around the table leaned in a little bit closer and followed his cue stick as it
slid smoothly back and forth in steady alignment on the brace that he had
formed out of his left hand. His cue stick struck the cue ball, the cue ball
struck the eight ball, and the eight ball dropped squarely into its designated
pocket. Everyone, except the player who had bet against the shot going in,
cheered. Instead, he cussed loudly and flung a pack of cigarettes onto the
table.
The victor grabbed his winnings, put them into his shirt pocket, and then
leaned against the wall to survey the crowd while the balls were being
gathered and racked by the next challenger. His head eventually turned my
way and our eyes met. Even after I realized who he was and remembered
what he had said the last time he spoke to me, I couldn’t stop myself from
staring at him, he was that beautiful. Once he recognized me, I watched as
the expression on his face changed from smug satisfaction to a perfect
embodiment of hate.
I took off quickly through the crowd and headed for my group. I looked
back and saw him saying something to his friends while pointing at me

with his cue stick. They all threw their cue sticks onto the table and
followed after me. The crowd was even more unforgiving as I tried to
force my way back through it.
Just as I reached Flavor and the rest of my group, the Underwear Model
spun me around, grabbed me by my shirt, and said, “Asshole I told you
what I would do to you if I ever caught you looking at me like that again.”
Flavor stopped dancing and coolly responded for me. “Hello Reece. I
would love to buy you a drink and invite you to join us, but we were just
leaving.”
Still holding me by the shirt, Reece looked at Flavor and The Queen.
“Holy shit, look what we have here—twin faggots.” His friends laughed.
“Reece, there’s nothing you need to prove tonight. We all know how
tough you are so just let him go and we’ll be on our way.”
Reece let go of me, walked in between Flavor and The Queen, and grabbed
Flavor by his lapels. He was about to say something when the next thing I
knew a punch was thrown and Reece fell hard to the ground. Queen Lear
straddled over him and screamed at him in broken English to stand up and
fight like a real man. Shroom and Ken-She closed ranks and, in crouched,
fighting stances, stood guard on either side of The Queen. Ken-She
screamed something in Japanese. Reece’s friends took a hesitant, step back
and did nothing as Reece laid on the floor moaning and holding his bloody
mouth.
Someone from the crowd hollered out that the Shore Patrol was on its
way. Flavor said that now was a good time for us all to be heading to
Tokyo and led the way to a back door marked employees only. We all
followed him except for Queen Lear who, instead, walked over to Reece,
knelt down beside him, and then kissed him deeply on the lips before
joining us in our getaway.

ON THE TRAIN
We exited Bluto’s in an explosion of laughter and excitement. Once we
were out in the street and we were sure there were no Shore Patrol around,
the group began dancing and cheering Queen Lear for his wonderful
display of courage. The Queen proudly held up his fist to show us his
bloodied knuckles and they congratulated him and cheered him on even
more.
“But you know what pleases me the most about all of this?” Queen Lear
asked. He extended the fingers of both hands for everyone to see and said,
“I didn’t break a single fingernail.” This caused another round of laughter
and celebration.
We crossed the cobblestone street with everyone still dancing and jumping
on each other’s back and entered the Yokosuka train station like a circus
parade. Inside, Flavor got the group to calm down enough to ask where
everyone wanted to go for the evening’s festivities. Shroom shouted out
Motomachi. Ken-She said she preferred Roppongi. Queen Lear voted for
Shibuya. The three then began pleading their case to each other in rapid
Japanese.
I tried to get their attention. “Excuse me.”
No one heard me. They continued speaking to each other all at once.
“Ex... excuse me,” I said again, this time a little louder.
Flavor heard me and, after finally getting everyone’s attention, he got them
to quiet down so I could speak.

“It seems to... to me, that since Flavor will be leaving us soon that this
night should be in his honor and he... he should be the one to choose
where we will go for the festivities.”
Everyone liked the idea and they clapped and congratulated me for such a
good suggestion. Flavor thanked me with a bow, then grabbed his chin
and assumed a thinking position. Everyone began speaking to him all at
once, lobbying him to choose their favorite destination. Finally, he raised
his hands and the volume from the group lowered. When everyone was
silent, he said that he had made his decision. Before making his
announcement, he paused to straighten out his tie and check his jacket to
make sure it was smoothed out and properly buttoned. When he was ready
he said, “Tonight we shall journey to... Kabuki-cho!”
Ken-She jumped up and down and applauded the decision but Shroom
and Queen Leer were obviously disappointed. I had no idea where any of
the places were or what the implications were of us going to them. I asked
Flavor why Shroom and The Queen didn’t like his choice.
Flavor rolled his eyes and said, “Because they’re a couple of sissies, that’s
why.”
We were all standing in front of ticket vending machines and staring up at
a giant electronic map of the many different train routes that ran through
the greater Tokyo area. I had no idea what the mess of crisscrosses and the
multitude of colors meant but everyone else did. They began calculating
our stops, where we had to transfer, and how much we had to pay for our
tickets. Someone came up with the solution and called out what
everyone’s fare would be.
When I reached for my wallet, Flavor grabbed my hand and said, “Boot,
remember, tonight’s festivities are my gift to you.” When I began to
protest he put a finger close to my lips and told me to be quiet. He then
took off in a run, grabbed The Queen by the hand, and together they led
the group to the platform to wait for the train. I pulled my wallet out and
looked inside. All I had was a five-dollar bill and two ones. I was thankful
that Flavor was covering my expenses because I had forgotten to buy yen.

Never before had I been with such interesting people. Never before had
such interesting people accepted me like Flavor and his friends did. Never
once did they treat me as someone who didn’t belong. Even when they
spoke to me and I, befuddled and tongue-tied, stared back in silence
instead of trying to stammer out a response, they accepted it as if that was
just the way it was. I wasn’t so much nervous as I was mesmerized by
them. They mesmerized me with their foreignness and their fearlessness,
with their beauty and their bizarreness. They were a merry, festive group.
Songs were sung, dances were danced, and fun was had wherever we
happened to be, even while waiting for the train on the secluded platform.
Their singing and dancing continued until finally a soft melody dingdonged over the station loudspeaker and a recorded announcement began
in Japanese that, I assumed, announced the arrival of our train. We heard a
whistle not too far off in the distance confirming the announcement.
Soon, the train swooshed in, its doors swooshed open, we swooshed inside
the car, and then the train swooshed away, all in an efficient matter of
seconds.
Our car was empty, but for us. The group took advantage of the good
fortune and continued dancing and fooling around inside the moving car
until, after several stops along the way, other passengers finally boarded.
The group then contained itself and everyone settled into their seats and
into a more respectable quiet. Their appearance was more than enough
non-conformity for the commuters anyway. They didn’t need to be loud
and to be dancing throughout the car to be looked upon by the other
passengers with mild contempt.
Shroom came over and sat next to me. He didn’t say anything at first, he
just sat there and swayed with the motion of the train. After a few
moments, though, he began talking to me. Though hard to understand, he
was able to communicate complex thoughts to me through his fragmented
English, with elaborate hand and face gestures, and with the assistance
from Ken-She, or, when she couldn’t find the right words in English, with
the help from several passengers who sat near us.

What Shroom was able to piece together for me was a broad discourse on
all the beauty and wonderment that Tokyo had to offer for all who were
willing to tap into her vast resources. I learned that, in Tokyo, anyone who
looks hard enough can find whatever, or whomever, he wants. From
Christ to Confucius, from salvation to sin, from heaven to hell, all could be
found somewhere in Tokyo, anytime of the day or night. By the passion
with which he spoke, I could tell that Shroom was a very poetic, very
philosophical person, and that he had a deep love for Japan and its culture.
After our conversation, I began to look forward to our arrival at our
destination.
I leaned my head back against the window and wondered what the night
was about to bring me. I wasn’t in thought long before I began to fall
asleep. From the rocking of the train and the monotonous rumblings of
the wheels on the track, to the hushed, respectful conversations and
occasional crackling of newspaper pages being turned, the whole ride
seemed like one long, seductive lullaby. It was hard to keep my eyes open.
I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t stay awake, either. Ken-She and
Shroom, as well as several passengers throughout the car, also napped.
There were several transfers throughout the trip and each time we had to
change trains Flavor and Queen Lear would gently shake us awake and
lead the way to the next platform. Ken-She, Shroom, and I would
reluctantly rise from the comfortable benches and would follow behind
them like a band of stumbling sleepwalkers.
When we reached our destination, Queen Lear sat down next to me, kissed
me lightly on the cheek, and whispered in my ear that we had finally arrived
at Kabuki-cho. Caught in between the worlds of dreams and reality, the kiss
left a deep impression in both. I wanted to drift back into sleep, taking the
kiss with me. But I couldn’t. The Queen was standing in the doorway of
our car, as if singlehandedly preventing the train from departing, beckoning
me to hurry. With my head fuzzy from sleep and the lingering kiss, I
scrambled out of my seat and grabbed his hand as he led me out of the
station.

DIRTY GRADY
Dirty Grady rarely strayed much farther from base than The Honch. And
of all the bars in The Honch, it was even rarer for him to go to Bluto’s. He
preferred a bar like Smokey Joe’s or High Tide where it was quieter and
not as fast-paced. Bluto’s was more for those who didn’t need The Honch.
Those who didn’t need The Honch used Bluto’s mostly as a staging ground
for the more “sophisticated” joints. At Bluto’s, they would meet their
friends, get loosened up with a few drinks, and then take the trains to spots
in Tokyo or Yokohama.
But to Dirty Grady, all that staging, and train riding, and expensive Tokyo
cover charges required more time, money, and effort than he was willing to
spend on a good time. All he needed were large quantities of cold beer, a
pool table, and women of questionable moral character, each of which
were always available right in The Honch. But tonight, for no other reason
than to just check it out and see if any of his old shipmates were in there,
he decided to have a few drinks at Bluto’s before hitting his normal
hangouts.
After witnessing the spectacle at Bluto’s, Dirty Grady got out of there
before there was any chance of getting snagged by Shore Patrol for
questioning. He headed straight for Smokey Joe’s, found an open stool at
the bar, ordered a cold one, and thought hard about what he had just
witnessed.
He laughed to himself at his good fortune for stopping in at Bluto’s. He
knew what he had just seen could prove to be valuable at some point.
What a show it was. He couldn’t believe that asshole Reece got knocked
out by Hastey’s boyfriend.
Hastey’s boyfriend. He had never seen such a freak show as those two
identical twin faggots dancing together. But there was something about

Hastey’s boyfriend that Dirty Grady couldn’t shake loose from his mind.
Seeing Hastey dancing with another man was bad enough, but what
troubled him even more than that was that the guy he was dancing with
was so handsome. In fact, and Dirty Grady hated admitting this to
himself, he was beautiful.
As Dirty Grady worked these things over in his mind, he consumed more
beer than usual and didn’t bother to take up any of the challenges at the
pool table. He didn’t even notice the overweight, pimpled-face woman
two barstools down from him. All he could think about was Hastey’s
boyfriend. How could another man be so beautiful? And why was he
even thinking about another man in that way? What was wrong with him?
The bartender placed another beer in front of him and, for a second, Dirty
Grady considered pouring it directly over his head to clear his mind free
from the strange thoughts he was having. Instead, he grabbed the beer,
drained it, and then told the bartender to keep them coming. He was
intent on clearing his mind one way or another.
With only a few minutes left until last call, Dirty Grady took a deep breath,
shook his head, and rubbed his eyes. Beer, alone, wasn’t working. He
caught the bartender’s attention and ordered a double shot of bourbon
along with his next pint. Maybe something a little stronger was what he
needed.
As he stretched his arms over his head and twisted his back to loosen it up,
he looked down the bar and saw the woman sitting two stools down from
him. He couldn’t tell if she were sleeping or just staring down into her
empty cocktail glass for some reason. A smile stretched across his face and
he rubbed his hands quickly together as if he was a batter warming them
up before the pitch. Maybe she was just what he needed to clear his mind
instead of the bourbon. He picked up his drinks, slid onto the stool next
to the woman, and gently nudged her awake.

KABUKI-CHO
The Queen ran up the stairs that led from the platform to the street. Still
groggy from the nap, I had a hard time keeping up with him. I stopped at
the bottom of the stairs to catch my breath before making the climb. I
watched The Queen make his ascent as red blinking lights from the district
spilled down into the stairwell and poured over him in pulsating waves.
When he reached the top, he turned, casting a long shadow down the
steps, and beckoned me to hurry. When I reached the top, he grabbed me
in a hug and asked me if I was ready. Ready for what? Before I could ask,
he danced and spun me around and then dashed off to catch up with the
rest of the group.
I stepped out onto the sidewalk. The night was ablaze with neon lights.
They were everywhere blinking and flashing and blaring too brightly for
my sleepy, burning eyes. In addition to the assault on my eyes, my nose
was being punished by an air thick with the smells of garlic and of
something that seemed to have been barbequed for too long and of stale
perfume and of an underlying hint of urine.
People, aggressive and loud, moved in all directions. I didn’t understand
why Flavor had chosen to come here, but I was beginning to understand
why Shroom and The Queen didn’t like his choice; although, by the way
The Queen had danced off to be with the rest of the group, it appeared
that he had reconciled with the decision. I felt as if I had just entered a
seedy carnival where the only attractions were creepy sideshows and the
only customers were those who liked to watch them.
I saw that the group was already down at the intersection, crossing the
street. I hurried to catch up to them but I didn’t make it in time. The light
turned green and the traffic began moving. The group was on the other
side of the street and once again started with their dancing and jumping as

they moved down the sidewalk. I tried calling to them but they couldn’t
hear me over the din of the moving traffic.
People began crowding in around me, waiting to cross the street as well. I
kept a close watch on the group while making sure that I stayed in front of
the crowd so I could get across the street as fast as I could once the light
had changed. Flavor and his three friends no longer looked odd among
the people around them. For the first time that evening, they blended in
with the surroundings and it made it hard for me to follow them.
In Kabuki-cho, I quickly learned nothing was as it first appeared. Men
looked like women. Women looked like men. The women who looked
like women looked like prostitutes, and most of them looked foreign. And
the men who looked like men looked like either the prostitutes’s customers
or their pimps. No one looked like me. No one ever did, no matter where
I was. But tonight I felt it was my normalcy, not so much my
awkwardness, that stood out amongst all the bizarreness.
The light changed and the traffic stopped. I rushed across the street in an
effort to catch up to my group as quickly as I could. The crowd from the
other side of the street charged toward me and slowed me down. I fought
my way through it the best I could, but whichever way I moved, someone
stepped in front of me. It was as if everyone was conspiring in a plot to
ensure I stayed separated from my group.
When I made it across the street, the going became a little easier. But I
soon found myself getting distracted and slowed down by my odd
surroundings. I was drawn in by all the alien faces rushing by me, or by
some strange item being sold in one of the many strange shops, or by all
the small slips of paper advertisements that were being shoved at me,
mostly by black men with hard to understand accents.
The leaflets were written in both Japanese and English and advertised
events that embarrassed me when I read about them. I quickly had
accumulated a substantial stack of them before I realized that by slowing
down to accept them, my group was getting farther away from me. It

seemed that most people just ignored the hawkers and did not take the
papers from them, so I stopped taking them, too.
When I tried to walk by them without taking their leaflets, the hawkers
would walk with me for several steps and personally tell me what they
were advertising and how much they were sure I would enjoy it. It may
have just been easier to take the papers from them so I didn’t have to hear
the awful descriptions, but I tried not to make eye contact with them, kept
both hands in my pockets, and kept moving forward as fast as I could.
I looked at my watch—it was half past midnight. I couldn’t believe it was
so late and we hadn’t even made it to our destination yet. I already didn’t
like where I was, which made me even more worried about where we were
going. I wished Flavor would slow down so I could walk at a normal pace.
Actually, I wished Flavor would just turn around and take me back to base.
I felt as if he were rushing me toward a place where I shouldn’t even be
going to begin with. If something else bad was going to happen to me, I
would at least rather have had it happen to me on the ship close to my rack
than in a place so far away from it and which appeared to be reserved
exclusively for those who enjoyed doing bad things to other people.
Half past midnight. The time reminded me of what my company
commanders once told my company and me after waking us out of an
exhausted sleep in the middle of the night by kicking over the metal
trashcans and banging their lids together while walking up and down the
berthing compartment like possessed percussionists in a two-man
marching band.
After we all had scrambled out of our racks, toed the line, and counted off,
they ran around the berthing compartment screaming that no matter what
the time of day, or how exhausted we were, or how drunk we were, we
always had better be prepared for any contingency at any time. It didn’t
matter if we had been manning battle stations non-stop for forty-eight
hours or hopping bars non-stop for just as long, we were never to let
ourselves get so fucked up that we weren’t able to make sound decisions.

We had to remember that once we were out in the fleet, we would be
sailors twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year. We
would ALWAYS be on watch! And all the while that they were stalking
the berthing area like mad men, screaming at us as loud as they could while
we were still foggy from lack of sleep, they had us standing at attention
screaming out the “Eleven General Orders of a Sentry” as loud as we
could right back at them. If someone made a mistake and the company
commanders heard it, we had to start from the beginning. Those who
made the mistake had to do pushups until we all got it right. Of course,
we never got it right until everyone was doing pushups and screaming out
the orders as we did them.
After we had correctly screamed through all eleven orders in unison and in
time with our pushups, Senior Chief Benndun ordered us to halt while in
the up position and then screamed out his final piece of advice for the
night.
“Take it from an old chief, ladies. It doesn’t matter where you are, or who
you are with, or even how prepared you think you are for any contingency
that might arise. The longer you stay out past midnight, the greater the
chances will be that something bad is going to happen to you. Listen to
me now,” he said as if we had a choice. “Nothing good happens after
midnight! I don’t care if you’re out at the local pub for a few innocent
beers or at your local church praying to the God Almighty for forgiveness
during midnight mass. NOTHING! GOOD! HAPPENS! AFTER!
MIDNIGHT!”
He kept us in the up position, with our arms shaking and near buckling, as
he went on to tell us sea stories about some of the mishaps he had seen
sailors get themselves into over the years while out on liberty past
midnight. We learned about a sailor who returned to the ship after a Subic
Bay liberty call in nothing but his skivvies. And there was the sailor who
thought he was a bad ass but learned differently from some local
Hawaiians after they shattered his elbow with a cue stick and then twisted
his forearm around so that his hand faced backwards. After he had
finished sharing several other such stories with us, we did twenty more
repetitions of pushups screaming out our new pearl of wisdom –

NOTHING! (Down!) GOOD! (Up!) HAPPENS! (Down!) AFTER! (Up!)
MIDNIGHT! (One!) ... NOTHING! (Down!) GOOD! (Up!) HAPPENS!
(Down!) AFTER! (Up!) MIDNIGHT! (Two!) ...and so on until we got to
twenty – before we were permitted to return to our racks and resume our
sleep, this time a little more cautiously.
Even though the group continued to maneuver through the crowded street
at a quick pace, I finally caught up close enough to them where I could
relax a little. Flavor turned right and led us down a narrow alley. There
was less neon to light the way, but there was just as large of a crowd in an
even tighter space. The group must have sensed that they were close to
wherever it was we were going because they started dancing and jumping
again and moved through the crowd even faster.
The distance between us quickly grew. The people pouring toward me
would not give way to me, as they seemed to do for Flavor and the others.
I fell too far behind again and I began to get nervous. Didn’t they notice I
wasn’t with them? I was the tallest person around. They had to notice. I
was barely making any way at all when I saw Flavor, well, I saw the hat on
top of his head anyway, make another turn, this time to the left. The
group followed close behind him, with Shroom the last to make the turn.
Pick up the pace, I told myself. Move your long legs. Don’t worry about
offending the people who are in your way. Push through them. You have
places to go. You are a sailor out to party and nothing is going to get in
your way. Move your feet!
I was breathing hard and my legs felt weak by the time I finally turned the
corner. This alley was darker and filled with less people. I looked all over
but I didn’t see anyone from my group. My heart was beating fast and
hard, but I pressed on. Up ahead, a few hundred yards or so, I saw that
there was another alley off to the right. The group must have gone down
there.
By the time I got to the next alley I realized that I was no longer forcing
my way through a crowd. No one was around me. I looked behind me
and saw that the crowd stopped at the last neon sign about twenty yards

back. I looked down the next alley. It was dark and full of shadows.
There were no people at all. I could follow the empty pavement for several
hundred feet and then it became lost behind a black veil of complete
darkness.
Of all the buildings, only one had a lighted window. The rest were black
and looked vacant. There were no neon signs to indicate which doorways
were entrances to places where my group might have entered. There was
nothing on any of the fronts of the buildings, no signs or anything else that
I could see, to invite a stranger inside. In fact, nothing about the alley was
inviting. I looked it over once more, hoped that my group wasn’t
somewhere down there, and then turned around and walked back toward
the crowd.
I still couldn’t find my group anywhere outside, so I reluctantly began
checking each of the buildings that had a lighted neon sign over its
doorway. I looked in several small bars, restaurants, and shops. There
weren’t many people in them so it was easy to tell when my group wasn’t
inside. I kept looking until I made it to the last neon sign in the alley. It
hung right above where the crowd ended. Music pulsed loudly from the
building, and when I opened the door, it blasted out and set me back on
my heels. I walked down a pitch-black entranceway until I came to a
tightly crowded dance floor.
People were dancing – it was more like writhing and gyrating than dancing
– to a fast, repetitious beat of piercing synthesizers and booming eruptions
of bass that sent rumbling vibrations throughout the walls and floor. The
room reeked of cigarette smoke and of the same pungent perfume and
cologne smell from the street, but now it also mixed with the smell of
sweat.
I was sure that my group was in there and I looked hard to find them. But
it was too dark and crowded to be able to tell from the doorway. I took a
deep breath, prepared myself to battle through another crowd, and started
walking out onto the dance floor. A hand grabbed my arm and stopped
me. I turned around and someone who looked as if he could have been

one of the street hawkers leaned into my ear and told me it cost 2000 yen
to enter.
I cursed myself for not remembering to buy any yen and tried to explain to
him that my friends were inside and that they had the money. It was hard
for me to talk over the music and I had to repeat myself several times
before he understood. But even after he understood, he still wouldn’t let
me enter without paying first. I took out my wallet and handed him all the
dollars that I had and told him that once I found my friends, I would bring
him the 2000 yen. He took the money, poked his finger into my wallet to
make sure it was empty, said that I had five minutes to bring him the
money, and then nodded for me to enter.
I walked into the crowd. It was like walking into a tangled, impenetrable
web of hot, moist bodies. The whole mass on the dance floor moved as
one to the beat of the music. Hands grabbed me and pulled at me and
touched me everywhere. Everyone was wearing plastic hoops around their
necks or holding plastic sticks in their hands that left trails of glowing
streaks as they moved through the darkness. Some of the dancers were
sucking on lollipops and pacifiers.
What kind of place was this? I tried to look at each face, hoping I would
recognize it as someone from my group. Everyone looked the same, but
no one looked familiar. The air was hot and thick, hard to breathe. I was
barely halfway through the crowd when I realized I would never find
Flavor and his friends in the short amount of time that the man at the door
gave me. I pushed harder through the dancers. They didn’t seem to mind
or even notice. They just kept moving like programmed zombies with the
music. When I finally broke free to the other side of the floor, I looked
back toward the entrance. The man at the door was sipping a drink and
nodding his head with the music.
I realized that the room was not much bigger than the dance floor.
Against the back wall was a row of six crowded booths and a doorway that
looked to be where the heads were. The wall over the booths and the
entire wall where I stood were mirrored, which I realized is why I thought
the room was much bigger from the other side. At the end of the mirrored

wall near me was a raised platform with large speakers stacked in front of
it. The DJ was on top with all her electronic equipment. She looked like
some kind of hippy preacher standing before an enraptured congregation.
Off to the side of the platform was a small bar. The bartender leaned
against the counter looking bored. Two Japanese girls sat on barstools
holding hands and stared intently up at the ceiling. I looked up to see what
was so interesting. The ceiling was also mirrored and the girls appeared to
be staring at themselves. I watched them for longer than I should have to
see if anything else was about to happen, but they just continued to stare
up at themselves in the mirror.
What a strange place. But the worst part about the place wasn’t its
strangeness, it was that my group was nowhere to be found in its
strangeness.
When I made it back to the entrance, I told the man at the door that I
couldn’t find my friends. He didn’t say anything. He just signaled with his
thumb for me to leave. I told him that I didn’t have any money and asked
him if I could have the money back that I gave him so I could use it to get
something to eat. He laughed just for a second and then his face became
serious. He walked up to me until our chests met and told me in his thick
accent to get the fuck out of the club.

SUCKER SAMARIAN
I walked outside the club and drew in deep breaths of the cool night air.
The ringing in my ears was painful, making it hard for me to concentrate
on what I should do next. I thought about checking the other bars and
restaurants again, but I knew that it would be a waste of time. I had no
choice but to walk down to the next alley and hope that I would somehow
find my group there.
When I got to the alley, I stopped to look down it once again. It was still
empty. It was still silent. I began walking slowly, praying that with each
step someone would stick their head out from one of the uninviting doors
and call me in. Inside they would all laugh and tease me for my tardiness
and then the fun would continue. But there were no calls for me. I kept
walking farther into the darkness until the alley took on a deep, downhill
slope. I stopped and looked down the hill. There were still no lights; there
was nothing but descending buildings, dark and solemn, leaning in on
either side of the silent alley.
I turned and headed back, again hoping that my group would find me as I
retraced my steps. What should I do now? Should I try to find my way
back to the train station and wait for my group there? Or should I just sit
where I was and wait for them to come and find me here. Where were
they? They had to have realized by now that I wasn’t with them. I didn’t
know what to do and I was afraid. I had no idea where I was or how I
would get back to base if I didn’t find them. I didn’t even know how to
ask anyone for help. I was tired, drained of any energy or will to continue,
so I walked over to the curb, sat down, and waited to be rescued. I was
glad my company commanders weren’t around to see how unprepared I
was for this contingency.
No sooner had I sat down than I heard the faint, clicking of heels on the
pavement. The sound was coming from down the hill and seemed to be

ascending toward me. Soon, a young woman ran up the slope and
emerged from out of the darkness. She stopped when she reached the top
and looked around, as if she was looking for somewhere to hide. She saw
the lighted window across the street from me and headed directly for it.
When she reached the building, she opened the door just enough for her to
slip inside.
Not long after the young woman had disappeared into the building, two
men ran up the hill. When they reached the top, they, too, stopped to look
around. They appeared agitated and upset about something. One of them
saw me, said something to the other, and they both began walking fast
over toward me.
Without thinking, I stood up and began walking fast toward the beginning
of the alley. The men hollered something at me and began running. I
started running, but they were fast and easily caught up to me. One of
them reached out, grabbed me by the shoulder, and pulled me to a stop.
He spun me around, took hold of me by my shirt collar, leaned in closely
to my face, and began speaking loudly in a language that I couldn’t
understand. It sounded harsh, full of air. I tried to pull away from him
but his grip was strong.
“You speak English?” the other one asked.
I nodded my head.
“The girl? Where did she go?” The man who held me shook me and
continued speaking rapidly in his foreign language.
“Quickly now. Please tell us where the girl is,” the other man said.
I pointed up toward the beginning of the alley.
The other man said something in his language to the man holding me. The
man holding me nodded his head.

The other man reached behind his back and pulled out a knife. He held it
up in front of my eyes for a second and then slowly brought it down to my
throat. “You lie,” he growled. She could not have made it all that way so
fast.”
I couldn’t speak from fear. I just stood there feeling as if I was trapped in
a vivid nightmare.
The man holding me by the shirt collar let go with one hand and used it to
smack the other man on the chest. He said something and pointed in the
same direction that I had been pointing. We all turned to look. A young
woman was running across the intersection of the two alleys, heading in
the direction of the dance club. It was hard to get a good look at her
because she quickly crossed the street and disappeared behind the
buildings; apparently, the man holding me thought she could have been the
girl they were looking for because he released me with a shove and took
off running up the alley. The other man immediately lunged at me. I
expected the knife to sink into my throat, but instead he just shoved me
even harder. He took off running after his friend as I fell back onto the
curb.
I watched the two men until they disappeared around the corner before I
stood up and walked as quickly as I could over to the building that the
young woman had entered. I looked the building over but I found nothing
that gave me any idea of what was on the inside. There was just one
lighted window. A shade was pulled down and red, warm light seeped out
from the edges. I put my face up close to the window and tried to look in
through the gap between it and the shade, but I couldn’t see anything. I
stepped back and looked at the door.
It was a heavy wooden door with an ornate, iron door handle and
matching iron hinges. A polished wooden plaque with large, Japanese
characters written on it hung near the top. The door and the plaque
looked old-fashioned, as if they belonged in a setting from a hundred years
ago. As strange as Kabuki-cho was, maybe it was a bar where everyone
dressed up as samurai and geisha. Maybe it was the bar where my group was
partying. I put my ear close to the window and listened for the sounds of a

party, but I only heard the still sounds of the quiet street. Maybe it was at
least some place where I could sit and hide from the two men with the
knife.
I opened the heavy door and stepped into a small entranceway. I
immediately was struck by strange, but wonderful, smells of food. My
stomach reminded me of its hunger—and of my empty wallet. I heard
sounds of clinking glassware and a low murmur of hushed conversation.
The entranceway was short and there was an open doorway to the left. A
lighted Japanese lantern hung over the doorway, glowing soft and red.
I walked into the red glow and peeked my head around the corner of the
doorway. The room seemed too small to be a place where people would
want to gather. There was a small bar with three backless stools around it,
two of which were occupied by hulking men with broad backs. There was
a small kerosene heater to the right of the doorway. The evening was cool
for the time of the year and its heat was welcomed. There were two small
tables, each with two chairs, and all were empty. A U-shaped, padded
bench formed against the back of the room. Two tables were pushed
together in front of it. The weak lighting didn’t reach the back of the room
and the large bench appeared empty. My group wasn’t in there. Neither
was the young woman. Where could she have gone?
I stepped into the room, unsure of what to do with myself. Should I sit at
the bar or at a table? I could hear cooking sounds and I noticed an open
doorway behind the serving area of the bar that led to a small kitchen. I
felt myself being pulled toward the delicious smell; but the two large men
left little room at the bar, so I sat at a table close to the door.
When I sat down, they turned to look at me. It appeared they didn’t like
what they saw because they became angry and started saying something to
me in Japanese as they pointed toward the door. A woman wearing an
apron and a scarf over her head exited from the kitchen to see what was
going on. She looked at the two men and then at me. She picked up a
towel, wiped her hands, and then came out from behind the bar and
weaved her way through the tables. As she made her way toward me, she

was speaking to me in a nervous, high-pitched voice and was making the
symbol of an X in front of her body with her forearms.
What was going on? All I did was sit down. What did I do wrong now?
The woman posted herself in front of my table and continued speaking to
me in words that I couldn’t understand while vigorously crossing her arms
in front of her. It was as if I was the devil or a vampire and she was trying
to protect herself by throwing up symbols at me.
It was obvious that I wasn’t welcomed. But I was in no hurry to go back
outside to find those two men with the knife waiting for me, so I did what
I do best—I played dumb. I just sat there like a dumb foreigner and acted
as if the way she was treating me was exactly how I expected to be treated.
So, as she vigorously crossed her arms in an X at me and spoke to me in a
rapid-fire blaze of non-English while constantly looking back over her
shoulder at the two men at the bar, I simply smiled at her. I smiled wide
and I smiled blissfully. I smiled as if all my life I had been looking forward
to being treated exactly how she was now treating me.
My smile seemed to have had an effect because she stopped trying to X me
out and dropped her hands to her sides. Confused, she smoothed her
apron, tucked a curl of hair behind her ear, looked quickly over her
shoulder at the two men at the bar, then smiled back at me and quickly
bowed.
I noticed that when she smiled, she didn’t look so nervous. She looked
exactly like I had imagined every Japanese woman would look like before I
arrived in Japan and realized that even in their common features, Japanese
women each have their own unique characteristics that define their
individuality and beauty.
The woman standing before me was short and slender with black, shiny
hair that was pulled into a large bun on the back of her head. Her eyes
were black and they hid behind narrow lids within a wide face. Her skin
was white, so white that it seemed to glow in the dark bar, and looked as
soft and smooth as freshly risen cream. The way she bowed, the scarf on

her head, and the apron that she wore only added to her acute Japaneseness.
She, standing there looking completely Japanese, made me feel completely
foreign, completely American. I had never really felt as if I had any special
identity before, but now, for the first time, in a place where I had no
business being, this woman standing before me really made me feel like an
American. I had the feeling of utter foreignness and true identity buzzing
through me all at once.
Of course, I had always known that I was an American, but, my kind of
American always seemed somewhat bland to me, a little boring. I didn’t
have any special ethnic identity to be proud of or to boast about like many
people I knew. I wasn’t Irish-American, or Italian-American, or any other
kind of American. I was just American, and since I was always in places
and situations where everyone else I was with was also American – and
where everyone else was much better at it than I was – I never felt
especially proud about this unique aspect of my identity until now.
The spell broke and the woman went back to trying to convince me to
leave. I took a deep breath and then asked her if she spoke English. She
shook her head as if in a panic and began waving her hand back and forth
in front of her face like a fan. She looked around the room as if her
waving hand had deflected my question away from her and to the others.
One of the men at the bar said something to her in a low, gruff voice. The
woman looked at him and then bowed. When she looked back down at
me, she looked scared and uncertain what to do.
Maybe I should just leave. I didn’t know who the men at the bar were but
they obviously wanted me out of there. I don’t know why, but I didn’t
want to wait around to find out. Besides, I didn’t want to get the woman
in trouble with them. They were big and more than a little scary. Who
knew what they would do to her, or to me, if I didn’t leave. I would just
have to take my chances with the two men with the knife.
I began to stand so I could leave, but before I could, a soft voice came
from the back of the room. The woman rushed to the back and started

talking to the corner of the bench that was hidden within the shadows. As
she talked, the young woman from the street leaned forward and I could
see her face. She had been there the whole time.
I took a good look at her. She was young, I already knew that, but I didn’t
realize how young she was. She looked as if she could have been my age,
or younger. And though she looked to be Asian, she didn’t look as if she
were Japanese. The woman from the kitchen spoke rapidly to her and
looked over at me often. I could barely hear the young girl’s quiet
responses. It appeared that they were deciding something on my behalf.
The men at the bar were turned completely around on their stools now,
watching what was taking place between the two women.
The young woman finally stood up and began walking toward me. She
looked frightened. When she got to my table, she faced the men at the bar
and bowed. One of the men said something to her that sounded
demanding.
When she sat down, I thought she was going to tell me to leave the bar,
but instead she said, “Please, you must help me.”
I would have been less surprised had a spaceman walked through the door
and ordered a beer than I was at her asking me, the most lost and helpless
person on the island, for help.
“You... you need my help? What about them?” I nodded with my head
toward the two men at the bar. “I thought you were coming over here to
tell me that they wanted me to leave.”
“They do. And you must leave soon before you get hurt.”
“Who are they? Why don’t they want me here?”
“Just like I thought. You are new to Japan, aren’t you?” And then she
leaned in close to me and whispered, “They are yakuza. This is a yakuza
bar. You must get out of here.”

I didn’t want to leave. I just wanted to sit there and talk to the young
woman. “What does yakuza mean? And why don’t they want me here?”
“We really don’t have much time.” She turned toward the men at the bar
again and gave them a quick bow from her chair. The men turned around
and said something to the woman, who had once again returned to the
safety of her kitchen. She sprung out, grabbed a large bottle of beer from a
small refrigerator, opened the top, and then began pouring the beer into
small, glass cups that were on the bar in front of the men. The girl turned
back to me and said, “Yakuza is... what’s the word? Mafia. They are
Japanese mafia. Very dangerous. And they don’t like foreigners coming in
here.”
“But aren’t you a foreigner, too?”
“Yes but... with me... it’s different. I don’t have time to explain it if you
don’t understand.”
“You asked me for help. Two guys with a knife threatened me before I
came in here. They were looking for you, weren’t they?”
“They must not find me,” she said as she slid close to me and grabbed me
by the arm. “They are very dangerous.”
I wasn’t scared. Even after I realized I wasn’t scared I didn’t become
scared. The girl was young and beautiful and I wanted to help her. I had
to help her. But how?
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I want to help you but I’m lost and I have no
money.”
“I thought so,” she said. I could see the energy drain from her face.
One of the men slammed his hand down on the bar and screamed
something. Both the young woman and I jumped in our chairs. The man
stood up and began walking toward us. The other man followed.

The young woman grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door.
We ran quickly out of the building. I turned to head up the alley, but she
pulled me the other way, toward the hill. I followed her, but before we ran
down the hill, I pulled her to a stop and looked back toward the bar. We
weren’t being followed. I looked up the alley. No men with knives. I
looked down at the young woman and asked, “Who are you?”
She also was looking around for danger. Her breathing was fast.
“Someone who needs your help,” she said. “I must get out of this district.
You’re American, right?”
“Yes.”
“Military, right?”
“Yes.”
“Then please take me to your base and let me stay there a while until I
figure out what to do next.”
I had never wanted anything more in my life than to help her. “I wish I
could but I... I live on a ship. I’m sorry.”
She paused to think. “There’s an American military hotel not too far from
here. We can find a taxi to take us there and get a room for the night.”
For the first time she seemed to relax a bit. She smiled and said, “I have
some money.”
“Yes. Okay,” I said with enthusiasm. I was going to rescue her. I was
going to be her hero. I had no idea about any military hotel but I knew I
was going to do whatever I could do to help her.
She clapped her hands and jumped up and down. She then put her arm
around me and we turned away from the hill and started walking up the
alley. She walked. I floated.

After we safely passed the bar, I asked, “The two men with the knife, who
were they?”
Without looking at me she said, “I hope you don’t mind, but I don’t want
to talk about them right now.”
I didn’t mind. I was arm and arm with a beautiful young woman who was
depending on me and I was happy enough to walk with her in silence.
That is, it was silent until Flavor and his friends turned the corner and
started walking down the alley towards us. When they saw me, they all
cheered and clapped and waved their arms over their heads and then began
running towards us, dancing and jumping as they did.
The young woman stopped walking and asked suspiciously, “Do you know
those people?”
I sighed and said, “Yes. They’re my friends. We all came here together but
I got separated from them.” I looked down at her and said, “I lost them
and that’s how I was able to find you.” Did I just say that?
“So that’s who they are,” she said as she slid her arm from around the back
of my waist.
“What? Wait a minute. What do you mean? Have you seen them before?
“Yes. Earlier, when I was walking home, before those men with the knife
started chasing me. I saw them wandering around suspiciously and I
wondered what they were doing.”
“They must have been looking for me.”
“It appears so.” She stopped walking. “You better go to them.”
“What about you? What about those guys with the knife?”
“What did you tell them?”

“I told them that you ran up the alley and they went chasing after you.”
“Thank you, my brave friend. That was very courageous and very kind of
you.” She leaned up and kissed me on the cheek. “Your friends are
Japanese?”
“Most of them are. But one of them is a sailor like me. He has money and
I am sure he would be willing to help you.”
“Thank you for all of your help sailor man. Go to your friends first. I’ll
join you in a minute.”
I couldn’t understand why she didn’t want to meet my friends. But the
group was quickly approaching and she pushed me toward them. I left her
behind and started walking to meet them. When we met, they all hugged
me tightly and began apologizing for losing me. Flavor spoke excitedly
about how crowded it was in the streets and in the bar and by the time he
realized I was missing, no one had any idea where I was. He said they
searched every street and every bar at least twice trying to find me. Queen
Lear put his arm around my waist and said how scared he was that
something might have happened to me.
Flavor looked around me. “You were walking with someone. What
happened to her?”
I looked back. The street was empty. “I don’t know,” I said.
“Who was she?”
“Someone who needed my help,” I said. I then explained my evening to
them, from the time that I lost them, until the time that they found me.
When I finished my story, Flavor asked me, “Boot, are you telling me that
you didn’t realize who that girl was?”
“What do you mean? How would I know? She never told me.”

Flavor spoke to the group in Japanese. After he finished, they all shook
their heads in agreement to what he said.
“Boot, I’m pretty sure that the girl you were trying to help was a prostitute
and those two guys with the knife were probably her pimps.”
A prostitute? But she was so young. She looked so innocent. “Flavor, I...
I don’t think so.”
“You got to be careful who you meet out here Boot. Are you sure she
didn’t take anything from you? You better check your wallet.”
I reached for my wallet and it was gone. Why would she take it? “But I
told her I didn’t have any money.”
“She probably didn’t believe you. Besides, I’m sure she knew you were
military and that you would have your military I.D. on you. She can sell
that on the black market.”
I turned and looked back down the alley. “Shouldn’t we go and try to find
her? The last thing I wanted to do is to have to tell Petty Officer Stricter
that I lost my I.D.”
“Sorry Boot. I understand how you feel but, believe me, you’d much
rather deal with Petty Officer Stricter over a lost I.D. than you would with
the pimps with the knife if they found you after you had lied to them about
the girl.”
As we neared the corner, light from the neon signs stretched out to meet
us. Heavy beats from the dance club rumbled in the distance. Before we
made the turn, I looked down the dark alley one last time. It was silent and
empty but I could still see a faint red glow from the window of the yakuza
bar. Everything else remained hidden within shadows.

THE HAZARDS OF LEADERSHIP
The executive officer, the officer second in command on a United States
navy ship, has the primary responsibility of endorsing and enforcing the
commanding officer’s policies. Typically, because the executive officer, or
XO, for short, is the one who lays down the commanding officer’s law, he
is the officer most feared by the crew. He can often be found stalking the
ship in search for any signs of disrepair or slovenly neglect. And when he
finds an infraction, or when one is reported to him, he is the officer whose
rigid responsibilities force him to be the one who metes out most of the
punishment on a ship.
One of the tools an executive officer has at his disposal to hold the crew
accountable is to delay liberty call until whatever infraction he has
discovered has been fixed. He can also hold individual sailors accountable
by assigning them extra duties or restricting them to the ship for short
periods of time. If an infraction is exceptionally severe and calls for more
serious punishment that only the commanding officer can award, it is the
executive officer who directs an investigation into the allegations of the
infraction and who must make the decision whether it is serious enough to
be recommended for captain’s mast—a non-judicial hearing authorized
under Article 15 of the Uniform Code of Military Justice.
The biggest nemeses to executive officers in their unending fight for order
and discipline are junior sailors. Junior sailors, who are mostly young and
inexperienced, usually join the navy straight out of high school where they
find themselves on their own for the first time in their lives. These young
sailors, with all their youthful passions and desires in tow, not only are
navigating the ways of the world for the first time on their own, they are
doing so while having to learn the ropes of the navy as they go.
It is a struggle for many junior sailors to contain their youthful passions
and desires within a rigid military system that has little or no give for

resistance or challenge to its authority. Because of this inevitable and
consistent clash between the restless and contrary ways of youth and the
staid and well established ways of the navy, junior sailors tend to be the
ones who get into trouble the most; it is they who tend to be disciplined by
the executive officer the most; and it is they who often end up disgruntled
and vindictive the most.
Due to inexperience and low rank, junior sailors, disgruntled or otherwise,
are also the ones who are assigned most of the menial and thankless tasks
onboard ships. Because menial and thankless tasks are so prevalent and
have no boundaries or limits, junior sailors require access to most areas of
the ship to complete them, including the officers’s living quarters. This
means that disgruntled sailors have easy access to the executive officer’s
food if they are one of the wardroom food attendants, have easy access to
his uniforms and other clothes if they work in the ship’s laundry, and have
easy access to his stateroom if they belong to a working party assigned to
field day that area. And if for some reason a disgruntled sailor does not
have access to the executive officer’s living quarters, there is a good chance
one of his sympathetic shipmates does.
A general resentment naturally exists on ships between the officers and the
crew due to the institutionalized division of labor between them. Because
of this, all officers are potential targets for the crew’s anger and frustration.
However, because it is the executive officer who is the face of discipline on
most ships, and most despised because of it, it is he who is targeted the
most.
⚓

Lieutenant Commander Hank Sterner had been on the receiving end of a
disgruntled sailor's sabotage more times than he cared to remember. But it
is hard to forget something as vile and disgusting as discovering that
someone spit in your ice cream, or urinated in your boondockers, or flicked
a booger in your cereal, or tossed your letters – mail is one of the most
precious commodities to a sailor – overboard. Throughout his career, he
had witnessed many attacks and had heard even more sea stories about

them. Nothing a disgruntled sailor attempted to do to him in retribution
surprised him anymore.
He had always been a cautious man, and he became even more so once he
received his assignment as an executive officer. He took many precautions
as a matter of course while working and living onboard a ship. For
example, among other precautions that had become part of his daily
routine, he would thoroughly scrutinize his food before eating it or inspect
any of his clothes that had been cleaned by the ship’s laundry before
wearing them. Still, no matter how cautious he was, it seemed that a
disgruntled sailor could always find new and creative ways to strike back at
him.
The first attack against him as an executive officer was an attack where
some enlisted piece of shit blew his nose into each of the XO’s tee shirts.
Though the disgruntled sailor was never caught, Lieutenant Commander
Sterner always assumed that there must have been more than one sailor
involved in the attack. One person’s nose could not possibly have been
that stuffed up to soil so many shirts. After the attack, and with the
commanding officer’s permission, Lieutenant Commander Sterner ordered
that the entire crew had to report for muster on a Saturday. Unscheduled
weekend musters for the entire crew were normally reserved only for
serious matters, matters such as getting underway for war or for special
operations, or for stand-downs to review safety or other navy policies, or
for, as was the case this time, ship-wide punishment.
While mustered, Lieutenant Commander Sterner warned the crew that the
snot attack had better be the last because if anyone did such a thing again,
not just to him but to anyone on the ship, the evidence would be collected
and sent to the Naval Criminal Investigative Service’s crime lab for DNA
testing, and that the culprit, when caught, would be prosecuted to the
fullest extent that the Uniform Code of Military Justice provided for. That
got everyone’s attention.
He began keeping a personal journal that listed the names of the sailors
whom he disciplined, dates, times, and reasons for the discipline, and any
other information or rumors about the sailor that might indicate whether

he would take any vindictive actions against the XO in the future. The
information just may be useful for an investigation if he was ever attacked
again. Unfortunately, the list of names was long. The lieutenant
commander reasoned that if it was his job to be the duty asshole, he was
going to be the best asshole he could be. Some say he was one of the best.
The snot attack happened over a year ago, well before the current
commanding officer reported onboard, and there had not been another
attack since. Probably because it had been so long since that first attack
and because he had been getting such little sleep lately since the
commanding officer directed him to begin preparing the crew for the
upcoming inspection cycle, his senses must have become dulled and he
must have unconsciously let his guard down.
In hindsight, he did smell something bad when he entered his stateroom to
take a quick nap after lunch; but, because he was so tired and because there
are always so many foul smells on a ship anyway, the smell did not register
as it should have. Instead of turning on the lights in his stateroom and
cautiously checking his pillows and pulling back the blanket and sheet as he
always did before getting into his rack, he kept the room dark and let
himself collapse onto it like a passed out, pissed drunk sailor.
Nothing can unleash an uncontrolled fit of rage quite like finding a fresh
pile of crap on your favorite pillow. Unless, that is, you find it with the
side of your face. After collapsing onto his rack and finding a fresh pile of
crap on his favorite pillow with the side of his face, Lieutenant
Commander Sterner unleashed an uncontrolled fit of rage that was
unequaled. He kicked things and he threw things and he screamed
incomprehensibly vulgar things, mostly of which were directed at the
unsuspecting supply officer. After his rage finally subsided enough to
where he felt he could hold onto something without smashing it against the
bulkhead, he reached for the phone and dialed the quarterdeck.
“Pass the word for the SUPPO to report to my stateroom immediately!”
He slammed the receiver back into its cradle and walked over to his rack.
He gathered up all the sheets, pillows, and blanket into a big ball and
tossed them out into the passageway. He then grabbed his bathroom

supplies and a towel and headed for the shower, cursing and slamming
drawers, doors, and anything else that could be slammed along the way.
Upon returning from his shower, the executive officer did not see the
supply officer waiting for him outside his stateroom. This released another
volley of expletives to which a voice from the other end of the passageway
meekly replied. “Sorry it took so long for me to get here XO, but I was
out on the pier signing for a load of supplies.”
“Goddamn it Mark, I got it again.”
“Uh, what do you mean, sir?”
“Some fucking enlisted lowlife, dirtbag, asshole shit on my rack, that’s
what I mean.”
“Jesus sir, that’s disgusting.”
“No shit. And it was probably one of your dirtbag assholes from supply
who did it, too.”
“Well sir, I don’t—" The supply officer seemed to think it best to hold his
tongue. “What do you want me to do?”
The executive officer tightened the towel around his waist and opened up
the door to his stateroom. “Here’s exactly what I want you to do. First,
take this pile of shit and preserve it as evidence.” He pointed to the soiled
linen spread throughout the passageway. “Next, I want a list of every
single sailor from yesterday to right now who was working anywhere
remotely close to my stateroom. Mess cranks, laundry attendants, anyone
cleaning near here. Anyone you can think of.”
“Okay sir, I’ll get right on it.”
“Damn right you will. Also, I want a list of everyone who has a key to my
stateroom. And it better be a short fucking list, so help me.”

“Yes, sir.”
The XO walked into his stateroom and slammed the door behind him.
The smell of shit lingered in the room so he decided to leave the door
open to try and air it out. He found his journal with the long list of sailors
whom he had disciplined the past year and looked it over. He then
grabbed the phone and dialed the commanding officer’s cabin.
“Hello sir, Hank here...”
“Hank Sterner. Your XO, sir...”
“Well captain, I’m not doing so good at all actually...” The executive
officer held the phone between his ear and shoulder while he dressed
himself.
“Yes, sir, everything is fine with the ship but something just happened to
me that you need to be aware of...”
“No, I’m okay but some dirt bag sabotaged me...”
“That’s right, sir. Sabotaged. You know, attacked...”
“Worse than that, sir. Someone defecated on my rack...”
“Shit, sir. Someone shit on my rack...”
“To be honest sir, I don’t think it’s funny at all. In fact, I think NCIS
needs to be involved...”
“Of course I’m serious, sir. I laid my goddamn head right in it...”
“Well, I haven’t had an opportunity to get much sleep lately so I was going
to take a quick nap after lunch...”
“Sir, I’d really appreciate it if you’d stop laughing about this...”

“Just because the same things happened to you when you were an XO
doesn’t make it right, sir...”
“Well, for starters I have the SUPPO getting me a list of everyone who
could have had access to my stateroom...”
“Yes, sir, and a list of everyone with a key to my stateroom, too. Once I
get his list I’m going to bounce it off of my list of all the sailors I’ve busted
since I’ve been XO and...”
“No, sir. I don’t think I’m going overboard at all...”
“Well sir. I happen to think if we let them get away with this kind of
bullshit, they will keep on doing it...”
“Perhaps I’d better come up to your cabin so I can speak to you in person.
You weren’t onboard yet but I told the crew the last time something like
this happened that if it ever happened again, there would be a criminal
investigation...”
“Well, since you are leaving for the evening, I guess we can talk about the
investigation on Monday then. But before you go, can I get your
permission to muster the crew tomorrow morning so we can let them
know how serious we are...”
“Yes, sir, the entire crew...”
“Yes, sir, I’m aware that tomorrow is Saturday...”
“No I’m not joking sir. I’m not joking at all. I want to muster the entire
fucking crew and work their disrespectful asses so hard that they
contemplate mass suicide...”
“Sir, I don’t want to calm down. Do you know how hard it is to clean shit
out of your ear...”
“Yes, sir...”

“Yes, sir...”
“Yes, sir. I apologize sir. I do know I have to take both the good and the
bad with the job...”
“Yes, sir...”
“Yes, sir. I’m going to muster the department heads right now and let
them know about tomorrow. Thank you, sir...”
“Well, we’ll muster as many as we can then...”
“Yes, sir. Good idea. We’ll use the opportunity to get the ship ready for
our upcoming inspections...”
“That’s right sir. We’ll focus on the Engineering Department...”
“Yes, sir. Tiger Teams...”
“Yes, sir. I’ll brief you Monday on what I find out. And we’ll talk about
bringing in the NCIS then too, right...”
“Yes, sir. You have a good weekend too sir.”
The executive officer placed the handset back into its cradle and then
kicked the trashcan across the room.

FLAVOR, DEPARTING
In the short time that I had known Flavor, he had made an impression on
me as no other person ever had. Maybe it was because he was like no
other person I had ever met. He was small and slender, but he carried
himself with the confidence of someone twice his size and twice as strong.
He was outspoken, flamboyant, and out of the ordinary, even a little weird,
yet he seemed to belong and to be at ease wherever he was. He always
wore a smile and was kind and generous to most people, but when
someone tried to push him or his friends around, he could be just as
ruthless and intimidating as the biggest of bullies.
I was going to miss him, all right. I was going to miss both him and the
comfort of his protection. While I had only known Flavor for less than
two weeks, nothing was harder for me than having to say goodbye to him.
Flavor, on the other hand, enjoyed every minute of his departure. He
turned it into one long, extravagant goodbye by taking one last grand tour
throughout the ship, dancing and skipping down each passageway while
saying “fare winds and following seas” in a singsong voice to every sailor
and officer he met along the way.
During the past week, he introduced me to as many of his friends on the
ship that he could. He said it was important for me to build a network of
shipmates of whom I could trust and who would help me out in my times
of need. As I followed him around the ship while he said his goodbyes, he
used the opportunity to introduce me to even more members of the crew.
When he introduced me, he would tell them that I was the legacy that he
was leaving behind. I had no idea what he meant by that; but through his
introductions, at least I discovered that there were actually quite a few
decent people onboard. After my disastrous first week when it seemed as
if everyone on the ship wanted to kill me, it was nice to know that not
everyone did.

When he had finished saying his goodbyes to the crew, we made one last
stop to the berthing area so he could pick up his sea bag and other
belongings. We then made our way topside to say our goodbyes to each
other.
When we got to the quarterdeck, two sailors, also with sea bags, were
leaning against a rail.
“You guys heading back to the world today, too?” Flavor asked.
They both nodded their heads.
Flavor looked down at the pier. “That the duty van that’s going to take us
to the airport?”
Again, they both nodded their heads.
“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s get the hell out of here.”
“The OOD won’t give us permission to go ashore,” said the sailor
standing closest to us.
“The fucking XO hasn’t put down liberty call yet and he told the OOD
that no one is going ashore for any reason until he gives the word,” said
the other.
“So...,” Flavor looked closely at the first sailor’s nametag, “Harris, what are
you heading back to the states for?”
“Leave.”
“I see. How about you...,” Flavor read the other sailor’s nametag,
“DeMint? Why are you heading back?”
“Because the fucking navy sucks, that’s why.”

Flavor gave me a look that seemed to say, “We better steer clear of this
guy.” Then he turned back around quickly and said to DeMint, “Ah, I
remember now. You’re the one who got busted at captain’s mast a while
back. What did they get you for? Drugs?”
“Yeah, right. More like for not kissing ass all day long like the rest of you
pussies on this piece of shit ship.”
Flavor looked up at me. “He sounds a bit bitter, doesn’t he Boot?”
I wanted to say that he sounded completely out of line by disrespecting our
ship and its crew like that.
“Anyway, forget about it DeMint,” said Flavor, “you’ll be back in the
world as a happy little civilian without a job soon enough.”
“Oh, I’ll forget about it all right, you little smartass. But I bet the XO is
gonna have a hard time forgetting about the little going away gift I left for
him, that’s for sure.”
“Okay DeMint. Stop right there. We don’t want to know anything about
it,” said Flavor. He then grabbed me by the arm and started pulling on it.
“Come on Boot. Let’s go over here and talk.”
Flavor led me away from DeMint and brought me closer to the brow. I
looked back and saw that Harris also put some distance between himself
and the disgruntled sailor.
As we walked away, DeMint started laughing and said, “I have a shitty
feeling that I know exactly why the XO hasn’t put down liberty call yet.”
He leaned over the lifeline, spit, watched the wad until it dropped into the
oily water between the ship and the pier, and then started laughing again.
“Sure hope we don’t miss our flight, girls.”
Flavor and I walked up to the border of the quarterdeck, saluted the
Officer of the Deck, and requested his permission to cross to the other
side. The Officer of the Deck gave us a nonchalant salute, indicating that

permission was granted. On the other side of the quarterdeck, Flavor
leaned his sea bag against the superstructure and positioned himself close
to me.
“Look Boot, this is your ship now, so I want you to promise that you’ll
take good care of it for me, okay?”
There was so much I wanted to say to him that I didn’t know where to
begin. In such a short time, he had taught me so much about myself,
about my potential. “I... I’m sure going to miss you Flavor.”
“I’m going to miss you too, Boot.”
I felt my emotions welling up inside of me. “Look Flavor, I’m not sure it’s
best if I stay here. Maybe I just better say goodbye and go.” I stuck my
hand out for him to shake but he brushed it aside and hugged me instead.
He spoke into my chest with sincere conviction. “Boot, I know you’re
going to be all right no matter what happens, so just hang in there, okay.”
I froze, not because of what he said, but because I knew that two sailors in
uniform hugging was the last thing that was supposed to happen on the
quarterdeck of a warship.
“But you got to promise me,” he continued, “that you’re not going to let
anyone push you around. And, that you’re definitely not going to quit on
me.” He looked up at me and didn’t continue speaking until I looked
down at him. “Promise me, Boot.”
The door that led to Officer’s Country slammed opened and the executive
officer barged onto the quarterdeck. The Officer of the Deck and his
watch team immediately stood at attention and saluted. I, too, came to
attention and threw up a salute, even though Flavor was still clinging tightly
to my waist.
The executive officer glared directly at Flavor and me when he spoke.
“Officer of the Deck, bring this quarterdeck to attention.”

The Officer of the Deck called out attention on deck. Flavor finally
seemed to notice the commotion. He pulled himself away from me, came
to attention, and joined everyone in saluting the executive officer.
The executive officer quickly returned our salutes with a fierce, karate chop
motion, grabbed the handset of the 1MC, and began addressing the crew.
“Let me have your attention. This is the XO speaking.” He took the
handset away from his mouth, cleared his throat, and then continued.
“Something very serious has happened this afternoon that has forced the
commanding officer and me to take serious action in response. In fact,
what has just happened is so serious we have decided to declare tomorrow
a regular workday so we can express to the entire crew just how seriously
we are taking the matter.” He paused again before continuing.
“Therefore, liberty expires on board tomorrow at 0700 for all hands. I
repeat. Liberty expires on board tomorrow at 0700 for all hands. That is
all.”
From the corner of my eye, I looked over at DeMint. He was standing at
attention with a big smile on his face.
After the executive officer returned the handset to its mount on the
bulkhead, he walked over to Flavor and me. He looked up at me, then
down at Flavor, and then down at the sea bag leaning against the
superstructure.
“Is someone going somewhere?” he asked.
“I am, sir,” said Flavor. “I’m heading back to the states to be discharged.”
“I see.” The executive officer looked up at me. “And from the looks of
the tender affection you were showing to one another on my quarterdeck, I
guess you’re the one with the broken heart who’s being left behind.” He
didn’t wait for my response. Instead he said, “I’ll see you tomorrow, son.”
He walked over to the Officer of the Deck, directed him to put down

liberty, and then opened the door to Officer’s Country and returned inside
the ship.
Flavor burst out in laughter as soon as the executive officer was gone.
“What’s so funny?” I asked.
Flavor picked up his sea bag and slung it over his back. He had to lean
slightly forward to balance its heavy weight. “Oh, I was just thinking, here
I am leaving when it looks like the fun is just getting ready to begin.”
“Fun, huh? It seems to me that the XO is going to be on the lookout for
me now.”
Flavor held my hands. I tried to pull them away but he wouldn’t let them
go. “Take it from me Boot, the XO has a lot more on his mind to deal
with than worrying about checking up on you.”
“I sure hope so.”
As soon as the Officer of the Deck passed liberty call over the 1MC,
hatches all over the ship opened and sailors began pouring out. As they
rushed toward the quarterdeck, anxious to begin their liberty, they looked
angry. When they passed by Flavor and me, most were talking and cursing
about having to work on a Saturday. The Officer of the Deck and the
Petty Officer of the Watch stationed themselves near us and began
granting permission in rapid succession for the frustrated sailors to go
ashore.
“Well Boot, looks like this is it.” This time Flavor held out his hand for
me to shake. I gave him my hand but he didn’t shake it. He just held on
to it as he spoke. “Remember Boot, you promised me that you’re not
going to give up. You’re not going to give up, you’re not going to let
anyone give you a hard time, and you’re going to be the best sailor
possible.”

I didn’t remember actually promising him anything, but instead of
correcting him, I just said, “Flavor, I’ve been wondering. If you’re so gung
ho on me not giving up and being a great sailor, how come you’re quitting
and getting out?”
“Boot, I’m not quitting,” he said, sounding a bit hurt. “I completed my
enlistment and I served my country the best that I could.” He let go of my
hand and grabbed onto the straps of his sea bag. “Now it’s time for me to
serve myself and go to college. Who knows, maybe after college I’ll come
back in as one of these uptight officers.”
We both laughed at that suggestion but I had the feeling that maybe he
wasn’t completely joking.
“Listen Boot, I’m serious. Be careful. As you already know, there are
some real assholes on this ship.”
“I will Flavor. And I do promise that I won’t quit and that I will be the
best sailor that I can be.” My throat began tightening up and tears blurred
my vision. “I want to thank you for everything you’ve done for me, for all
your help and for all you’ve taught me. I only wish that you didn’t have to
go.”
He looked down at the deck for a moment before he spoke. “I know
Boot. And I promise to keep in touch with you. Hey, just think,” he said
looking back up at me with a smile, “you’re going to be the only sailor
onboard who knows why the XO declared tomorrow a workday.” He
smacked me on the shoulder and said, “Use that information wisely,
sailor.”
“I wish you hadn’t reminded me about that,” I said. “Now I almost feel
responsible for what happened.”
“Forget about it Boot. Oh. I almost forgot.” He began digging into his
pants pocket and pulled out a slip of paper. “I talked to Queen Lear last
night and she asked me to give you her number.” He handed the slip of

paper to me and said with a sly look on his face, “She really wants you to
give her a call, if you know what I mean.”
I took the paper, looked down at the number, and then looked down at
Flavor. “She?”
Flavor adjusted the sea bag into a better position on his back. It looked
almost as big as he did. After it was situated more comfortably, he looked
up at me and said, “What do you mean she—hey, wait a minute. You
thought The Queen was a he, didn’t you?”
I could still feel the kiss on the cheek that... she... gave me. “She looked
like a man.”
Flavor started laughing. “That’s funny. You have to tell her that when you
call her. Wait until you see what she looks like as a woman. You’re going
to call her, right?”
“What’s her name?”
“Ren. Ren Kojima. Or, as the Japanese would say, Kojima Ren. They always
say the family name first.”
“So, why do you call her Queen Lear?”
Flavor shrugged. “Some feminist thing of hers, I guess. It’s supposed to
represent the male domination of women in literature, or something crazy
like that. She’s a real book nerd.” The van on the pier honked its horn.
“Gotta run Boot! You can ask Ren more about it when you call her.”
He gave me one last hug and then walked in front of the Officer of the
Deck, came to attention, saluted, and said, “Request permission, for the
last time, to go ashore.”
“Permission granted,” said the Officer of the Deck as he returned the
salute.

Flavor stepped onto the brow, faced aft, saluted the ensign, and then began
trotting, almost skipping, down the narrow walkway. When he got to the
end, he raced down the brow stand and jumped to the pier before reaching
the bottom few steps. Even with the heavy sea bag on his back, he never
lost his balance.
When he reached the van, he quickly slid the sea bag off his back and
tossed it on top of the other sea bags through the open cargo doors in the
back. After closing the back doors, he skipped around to the side and slid
open the passenger door. Before entering the van, he turned, looked up
toward the quarterdeck and found me. He smiled, a smile that I will never
forget, and then waved both his arms wildly as he jumped up and down
and hollered goodbye to me in a voice that sounded as if he were yodeling
in the mountains. I laughed and waved back. He then turned and dove
into the back seat of the van as if he were diving into a swimming pool.
The door slid shut and the van drove away.
After the van reached the end of the pier and turned the corner, I looked
down at the slip of paper with Queen Lear’s name and number on it. I
softly said her name, her real name, aloud. Ren. The name felt strange on
my lips, like it was an imposter.
As I began to stuff the paper back into my pocket, an unexpected gust of
wind blew it from my fingers and carried it away from the ship. The gust
quickly passed and the paper hung suspended before me for a brief
moment, just out of my reach, before it began floating downward. I
watched as it made a slow, uncertain, spiral decent. I couldn’t tell whether
it would float over safely to the pier or whether it would, instead, float
straight down into the water below. Ren. I said her name aloud one last
time and then left the quarterdeck and returned inside the skin of the ship.
⚓

The Petty Officer of the Watch waited until the quarterdeck was clear
before he said quietly to the Officer of the Deck, “Did you hear what
Hastey and that other dude were talking about?”

“I was trying not to listen because all that gay shit they were saying made
me want to throw up.”
“Well, I’m not sure but I think I heard Hastey say that they were the ones
responsible for us having to work tomorrow.”
“No shit? I didn’t hear that but I sure as hell wouldn’t doubt it,” said the
Officer of the Deck. He took off his white hat, scratched the back of his
head, and said, “Hastey’s such a fucking freak, he and that new guy
probably did some crazy queer shit that pissed off the XO real good.” He
looked the cover over and then placed it back on his head, adjusting it until
it was set squarely. “And now by the looks of things, we’re the ones that
are gonna have to pay for it.”
“You know what,” the Petty Officer of the Watch said, “that new guy sure
would have hell to pay if word got out that it was his fault we all had to
work tomorrow.”
The Officer of the Deck laughed. “Yeah, he sure would, wouldn’t he?”

SCUTTLEBUTT
The scuttlebutt must have been moving at light speed because when I
woke, just about everyone in the berthing compartment was talking about
it. By the time I finished brushing my teeth, I had been able to piece
together from several different conversations exactly what the rumor was.
And after I had pieced it together, I couldn’t believe what I had heard. It
was disgusting.
How could someone do that to the executive officer? How could
someone do something like that, period? What was almost as disgusting as
the rumor, though, was how happy it seemed to make the crew. Everyone
laughed about it and made the most terrible jokes. Some even said that a
prank that good made it almost worth having to work on a Saturday.
However, by the time I finished getting dressed and was ready to head for
chow, new scuttlebutt was going around, and this rumor did not make the
crew laugh and joke as the other did. This rumor made them mad.
According to the latest scuttlebutt, it was Flavor who defecated on the
executive officer’s pillow. He did the prank, they said, as a sort of going
away gift for the crew. Once everyone thought they knew who was
responsible for the prank, and who was responsible for making them have
to work on a weekend, it wasn’t quite as funny to them anymore.
Everyone became angry and began cussing Flavor’s name and began
describing in brutal detail what they would do to him if they could get their
hands on him right then.
I had to tell someone. The crew had to know that Flavor wasn’t
responsible for doing something as vulgar as defecating on the executive
officer’s rack. Anyone who even remotely knew Flavor would know that
he would never do something like that. But, apparently, everyone didn’t
know him that well because everywhere I went that morning, his name was
being cursed. I had to get the word out that it wasn’t him, and fast. But

how? I was only one person and the scuttlebutt was running wild
throughout the ship. I had to start somewhere and it seemed that the best
place to begin spreading around any kind of rebuttal to the scuttlebutt was
on the mess deck. I had thirty minutes until morning muster so, if I was
going to do this, I had better get started.
As I headed up to the mess deck, and as I listened to the awful things
people were saying about Flavor, I began imagining myself trying to reason
with them and trying to convince them that it wasn’t Flavor who was
responsible. In my mind, I saw myself with tray in hand attempting to sit
next to angry crewmembers who I didn’t know and then trying to start up
a conversation with them.
I didn’t get very far with the imagined scenario before realizing that there
was no way that I was going to be able to do that. I didn’t have the guts to
confront an entire crew. I didn’t have the guts to confront anyone. The
best thing for me to do was to keep my mouth shut and try not to get
myself in any more trouble than I was already in. Half the crew already
thought of me as a snitch for telling Petty Officer Stricter about the hazing.
Besides, Flavor was gone anyway. He had nothing to worry about. I, on
the other hand, had to survive on this ship for three more years.
By the time I had decided to keep my mouth shut, I had already made it
through the chow line and had a tray full of food. The mess deck was loud
and crowded. Everyone seemed to be talking about the same thing. The
words, “XO,” “shit,” and “fucking Hastey” could be heard over and over.
I found an empty seat at a safe table, sat down, and tried to make myself
appear invisible as I ate.
Unfortunately, my powers of invisibility were quickly defeated when Dirty
Grady walked past me and said, “Hey Fruitcake, I hear you’re back in the
headlines again.”
What did he mean I was back in the headlines? As he walked by me and
headed for the exit, he loudly explained to no one in particular that I was
Hastey’s bitch and that I probably had been the one who wiped Hastey’s

ass after he shit on the XO’s rack, or some fag shit like that. Everyone
within hearing distance turned to stare at me.
Famous again. I didn’t even try to eat. I just picked up my tray and left
the mess deck before the attacks came.
I dropped my tray off at the scullery and then tried to get to the forecastle
as quickly as I could. If I could beat Dirty Grady to muster, then maybe I
could somehow stop him from spreading any more rumors about me. If I
couldn’t, I knew that everyone in my division would once again have
another reason to want to kill me.
I moved faster through the passageways than I had ever dared to before. I
ran up ladders, dodged oncoming crewmembers, and scrambled through
hatches. I was moving too fast and I became careless. As I was ducking
through one of the hatches, I didn’t get my head low enough and hit my
forehead on the sharp, metal edge of its oval frame. The hit sent me to my
knees. I felt dizzy and when I rubbed my throbbing forehead, my hand
came away bloody. The forecastle was only two passageways away, but I
knew I couldn’t report to muster bleeding as I was. Unless Dirty Grady
stopped off somewhere to chew some tobacco or whatever it was he liked
to do in his spare time, there was no way I could beat him to the forecastle
now, so I backtracked until I found a head to clean myself up in.
After I was able to stop the bleeding, I was left with a large, red bump on
my forehead. The bump had a horizontal gash across it from where it
struck the metal frame of the hatch. I looked as if I had huge, third eye in
the middle of my forehead, an eye that happened to be swollen shut.
Still feeling a little dizzy, I took off again toward the forecastle, certain that
Dirty Grady was already there and talking to anyone he could about me. I
took my time and moved through the passageways much more cautiously.
When I was almost there, I tried to prepare myself for another round of
harassment. Don’t be intimidated. Be tough. Get the truth out and
everything will be all right. I said these things to myself, even though I
didn’t believe I could do any of them. The bump on my forehead felt hot

and began to throb. My legs felt like limp, wet noodles and an incredible
urge to sleep came over me. I began to sweat.
The morning sky was overcast and low and the air was hot, humid, and
stagnant. As soon as I stepped outside, I began to sweat even more. Sweat
began dripping down my forehead and made the cut on the bump burn. I
could feel the sweat soaking into my clothes. Stains soon appeared under
my armpits. I wished I had grabbed some paper towels from the head
when I was there. As I walked over to where our division muster was
being held, I saw Dirty Grady standing around and chatting with a group
of sailors. I was too late.
“Hey, Boot Camp,” Dirty Grady said loud enough for everyone to hear.
“Nice lump you got there. Looks like you been a learnin’ what happens to
sailors who make their shipmates work on weekends.” The group laughed
and someone said that he thought I needed a little more teaching to make
sure I understood the lesson.
As I slowly walked toward the group, trying to work the courage up to say
something in reply, Petty Officer Stricter walked out onto the forecastle
and hollered out for Deck Division to fall in for muster. Everyone stared
at me as they broke away from their groups and began forming into ranks.
I waited until everyone had fallen in and were facing the front toward Petty
Officer Stricter before I fell into the back rank. At least in the back, I
wouldn’t have to worry about anyone standing behind me.
Still, I wished I were not so tall. Even though everyone was facing the
front, all they had to do was turn around and they could see me. I had no
one to hide behind. I stood out like a giraffe – a dorky-looking giraffe with
a large, red, swollen bump in the middle of its forehead – surrounded by a
cackle of hungry hyenas.
Sweat ran down into my eyes and brought everything out of focus. They
began to burn and I rubbed them with my fists, which did nothing to stop
the burn, but which caused them to blur even more. If only I had
something to dry myself off with. I thought of wiping my eyes with my
sleeves, but decided against adding another wet spot to my uniform. If

Flavor were still here, I’m sure he would have let me borrow his
handkerchief; he always carried one. The only other person I had ever
known who carried one was my dead grandfather; though, he used his to
blow his nose and would then stuff it back into his pocket when he was
finished.
When I asked Flavor if he carried a handkerchief in case he had to blow
his nose he said, “Oh heavens no, that would be just gross, keeping a dirty
hanky in my pocket like that.” He went on to say that most Japanese
public restrooms never have paper towels or electric hand dryers in them
to dry your hands. Since it was important for him to dry his hands after
every washing to prevent them from chapping, he said he made it his habit
to always carry a handkerchief so he could dry them off after using a public
restroom out on the town. As I stood there dripping with sweat and with
my eyes burning and blurry, I wished that it had been my habit, too.
I had been so focused on my sweat problem that it took me some time
before I realized that the sailor next to me was whispering to me.
“Hey faggot.”
I tried to ignore him. Instead, I squinted my eyes and, through the blur, I
could just make out that Petty Officer Stricter was standing up in front of
the division writing in his clipboard.
“Hey faggot. You’re gonna get another ass kicking for you and your
boyfriend making us have to work today, you know that don’t you?”
We didn’t do anything!
Other sailors also began taunting me. “You better watch your back fudge
packer.”
It wasn’t Flavor! It wasn’t me! It was that crazy guy! What was his name?
“Not only are you a little fucking snitch, you’re a little fucking pervert for
shitting on the XO’s rack like that.”

Why didn’t they all think it was funny anymore?
More sweat. My knees felt weak. I was exhausted and I couldn’t seem to
catch my breath. What was that crazy sailor’s name? Flavor told me to use
that information wisely and now I couldn’t even remember the guy’s name.
Think! The lump on my forehead swelled and throbbed so much it felt as
if it was trying to rip itself away from me.
Today, instead of just going over the Plan of the Day with us and calling
out work assignments from the front as he normally did, Petty Officer
Stricter called the division to attention and informed us that he was going
to hold a uniform inspection. Just what I needed. I would never be able to
pass inspection looking the way I did. I looked down at my uniform: it was
even more stained than it had been before. I must have looked as if I were
wearing a wet rag for a shirt.
Petty Officer Stricter began the inspection by stepping and pivoting his
way in a military manner until he was standing directly in front of the first
sailor in the first rank. He ordered the sailor to uncover and then he began
meticulously looking over the sailor’s uniform and personal appearance,
beginning at the top of the sailor, with the haircut, and ending at the
bottom, with the shoes. He then stepped and pivoted his way to the back
of the sailor and repeated the inspection process, all the while making
notes into his clipboard of any infractions he found. When finished in the
back, he then returned to his position directly in front, ordered the sailor to
cover himself, and in a voice loud enough for the entire division to hear,
advised the sailor the results of the inspection and any remedial actions the
sailor must take to correct his infractions. Finished with the one sailor, he
then took one wide sidestep to his right so that he was standing directly in
front of the next sailor in rank, perfectly positioned to repeat the entire
inspection process.
I concentrated my blurred vision on Petty Officer Stricter’s fuzzy outline as
it stepped and pivoted it its way closer and closer to me. At least the
inspection process had stopped the threats and taunts from the sailors
around me. But the more I thought about Petty Officer Stricter’s slow

approach toward me, the more I sweated. The more I sweated, the more I
stressed out over my appearance. The more I stressed out, the tenser I
became. My body was so tense my toes began to go numb.
I tried to relax my legs so that my knees weren’t locked back and the blood
could more easily flow to my feet. In boot camp, our company
commanders instructed us to always keep our legs relaxed when we had to
stand at attention for long periods of time. They said that during
ceremonies, like change of commands or personnel inspections, especially
when the ceremonies are held outside under the hot sun, some idiot would
always pass out because he forgot to keep his legs relaxed. “Do you know
how fucking stupid you would look if you passed out in ranks?” they asked.
“Do you know how fucking stupid you would make your company look if
you passed out in ranks? Don’t pass out in ranks!” Of course, they were
telling us this while they had us standing at attention out on the grinder
during the hottest part of the day. Of course, they kept us at attention
until someone finally passed out. Of course, we all got in trouble for it.
Blackness started seeping in around the edges of my blurry vision. The
sweat on my body now made me feel clammy and cold. My knees began to
shake. Once again, despite my company commanders’s threats and
warnings, it appeared that I was going to pass out on the forecastle.
“You look like shit, sailor.”
Petty Officer Stricter was now standing directly in front of me, but all I
could see was black.
“I don’t feel well Petty Officer Stricter.”
“You have got to be kidding me. What the fuck is wrong with you now?”
I began to say that I thought I needed to sit down, but someone from
somewhere said under his breath that I was heartbroken because my
boyfriend had left me. I expected Petty Officer Stricter to chew the sailor
out for speaking while in ranks, especially during an inspection, but he
ignored the comment and continued speaking to me.

“Need I remind you, ya fucking boot camp, that it is our responsibility as
part of our nation’s maritime defense to have this ship ready to fight when
called upon to do so?” His voice rose louder and louder as he spoke.
“Goddamit, next week we start our inspection cycle once again so that we
can finally get this warship underway for sea trials. I do not have the
fucking time to constantly be babysitting your ass!”
Everything began to spin.
“And need I remind you, Shit-for-Brains, that just last week I had to waste
an entire day processing the paperwork for you to get a new I.D. because
you lost your old one in the wash? Yeah, like hell you did.” He smacked his
clipboard against his thigh. “You know, the way you fuck things up and
slow down operations, you’re nothing but a fucking aid to the enemy,
that’s what you are. Fuck! I sure would like to wring the neck of the
asshole that recruited you...”
⚓

When I came to, the corpsman said, with much snickering, that when I
passed out I fell right into Petty Officer Stricter’s arms. And when Stricter
caught me, I knocked his clipboard out of his hand and, after it hit the
deck, his papers went flying everywhere. When I heard that bit of
information, I wanted to pass out again.
As if sensing I needed some encouragement, the corpsman said, “Well, the
good news is that the crew stopped thinking of you as the guy who shit on
the XO’s rack and now think of you as the guy who made Stricter run all
over the fo’c’s’le like a chicken with his head cut off trying to collect his
papers.”
Even the corpsman knew the rumor about the executive officer. I had to
do something to stop it. What was it that Flavor told me? When someone
hits me, the only way to get respect is to hit back harder. I had to fight
back if I ever was going to clear my name from the rumor that was going
around the ship.

The corpsman asked me how I got the bump on my head. I explained
how I had hit it on the edge of a hatch. He said that I probably got a slight
concussion from it and that was why I passed out during muster. Maybe.
But I probably passed out because of the stress I was under from the false
rumor that was going around about me. In addition to a minor
concussion, he said I appeared to be dehydrated. He gave me a small
carton of orange juice to drink. After I drank the juice, he gave me a bottle
of pain pills and told me to take it easy the rest of the day.
As I was leaving his space, he said the best thing for me to do about the
rumor was to speak with my chain of command about it as soon as
possible. I considered what he said. First, he tells me to take it easy, and
then he tells me I should do something that would be as far from easy for
me to do as there ever was. I confessed to him that it would be hard for
me to speak with Petty Officer Stricter after what just happened to me on
the forecastle. He recommended that I skip Petty Officer Stricter and go
directly to my chief.
Again, his advice caused me to pause and think. I could go talk directly to
the chief and avoid Petty Officer Stricter altogether. I had never
considered that before. But then, by doing that, by trying to go around
Petty Officer Stricter instead of confronting him directly, once again, I
would be looking like a wimp. No. A real sailor would face his challenges
head on. I decided right then that, as of now, I was going to be the real
sailor that I promised Flavor and myself I would be. I would not be a
wimp by trying to avoid Petty Officer Stricter. I was determined to
confront him directly and get Flavor’s and my name cleared from this
awful rumor.
The corpsman said that he was going to issue me a twenty-four-hour sickin-quarters chit so I could rest and regain my strength, but I asked him not
to so I could take care of my problems. He understood and said he
wouldn’t order me to my rack only on the condition that I made sure I
kept my strength up, stayed hydrated, and was careful when walking
through hatches. After I gave him my word that I would abide by his
conditions, I rushed out of sickbay on a surge of adrenaline to find Petty

Officer Stricter, excited to finally be turning in to the sailor I promised
Flavor I would become.

UP THE CHAIN
Petty Officer Stricter opened the hatch to the Deck Division office and
stepped in. The chief was sitting at his desk.
“Chief, got a minute?”
The chief stuffed the paper he was reading back into the blue folder and
said, “I’ll give you as many minutes you need as long as you promise not to
give me any more evals to review.”
Petty Officer Stricter made himself comfortable in the counseling chair.
“You heard the scuttlebutt going round about the XO?”
“You mean how someone decided to use his rack as a shitter? Yeah, I
heard about that. Heard he laid his head right down in it, too.”
“Ah Chief, that’s just fucking gross.” Both sailors took a moment to
chuckle about it.
“At least we know why we’re working today.”
“Well, Chief, I think I also might know who it was who took that dump on
the XO’s rack.”
The chief sat up in his chair. “Talk to me,” he said.
“You know our new guy, right? Well, I just had the craziest conversation
with him.”
“You mean the kid who got hazed?”

“Yeah, that’s him. Get this—scuttlebutt’s been going around that he’s the
one who shit on the XO’s rack.”
“Come on Strict. Now you’re telling me the new guy, in addition to being
a snitch, is also the mad shitter?” The chief sighed and ran his fingers
through his thinning hair. “You think he did it because everyone was
picking on him so much?”
“Well, that’s just it Chief. Up until now the kid’s been a real marshmallow.
You didn’t see it because it happened before you and the first lieutenant
got to muster, but the son of a bitch passed out in ranks this morning. Fell
right into me. Knocked my goddamned papers everywhere. Anyway, the
kid’s a real wet noodle. The way I figure it, there’s no way a pussy like that
would have the balls to pull something off like shitting on the XO’s rack.”
“No shit. But then, something must have happened for the rumor about
him to get started.”
“Yeah, that’s for sure. But listen to this, Chief. I don’t know if the Doc
gave him a Man Pill after I sent him down to sickbay or what, but he found
me not too long ago on the fantail and started telling me some serious
shit.”
“Yeah, like what?”
“Well, first off, he said that he knows everyone is blaming him for shitting
on the XO’s rack and having to work today, but he said he didn’t do it. He
said that DeMint did it. Said DeMint was bragging about it to him and
Hastey yesterday right before they departed the ship and headed back to
the states.”
“Wow Strict, that’s good stuff. Do you believe him?”
“You know, Chief, I think I do. Like I said, up until now the kid’s been a
real pussy—couldn’t even hardly get a word out of him without him
pissing all over himself. But now, he kept going on about how he is a real
sailor and how real sailors do what’s right. And how it wasn’t right that he

and Hastey got the blame for something DeMint did, or some bullshit like
that. Besides, I wouldn’t put it past DeMint to do something like shitting
on the XO’s rack. Sounds exactly like something that dirtbag would do.”
“Yeah, I was glad when I heard that the captain busted his ass out of the
navy. I bet this was his way at getting back at everyone, especially the
XO.”
“I bet you’re right, Chief.”
“But the new guy. Sounds like he’s finally growing a pair, huh. I wonder
who put the spark up his ass.”
“I don’t know Chief, but maybe someone put something up there for real
because after he told me about DeMint, the conversation between us got
real strange real fast.”
“Great,” the chief said sarcastically. “Now what? Does he know who
killed Kennedy, too?”
“Well, it all happened so fast... but I think he confessed to being a
homosexual.”
“He what? Wait a minute Strict, that’s some serious shit there. What do
you mean you think he confessed to being a homosexual? Exactly what the
hell did he say to you?”
“Well, to be honest Chief, even before this confession I already thought of
him as a limp wrist, if you know what I mean. Plus, from day one, he
hooked right up with that fruitcake Hastey, and we all know Hastey is as
gay as the sea is deep. So, as far as I was concerned, the boot camp was
suspect right from the beginning.”
“Yeah, well what you think about him doesn’t mean shit. What the hell did
he say that makes you think he confessed to being gay, anyway?”

“Well, if a guy acts as queer as he does, you know people are gonna tease
him about it. Anyway, he started going off on me how he’s sick and tired
of everyone picking on him and calling him names like homo and faggot.
So, I asked him, if you’re not a faggot, what have you got to be worried
about.”
“You what? Strict that’s fucked up and you know it. You’ve sat through
enough bullshit sensitivity training to know you can’t start questioning
someone’s sexual orientation like that.”
“Of course I do. But I’m telling you Chief, he pretty much as good as
admitted to me that he’s gay.”
“No Strict, it doesn’t sound that way to me at all. It sounds to me that
you’re looking for a reason to bust his ass just because you don’t like him.”
“Ah, c’mon Chief, I—"
“Okay. Let’s say you are right. Let’s say he did just confess to being gay.
Why would he do that? He just fucking joined the navy and now you’re
trying to tell me that he’s already trying to get kicked out?”
The petty officer began tapping the clipboard lightly against his thigh and
looked down at the deck when he spoke. “Well, when you put it like that...
Maybe he is just trying to grow some balls, like you said.”
The chief laughed. “Seems a little counter-productive to grow some balls
and then admit to being a fag, doesn’t it? Shit Strict, it just doesn’t make
sense.”
“How about this Chief? Maybe he didn’t mean to confess. Maybe he just
got caught up in the moment and said more than he intended.”
“I don’t know Strict. I don’t feel too comfortable about any of this.” The
chief leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on his desk. “Okay LPO
slash Chief-Wannabe, what do you recommend we do?”

“Shit, you know me, Chief. I wanna bust his faggot ass out of this man’s
navy as soon as possible, so I think we should act on what he just told me.
That’s what I recommend we do.”
The chief quickly brought his feet back down off the desk and sat up in his
chair again. “That’s your recommendation, huh? Well, you wanna know
what I think? I think you hate homosexuals so much you’re willing to twist
his words around so they sound like you want them to sound.”
“What, now you’re telling me you like them so much you’re willing to
protect one of them no matter how much of a fuckup he is?”
“You know how I feel about them, Strict, but that’s not the point. Shit’s
different now.”
The chief grabbed the stack of blue folders and tapped them on the
desktop until they were all even and then he tossed them back on the desk.
“All right, here’s how it is. The kid never said that he was gay, we sure as
hell can’t ask him if he’s gay, and as far as I know, no one has caught him
in the act of being gay. So, we ain’t acting on shit, other than making sure
any harassment towards him stops. Hell, if I took it up the chain that some
kid confessed to being gay when all he did was complain about being
picked on, they’d have my ass for both lunch and dinner.”
“So, are you saying we should just sit on this?”
“No. What I am saying is that I want you to make sure word gets out that I
won’t tolerate any more of this bullshit. And I’m holding you personally
responsible for ensuring that the harassment towards this kid stops right
now.”
“Shit Chief, he’s exactly the kind of garbage that’s ruining our military.
And now you’re telling me you want me to make things easier for him?”
The chief stood up and looked down at his leading petty officer. “No. I
want you to do what I tell you to do. We both know that this kid didn’t
just confess to being gay. And, we both know that some of our deck apes

can be real tough on new guys and that they probably have been picking on
him good since he reported on board, and that’s not even including the
hazing he got. But I want all that shit to stop and I want it to stop right
now.” The chief walked over to the hatch and opened it. “Now get your
ass out of here and make it happen. And while you do, I’m gonna call the
boss and let him know what you just told me about DeMint. Word’s come
down that the XO wants to be notified immediately if there’s any
information about who shit on his rack.”
After Petty Officer Stricter left, the chief picked up the phone and called
the first lieutenant.
After the first lieutenant hung up with the chief, he immediately called the
operations officer.
After the operations officer hung up with the first lieutenant, he went
directly to the executive officer’s stateroom and briefed him on what he
had just learned about DeMint. The operations officer was just about
finished with his briefing when the phone rang.
“Just a minute Rick. I better get this,” Lieutenant Commander Sterner
said. He leaned back in his chair and reached across his desk to answer the
phone.
“XO...”
“Oh, hello sir...”
“At the admiral’s for a barbeque? Very nice, sir...”
“Well, I’m glad you decided to check in because it looks like we may have
found out who shit on my rack. I just knew if we had them working today
they’d start—”
“Well yes. Everything else is fine. Everyone is turning and burning.
Today should really get us out in front of our preps for next week’s
inspection...”

“That’s right. All hands present and accounted for. But like I was saying.
Rick is here right now telling me about...”
“Rick. Rick Singletary, your operations officer...”
“Yes, sir, Lieutenant Singletary, that’s exactly who I mean...”
The executive Officer put his hand over the mouthpiece and whispered,
“Rick, how about waiting for me in the wardroom.”
“Yes, sir. I’m here...”
“No, sir. I haven’t had the privilege yet to have met the admiral...”
“She is...”
“No. It’s just that first thing Monday morning is rather short notice to
have a two star coming onboard...”
“Yes, of course I can handle it. Please tell her I’m looking forward to
meeting her and introducing her to our crew...”
“Wait a minute sir. Before you hang up, I never had a chance to finish
what I was telling you about...”
“About who shit on my rack...”
“No, I can’t smell the steaks grilling. I wish I could but...”
“I understand. I’ll be brief. Anyway, rumor going around ship is that it
was that dirtbag Seaman DeMint who shit on my rack...”
“Yes, sir. That DeMint...”
“I was happy to see him go too, but now I’d be even happier to see his ass
brought back again so we can bust it in a court martial hearing...”

“I understand that he’s already been shipped back to the States...”
“Well, no I don’t know for certain that he did it. But if you would let me
bring in the NCIS they could do a DNA sampling and...”
“No I am not kidding sir...”
“Yes, sir...”
“Yes, sir...”
“Enjoy your steak sir...”

A REAL SAILOR
I did it! I finally did it! I walked right up to Petty Officer Stricter and told
him everything – everything! – that was on my mind. Me. I did that. No
hesitation. No stutter. I told him how sick and tired I was of everyone
constantly picking on me. I was tired of it all—all the insults, all the namecalling, all the harassment, all the abuse. I told him that I was done acting
like a scared mouse and that from now on I was going to fight back. I also
told him that I expected him, as my supervisor, to do his job and make
sure that our division knows that what had been happening to me was no
longer acceptable and will no longer be tolerated. And, I told him, if he
couldn’t meet those expectations, I would work my way up the chain of
command until I found someone who could.
That’s exactly what I said and, after I said it, I felt alive for the first time. I
felt as if someone had plugged me into a wall socket and now electricity
was charging throughout my body, energizing me with a power like I had
never felt before. This must have been what confidence felt like. This
must have been what it felt like to be a man. After I finished with Petty
Officer Stricter, I didn’t want to lose the feeling so I took a walk around
the ship, almost daring the crew to try and give me a hard time. And when
they did, when they tried to pick on me for shitting on the executive
officer’s rack, or for passing out during muster, or for whatever reason, I
confronted them and told them that I wasn’t going to take any more of
their harassment and abuse. I stood up for myself and I could tell that, by
doing so, I earned a little respect for it. Well, if it wasn’t respect, at least
they shut up for once and left me alone.
I had been onboard this ship for two weeks and, now, for the first time, I
felt as if I finally belonged. For the first time, I felt like a real sailor. From
now on, everything was going to be different. I was going to make sure of
that.

Two weeks. I could not believe that I had been on board this ship for only
two weeks. It felt more like two years. But, come to think of it, that was
how it felt at the beginning of boot camp, too. However, as scary and as
challenging as the initial shock of boot camp was, and as uncertain as I was
of the choice I had made to join the navy because of it, in the end, the
choice had turned out to be worth it. It was worth it because I had found
a way to survive, although, barely. And now, after all the abuse and
harassment I had been through in the past two weeks onboard this ship, it
seemed that my assignment here was turning out to be worth it, too.
It was chow time and, since I didn’t get a chance to eat my breakfast this
morning because of Dirty Grady, I was starving. Before heading to the
mess deck, though, I decided to first stop by the berthing area to change
out of my sweat-stained uniform and clean up a bit. But when I opened
the door to the compartment, there he was, sitting down at the card table
with several of his friends. I had been wondering where he had been. I
hadn’t seen him since Queen Lear had knocked him out at Bluto’s. I
looked closely at him but I couldn’t see any leftover damages from last
week. He was still okay. He was still just as beautiful and as strong looking
as he ever was. Why was he in the navy? He should be in magazines or
making movies or—
“Shit, the way he’s staring at Reece, I can’t tell if he wants to fight him or
fuck him,” one of the Underwear Model’s friends said.
Everyone looked over in my direction, including the Underwear Model,
and when his and my eyes met, they locked. After a brief moment, he slid
his chair away from the table, stood up, and squeezed his hands into two
fists. What was he doing? Was he getting ready to fight me right here?
His clinching fists told me yes, but when I looked into his eyes, I couldn’t
tell if they were staring back at me in anger, or in... something else. They
seemed to be saying almost the exact opposite of what his fists were saying.
“Jesus Reece, what the fuck’s wrong with you? That faggot is staring you
down. You gonna let him punk you out like that?”

But I was not staring him down, I wanted to scream. At least I wasn’t
staring him down in an attempt to punk him out. Why would anyone want
to try to make such a beautiful person look bad? I certainly didn’t. And I
certainly didn’t know what to do about the situation I had found myself in.
If it wasn’t for all his friends in the room trying to prod us into a fight, I
would listen to his eyes and try to find out what he was really trying to say.
But those fists didn’t look confused. Those fists told me to be prepared
for anything. I knew I should try to stand up for myself as I had just been
doing so successfully before I had entered the berthing compartment. But
this wasn’t the same as talking back to someone. This was fighting, and
fighting meant punching and grabbing and physical pain.
As I stood there trying to convince myself to respond to those fists, I felt
my old me beginning to seep back in. When I felt that familiar, unwanted
burning flow of doubt and fear, I tried desperately to regain my
composure. But my old me kept seeping in, slowly at first, like the ooze of
spoiled sap from a dying tree, and nothing I could do would stop its rotten
flow. My old me seeped its way into my chest, making it hard for me to
breathe. It then proceeded to seep farther down into my stomach, causing
it to tighten and wrench and squeeze out its contents both upwards
towards my throat, and downward towards my bowels. My old me then
began seeping in faster, like billowing, poisonous gas, until it had seeped
and diffused into all of me so thoroughly that I felt a sweat break out over
my entire body and my limbs began to shake and I began to feel panicked
and I wanted only to crawl into my rack and wrap my blanket around my
head in fear.
“Are you kidding me? Reece ain’t gonna let this fag punk him. Don’t you
remember what he said last time? You’re gonna kill that gay mother
fucker, ain’t ya Reece?”
“Yeah, but that was before he got laid out by that fag at Bluto’s.
“Hey Reece, what the fuck you waitin’ for? You gonna beat the fag’s ass
or do you want us to leave you two alone so you can work this out like
ladies?”

Everyone laughed at the joke, except the Underwear Model and me.
Okay. Enough. It was time for me to end this. I took a deep breath to try
and choke back the old me as best I could, and then I stood up straight
and squared my shoulders, all in an effort to try to prepare myself to begin
standing up for myself; but before I could do anything, the Underwear
Model angrily and loudly told us all to fuck off and then rushed out of the
compartment.
I was not prepared for what had just happened. I had expected punches,
or at a minimum, more insults from him, but I didn’t expect for him to run
away from me like he did. Maybe he had already heard that I was no
longer going to let myself be bullied anymore. I looked around the
compartment and saw that everyone was standing around with shocked
looks on their faces. I guess they were just as surprised as I was at what
just happened. I took advantage of the situation and said to everyone,
“From now on, nobody better fuck with me anymore. I’m sick and tired
of the bullshit.” I walked through the group and went into the head to
wash up. Nobody said a word to me.

SPECIAL TASKING
Petty Officer Stricter closed the hatch to the Deck Division office and
stepped out into the passageway. He checked his watch and then checked
his clipboard to see what his next task would be. His work schedule, which
he meticulously maintained and updated daily, listed his next task as him
inspecting the progress of the painting of the ship’s hull numbers.
He had put out the order two weeks ago to have the hull numbers painted
over, but like an idiot, the petty officer in charge of the working party had
ordered the wrong paint. She ordered a haze gray paint that is used for
battle-ready ships that are preparing for deployments instead of a white
paint for broke-dick ships like his that are stuck in homeport or that are
assigned only to local operations. Had they actually been preparing for
deployment and had she ordered a white paint instead of a haze gray, then
he would have really been pissed. But since their ship wouldn’t be going
on a real deployment anytime soon, her screw up only mildly irritated him,
and that was mostly because he had to rework his tasking assignments and
schedules to account for the lag time in having to order the correct paint.
Since he couldn’t let her know that he wasn’t upset with her error, during
morning muster, as he inspected her uniform, he took the opportunity to
remind her of her screw up and to explain to her how lucky she was that
today was a bonus workday. By having the extra day of work, at least she
could catch up on some of the time she had lost by not correctly following
his orders in the first place. After he finished inspecting her uniform, and
before moving on to the next sailor, he told her this time he expected
nothing but perfection from her.
He smiled to himself as he thought about how much he was going to enjoy
checking up on her progress, and if he happened to put a little more fear
into her as he did, so much the better. He checked his watch again. He
still had thirty empty minutes before that task started. He thought about

the conversation he just had with his chief and he knew exactly how to
best utilize that available time. In the empty, thirty-minute block of space
in his scheduler he penned in “Grady—commence special task.”
Petty Officer Stricter flipped through the pages in his clipboard and found
that Petty Officer Grady was scheduled to lead a small working party on
the forecastle to perform regularly scheduled preventive maintenance on
the anchor windlass, the equipment that lets out and heaves up the ship’s
anchor. However, when he reached the forecastle there was no one
around. He walked over to the wildcat, the large wheel drum with
sprockets that the anchor wraps around when it is being let out or heaved
up by the anchor windlass. He inspected it closely. By the looks of the
thin residue of grime and salt that he found, it appeared as if Petty Officer
Grady’s party hadn’t worked on it yet.
Since no one was working on the wildcat and since he was the only sailor
on the forecastle, it could only mean that Petty Officer Grady and his team
were down in the anchor windlass room. Petty Officer Stricter leaned back
against the wildcat and looked down at the closed hatch on the deck that
led to the anchor windlass room. He began smacking the clipboard against
his thigh. If they were down there, why, then, was the hatch closed and
why wasn’t someone from the working party up on deck as a safety
observer? He gave his thigh one final smack with the clipboard and
walked over to the hatch, got down on one knee, unscrewed the hatch
release as quickly as he could, and thrust his head down inside the room.
He found the working party. He found it, not working on the anchor
windlass as they should have been, but sitting on the deck playing a game
of cards, instead. When the sailors saw their Leading Petty Officer’s head
sticking down into the room, they immediately began stuffing playing cards
and money into their pockets. Petty Officer Stricter pulled his head back
out of the hatch and looked at his watch. He didn’t have enough time to
give each of them a thorough, individual ass chewing like they deserved, so
he stuck his head back down into the hatch and said, “Leave everything
right where it is you fucking dirtbags and get your asses up on deck right
now!”

The sailors began climbing out of the hatch. When Petty Officer Grady
stuck his head out, Petty Officer Stricter said, “No Grady. Not you. You
get your ass back down there. I would like a word with you alone.”
When the rest of the working party was up on the forecastle, Petty Officer
Stricter ordered them to fall into formation, put them at parade rest, told
them that he would be back to deal with them in a minute, and then made
his way down the hatch and into the anchor windlass room.
The room was a cramped, poorly lit space that housed the hydraulic
machinery that powered the wildcat. The room also had a large chain pipe
running through it. The chain pipe served as a conduit for the anchor
chain and led to the chain locker two decks below where the thick chain
was stowed when the ship was not at anchor. Once Petty Officer Stricter
made his way down into the room, he carefully maneuvered around all the
equipment and the large chain pipe as he made his way over to Petty
Officer Grady.
Petty Officer Grady’s eyes were wide and his voice was unable to hide his
fear. “Aw shit, Strict. I was just trying to give the guys a short break
before we got back to work. You know, do some team building like they
says we should do during all that dang leadership training we have to take.”
“Shut up Grady. I’m not part of your inbred family. I know exactly what
you were up to.” They both looked down at the pile of cash that set next
to Petty Officer Grady’s cards. “And we both know that gambling
onboard a United States naval warship is unauthorized.”
“Aw, come on Strict. We were jest—"
“Again, you dirty mother fucker, shut up and let me talk.” Petty Officer
Stricter nudged some of the cards into a small pile with the toe of his boot.
“What I was about to say was, I’m gonna go ahead and forget all about this
blatant disregard for navy policy.”
Petty Officer Grady whistled out a sigh of relief.

“However, for me to, with a good conscious, do that, I need you to do
something very important for our navy.”
“Anything, Strict, anything you need, you know that. Hell, I’d never gotten
advanced to petty officer without your help and I ain’t forgot it. What’s it
you need me to do?”
Petty Officer Stricter smiled knowingly at the truth in Petty Officer
Grady’s words and spoke almost affectionately to the sailor. “Listen you
dirty son of a bitch, it’s not what I need, it’s what the navy needs, you
understand? And what the navy needs is for real sailors like me and you to
keep it strong and free from those who would try to weaken it.”
“That’s right, Strict. We need to keep our navy strong.”
“Okay Dirt, here’s what I want you to do. But before I brief you on this, I
gotta have your word that this will be strictly between me and you.
Confidentiality is very important.”
“Oh, hell yeah. You have my word on it, Petty Officer Stricter.”
“Good. Now, listen up. You know the new guy, right?”
“You mean the boot camp? Sure. Everybody knows who that little split
tail wannabe is after he went ahead and shit on the XO’s rack, makin’ us
have to work today.”
“Well, your split tail is more than a wannabe. Earlier today the son of a
bitch confessed to me that he is a homosexual.”
“No shit,” Petty Officer Grady said as he stuck a dirty finger into his ear
and scratched. “Don’t surprise me none, though. That boy is as queer as a
spotted grizzly.”
Petty Officer Stricter looked down at his watch. Ten minutes until his next
task. He regained the hard edge in his voice and said, “Listen up now. I
don’t have much time. Faggots in our navy make us weak. A weak navy

means a weak and vulnerable country. I don’t want that and I’m sure you
don’t want that, either.”
“Hell no, Strict. I don’t want that no how,” Petty Officer Grady said. He
took his finger out of his ear, inspected it, and then wiped it across the
front of his shirt.
“Right. So, what we need to do then to make sure that doesn’t happen, is
to find some way to convince our newly assigned homosexual that the navy
life is not for him, if you get my meaning. Now, I wish we could just go
ahead and write him up for being in violation of the new Don’t Ask Don’t
Tell policy, but the problem is, see, all I have to go on is only what he told
me today. And, according to our chain of command, that just ain’t enough
to get his faggot ass kicked out of our navy.”
“What do you mean it’s not enough, Strict? If he told you he’s a homo,
then what more does the fuckin’ chain need?”
“Well, that’s just it. He didn’t exactly say he was... look Grady, I don’t
have the time to get into all the details right now. The fact is, I know a
homo when I see one and our new guy is a fucking homo no matter what’s
been said. Hell, anybody who’s ever met him knows he’s gay. He walks
gay. He talks gay. But, in order for me to be able to get his gay ass booted
out of our navy, I need something, anything that proves he’s a dick sucker
for real.” Petty Officer Stricter put his hand on Petty Officer Grady’s
shoulder and said, “Dirt, I want you to get me that proof.”
Petty Officer Grady’s eyes went wide and he pulled slowly away from Petty
Officer Stricter’s grip on his shoulder. “Look it here, Petty Officer Stricter,
I gets how important all this is to our country and all that, but let me tell
ya, I ain’t gonna act like no fag just so’s we can get a real fag kicked out.”
Petty Officer Stricter sighed and looked down at his watch again. “That’s
not what I meant you fucking rock. Jesus Christ how I ever got you
promoted to Third Class is beyond me. Look. I don’t want you to fuck
him. I just want you to keep an eye on him. I wanna know where he’s
going, what he’s doing, and, especially, who he is screwing. And when you

find something out, you report back to me with the information. That’s all
I’m asking.”
Petty Officer Grady relaxed and said, “Ah shit, Strict. Is that all you need?
Hell, I’m already way ahead of you.”
“Yeah? What do you mean?”
“Well, you heard about how Reece got knocked out by one of Hastey’s fag
friends, right? Well, Boot Camp was right there with Hastey and his
friends when it happened. The whole group of ‘em was dancing together
right there in Bluto’s, just like it was their very own little queer boy dance
club. They was dancing until one of ‘em went and knocked the stuffing
out of Reece, that is. They all hightailed it right outta there after that.”
“Okay, that’s pretty good Dirt. I can use that maybe. Anything else?”
“Yup.” Petty Officer Grady reached around in his back pocket, pulled out
a can of snuff, and began smacking it against the palm of his hand. “Just
the other day I heard two bull dykes from engineering talkin’ about how
they saw Hastey and Boot Camp come out of a fan room together.” He
continued talking as he opened the can, grabbed a thick pinch of the
tobacco, and tucked it into his bottom lip. “Said they were hugging each
other and all kinds of gay shit. The Good Lord only knows what they were
doing to each other when they were inside the fan room.”
Petty Officer Stricter whistled through his teeth. “Damn, Dirt, that’s really
good. Hell, makes me almost wish that little fucker Hastey was still
onboard so I could finally bust his faggot ass, too.” He looked briefly at
his watch. “Goddamn, every time I think about how that little fag son of a
bitch used to flaunt his homo shit right in front of everyone’s nose, just
knowing that the worthless chain wasn’t gonna do—” He cut his rant
short and took a deep breath. “Okay, I gotta go. You know what you gotta
do so keep digging. And remember now, this is strictly a confidential
assignment. You don’t talk about this to no one but me.”
“No problem Strict. You can count on me.”

“One more thing Petty Officer Grady,” Petty Officer Stricter said as he
paused to check off his completed task. “If I ever catch you skylarking
during work hours again like you were doing today,” he bent down and
scooped up the winnings off the deck and folded the bills into his pocket,
“I’ll bust your ass out of my navy right along with our faggot little Boot
Camp. You got that?”
Petty Officer Grady waited until he heard Petty Officer Stricter finish
chewing out his team and left the forecastle before he made his way back
up on deck. Once topside, he called his team together and, after looking
around to make sure Petty Officer Stricter hadn’t returned, said, “Hey guys,
guess who just confessed to being a faggot.”

TIGER TEAM
Like a switch had been turned off, the harassment stopped. I didn’t know
why. I didn’t know whether it had stopped because I started sticking up
for myself, or because Petty Officer Stricter actually listened to what I had
said and finally put a stop to it. I didn’t know why it had stopped and, to
be honest, I didn’t care why. All I knew was that, for a short period of
time, life onboard the ship was bearable and, sometimes, even enjoyable.
There were no more name-callings, or elbows to the gut, or getting
slammed into the passageway bulkhead, or having boogers flicked at me
when trying to eat. All that nonsense just stopped.
It’s not to say that everyone opened their arms wide and lovingly embraced
me. They didn’t. There were still whispers and cold stares from time to
time; and I could tell that, if it were up to them, many would still be
treating me the way they had been treating me before whatever it was that
made them stop. Mostly I was just left to myself to do the work I was
assigned to do and to spend my off time in relative peace and quiet.
I took advantage of the relative peace and quiet to spend most of my
Sunday in the ship’s library, looking into the different jobs the navy had to
offer. The library was nothing more than a small compartment with a card
table and a few mismatched chairs. The books were randomly stacked in
the open steel frames that stuck out from the bulkheads like ribs. They
were mostly worn out paperbacks and professional trade books that were
well past their prime.
I selected a couple that looked as if they might have some useful
information and set down at the table to leaf through them and take some
notes. One book especially interested me. It was called Coding for Life: An
Introduction to Computer Programming. I decided to take the book back to my
rack and study it a little more thoroughly. The book checkout process was
nothing more than me writing down on a tattered sheet of notebook paper

my name, what division I belonged to, the name of the book, and the date.
The book interested me because, since I had joined the navy as an
undesignated striker, as someone who was not guaranteed an occupational
rating designation when I enlisted, now that I was out in the fleet, it was
time to start thinking about what type of job I wanted to do while I was in
the navy.
When I sat down with my recruiter before I joined, he compared my
standardized military test score against the minimum test score
requirements for each rating and printed out a list of rates for which I
qualified. Fortunately, my score was high enough to qualify me to strike
for just about any rating that interested me. The problem was, so many of
them interested me, I could not make a decision.
My father wanted me to do something mechanical. He said no matter how
the job market went, people always broke things and needed to get them
fixed. My mother wanted me to do whatever it was that was the safest.
My recruiter told me, “Son, we’ll be entering a new century in a few years,
and from what I can see coming, that new century is going to be
dependent upon computers.”
There were so many interesting ratings to choose from, and the recruiter
made each of them sound so rewarding and exciting, that I felt
overwhelmed and I couldn’t make a decision. Finally, after our third
meeting where I had been unable to, once again, commit myself to a rating,
the recruiter recommended that I join undesignated and strike for a rate
once I got out to the fleet and had a chance to see for myself which one
was best for me.
That’s what I decided to do—to decide later. And now that I was out in
the fleet, I couldn’t afford to procrastinate any longer. I was afraid that the
longer I stayed with Deck Division, the harder it might be to get reassigned
somewhere else if I wanted to strike for a different rate other than
boatswains mate. I didn’t know why I was assigned to Deck Division.
Maybe it was because newly reporting undesignated strikers were assigned
to whichever division could use an unskilled body the most. Maybe it was
because so much of Deck Division’s work required such little training,

such as needle gunning and painting and hauling and stowing lines, most of
the undesignated strikers, such as me, ended up there.
I didn’t know why I was there, but when Petty Officer Stricter passed the
word at muster this morning that the Engineering Department was looking
for volunteers to help prepare for the engineering inspection that was to be
held on Friday, I saw it as an opportunity to learn firsthand about the kind
of work sailors had to do outside of Deck Division. I also saw it as an
opportunity to get away from the needle gun for a while.
Before I left for boot camp, my father pressed upon me to work hard but
lay low. Don’t go around volunteering for something that’s going to get
you killed, he said. My company commanders, on the other hand, told all
us recruits that if we wanted to go far in our careers, we had to be willing
to volunteer for the toughest assignments, to take risks that others were
afraid to take. When I got to the fleet, from what I could tell, many of the
sailors I worked with would laugh at the thought of intentionally
volunteering for extra work. I even heard it said that the word navy was
actually an acronym for Never Again Volunteer Yourself. But when Petty
Officer Stricter asked if anyone wanted to volunteer for the Engineering
Tiger Team, despite the advice of my father and the attitude of most of the
sailors I worked with, it was an easy decision for me, so I threw my hand
up to answer his call.
To my surprise, two others from my division also volunteered: a Seaman
Apprentice named Riggleson, who everyone called Wiggles, and Dirty
Grady. After muster, Petty Officer Stricter called the three of us together
and said that since Petty Officer Grady was the senior man, he would be
responsible for keeping an eye on us and letting Petty Officer Stricter know
if there were any problems. He then told us that our assignment to the
Engineering Tiger Team would start immediately and that we were to
report directly to the engineering spaces and find a Petty Officer Williams.
Williams was the department’s leading petty officer, just as Petty Officer
Stricter was our division’s LPO. He then went on to warn us not to fuck
around because Williams was one mean snipe who didn’t have time for any
of our bullshit. And if word got back to him that any one of us was
causing problems down there, he would rip us a new asshole, provided that

Williams didn’t rip us a new one first. Before we were dismissed, he
reminded us that once we passed this inspection our ship would finally be
cleared to get back underway and start our sea trials. There was no one
onboard our ship who wanted to get back out to sea more the he did so we
had better do a good job.
I had never been to the engineering spaces before but luckily, Dirty Grady
and Wiggles knew where we were going. All I knew about the spaces was
that they were located somewhere deep below deck. Before we left, Dirty
Grady winked at Wiggles and said that he would be the line leader and that
Wiggles and I should line up in boy, girl order. When I tried to step in
front of Wiggles, she pushed me aside and said that it was only a stupid
joke and that I didn’t really need to walk in front of her.
As the three of us were making our way off the forecastle, I saw the
Underwear Model leaning against a stanchion, staring directly at me. At
first, I instinctively diverted my eyes from him, expecting him to rush at
me for making eye contact with him again. Then I remembered that was
something the old me would do, so I turned back to look at him. He was
still staring. I nodded at him just to let him know that I was thinking about
him. He didn’t move; he just continued to stare. Why did he hate me so
much? It wasn’t me who knocked him out. And it wasn’t me who teased
him for it—it was his so-called friends who did that. All I ever did was
make the mistake of looking at him.
The engine room was a completely different world compared to what I had
grown accustomed to so far on the ship. The space was massive. To me it
looked as if it spanned the whole width of the ship. It was hot. And it was
loud. When we walked in, Dirty Grady and Wiggles grabbed a pair of
foam earplugs that were in a box by the door. I also grabbed a pair and
wedged them in my ears like they did. The noise dropped to a tolerable
level. We were standing on top of a grated, metal landing and I looked
down into the space.
Sailors were sitting and staring at, what looked to be, a giant switchboard
with different-colored flashing lights. It looked as if they were manning
the controls for an outer space ship. Everyone seemed to shine from

sweat. Just thinking about working in a space such as this every day, in this
heat, and with this noise, even with the earplugs, started giving me a
headache. Because of it, I deducted mental points in my head against the
possibility of striking for any type of engineering rating. Still, I had
volunteered for this Tiger Team and I was anxious to do my part to help
the ship get ready for its sea trials.
I followed Dirty Grady and Wiggles down the ladder. This wasn’t a typical
aluminum ladder that only spanned one deck; this was a metal grated
ladder that looked as if it spanned several decks. About halfway down,
there was another landing and the steps continued down in the opposite
direction. When we reached the bottom, I looked up at all the machinery
that towered around me. I felt small. And after climbing down so many
steps, I felt that I really was in the bowels of the ship.
Petty Officer Williams found us and called us over to the larger group of
volunteers. He didn’t look so mean. In fact, he didn’t look like anything I
had expected. In my mind, I had pictured him to be some big black guy
with big, tattooed arms, but he was actually short and Asian-looking. Still,
based upon what Petty Officer Stricter said about him, and what I knew
from all the martial arts movies that I loved to watch, I decided I better not
make him mad, just in case.
Once we were all together, Petty Officer Williams thanked us for
volunteering. He told us that we were going to be working long, hard
hours all week, and that we would probably be covered in grease and dirt
by the end of each day. He pointed to a pile of coveralls lying on the deck,
he called them poop suits, and told us we had better take a pair and wear
them throughout the week if we wanted to save our uniforms. I noticed
that he and all the other engineers were wearing them. The volunteers
walked over to the pile and began picking through it. I followed and did
the same, wondering if there would be a poop suit large enough to cover
my uniform. I held up several pair and they looked to me to all be the
same size.
When I slipped a pair on over my uniform, they, naturally, ended up being
too small, leaving the bottoms of my dungaree pants and the cuffs of my

shirt hanging out like ruffles on a flamenco dancer’s dress. The team
laughed when they saw me. Petty Officer Williams said that at least they
were better than nothing. I wasn’t so sure.
Once we all had our poop suits on, Petty Officer Williams continued
briefing us on what we could expect while we were assigned to him. He
said that no matter how busy or stressed out it got, we could never forget
that our primary job all week was safety. Regardless of what task we were
assigned to do, we had to first ensure that we did it safely. We would be
working in and around heavy machinery where we always had to be
cautious of moving parts and sharp, biting objects. We would be climbing
down into tanks, voids, and other kind of holds where the lack of oxygen
could be a problem. We had to be weary of deadly gas fumes that
sometimes had no smell. Most spaces would be without adequate lighting
so we always had to ensure we had a charged lantern with us at all times.
By the time Petty Officer Williams finished listing off all the potential
hazards, I felt as if I had just volunteered for a suicide assignment. But,
never once did he mention the word needle gun, so I was ready to get
started.
Because of all the potential hazards, we would be assigned a buddy to work
with. The two of us would be required to always know where the other
one was and what he was doing at all times. Each volunteer was paired
with someone from the Engineering Department so one of them would
have at least a basic understanding of how things operated and where
things were. I was paired up with a fireman apprentice named Tyson
McGee. He told me to call him T-Mac. I told him to go ahead and call me
Boot Camp because that’s what everyone called me anyway. He laughed
and said sometimes, especially when he screwed something up, the guys in
his division still call him that, too. I quickly learned that T-Mac was not
the kind of guy to hold anything back.
“Aren’t you the guy they say shit on the XO’s rack?” he asked.
How long was I going to have to be answering this question? “It wasn’t
me,” I said with annoyance. “But from what I heard, they found the guy

who actually did it.” I didn’t feel like getting into the whole story.
Fortunately, T-Mac seemed satisfied with what I told him.
Petty Officer Williams made his way over to us and asked us our names.
When I told him mine, he stopped writing and looked up at me.
“Hey, aren’t you the guy who—"
T-Mac interrupted him before he could finish and said, “It wasn’t him.”
He looked at me and smiled.
Petty Officer Williams nodded and after he finished writing my name
down he said, “All right gentlemen, what do you say the two of you get
started on flange shield inspection and replacement?” He looked at us as if
waiting for a response. “Neither one of you have a clue what a flange
shield is, do you?”
We didn’t.
“Hey Tuck, can you take a break for a minute?” Petty Officer Williams
hollered out.
Petty Officer Williams was standing right next to me and, because of the
noise, I could barely hear what he said. But somehow, a sailor sitting in a
chair in front of the switchboard at least twenty feet away heard him and
gave him a thumbs up. Petty Officer Williams called him over and
introduced him as Fireman “Tuck” Tucker. He then instructed him to give
us a quick tour of where we could find the flange shields, to show us how
to inspect them, and to show us how to replace the ones that needed to be
replaced. He pointed to boxes of new shields stacked against the bulkhead
and said we should take a few boxes with us, to get us started.
As we walked to find the flange shields, I told Tuck that I was new
onboard and asked him to explain how the Engineering Department
worked. He said that today was his duty day and that in about thirty
minutes he had to report for the Sounding and Security watch, so he didn’t

have too much time right now to spend with us. Instead, he went over the
basics of what he would do once he was on watch.
The Sounding and Security watch stander’s job, he said, was to take
soundings of tanks, voids, and other types of holds throughout the ship to
make sure the level of whatever it was they were supposed to be holding
was where it was supposed to be. He said he would be equipped with a
weighted, metal tape measure on a reel that he would use to drop down
into the hold to take the measurements. He also would have a list of air
conditioners, heaters, and other types of machinery that he had to take
readings of at scheduled times throughout his watch. Other important
aspects of his job would be to check to ensure that watertight integrity was
being maintained throughout the ship, and to keep his eyes and ears open
as he walked his rounds and to report any security violations or anything
unusual to the Officer of the Deck.
I was impressed with Tuck’s knowledge and enthusiasm for his work. I
asked him how long he had been standing the watch and he said that he
just passed the qualification test last month and that this would be only his
second watch by himself. We reached the space he was looking for. Once
inside, he started pointing out the shiny, cone-shaped shields throughout
the space. They were located wherever a valve on a pipe could be found.
According to Tuck, the shields were heat resistant and were placed around
the valves and other cutoff switches so that, if the pipe ever cracked or
ruptured and started leaking or spraying out its harmful liquids or gases, an
operator or firefighting team would still be able to get to the valve and shut
down its flow. He took us over to a shield and showed us what to look for
when we inspected them. The first one was still in good shape, so he
looked around until he found one that needed to be replaced, and then
showed us how to do that, as well. When we finished replacing the shield,
he said that we were now on our own because he had to report for his
watch.
After Tuck left, T-Mac said, “Well Boot, how ‘bout you take the starboard
side and I’ll take the port?”

It sounded good to me.
The task turned out to be easy but very repetitive. We worked for two
hours before Tuck returned. He arrived with two box lunches and told us
to stand down and eat some chow. I was more than happy to, but first I
had to untangle myself out from underneath a maze of different sized
pipes. As T-Mac and I dug in to the boxes, Tuck slowly made his way
around the compartment checking our work.
“Damn I’m starving,” T-Mac said with a mouthful of food.
I took a bite and said, “Me too, but I didn’t realize that they weren’t going
to let us off for lunch.”
“Or dinner,” Tuck said as he walked toward the hatch. “I have to go back
on rounds but someone will be back later to check on you. So far, you
guys are doing a pretty good job.”
Once the hatch had closed behind Tuck, T-Mac said, “It’s gonna be a long
day, Boot.”
“I’m guessing it’s going to be a long week.”
“No shit.”
We ate the rest of our meal in silence. T-Mac signaled his finish with a
loud burp and then sprawled out on the top of the casing he had been
sitting on. I finished my meal, collected the empty boxes, and threw them
away. I sat back down on the deck and wondered how long of a break we
were allowed to take. I slid over to the casing that T-Mac was lying on so I
could lean against it. It was warm on my back. My eyelids began to get
heavy.
“I heard the craziest shit on the news this morning.”
T-Mac’s voice startled me. I thought he had fallen asleep. I rubbed my
eyes and said, “Yeah, what was that?”

“Said that the Crown Princess of Japan held a press conference yesterday
and started complaining about how hard her job as princess was. Is that
some crazy shit or what?”
My head was fuzzy from its sleepiness and I was having a hard time
following what he was saying. “What did... what made it so hard?” I asked.
“Something about how she felt trapped by palace traditions, or some
bullshit like that.”
I remembered having a discussion about her and her royal marriage during
one of my Current Events classes back in my freshman year of high school.
“I heard that she was educated at Harvard and Oxford and could speak
five different languages.”
“What the fuck that got to do with anything. All the lucky bitch needs to
do is keep her mouth shut, her legs open, and pop out the next emperor.
Don’t need to speak five different languages to do that.”
“She worked in Japan’s foreign ministry before she became princess.
Maybe she misses the work and the responsibilities she used to have.”
“Misses work? Do you listen to yourself when you speak Boot? Why in
the hell would she miss her work with a gig like she’s got now? Shit, if I
was a mother fucking prince, work would be the last thing that I would be
missing.” He swung himself up into a sitting position, stretched, then said
in a loud yawn, “Speaking of work. Maybe it’s time you and me got back
to ours, Boot.”
I stood up, stretched, and walked over to the next flange shield that needed
to be replaced. As I worked, I thought about the Crown Princess and
about how she had spoken out against her situation. What would she be
doing now if she had never become royalty? Would she still be working
with the Foreign Ministry? Right now she could be a diplomat somewhere
working on important international matters. Who knows, someday she
might have become the Foreign Minister, or even Japan’s first female

Prime Minister. Instead, she was trapped within an antiquated system that
stripped her of her identity and tried to remake her into something that she
really wasn’t. It was no wonder that she finally spoke out.
I, for one, knew exactly how she felt. I hoped that speaking out the way
she did had made her feel better, just like speaking out and fighting back
like I had been doing made me feel. But then again, would our speaking
out and fighting back really change anything?

DOWN THE CHAIN
Petty Officer Stricter was surprised to see the first lieutenant and chief in
the middle of, what looked to be, a serious conversation.
“Oh. Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt, sir. I’ll come back later,” he said as
he backed out of the hatch.
“Come in and sit down Stricter,” the chief said.
Ensign Youngblood stood up from leaning on the chief’s desk, walked
over to his own, and sat down. Petty Officer Stricter slid the counseling
chair over so that it was centered between the two desks and also sat down.
“Petty Officer Stricter, I just got off the phone with Ops and he said that
the XO had just heard from the Combat Systems Officer that there’s
scuttlebutt going around the ship that one of the sailors from our division
recently confessed to being a homosexual,” said the ensign.
“Petty Officer Stricter, what the hell you been up to?” asked the chief. “I
specifically told you to stay away from all that bullshit.”
“Chief I—"
The ensign interrupted. “Look guys, I don’t have a lot of time here.” He
pulled his electronic organizer from his shirt pocket and looked at it. “In
fifteen minutes, I have to meet with the XO and Ops to brief them on
exactly what’s going on and what I’m doing to fix it.” The ensign stood up
and began pacing in the tight space behind his desk.
“Now,” he continued, “I already talked with the chief so I know all about
what’s happened up to the point where you told him about how the new
guy complained about being harassed and how you took it as an admission

of homosexuality. And, I know the chief told you not to question his
sexual orientation but, instead, you were ordered to focus on stopping the
harassment. Is that correct so far?”
“Yes, sir, I did put the word out to stop the harassment, but—”
“Hold on then. Let me finish. So all of that happened what, three, four
days ago?”
Petty Officer Stricter quickly began flipping through the papers on his
clipboard. “Let’s see... Saturday. He confessed to me on Saturday.”
The ensign stopped pacing, walked to his desk and leaned on the edge of
it. “Petty Officer Stricter, let’s get this straight once and for all. What the
chief told you was exactly right. That was no confession. All it was was a
young sailor coming to his chain of command for help, just like he was
trained to do in boot camp.”
“But sir, you haven’t heard what I found out about him since then.”
For the first time the ensign raised his voice. “And I don’t want to. You
were not authorized to conduct an investigation into his sexual orientation.
In fact, according to the chief, you were specifically ordered not to. And
the truth of the matter is, Petty Officer Stricter, you just may be in some
serious trouble for doing so.”
“But sir, he’s been seen hugging and dancing with other men. Doesn’t that
mean anything to you?”
“All it means to me is that you completely disobeyed the chief’s order and
went digging around to try to find some dirt on the kid. And that’s totally
unacceptable in today’s navy.”
“Today’s navy is right,” said Petty Officer Stricter sarcastically.
“You better check yourself Stricter,” said the chief.

The ensign sat back down heavily in his chair and said, “I don’t know how
much you followed the politics behind the implementation of the Don’t
Ask Don’t Tell policy, Petty Officer Stricter, but my take on it is that it was
only a political compromise between our president who wanted to allow
homosexuals to be able to openly serve and our military leaders who didn’t
want to allow them in at all. Now this is just Ensign Youngblood’s own
personal opinion, but the way I see it is, as our society continues to change
so will the military, and sooner or later homosexuals will be allowed to
openly serve and we all better get ready for it.”
He paused and looked over at the chief. The chief nodded his head. Petty
Officer Stricter stared at the deck. “But regardless of what the policy is,”
the ensign continued, “it’s not our job to question or try to undermine it.
As navy leaders, it’s our job to implement it. And we better never let our
personal prejudices influence us when we do.”
The ensign checked his electronic organizer again and said, “It seems
pretty obvious to me, Petty Officer Stricter, that whoever you were getting
your information from about the new guy is also the one responsible for
spreading the rumor around the ship. Now, who was it?”
Petty Officer Stricter looked over at the chief.
“Petty Officer Stricter, I do not have the time for you to suddenly blossom
a conscience and think you need to protect whomever it is that is feeding
you information about the new guy. I need to get as many facts together
that I can before meeting with the XO. So start talking, and fast.”
Petty Officer Stricter sighed and, while continuing to stare at the chief,
said, “Petty Officer Grady, sir.”
The ensign turned to the chief and said, “Chief, I suggest you get Petty
Officer Grady in here ASAP. Make sure he understands how serious this
situation is, and find out exactly what he’s been saying about the new guy.
“Yes, sir.”

“Okay, I have to go,” said the ensign as he stood up from his desk. “I
think I know enough now about all this mess for me to speak intelligently
about it to the XO. Both of you need to stand by, though. I’m sure we’ll
have a lot more to talk about after the XO gets done with me.” He walked
to the hatch and started to open it. But before he did he said, “Look, Petty
Officer Stricter, the XO knows you were the one responsible for helping
him find out who the dirtbag was that shit on his rack. In fact, he told me
personally to tell you what a good job you did bringing that to the chain’s
attention. I’ll make sure I remind him of that, okay?”
After the ensign left, Petty Officer Stricter stood up from his chair, threw
his clipboard on the deck, and screamed, “Fuck! There goes my career
right down the shitter.”
“Take it easy Strict,” said the chief.”
“Or what? You gonna bust me? From the looks of things, I’m already
busted.”
“C’mon, we don’t know what’s going to happen. You heard the ensign.
The XO thinks pretty highly of you.”
“That punk ass ensign doesn’t know shit. This navy’s so fucking politically
correct now, there’s no way the XO’s gonna let this go if Youngblood goes
in there and starts talking all that gay rights shit like he did here.”
“What the hell’s wrong with you Strict? As long as I’ve known you, I’ve
never seen you display such a lack of judgment.”
“All due respect Chief, but I don’t think you’re one to be talking to me
about a lack of judgment right now.”
“I’m telling you, Shipmate, you better stand down right now,” the chief
warned. “You need to stop worrying about the stupid shit I did and start
worrying about the here and now.”

“What’s to worry about Chief? I already know I’m fucked. And it’s all
because of that little faggot. God damn it. I don’t understand why the
navy lets these gay fuckers in. It drives me to the point where I want to
just rip their fucking nuts off and shove them up their ass where they
belong every time I see one of them swishing by in uniform like they’re a
real fucking sailor or something.”
The chief stood up. “Strict, I’m telling you, just shut the fuck up right
now,” he hollered. Talk like that is really going to get you in to some
serious shit.”
“That’s right Chief, I need to be careful don’t I. Unlike you, I don’t have
the Chief’s Mess to protect me like it did for you when you got nailed for
screwing around with that hot little seaman. Bet you sure do regret the day
the navy let women on combat ships, don’t ya?”
“You son of a bitch. You never saw me putting that star on my collar did
you? And now, because I can’t promote, they’re forcing my ass out, and
you know that.”
“Yeah, but at least you got to keep your rank, and your khakis. They’re
gonna bust my ass down to at least E-5.”
“Look. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Go out and get some
fresh air for a bit and try to calm down. We’ll just have to wait and see
what the XO wants to do about it.”
Petty Officer Stricter picked up his clipboard and, as he started walking
toward the hatch, said, “Fuck that. I ain’t waiting for shit.”
“I’m warning you Strict. Don’t do anything stupid. Lay off the new guy
and let things cool down for a bit.”
“Oh don’t worry Chief. I won’t lay a hand on our precious little Boot
Camp.” Petty Officer Stricter left the space, leaving the hatch open behind
him.

MODIFIED SPECIAL TASKING
Petty Officer Grady was heading back to the engineering spaces after a
head break when Petty Officer Stricter turned the corner and walked
straight toward him.
“Hey Strict, I was jest—"
Petty Officer Stricter slammed the junior petty officer into the bulkhead
and held him there with a forearm across his throat. He leaned in close to
him and, through clenched teeth, said, “Grady, you and that faggot Boot
Camp just ruined my fucking career.”
“Strict, what the hell—"
“Well guess what, you redneck piece of shit,” Petty Officer Stricter said as
he applied more pressure with his arm. “Now I’m gonna ruin yours, too.”
Petty Officer Grady struggled in an effort to free himself but Petty Officer
Stricter’s thick forearm held him firmly in place.
“Strict... what are you... talking about?” he asked through gasps.
“I told you not to talk to anyone about the new guy admitting to being gay
but you went and blasted it to the whole fucking crew anyway, didn’t you?
And now, the whole fucking chain of command knows about it. I just got
my fucking ass chewed out like it’s never been chewed out before by both
the chief and Youngblood. Fucking Youngblood’s up in the wardroom
right now briefing the XO on how much of a fuck up good ol’ Petty
Officer Stricter is. Thanks a lot, Shipmate.”
“Strict, I swear I didn’t—"

“Shut up. And I tell you what, if your big, shit smellin’ mouth doesn’t cost
you your crow, I’m sure your little gambling ring during working hours
will.”
“Strict, listen to me. You know I can’t get busted back down to seaman. I
worked too damn hard to get that promotion.”
“You worked too hard? Are you fucking serious? You’re just flapping
your lips most of the time when you should be working. Hell, you could
barely pass the advancement test, you dumb-ass hick. The only way you
were able to get advanced was because I took care of your country ass and
was willing to be more than generous to you on your evaluations. I’m the
one who got you promoted and you know it. But you know what? None
of that matters anymore. If I’m going down because of all this bullshit,
you’re going down with me, you ungrateful bastard.”
Petty Officer Grady continued to squirm against the bulkhead as he
struggled to free himself. “Strict, I know... I am grateful... what is it... you
want from me?”
“Ah. You want to negotiate now, do ya?. Okay you piece of white trash,
I’ll tell you what I want. I say, if me and you are gonna get punished
because of all this, so should the boot camp. Forget what I put out before
about everyone having to lay off him for a while. Starting now, I want the
word to get out that that little homo’s life is to become a living hell. I want
him to fear crawling out of his rack in the morning and I want him to fear
crawling back into it at night. I want it to be so bad for him that his queer
ass begs the navy to let him out.”
Petty Officer Stricter gave one final thrust with his forearm into the
frightened petty officer’s throat and said, “I want that fag out of my navy
no matter what you gotta do. You got that?” He then released his forearm
from Petty Officer Grady’s throat and walked away as the junior petty
officer slid down the bulkhead and slumped on the deck.

CHANGES AND CHOICES
Like a switch had been turned back on, the harassment started again.
Again, I didn’t know why. I did my best to confront it as I had been doing,
but now, it seemed to be more serious than it had been before, more
dangerous. This morning it was as if there were a contest in the berthing
compartment to see who could intimidate me the most before breakfast.
What did I do to upset everyone so much this time? The harassment was
worse now than it was after everyone in my division learned that I told
Petty Officer Stricter that I was hazed. It was even worse than after the
entire crew thought I was the one responsible for making everyone have to
work this past Saturday. What was going on? I couldn’t have possibly
done anything to make anyone in my berthing compartment so upset,
because I hadn’t been working with them all week. I had been in a
completely different department in a completely different part of the ship.
What did I do?
I didn’t want to stay in the confined berthing compartment taking the
abuse any longer than I had to, so I took care of my business in the
bathroom as quickly as possible, got dressed, and got out of there as fast as
I could. On my way out, Dirty Grady was slowly shuffling his way toward
the head. He must have just crawled out of his rack because his face was
puffy and had creases running down the side it. His greasy hair stuck out
in all directions.
When he saw me he stopped, started scratching himself, and said, at an
even slower pace than his normally slow pace, “Hey Fruitcake, since today
is our last day before the inspection, I’m a gonna be keepin’ a real good eye
on you to make sure you don’t fuck things up like you’s been known to
do.”

Since I just wanted to get out of there, I turned to leave without saying
anything to him.
“Hold up, boy. I ain’t done talkin’ to you yet,” Petty Officer Grady
ordered as I was just about to walk out of the compartment. He walked
slowly over to me. His bad odor preceded him. “I ain’t fuckin’ around
you little queer, you better watch your back. There’s a lotta mean
sonsofabitches on this here ship just lookin’ for an opportunity to fuck you
up real good, ya hear? But don’t you worry none. Like I said, I’m a gonna
be trackin’ you like a hawk huntin’ a field rat.”
The mess deck was near empty when I got there and I was just about able
to finish my breakfast without any distractions before it started to get
crowded. As sailors filled the room, I could feel the level of hostility
toward me rise. Although I could tell that I was being talked about, I
couldn’t tell what was being said. I ate the rest of my food fast and then
headed to the engineering department, hoping to find some place where I
could relax until work started. Even though it was hard work, I was glad
that I still had one more day on the Tiger Team. It at least gave me one
more day away from my division and a chance to think about how I was
going to handle the harassment when I returned.
Yesterday, Petty Officer Williams told the Tiger Team that since the big
inspection was only two days away, we could bet that today the pucker
factor was going to be very high. Since it was the last full day to prepare,
there was going to be a lot of stressed out chiefs and officers running
around like crazy, trying to make sure everything was perfect. As a result,
he warned us, we were to prepare for a dirty, high-tempo, hard-working,
long day. Possibly even a twenty-four-hour day. I thought about what he
had said, and the work that was before me – crawling around on my hands
and knees cleaning cramped, dark, smelly voids and other types of holding
compartments – and looked forward to the long hours of solitude and
quiet it was going to bring.
When I got to the engineering spaces, several sailors from the Tiger Team
had already arrived. They had found any available flat opening to lie or sit
down on while waiting for Petty Officer Williams to call muster. I dug my

poop suit out of the box, rolled it up for a pillow, found some empty deck
space, and sat down. This was our fourth day on the team and everyone
seemed to be worn out. No one talked. No one bothered me. They were
too busy using the free time to squeeze in a few more minutes of rest
before the work started. I stretched out on the deck and put the poop suit
under my head.
I looked up into the expanse of the massive space of the compartment and
began thinking about how quickly my life was changing now. For the first
eighteen years, it seemed as if it barely changed at all. The house I lived in
never changed. The town never changed. The kids I grew up with never
changed. I never changed. But after eight weeks in boot camp and nearly
three weeks in the fleet, I wasn’t sure if I knew who I was anymore. I
certainly wasn’t the same kid holding back tears as he said goodbye to his
parents at the bus station four months ago. I wasn’t even the same kid
who, less than three weeks ago, nervously stood on the brow of the ship
requesting permission to come aboard for the first time.
It’s not that I missed, or even liked very much, who I was before I joined
the navy, but at least I always knew who I was. Now I wasn’t so sure.
Because life was moving and changing so fast, I hadn’t had the time to
stop and get to know the person who I had become. I did know that I was
happy with most of the changes I had gone through in the short time,
though. Sure, some people and situations still made me nervous, but now
I knew that I had just as much right to be in a room, to be seen, to be
heard, to belong, as did anyone else. I could thank Flavor for helping me
with that transformation.
But I also knew that some aspects of the old, scared me were okay, too.
Even though, with each new day, I was getting more and more
comfortable in speaking out, in offering an opinion, in being noticed, I
came to understand that it was still okay not to speak out or to not offer an
opinion or to not want to be noticed if I didn’t want to. Maybe it was
better, sometimes, to just keep to myself and to keep my mouth shut and
to let others act and sound like the fools. But now, when I do keep to
myself, I can do it as I choose and not just because of fear or shyness. I
liked having choices. I liked the new me.

I saw Fireman Tucker walking down the stairs. I sat up a little to try to
catch his eye but he didn’t see me. He walked over to the switchboard and
started talking with the engineers on watch. After I told him that I was in
the process of choosing a rate, he had made it a point throughout the week
to check in on me from time to time and talk to me about the different
rates assigned to the engineering department. He really seemed to like his
work and the people he worked with. He gave me a lot to think about. If
only my division had a couple of sailors in it like him to help me out, who
knows, maybe I wouldn’t mind choosing a career as a boatswain mate.
Before talking with Tuck, I had no idea that sailors, even young sailors like
me, had so much responsibility out in the fleet. In the engineering
department, they operated and maintained all the equipment that powered
the ship and gave it life—the propulsion plant, with its gas turbine
generators, reduction gears and propeller shafts, the fresh water conversion
system, the heating, air conditioning and ventilation systems, and so many
more complex responsibilities that I couldn’t remember them all.
Even though many of the engineering ratings required high skill levels and
were very technical, the kind of jobs my father would want me to choose, I
wasn’t sure if I would enjoy being confined inside the skin of the ship all
day, working in such a noisy, hot environment. The best part of working
with Deck Division, of working so closely with the boatswain mates, was
that we were outside most the time with the fresh air, the ocean, and the
scenery all around us. It really made me feel like what I had imagined
being a sailor would feel like.
I couldn’t wait to find out what it would be like working topside while the
ship was underway. I tried to imagine working on the forecastle while out
in the middle of the ocean, rocking with the waves and with the wind
blowing strong. Some days may be hot. Some days may be cold. Some
dry. Some wet. I thought about what it would be like working out on the
forecastle all day, while underway, while it was snowing, and I realized I
still had a lot to consider before choosing a rate.

My career planning was cut short when T-Mac dropped down beside me
like dead weight.
“Whose idea was it to volunteer for this shit anyway?” he asked. His voice
sounded raw, as if he just woke up.
“You okay? You look pretty rough.”
T-Mac smiled and said, “Yeah, I feel pretty rough, too. But it sure as hell
was worth it. I met this hot little Japanese honey at the club last night.
And after that, let’s just say sleep wasn’t a priority.”
“I can tell you’re going to be a great partner to work with today.”
“Don’t worry Boot, I’ll pull my weight. I just might be pulling it a little
more slower than usual, that’s all.”
“Well, I hope it was worth it because you know Petty Officer Williams said
this could be a twenty-four-hour day.”
“Don’t remind me.” He smiled, leaned back against the machinery, and
closed his eyes. “Today is gonna hurt all right. But, like I said, it damn
sure was worth it.”
“Don’t get too comfortable T-Mac. Here comes Petty Officer Williams.”
“Shit. Here we go.”

REECE
Even though there were plenty of seats available near the television, Petty
Officer Reece chose to eat his breakfast at an area on the other side of the
mess deck. It wasn’t long before someone sat down and joined him.
“Where the hell you been hiding lately Reece?” said the sailor settling
himself in the seat across from Petty Officer Reece. “Don’t see you at the
card table. Don’t see you at the club. It’s like you turned into a
motherfuckin’ ghost or something.
Petty Officer Reece only nodded his head slightly and continued chewing
his food.
The sailor sitting across from Petty Officer Reece took a bite of scrambled
eggs and said, “Oh, I see how it is. Not only you a ghost, you a ghost
without no motherfuckin’ tongue.”
“I’m just not in the mood for any of your bullshit right now, Raj.”
Raj laughed and said, “Damn, nigga, if you even still one anymore. Look
at you sittin’ over here in Cracker Country like you cruisin’ for white boys
or something. Ever since you started hangin’ with all your little groupie
white motherfuckers, you been acting like anything but my nigga.
“And, come to think of it, ever since you got your ass kicked by that fag,
you’ve been acting like a real bitch pussy, too, you know that, my brother?”
Petty Officer Reece stared at his tray and slowly chewed his food.
Raj began cutting his French toast into little squares. “Speaking of
faggots,” he said, “remember that white boy that everyone sayin’ punked
you down in berthing?”

Petty Officer Reece looked up from his tray and glared across the table at
his friend.
Raj almost choked on his food as he started laughing. “Oh yeah,
motherfucker, of course you do. It was one of his little Japanese boyfriend
bitches that kicked your ass, wasn’t it?” He lost control of his laughter and
it took some time before he was able to calm down enough to continue
with the conversation.
While wiping the tears from his eyes, Raj continued, “My bad, brother, my
bad. Knowing how much you hate fags, I just couldn’t resist that one.
Anyway, Little Murph said that white boy just confessed to being gay.”
The friend took a drink of orange juice to clear away the last of his
laughter. “Can you believe that shit? I just thought that motherfucker was
just another one of those freak-ass white dudes walking around like a
scared bitch all the time. I didn’t think he was a faggot for real.” He
grabbed the saltshaker and salted his grits. “You know, to me, he looks
too tall to be a fag, anyway. Never heard of no tall faggot before, have
you?” After taking a bite of his grits, Raj pulled a napkin from the
dispenser and wiped his mouth. “Not that tall, anyway.”
“Where is he?” Petty Officer Reece asked.
“Where’s who?”
“The fag white boy. I haven’t seen him all week.”
“How the fuck should I know where the bitch you on the down low with
be at, motherfucker?” Raj said as he started laughing again. He stopped his
laughter short and said, “Check that. I think I heard that he’s one of those
assholes that volunteered for that Tiger Team Stricter was talking about on
Monday.”
Raj picked up his empty bowl of grits and began scraping his spoon around
the bottom and sides. “Oh yeah, and check this out. Remember those
rednecks who got busted for giving homo boy the blanket party? Well,

when they heard he was a faggot, they got so pissed off they started talking
about how they were gonna beat even more shit out of him than they did
the first time.”
“They ain’t gonna do a damn thing to him,” Petty Officer Reece said as he
continued to stare down at his tray.
Raj burped then said, “What you mean? How the hell you know what they
gonna do motherfucker? You so goddamn white now you think you know
what those dumb ass rednecks are thinking?”
“Fuck you, Raj.”
Raj laughed. “Everybody knows how much those crazy rednecks love to
throw down on some faggot ass. Shit, they have almost as much fun with
fags as they do us Africans.”
Petty Officer Reece stared directly at Raj and said, “They aren’t going to do
a goddamn thing to that faggot because I’m going get to him first. And
after I’m finished with him, there isn’t going to be shit left of him for those
rednecks to have fun with.”
Raj started laughing again. “Oh, not only did you finally decide to start
talking, you decided to start talking some serious shit, my brother.”
Petty Officer Reece said nothing. He only continued staring at Raj.
“Nigga, you better stop fuckin’ around. You know you just too
motherfuckin’ pretty to be trying to act all big dick like that. Shit, sounds
to me you already forgot the last time you tried that, you the one got laid out
by a fagg—”
Petty Officer Reece didn’t wait for Raj to finish talking. He just stood up
from the table, grabbed his tray, and left the mess deck without another
word.

“Shit. There he goes again,” Raj said to himself with a laugh. “Nigga
disappearing just like a motherfuckin’ ghost.”

THE TANK
It was after midnight and, according to Petty Officer Williams, the only
major work the Tiger Team had left to do was make one last sweep
through each of the department’s empty holding tanks to clean up any
standing water or oil on the deck that may have been missed. He said that
he was confident that the engineering department was going to be able to
pass all the drills the inspection team was going to put them through;
however, he wanted to make sure that we didn’t miss something stupid,
like a puddle of oil in a dark corner at the bottom of a tank somewhere.
Because, without a doubt, even if we miss only one small spot, you can bet
the inspectors will find it and dock us valuable points for it.
T-Mac and I were assigned our tank. It was the after peak tank found
somewhere at the very bottom aft of the ship. According to Petty Officer
Williams, the tank was filled with water whenever the ship was riding too
high and the propellers needed to sit lower in the water. Our job was to
take a swab and some rags and go down into the tank, inspect it, and swab
up any standing water we find. He said it had already been cleaned out
once before this week so it should just be a quick touchup job. And since
it only held water, we didn’t have to worry about any dangerous gases or
have to be hooked up to a breathing device to do our work.
That was good news. It was hard enough trying to maneuver in the tight
tanks and voids without having to wear an oxygen mask tethered to a long
breathing tube. We were reminded that only one of us could go down into
the tank and the other had to stay out as a safety observer. T-Mac grabbed
a bag of clean rags and slung it over his shoulder. I grabbed a lantern and
a swab. As we started on our long walk down to the tank, Dirty Grady
came up to me and said, “Hey Fruitcake, I want you to be careful tonight.
It sure can get dangerous down there in them tanks.” He smiled and
patted me on the shoulder.

“Who was that?” T-Mac asked after Dirty Grady had returned to his
partner.
“Oh, just someone from my division. He’s the senior guy so he’s been
tasked with keeping an eye on me while we’re here.”
T-Mac looked back over his shoulder at Dirty Grady and said, “He sure
seemed like an unfriendly little fuck.”
“Yeah, but I think he’s pretty much harmless. From what I can tell he’s all
talk.”
T-mac nodded his head, “Yeah, there’s a lot of punks on this ship like that.
But still, you never know. Better watch your back. And I know everyone’s
been working hard and all, but that motherfucker stinks.”
We both laughed at the truth in what he had just said as we climbed up the
stairs and headed out for our tank.
Before I joined the Tiger Team, I had only been to a few places on the
ship, which were my berthing area, the mess deck, and the forecastle, and
that was about it. And I was still getting lost just trying to navigate my way
back and forth between those places. But all this week, T-Mac and I had
been over, under, around, and down into all shapes and sizes of machinery
spaces and holding tanks, cleaning up dirt, oil spots, and standing water in
some of the most out of the way, and hard to find, places on the ship.
Because of it, I learned my way around pretty well and I got to see, not
only how things worked, but why they worked. Because of it, I began to
get a deeper understanding of all the complexities that went in to bringing
a ship to life.
Before, I just saw a ship as nothing more than an unresponsive, metal shell.
To me it had no life, no personality. But after witnessing the engineers fire
up the powerful gas turbine generators and listening to them roar as they
began creating the electricity needed to power the ship, and after hearing
the word pass over the 1MC that the ship had shifted from shore power to
its own ship-generated power, I felt something begin to stir within the

vessel. And then, after seeing how all the fresh water and waste water and
different oils and fuels and gases were pumped and processed and dumped,
and then replenished to do it all over again in a continuous cycle, I came to
realize that the ship was much more than just an unresponsive shell—it
had a life of its own.
Sure, its existence was dependent upon sailors to create the electricity for
its nervous system or to produce the fuels for its cardiovascular system or
ventilation for its respiratory system. But sailors to a ship were nothing
more than cells were to a sailor. Like a cell brings an oxygen molecule to a
lung so it can breathe, a sailor opens a valve to let fuel flow to an engine so
it can run. Both cell and the sailor were essential, certainly, but once there
was life, they were just another component of the system to ensure the
continuance of that life. As long as each sailor was in accordance with the
system, the ship was healthy and was able to do what it had been created to
do. However, like one malignant cell can infect the cells around it and
jeopardize the health system of an entire body, so, too, can one malignant
sailor infect other sailors and jeopardize the health system of an entire ship.
I climbed down a ladder that took us from the third deck to the forth. The
hatch to the peak tank was located somewhere around here. It was time to
turn my thoughts back to our task. I set down the lantern and leaned the
swab against the bulkhead, then turned to look up at T-Mac, who was still
up on the third deck. He dropped down the bag of rags before climbing
down.
“How you doing T-Mac? Hanging in there?” I asked him when he reached
the lower deck.
Based on our unspoken system of work order, it should have been his turn
to go down into the tank tonight.
“Yeah, I’m hanging,” he said as he let out a long sigh. “Barely, but still
hanging.”
“Look T-Mac, how about you let me take this tank? For some reason I
have a lot of nervous energy to burn off.”

“Nervous. What the hell you nervous about?”
“I’m nervous that if you go down there you’re going to pass out and we’ll
never get the tank cleaned.”
T-Mac laughed. “You know, for a boot camp, you’re all right.” Thanks
for the offer, bro.”
It felt good to make him laugh. It reminded me of that stupid LP AIR
joke I told to Flavor while he had me trapped in the fan room.
Flavor. It was now Friday morning. It had already been a week since he
left. What was he doing? Had he finished processing out of the navy?
Was he a civilian? Was he visiting with family and old friends, having fun,
relaxing, sleeping in? Did he wonder about me?
We found our tank. T-Mac kneeled on the deck, unscrewed the hatch and
pulled it open. He grabbed the lantern from me and shined it down into
the tank, then leaned his head down into the hole and said, “Any Japanese
honeys down there?” His voice bounced around throughout the tank. He
turned to look up at me and said, “Nope. No honeys down there. You
can have this one, Boot.”
“Thanks. You’re too kind, sir.”
“I’m just joking man. I can take it. It is my turn after all.”
“Nah, I got it. You go ahead and find yourself a nice, comfortable place
where you can observe me from behind your eyelids.”
He laughed. “Okay. Thanks man. I owe you one.”
“Yeah you do.”
“For real I do. So what do you say, tomorrow night, you and me hit the
club. After a week like this, we deserve a good time.”

“What about that Japanese girl you’ve been talking about? Wouldn’t you
rather spend the evening with her?”
“Oh she’ll be there all right, don’t you worry about that. So will about four
or five of her hot little friends, too.” He laughed and sat back against the
bulkhead. “That’s what I’m talking about, Boot.”
I looked down into the manhole. I saw nothing but black. I switched on
my lantern and shined the light down into it. It looked as if it went down
for about twenty feet before it opened to the top of the tank. From the
top of the tank to the deck looked to be around ten feet or so. I dropped
the bag of rags down the hatch and waited until I heard it hit the deck
before dropping down the swab. I turned to look at T-Mac. “Wish me
luck.”
“Seriously man, that’s a long way down. Be careful.”
I swung my legs into the hole and my feet found their footing on one of
the rungs. Then I made the long, straight climb down into the darkness of
the tank. When I reached the bottom, T-Mac hollered down, “How’s it
look?”
“Hold on. I’m going to check it out,” I hollered back.
The ladder brought me down to the middle of the forward end of the tank.
The first thing I noticed was that the air was moist and cooler than up
above, but it was stale and seemed to have a metallic taste to it. I shined
the light aft and panned it around. The second thing I noticed was that
there was standing water everywhere. I definitely would be doing more
than touch up work down here. I looked down at the bag. Did I even
have enough rags to soak up this much water?
I continued looking around and what I saw was a very big, very wet tank.
It must have been at least forty feet long and ten feet high, and it seemed
to span the entire width of the ship. The middle of it was open and there
didn’t appear to be anything hanging down to hit my head on, so I

shouldn’t have had any problems moving around in that space. Off to the
sides, though, were two large, cylindrical metal casings that ran completely
fore and aft of the tank. Where they ran, the overhead dropped lower and
secured the casings with angled, metal supports that were spaced apart
about every six feet. Underneath the casings, similar supports secured
them to the deck.
I got down on my knees and shined the light under both of them to see
how far they were away from the bulkheads. It looked to be about fifteen,
maybe twenty feet. I looked at the space in the middle of the tank again.
It looked to be just about the same distance between the two casings. It
appeared I would be able to measure my progress by thirds. I walked back
toward the manhole and hollered up. “If you asked me, either the tank
was refilled and emptied since the first sweep through, or whoever was
responsible for cleaning up down here did a lousy job of it.”
“That bad, huh?” T-Mac sounded as if he had already been sleeping.
“Let’s just say I’m not sure if one bag of rags will be enough. On top of
that, there are two huge casings for something or other running right
through the tank on both sides. It looks like they’re going to make it tough
for me to get to the water on the other sides of them.”
“I bet those are casings for the propeller shafts,” T-Mac said. “When we
get back, we’ll have to tell Williams about how bad we found it down
there.”
I thought about the reputation I already earned for telling Petty Officer
Stricter about the hazing. “I don’t know. Let’s see how it goes.”
“All right then. Holler if you need anything. I’ll be right here.”
“Have a nice nap,” I said. I could just make out his sleepy chuckle as he
moved away from the opening of the hatch.

AN UNFORTUNATE SAILOR
I got to work on the middle section of the tank. My plan was to swab as
much of the water as I could down the drain that ran through the middle
of the deck, then I would follow that up by getting down on my hands and
knees to dry up the remaining water with the rags. I panned the light on
the deck and took another look at the standing water before I got started.
The light reflected off the hundreds of small, undisturbed puddles and
threw a diffused and distorted glow throughout the tank. With so much
water to dry up, today definitely was going to end up being that twentyfour-hour workday that Petty Officer Williams said it might be.
Still, it felt good to be working on something as important as preparing my
ship to pass an inspection. It felt even better to be working somewhere
where everyone didn’t hate me and didn’t seem to want to kill me. I
thought about what it was like down in the berthing compartment this
morning. I still couldn’t figure out what it was that everyone was so upset
about. I tried not to think about it and tried to enjoy the peace and quiet
of the tank instead, but I couldn’t let it go. I kept seeing all the faces from
my division and their looks of hate and contempt toward me. I know I
had a bad start with them, but it now seemed as if they were looking
beyond my nervousness and awkwardness, and were seeing something in
me so vile that they felt they had to eliminate it.
That thought sent a chill through me. What if some of them actually did
want to eliminate it, whatever it was? I remembered Dirty Grady’s
warning and I was glad T-Mac was up there by the hatch, even if he was
sleeping.
It wasn’t too long before I had worked my way aft and was finishing up
with the last puddle. When it was dry, I stood up and stretched out my
legs. My knees were stiff and sore from crawling around on the deck. I
checked inside the bag. There were still plenty of dry rags left. I dug

around in the bag and found an empty plastic bag at the bottom. I pulled
it out and filled it with the used, wet rags. I then grabbed the swab, held it
over the drain, wrung out as much water as I could, and then stuck it in the
bag with the wet rags. I found a dry rag, cleaned up the runoff water from
the wet rags and the swab, and then that was it. I was done with the
middle section. I finished faster than I had expected I would.
I stretched some more and contemplated taking a head break. I wasn’t
sure where the closest head was, though, and I didn’t like the idea of
wasting time having to look for one. Plus, my stiff legs were telling me that
they weren’t interested in having to climb up and down thirty feet of ladder
unless it was absolutely necessary. It wasn’t. It was time to start on the
sides. I grabbed all my gear and brought it over to the port casing.
I leaned the swab against the casing, tossed the bags on the deck, and then
grabbed the lantern so I could look the situation over closely. There was
only ten inches, maybe less, between the overhead and the casing. I just
might be able to squeeze my way through, but I wasn’t comfortable
climbing up on the casing and putting all my weight on it. I was sure it
could support it, but knowing my luck, I felt it was better not to risk it. I
got down on my knees and looked underneath between the casing and the
deck. Again, I had about the same ten inches to work with, but I figured
that I should be skinny enough to make it through the narrow gap.
I slid the swab, both bags of rags, and lantern half way under the casing. I
then got on my back and tried to slide myself through, feet first. I had no
problem getting my feet and legs under, but when my stomach reached the
curvature of the casing, it started to get tight. I was able to get as far under
as the beginning of my chest, and no farther. I slid myself out and tried
again, this time going under on my stomach, headfirst. That didn’t work
either.
I pulled myself back out again and thought about calling T-Mac down to
let him try, but I knew that, although he was shorter than me, he was also
much thicker and would have an even more difficult time getting under the
casing than I would. I got back down on my stomach, grabbed the swab,
got myself under the casing as far as I could go, and tried to reach as much

of the water as I could. I was able to reach some of it, but all I did was
splash it around. I couldn’t get enough of it to push it toward the deck
drain that ran along the bulkhead. I grabbed the lantern and tried going
under the starboard casing. The same results.
Frustrated, I sat down on the deck and thought about my options. The
problem was, I couldn’t think of any, other than giving up. If I couldn’t
get to the sides to clean, then what else could I do? The standing water
would just have to continue to stand. Who designed this insane layout
anyway? It made no sense. What made even less sense was to penalize a
ship for having a tank with water in it that was specifically designed to hold
water.
I bet the inspectors wouldn’t even go down into the tank, let alone get on
their hands and knees to look under the casings, so I might as well just give
up. It was all so crazy. It was crazy and I was crazy for letting it get to me.
Come on now. Think. There had to be a way to get to the other side of
the casing. What would my company commanders do in a situation like
this? I didn’t know because I never actually saw them do anything during
boot camp other than scream and throw things and walk around as if they
owned the world. What about Flavor? What would he do? Flavor would
probably have been done by now since a guy his size could easily slide
under those casings. He’d be done and dancing his way back to the
engineering spaces without a care in the world.
Okay, forget about anyone else then. What should I do? I didn’t know.
But one thing I knew I couldn’t do was to not finish the job. I had to get
the sides of the tank dried. Petty Officer Williams had already told me that
he thought I had been doing a great job all week, and if I kept it up, he
would be sure to mention it to my division leadership. But that would
never happen if I were the one who caused the ship to fail the inspection
over a puddle of water. There had to be a way to get under that casing.
I walked and crawled up and down both casings, trying to find something,
anything, a secret passageway maybe, that would help me to get over to the
other side, but I found nothing. As much as I was afraid to do so, I even
tried to slide over the top, but I couldn’t get anything more than my head

through. The only choice left was to try one more time to get on my back
and slide under feet first. That was how I had made the most progress out
of any of my attempts. This time though, I would take off my poop suit
and my dungaree shirt. Maybe that would give me the extra room I needed
to get me through to the other side.
Before I got back under the casing, I shined the light down underneath it
and looked down the side of the tank one more time. Various sized
vertical pipes ran all along the bulkhead, but back aft I noticed two, thick
vertical pipes right next to each other that were set away from the
bulkhead. They ran closer to the casing. Why didn’t I think of this before?
I wasn’t sure if I could reach them, but if I could, maybe I could wedge my
toe in behind one of them and place my heel on the other and use them as
leverage to help pull myself under with my legs. Excited by the new
prospect, I grabbed the lantern, rushed to the back of the tank, and took a
better look. I was sure I could reach those pipes, so, I lined myself up with
them and got on my back and started sliding myself under the casing,
determined to make it through this time.
Once I was tight under the casing and I couldn’t go any farther, I began
fanning my feet around, feeling for the pipes. My right foot found them. I
thought about pulling myself back out and getting a better alignment, but I
was still able to reach the toe of my shoe into the space between them, so I
decided to stay put and see if I could pull myself through lined up as I was.
I found that there wasn’t as much space between the two pipes as I
thought there was though. I was only able to wedge a small corner of my
toe behind the pipe on the right. I hoped that it was enough for my boot
to grab onto when I began pulling on it. My heel used the pipe on the left
for its support. When my foot was in place, I again tried pulling myself
through, but this time, with the help of my leg. I gave it everything I had
and I actually began to make some progress. When my chest was almost
halfway through, I began losing momentum so I pulled even harder. But
then, just as the casing was about to clear the highest point of my chest, my
foot jammed itself in between the pipes.
Everything came to a sudden stop and I laid there exhausted and gasping
for breath. The casing felt as if it was crushing my chest. I tried to reach

my arms up under it and grab onto it to pull myself the rest of the way
through, but it was too large and smooth for me to grab onto anything. I
brought my arms back down to my side and tried to catch my breath. As I
lay there, I noticed a throbbing in my ankle. I tried to move it around, in
between the pipes. Pain shot through my foot and up my leg. Something
must have happened to it when it jammed through the pipes.
I tried to think of what I should do next. First, I admitted to myself that I
wasn’t going to be able to finish the job. Even if I did manage somehow
to get through and to clean up the water on this side, there was no way that
I was going to try and do it again on the other side. Since I no longer had
to worry about the job, all I had left to worry about was getting my foot
unstuck and getting out from under the casing. I tried to pull my boot
back through the pipes but it was too wide. I turned my ankle to try to get
a better angle for the boot, but when I did, there was too much pain and I
had to stop. I was pretty sure that if I could get my boot off somehow, I
could easily slip my foot through the pipes. I tried to force the boot off
with the heel of my other boot, but the thick pipe made it hard for me to
get a good grip on it and I couldn’t get it to slide off. My ankle also felt as
if it were swelling up, which, of course, didn’t help. I tried catching the
heel between the two pipes so I could pull my foot from the boot while it
was wedged in between them. But I found that my foot stuck too far out
from the back of the pipes and I had to bend my leg to bring the heel back
in.
My leg bent like that made it even harder to pull my foot from the boot
and I couldn’t get enough grip on the pipes and pull from my leg to do it.
I dug my heels into the deck and tried to push myself back out so that my
foot would be up against the pipes without having to bend my leg. But the
pressure from the pushing hurt my ankle too much for me to use it. I tried
pushing with just my left leg. I pushed as hard as I could with what little
strength I had left, but I didn’t move. I looked around for the support
bars between the casing and the deck. There was a pair on both sides of
me, in direct line with my shoulders. I reached my arms straight out and
grabbed the bars and tried both pushing with my left foot while pushing
down on the supports with my arms. I still didn’t move. I just didn’t have
enough shoulder strength to push with my arms straight out like that.

I gave up and faced the reality that, not only wasn’t I going to be able to
complete the task, I also was not going to be able to get my foot out from
between the pipes. I was stuck. I wasn’t going anywhere. I was, as we like
to say in the navy in situations like this, dead in the water.
“Boot, you all right down there?”
Not now T-Mac. “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?”
“Because I heard some crazy sounding grunting going on down there,
that’s why. What’s up?”
“Oh, some spots are hard to reach, that’s all.”
“I see. Hey look, why don’t you take a break and come up for a bit.”
“Nah, I’m all right. I just wanna get this over with.”
“Well, do me a favor and come up anyway. I need to hit the head.”
“You go on ahead. I’m going to keep working down here.”
“Boy, you know I’m not supposed to leave you unattended. Williams
would have my ass if he found out and you know it.”
“Look T-Mac, you can either go to the head or not. Either way I’m not
coming up.”
“What the fuck is wrong with you? I’m up here about to shit my pants and
you’re down there acting like some asshole Joe Navy jerk.”
“Look, I’m sorry. I... I just want to finish up so I can get the hell out of
here, okay.”
“Damn, Boot Camp! Okay, I’m gonna go. But at least stop working and
stay where you are so you don’t go and knock yourself out on a pipe or

something. I don’t want a damn thing happening to you while I’m gone,
you hear? Or it will be both our asses.”
“Don’t worry T. I promise I won’t move.”
As I listened to his footsteps rushing away overhead, the light from my
lantern flickered. Damn! Just what I needed. Didn’t I grab a fresh lantern
when I left the engineering spaces? I hollered for T-Mac. Maybe I could
catch him before he got too far. No answer. I hollered again, louder.
Footsteps returned.
“What the hell do you want? I’m about ready to explode up here.”
“Sorry, but it looks like the battery is running low on my lantern. Can you
grab me a fresh one on your way back from the head please?”
“And what the hell am I supposed to say if Williams sees me and asks me
where you are?”
“I don’t know, man. Just tell him I’m taking a head break or something.
Hurry up before I lose my light, will ya?”
“Well, stop talking so I can go then.”
I turned my head, looked across the length of the tank toward the hatch,
and listened to the sound of T-Mac’s fading footsteps. How I wished I
could just walk over there, climb the ladder, and escape out of this cursed
tank and never come back. I stared at the ladder. I could barely see it but
it became my symbol of freedom.
I don’t know how long I was staring at it when, like an unexpected smack
in the face, I realized how to get to the other side of the tank. I grabbed
the lantern and shined its fading light forward, toward the middle of the
bulkhead on the other side of the casing. Because of my angle and the
limited space under the casing, it was hard for me to see that far forward. I
strained my neck to get in a better position, and then, just as I knew it
would be, there it was. I could only see the bottom rung, but there was

another ladder on the other side of the casing. I tried to look behind me to
see if there was one on the starboard side as well. I couldn’t turn my head
far enough around to see, but I was certain it was there. After all my
effort, pain, and failed attempts at getting to the other side of the casing, all
I had to do was to simply climb out of the middle section of the tank, find
the space where the other hatch was, and climb the ladder down into it.
Now, if I could just free my foot, I could get the entire tank cleaned and I
wouldn’t have to return to the engineering spaces as a failure. The light
grew dimmer with each flicker of the lantern, and my sense of urgency
increased. I did not feel like being stuck in total darkness while in a creepy
tank at the bottom of the ship. I tried pulling my foot from the boot again,
but it was useless. It still wouldn’t come out. The boot was too tight on
my foot. The light flickered one last time and then went out for good.
Darkness.
Still the same old me, wasn’t I? Why was I always getting myself into such
stupid situations like this? It was no wonder that everyone thought that I
was such a loser. If I didn’t deserve the treatment I had received for all the
other stupid situations I got myself in, I certainly deserved the treatment I
was bound to get for this one. I could already hear Dirty Grady talking to
everyone about it down in the berthing area, especially after he went out of
his way to warn me to be careful.
Dirty Grady. Just thinking about him made me more upset than I already
was. What was his problem? It seemed as if he would say or do anything
just to try to impress his friends, especially at the expense of other people
like me. I knew there are many people who acted that way, and maybe I’ve
acted in a similar way from time to time, but I never knew anyone who
would try to take advantage of people and manipulate them in such ways as
he did. But as mean and as manipulative as Dirty Grady was, I didn’t fear
him as I did the Underwear Model. With Dirty Grady, I just worried about
him saying or doing something that could make my life miserable. With
the Underwear Model, however, I worried that one of these days he was
going to follow through with his threats of violence and try to punish me
just because I happened to admire him. What was wrong with that

anyway? I thought that people wanted to be admired by others. Was he
different? Did he not want people admiring him at all or did he just want
to be admired only by those he approved? Did he go around threatening
every one he didn’t approve of who happened to make the mistake of
admiring him, or was it just me?
When I thought about it, Dirty Grady and the Underwear Model had
something in common. Even if, in their own ways, they both could be so
cruel and threatening to me that it really did scare me, I had a feeling that,
deep down, they didn’t want to be that cruel or that threatening. They just
acted that way because they felt they had to.
I thought about the computer-programming book I had been reading.
Computer programs, the book said, could only perform the tasks they had
been written to perform. No matter how sophisticated a program was, it
did not have the ability to do anything other than what the code said to do.
There could be no deviation. When it came to how Dirty Grady and the
Underwear Model treated me, it was as if they had been programmed to
behave a certain way, and now, without deviation, they were just following
the program. Regardless whether they wanted to follow the program or
not, they both made it clear to me that I had better be careful when I was
around either one of them. Working in the same division with them both
meant that I would always have to be careful.
I tried to relax but it was hard. I was exhausted and cold and my muscles
were beginning to stiffen up. My ankle was killing me and it felt as if my
chest were about to collapse. I hoped T-Mac wasn’t going to take forever
in the head, like he’s been known to do. How long had he been gone
already? Ten minutes? Fifteen? Probably more like five. However long
he took in the head had to be added on to the fifteen minutes or so that it
would take him to pick up a fresh lantern from the engineering spaces.
That was a long time for me to be stuck in the dark.
Footsteps.
That was fast. Way to go T-Mac. I listened as each step became louder
overhead the closer they got to the hatch. He must have really been

moving to make it back so fast. I didn’t care how he did it, I was just glad
that he was back. I took a deep breath, the best I could, and prepared
myself for what was to come.
I hollered out, “Hey T-Mac, you’ll never guess what happened to me while
you were gone.”
A light was shined down into the manhole.
“I’m sure glad you got that lantern. Mine went out as soon as you left and
now it’s pitch black down here.”
No answer.
I took another deep breath and said, “Hey look, can you come on down
now. Not only do I need the light, but I kind of need your help, too.”
The light receded and I heard what sounded like T-Mac crawling down
into the hatch. I heard a faint click and the light went completely out.
Why did he turn the lantern off? Next, I heard the hatch closing. And
why did he think he needed to close the hatch? I listened as he slowly
made his way down the manhole. With each step down, something heavy
clanked rhythmically against his side. The clanking reminded me of the
sound the spurs on a gunfighter’s boots makes as he walks slowly down the
center of a hostile, desert town in one of those old cowboy movies I loved
to watch.
T-mac’s movements became louder. He must have climbed down out of
the manhole. When he reached the bottom of the ladder, I heard his boot
scrape against the deck as he turned and faced aft toward me. I could not
see him but I could feel his presence in the tank. He switched the lantern
on and the tank filled with light. He was hidden behind the glare. I
laughed and said, “Nice entrance, T-Mac. I didn’t know you could be so
dramatic. If you’re trying to scare me, I admit, it’s kind of working.”
No response.

“Okay man. Now you can see why I didn’t want to come up. I’m stuck
under here. There it is. Go ahead and have a good laugh. But while
you’re at it, get your butt over here and help me out, will ya.”
T-Mac still didn’t say anything, but he started walking slowly toward me
and the steady clanking sound resumed. I had to turn my head away
because the light shined directly at my eyes.
“Come on McGee. Quit fooling around and hurry up and get me out of
here. I think I banged up my ankle pretty good.”
T-Mac was now standing over me and he continued to shine the light
down into my eyes. I began to feel that something wasn’t right. The light
shifted away from my eyes and I could see the silhouette of the person
standing over me. It wasn’t T-Mac. I couldn’t tell who it was, but whoever
it was didn’t seem be there to help. Right then I knew that I had every
reason to be as scared as I had ever been in my entire life.
I had to do something. But what could I do? I was stuck. I could panic,
flip out, go berserk, do something completely irrational. Maybe if I lost
control of myself and went into some kind of hysteria, I would trigger
some unknown reserve of strength that was hidden within me and would
enable me to fight my way out of whatever the situation was that I was in
right now.
But could I fight? Even though I had been in many fights before, they
were all one sided. Others did the fighting while all I did was the hurting.
I wasn’t sure if I would be able to fight, but finally, for once in my life, I
really wanted to fight. I wanted to be the one, for once, who did the
hitting and punching instead of being the one who received them. I
wanted to hurt the person standing over me. My desire to hurt him was
strong, like an intense hunger. The thought of my fist smashing into this
unknown person’s face and braking into his bones and coming away warm
and wet from his blood made me feel good, and hungrier. I wanted to
punch him and kick him and break as many of his bones as I could. Yet,
while my intense hunger to fight was overwhelming, I remained stuck
where I was. My hunger would remain unfulfilled.

Because I was in no position to fight no matter how strong I was or how
much I wanted to, maybe my loss of control would give me enough
strength to pull myself all the way under the casing. I could hide on the
other side for protection. There was no way whoever it was standing over
me would be able to get to me over there. But, it was all a fantasy because,
for some reason, I wasn’t scared and I didn’t panic. I was not going to lose
control. In fact, I felt in complete control, despite my situation. There
would be no burst of superhuman strength and I would do no fighting or
escaping. I would only be able to lie on the deck like a trapped animal and
helplessly observe in silence whatever it was that was about to happen to
me.
But nothing was happening yet. The person standing over me only stood
there holding the light without saying anything. I wanted him to say
something, do something. I wanted him to do whatever it was he came
down here to do. If whatever he was going to do to me was going to hurt,
then I wanted to get it over with as soon as possible.
But still, he did nothing but stand over me. Was he toying with me? Was
this fun for him? Probably. Or maybe he was trying to make a decision?
Maybe he didn’t really want to do what it was he came down here to do.
Maybe he came down here because he felt he had to, or was told to, and,
now that he was here, he was having second thoughts. Either way, him
standing over me with his heavy, steel-toed boots only inches away from
my head, told me everything he wanted me to know. A couple of blows to
the head from one of those would do the trick. Is that what he came to
do?
He slowly bent over, set the lantern on the deck so the light shined in my
face, and then he straightened himself back up. With the light now shining
from the floor and not directly in my eyes, I could see a little better, but I
still couldn’t make out who he was. The light’s shine only made it up to his
chest. The rest of him was hidden in the shadows. I looked at his hands.
He was wearing leather gloves and the sleeves of his poop suit were tucked
down into them. He reached around to the right side of his body. It

looked like he was trying to untie or unlatch something. I assumed it was
whatever had been making the clanking sound as he walked.
He finished and stood up straight again. With his right hand, he swung
something upwards. It whisked by my face and the end of it clanked
heavily as he caught it with his left hand. So, it wasn’t going to be the boot
after all. It was going to be a very large pipe wrench. The wrench was
nearly as long as his leg. I had never seen a wrench that big until earlier in
the week when the engineers were using one to work on one of the
evaporators for the fresh water system. He let the wrench swing back
down. Again, it barely missed my face. Like a pendulum, it swung back up
on its arc and landed heavily back into his hand. He continued swinging
the object and catching it. Swinging it and catching it. Each time the
wrench would clank as it landed in his hand.
He didn’t seem to be in any rush. He must have been watching T-Mac and
me for a while and knew that T-Mac had to run all the way back to the
engineering spaces to get a fresh lantern. How long had T-Mac been gone
now? It seemed like an hour, but it probably was not more than fifteen
minutes. If I knew T-Mac, he was still sitting in the head, taking his time.
He probably even had a copy of the base newspaper with him to read, as
he usually did. Then again, he was also worried about getting caught
leaving me down here alone. Maybe he was doing double-time and any
second now he would throw open the hatch and stop whoever it was
standing over me from doing whatever it was he intended on doing to me.
Perhaps, for once, I was about to get lucky.
The sailor stopped swinging the wrench and hoisted it up on his right
shoulder. He took a step back, widened his stance, and then leaned over
me. It must be time.
Wasn’t he even going to speak first? Wasn’t he going to explain to me why
someone like me had to be eliminated? Was he going to show me who he
was right before he did it so the last image I saw before the wrench
crushed into my skull would be his face? I hoped not. I didn’t want to see
his face. As far as I was concerned, he could be anyone. He could be
anyone and every one of these sailors, these fucking real sailors, who, for

whatever reason, made a decision to hate me, not for who I am, because
nobody onboard really even knew me, but for who they thought I was.
They didn’t have to bother with all the effort of actually getting to know
me before deciding to hate me. They were programmed to analyze me
through their stereotypes and prejudices and to come up with the ignorant,
hateful result on their own.
No, I couldn’t see his face but I knew exactly who he was and exactly why
he wanted to kill me. I could try talking to him, try with him, try at least
stalling him until T-Mac returned, or maybe even until the Sounding and
Security watch happened to come by on his rounds to check the tank. But
what could I say to someone like him? Was there any way to reason with
someone who could hate another person’s differences so much that he was
willing to kill because of them? No, he was going to do what he came here
to do and nothing I could say would make him reconsider anything. He
had been programmed with a corrupted, societal code that had been
written long ago. There could be no deviation from its instructions.
Anomalies, like me, could never be tolerated by those who had been
programmed like him. Anomalies, like me, could only be eliminated.
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