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PART I

Recognition














One



The cold crept through her soles and the sand spattered the sides of her shoes. Brook Searcy leaned forward, suspended on the balls of her feet, and facing the shorn scalp of the cadet standing thirty inches in front of her, waited for the command. Thumbs pressed downward, pinching the seams of her trousers, she sensed the training officer strolling among them with his head cocked, eyeing their shoes, their chins tucked like goose bills into the folds of their scarves, their zippers buried in the lips of their coats. The wind whipped a moistness into her eyes. She stood poised, listening for his words, ready to spring.


Horaard, harch!


At once, the flight moved forward in a single, fluid procession. Their pale, clenched knuckles swung in unison. Brook, fourth down in the right-hand column, looked over the shoulders of the cadets preceding her. It was late morning. The training officer, Bregs, was somewhere off to the side, no doubt watching them with his ritual surliness. She closed her fingers together and affected a natural swing to the arms. Despite the wind, it felt better to be marching than to be standing still.

Ahead lay a thick, high wall, a kind of bastion separating the main cadet area from the rest of the Air Force Academy. What they’d been doing out here all morning, marching around the perimeter, was anyone’s guess. Perhaps Bregs considered it one of his last opportunities to offer them the bittersweet lessons of absolute command. This was the day before Recognition, the end of Hell Week, capping eight months of humiliation and struggle. Tomorrow, the remaining nine hundred and ninety-eight freshman smacks would be welcomed, finally, into the ranks of the upper classes, acknowledged as legitimate cadets and not smacks or doolies or bitches or wops or faggots or whatever other terms the upperclassmen had inflicted upon them daily, at random, and with malicious pleasure. Tomorrow. But at the moment, the smacks were still subject to the whims of their training officers. And twenty-one of them, including Brook, from the Thirty-second Squadron “Hogs” were marching toward a giant ramp tunneling upward, through the bastion, and leading to the broad terrace—The Terrazzo—at the center of campus. Now she knew. They were headed toward the grand midday assembly, the noon meal parade.

Mounted in burnished steel on the wall above the tunnel stood the words INTEGRITY FIRST. SERVICE BEFORE SELF. EXCELLENCE IN ALL WE DO. A recent sign, replacing the words BRING ME MEN…, which had greeted new classes of cadets for forty years until last spring, when a rape scandal had sent the Academy reeling. Brook, in her final months of high school, had watched the news in her father’s woodsy den, a fear igniting in her belly—what was she getting herself into?—as the Academy leadership was sacked, and the relics of the old guard hastily dismantled. At the time, she’d been relieved. But now, she saw what could happen when too many changes were enforced too quickly. The Culture of Transformation, a sort of social desexing, a reprogramming of the old code, had been rammed down their throats. Resentment grew. A general sense of distrust hung over the female cadets. Brook had felt it immediately, as though the whole scandal had been her fault. Now, marching under the new slogan, she yearned to have the old words back. She didn’t want to be held responsible.


Through the broad mouth of the tunnel, a gray light filtered down from the Terrazzo. The walls resounded with the echoes of their shoes, the admonishment of old heroes. Sun Tzu. Clausewitz. Machiavelli. Billy Mitchell. None of those men—paradigms quoted at length in their first-year primers—had bent under the political will of a civilian populace pressing a democratic equality even upon its most undemocratic institution. Was all this her fault? She didn’t think so. She hadn’t asked the military to bend to her level. Rather, she’d proposed to hoist herself up to its standards. She wanted favors from no one.

On the Terrazzo, the ice and crusted snow lay glimmering in pockets on the cement. Bregs led them to the southwest quadrant to stand in formation until the rest of the cadet wing arrived for the noon meal parade. He wore a thin line of silver etching on his epaulets, the lowest kind of rank bestowed at the Academy, and it was treated as such by the two-degrees and firsties, who bore superior markings. But the three-degrees’ rank was new and the memory of their own subjugation fresh. The line of silver thread on Bregs’s epaulets, so subtly setting him off from the smacks with their plain blue epaulets, meant the most severe kind of authority, one they feared more than the random humiliation of the more senior cadets.


Halt!


They stood shivering in rows of three, facing the chapel with its seventeen prickly spires fixed defensively at the sky. Above that, the mountains, supine and majestic, led the eye upward, to the promise of triumph.

Mac Cherry, a smack, had lost his glove.

Bregs had given them an option while they assembled in the alcove. They could all march without gloves or march, gloved, without Cherry, while Cherry waited in the warmth of the squadron, after which time, Cherry could march tours on the Terrazzo all afternoon as a reprimand for inattention to detail. The commandant had put out a notice that tours were not to be assigned on days when the wind chill exceeded zero, and the smacks thought about that while they removed their gloves and folded them in their pockets, but no one mentioned it or even spoke to Mac Cherry, who looked at the ground, loathing himself, as they assembled and marched out.

In the broad view, it didn’t matter. They’d marched for months, in heat and cold, through rain and snow, across the mountains and in their sleep. Brook sometimes marched in her dreams. She awoke tired, thirsty. And then she rose and marched again, and the marching was like a continuation of the dream, where the destination was irrelevant and all that mattered was the procession itself.

“You’re only as strong as your weakest member,” Bregs told them, needlessly, as they stood hating and fearing him, and hating and fearing the cold. “You have to look out for each other. What will you do when I’m gone? You’ll have to look out for yourselves. You’ll die. You’ll freeze.”

“We’re freezing now,” whispered Billy Claymore, a smack on the left side of the third row, producing a murmur of snickers around him.

Bregs strode over to him and frowned.

“There, there. Would you like to go inside?”

A thread from Billy’s scarf had unraveled and lay across his shoulder. Bregs reached up and pinched it between his gloved fingers. He flicked it away.

“Yes, sir.”

“You can go right now. See the commandant’s office over there? Just walk on over and call up your rich parents and tell them you don’t like the cold.”

Bregs was short, with thick shoulders and a round piggish face. Billy, tall and muscular, was a varsity soccer player who had already built himself a reputation as the starting center forward. Bregs hated him. Bregs hated that he was blond and talked easily with the instructors and that Bregs couldn’t get to him. Billy’s shoes were turned out from the heel forty-five degrees, his silver belt buckle shiny and centered above his fly, his shorn head topped with a wheel cap, elbows cocked and thumbs downward, his fingers curled against the seams of his blue trousers, blemished only by a single thread that Bregs had so courteously flicked away. Bregs briefly considered assigning a punishment, but it couldn’t be severe enough to satisfy his sense of justice. He simply stared at Billy, hating him. He had to look up at Billy, and that made him hate him more.

“You think you’re clever, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I don’t think you’re clever. I think you’re arrogant.”

“Yes, sir. I’m that, too.”

There was muffled laughter in the line, but Bregs ignored it. “You think you’re funny, but all you’re doing is keeping everyone else out here in the cold. You’re prolonging the pain for everyone. On the other hand, I can stand out here all day.” He paused, as if to consider where to go next. “Where’m I from? Tell me.”

“Wyoming, sir.”

“Where in Wyoming?”

“Beget, Wyoming, population twelve thousand, seven-hundred and fifty-two. Sir.”

“I didn’t ask you for the population, you sniveling rat.”

“I was being proactive, sir.”


Smack = Soldiers Minus Aptitude, Coordination, and Knowledge. And the sound shit makes when it hits a wall.



Brook had written that in small print in the margin of her notebook in the first week of Beast—basic cadet training—so that she wouldn’t forget. It made her laugh, later, to see those cramped words and believe she ever could.

“Do you see the Commandant’s office over there?” Bregs said. “Turn your head and look. Maybe he’s watching us right now. Maybe he’s going to come down here and stick your proactive attitude right up your frigging ass.”

Brook took a cleansing breath and settled into her core. Bregs was on a roll, and once he started, he could go on and on. Better to forget the tightness in her shoulders, her tingling fingers, and the faint, alarming burn in her knuckles. The clouds were drifting across the ridgeline, obscuring the sun and then abruptly revealing it. Waves of brightness traveled across the frozen Terrazzo and washed over the cadets, igniting the chapel in a blinding glare. Its spires shot skyward, enmeshed in a sort of skirmish with heaven.

Brook swayed in a metronomic rhythm between grayness and light, coldness and heat. Between Bregs’s husky, unrelenting voice and the voices of the masters, low and insistent, that promised the kind of enlightenment that came only with suffering.

She thought: What is the nature of war?

 

Seventeen folders carrying seventeen letters of merit, primly paper-clipped to each back flap, sat on Brigadier General John Waller’s desk awaiting his signature. The front flap of each folder was adorned with a staff summary sheet, also paper-clipped and bearing the name of each recipient, what s/he had done to justify the letter, and the chain of supervisors through which the folders had traveled and been initialed and couriered to the next level, until reaching the rarified office of the Commandant of Cadets, where it now sat ensemble awaiting his attention. Each letter was typed on Waller’s heavy bond stationery, adorned with a small blue flag and single star that indicated Waller’s rank, and required only his cramped, scrubby endorsement before doubling back through the complex circuitry of academy officialdom to reach the intended person(s), who were often startled, initially, to receive personal correspondence from the commandant and, secondly, to read in two brief paragraphs praise for certain actions they themselves had long forgotten. Waller squared the folders against the muted blue lines of his desk calendar. He didn’t open the top folder. Nor did he pick up his pen.

Instead, he swiveled his chair around to the window. Below his office in Fairchild Hall lay the green, crusted in snow and rising in one corner to Spirit Hill. On either side of the green, against the dormitories, lay the twin drill pads. Etched into the cement were strips of white marble, forming a grid of perfect squares where the new four-degree cadets had to run, squaring their corners, from one building to another for the first seven months of their academic careers. On the side of the green nearest his office stood the Air Garden with its perfect rows of honey locust trees, barren in late winter, and the rectangular pool with its dormant fountain. Past the green, the chapel spires jutted toward the mountains, which were green and clay-colored, the edges clotted with snow and the canyon thick with bluish-white drifts winding deep into the crevice like a glacier.

On the Terrazzo, three rows of smacks stood stiffly against the cold. In a corner of his mind, Waller wondered, without exactly forming the words, why the cadets were standing alone like a flock of lost geese and why none of them, except the one in charge, was wearing gloves. But the principal part of his mind was needling a much bigger problem. As he gazed at the Terrazzo, it was not so much the cadets, but the Air Force itself, the whole institution, that he pondered with uncomprehending concern. He saw it as degenerating, deteriorating, eating itself from the inside, and he saw himself as helpless to stop it.

To his staff, these bouts of brooding appeared to be structured, at least in part, for show. Waller was a tall man with peppered hair thinning elegantly at the temples, an ex–fighter pilot who in temperate months played golf with the academy superintendent, Lieutenant General Susan Long, and whose wife of twenty-two years had sacrificed her law career to follow him through countless moves, raising their two teenage daughters, while he climbed through a succession of challenging positions to achieve a rank that few officers ever reached. His staff endured these episodes with stoic tolerance, raised their eyes at each other and tiptoed, as necessary, into his office. Otherwise, they left him in monkish silence.

Waller ignored them, went on with his brooding. A cheating ring in the behavioral sciences department had been uncovered the previous week by the local press. Waller’s first whiff of the scandal had come from his secretary, Mrs. Purvel, who put the Gazette on hold to shout in her nasally, allergenic voice, “Betty Wise wants to talk about the cheating ring in psych. Do you want to comment?”

The incident had led to an orgy of finger pointing, a display of cowardice and irresponsibility by both students and staff. The students accused the instructors of manipulating them and encouraging them to cheat, a charge the instructors shrugged off.

“Human behavior is so predictable, Balls,” Colonel Coyle, the department chair and former strategist from the Air Force Special Operations Command, psychological operations division, had explained to him in his office in Vandenberg Hall when Waller had found him perched like a troll in the clutter of his office, two Escher lithographs tacked on the wall over his desk. “Of course we were trying to manipulate the students. That was the whole point.”

Waller had always respected Colonel Coyle, with his pickled skin and burgeoning ear hair, in the same way that he respected the civilian scientists who came and went from the Bio-physics Operational Research Group (BORG) laboratory on the far side of the parking lot under Fairchild Hall. He respected them without wanting to get too close, and he hoped, in his negligence, that nothing ever exploded or escaped or went indescribably wrong in one of the experiments they conducted behind the doors with the proximity lock that he declined to have programmed into his area badge. During the Gulf War, while Waller flew nighttime bombing sorties in his F-117, Colonel Coyle had dropped anti-Baathist party leaflets from Special Forces C-130s and “done some other stuff” which he often summarized with raised eyebrows, indicating that he could not elaborate in the un-secure hallways of the Air Force Academy.

Waller liked the straightforward idea of dropping bombs on the enemy. He slightly feared psyops the way other people slightly feared spiders. It was a fear that disgusted him, and try as he might to look Coyle in the eye when he spoke, he found himself drumming his fingers or poking peevishly at pens, forks, coffee mugs, whatever loose items were at hand, like some distracted child. He was certain Coyle noticed his anxiety and did his best to aggravate it.

“My problem,” Waller explained, “is that somehow the press found out about it, and I don’t think it would be such a great thing to go on the record saying that we were encouraging the cadets to cheat.”


Slouched in the armchair opposite Coyle’s desk, he’d been idly fingering the carpet and come across a pen that had rolled under a leg of the chair. He picked up the pen and began weaving it around his fingers in a way that he’d always suspected showed off his impressive dexterity. When Coyle didn’t respond but sat watching Waller perform his pen trick the way a coyote watches a grazing rabbit, Waller slid the pen across Coyle’s desk and sat back with his hands tucked casually but firmly into his armpits. The wait game was something he knew how to play.

“All right,” Coyle said at last. “We’ll handle them. Give me back the students, take them off probation, everything. I’ve got it. Tell the press whatever you want. You’ll never have a problem again.”

Waller had gone warily into the agreement with this particular devil in the same way that he’d had access to the BORG lab removed from his proximity badge. He knew the problem would be handled, but he did not want to know exactly how the handling would be done. He’d left Coyle’s office feeling only mildly guilty.

From Vandenberg Hall, Waller had gone straight to Susan Long’s office. He explained the situation to her, but Long distrusted Colonel Coyle more than Waller did. During the meetings with department heads that Coyle occasionally deigned to attend, he stared down the length of the conference table at her with open contempt—either because she was a woman, or because she was not a pilot, or because she outranked him, or a combination of those things. Whenever Coyle suggested a course of action, her instinct was to oppose it. And anyway, as she told Waller now with a dramatic flaring arm gesture, she hated to “sit by and watch academy laundry billowing in the open air.”

If the press already knew about the problem, something had to be done. Something had to be seen to be done. The twenty-four cadets involved were too many to expel—the Pentagon would howl over lost dollars and the need for manpower and, “blah, blah, blah,” Long said, standing from her Louis XIV–style desk to gain height over him.

She walked to the window overlooking the Terrazzo. Her office almost directly opposed Waller’s. She was short, and all of her movements had a theatrical air as though to compensate for that one defect.

“Find the ringleaders,” she said. “Expel them.”

“It won’t work,” he told her. “They’ll put up a plausible fight, and then they’ll accuse each other.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Because they learn it from us.”

But she’d sent him away. Waller didn’t believe in rationing punishment. What kind of message did it send to the cadets, that it was okay to cheat as long as you weren’t the instigator? He’d rather have kept the leaders and expelled the followers, who were not only cheaters but cowards, too. It made no sense, and it taught the cadets nothing more than to cover their own asses.

He was now waiting in his office for a two-degree, Cadet Paula Snowe, who’d at last been fingered by the honor department as the single ringleader. She was late. That ticked him off. Tardiness was a sloppy habit. In the fighter squadrons, you might break your fingers in a bar fight or get a ticket for speeding or throw up, hungover, in the parking lot on your way to fly the morning mission, but you were never late. He might start off with a reprimand, or then he might take a softer approach. He might invite her to sit down, to open up. What did obedience matter now? He wanted to know why she’d thrown her Air Force career away over a single test. He wanted to know if it was worth it.

In the doorway, Captain Kord, his executive officer, appeared. “Cadet Snowe is here to see you, sir.”

“Send her in.”

Paula Snowe, a pert, thin-hipped girl with a short ponytail, strode toward his desk and saluted.

“Sir, Cadet Paula Snowe reporting as ordered.”

She looked like they all did, too young to cut their own meat, let alone drive, drink, vote, handle weapons, give orders, and the other things he tried very hard not to imagine, to keep from locking his own daughters in their rooms until he could find them suitable husbands. She was smaller than most, a cadet in miniature. She wore a doll’s uniform, a parody of a soldier. She made the whole enterprise of military training look cute.

He returned her salute, and she took the proper stance, feet at shoulder width and hands clasped behind her back.

“At ease, Cadet Snowe.” He leaned back in his chair. Her eyes were blue and clear and they regarded him with a kind of curiosity, devoid of fear. He would not ask her to sit just yet.

“Have trouble getting here?”

“No, sir.”

“Any particular reason you’re late?”

She glanced at his desk and at the wall behind him, again with curiosity, as if to determine just how late she was. There were no clocks. He wore a kinetic Breitling watch on his wrist, set daily against the master clock at the naval observatory. It was an old habit, born from the days before GPS, and one he was loath to give up. Her eyes stopped momentarily at something on the wall above him—the rubber chicken, its beak turned in howling protest at the ceiling, pressed inside a gilded frame with the words “Fowl of the Year” engraved on a brass plate. Her eyes flickered for a moment, reading the words, and she said, “No, sir.”

“You can always tell when someone’s ready to leave the academy by how they get sloppy with the little things.”

Her eyes dropped to his. “Have I been sloppy, sir?”

“You’re not exactly showing a desire to stay.”

She said nothing. She was looking, now, at the model of the F-117 on his desk. It was mounted on a stand, poised in a gentle, rolling climb. He’d built it with his younger daughter, Toni, when she was ten.

“You understand your situation, don’t you? Let’s start there. You understand the honor department has recommended you be expelled.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And that I’m going to do it.”

“Do what, sir?”

“Expel you.”


She looked at him as though the idea hadn’t occurred to her. She put a hand out for the chair in front of his desk.

“Sir, may I—”

“You may not.”

Her hand jolted back. She was wary, now, and to Waller’s surprise, this pleased him. It was, perhaps, what he’d been seeking all along. To be heard. To be respected. They don’t have to like me, he thought. Devotion might come down the road, long after the discipline had replaced the marrow in their bones, but from the first moment they would have to listen.

“It wasn’t my fault,” she blurted out.

“That’s the wrong way to start. Let me tell you right now. With me, that’s the wrong way to go.”

 

The best form of defense is attack.

Dark, brutal Machiavelli. Brook loved him. Everyone did. She’d read The Prince in high school, pulling it from the clutter of her father’s bookshelves one afternoon and absorbing the passages, adding them to her social arsenal. Her father, a well-regarded trial lawyer who was taken to deep silences, dramatic lapses, roused himself enough to notice what she’d gotten into.

“Be careful with that stuff,” he warned. “It’s corrosive. You’re better off with the Discourses.”

But the Discourses were long and cautious. She read a few weary pages and abandoned them for The Prince. If injury must be done, it should be so severe that vengeance need not be feared. Who wouldn’t be seduced by the infantile fury of war, the dark continent of human rage? She felt drawn to it. At eight years old, during the Gulf War, she had watched, on television, the crosshairs of a monochrome screen puff up in silent annihilation. What she craved now was sound advice—how did you master the secrets of war, legally speaking?

That she might learn those secrets at the Air Force Academy was a romantic idea. That had become clear enough. The Academy was less about war, more about posture. Less about soul struggle and more about insignia. There was an entire page in the Contrails study guide on how to administer the proper salute. It was like a boarding school for the analytically obsessed. Instructions on how to carry a rifle (the first step was always to make sure it wasn’t loaded), how to respond to a superior, fold clothes, appear in public (with the right arm free, prepared to salute). When in public, a captain had lectured, an officer should always appear unencumbered, always ready to respond.

She squeezed her numbing toes inside the thin shield of leather sole, the numbness traveling upward into her heels and ankles. Bregs’s tirade had reached fanatic levels. How long could he keep it up? Long enough for the cold to climb up her calves, into her knees and hips, all the way to her heart? She imagined them all freezing here, monuments to Bregs’s insanity. It would serve him right, serve them all right, the academy and their passion for discipline. The way socks had to be rolled tight as softballs with a smile coaxed into the seam; panties to be folded in thirds; tampons stacked like Lincoln Logs in the back of her drawers. Beds made tight as tennis rackets. Every inch of their lives was examined, prodded, put in order. What if they all froze here at eternal attention? What if they gave up their last and greatest needs, for breath, for movement, a symbolic gesture to the extremity of academy life?

Pointless. That’s what it would be. There was no room for irony at the academy. Yesterday, Bregs charged her five tours, marching with her rifle across the icy Terrazzo, because her hair was flirting with the bottom of her collar. She marched the tours but she didn’t go to the beauty shop as he’d commanded. She’d meant to go, but the minutes had slipped by while she stood at the window in Sijan Hall and watched the gliders soaring along the ridgeline. She couldn’t help it. There was something about the gliders—the way they flaunted the odds, they seemed to flout decree, to will themselves through the air. Before she knew it, the beauty shop was closed.

Standing in front of her, Mac Cherry trembled at the shoulders. A glossy sheen of stubble tapered at the base of his neck, the neck itself folded evenly, like vellum, at the base of his collar, as if by regulation. Brook knew the back of his neck better than he did, surely, better than any other person in the world. In the summer, it broke out in red blotches, and in the winter, a thick blue vein ran diagonally along his neck, branching upward into the scalp. What would it feel like to wear her own head so clean to the bone, to feel every shift of wind upon a tender skull?

“Will you accept the call?” Bregs was yelling. “Are you the chosen one?” He was insane. There was no other possibility. He paced among them, delivering his diatribe, perhaps the greatest of his life. Beyond the wall and rising thirteen feet above the Terrazzo stood the court of honor, where on temperate days, the tourists sometimes stood for a peek at the noon meal formation. Tourists. Congressmen. Distinguished visitors. Chambers of commerce. Cadets called the academy The Zoo. In fact, today, there were no tourists to witness this display. The cold had driven them back to their houses, their RVs, their ski lodges. We’re the only ones left, Brook thought. The eternal soldiers. The mighty few.

A mass of clouds swelled over the ridgeline. No gliders in this weather. Perhaps this was where the soldier’s life began, at the point where civilians turned back. And if she were to give her life, as they say, for her country where there would be no witnesses—was that the ultimate test of faith?

Brook’s gaze snapped back into place. Bregs had begun the inspection. She couldn’t see him, but she tried, the way a horse will roll its eyes, to conjure up some sense of where he was. She didn’t want him stepping abruptly in front of her, startling her, reading the dreaminess in her face.

 

She was sitting now. He’d allowed that, finally.

“The honor code is difficult. It’s contradictory. It’s like we’re set up to fail.”

“How so?”

“We’re not allowed to lie, or cheat, or steal. That’s pretty clear. But that other part. We’re not allowed to tolerate those among us who do. Meaning we’re supposed to rat on our classmates. But how can we work together that way? We’re supposed to trust each other and work together as teams, but then if someone screws up, we’re supposed to rat them out. How are we supposed to work that way?”

“But if, say, you’ve lied, cheated, or stolen, you’ve already abused the trust of your team members. They shouldn’t have any regrets about turning you in.”

“See, that’s the thing. For some reason, those three things, lying, cheating, stealing, don’t seem as bad a crime as turning someone in for doing them. Do you understand? That’s the way they see things.”

“Who?’

“Everyone. The cadets. The staff, even.”

“What staff?”

She shrugged, lifting her mini-shoulders, and looked away.

“Any team,” he said, “is organized for a higher good. Your dedication to duty is your most important commonality.”

Too didactic, he thought. He tried again. “Imagine yourself at war. You have to trust your team with everything. And to trust that each of you will carry out the mission. The mission. That’s everything.”

She seemed to consider his words. But how could she understand the importance of the mission? How could she imagine, for example, an aircraft loitering over a handful of SEALs, trying to pick off the guerrillas ducking between the rocks like so many hyenas sensing blood? How could she feel, as he could, how the body will fight pain and heat, willing the jet to stay airborne even as the fuel dwindles to fumes?

“Listen,” he said. “Why not speak frankly?”

“Do you mean it?”

“Say what’s on your mind.”

“All right, sir.” She leaned forward now. “What’s our mission here? There’s so much bullshit. Excuse me, but our mission is bullshit. Have you ever had a mission that was bullshit? That’s what it’s like here every day.”

“You want what? You want to go out and fly fighters this afternoon? You think you just get that kind of privilege? You don’t. You have to earn it.”

“I don’t want to fly fighters,” she said. She paused, watching him. Waller had never heard anyone say he didn’t want to fly fighters. “I really love the idea of flying fighters, but I don’t think that’s the best choice, ultimately.”

“Why not?” It was true that not everyone wanted to fly fighters. Some secretly wanted to be engineers or scientists or lawyers, but they never admitted it. They simply went through flight training and quietly washed out and went on with their lives. But nobody flat out announced it, and not to Academy leadership.

“It’s so yesterday,” she said. She was slumped in the chair now. “It’s not fair, really. I wish I’d been born ten years ago. I wish I’d been Martha McSally, the first female fighter squadron commander, one of the first fighter pilots. How lucky she was! I could have been that. You know? I could have been the first.”

“And what if you were?”

She gnawed briefly on the side of her thumbnail and frowned at him. “All the records have been broken. First woman fighter pilot. First woman in combat. First woman commander. It’s all been done. I missed my chance.”

“Your chance at what?”

“At fame. Immortality. I want to be in the history books. I’m that good. It sounds terribly conceited, I know, but I really am that good.”

“You cheated on a test. You broke the honor code.”

“Oh, that.” She sat back. “They wanted us to cheat. Didn’t they tell you? It was so obvious to everyone. Nobody would do it. I felt bad for them. Day after day, nobody stole the test answers. This big label, ‘Psych 305 Midterm Answers,’ on the folder and they kept leaving it on the top of the secretary’s desk. We figured it was some kind of BORG experiment. I thought I’d do them a favor.”

“How did the press find out about it?” Waller found himself asking, half expecting Paula to know.

“Beats me. They’re always sniffing around for dirt. Maybe Colonel Coyle called them.”


“You think Colonel Coyle called the Gazette?” The idea wasn’t completely implausible.

“Why not?” She shrugged a childish shrug. “Maybe it was a BORG experiment.”

Waller squared the Stealth Fighter model against a dark line of grain running across his mahogany desk. He tried to think of where to go next.

“Okay. You don’t want to be a pilot. What do you want to do?”

She looked up at the fowl of the year chicken tacked prostrate inside its oak frame. She seemed to be feeling him out. “I’m majoring in biophysics and minoring in environmental engineering. I have this idea. I want to be an astronaut. I want to live on a space station.”

“You want to work for NASA?”

“In time. It’s all part of the plan. The thing is, I want to be the first woman on Mars.”

“The first woman on Mars.”

“That’s right. Can you imagine it? The first woman on Mars. I’ve got it all worked out. I want to live in the first Mars biohabitat. I want to nurture the first plant life. I want to foster the first bacteria. And I want to have a baby. The first Mars baby.”

“The first Mars baby.”

She nodded, flicked her bitsy eyebrows. “Pretty good, isn’t it? It’s a lot of work, but think of the press. Think of the career possibilities. A few years in space—not uninteresting stuff—and then I’ll go full-term on Mars, have the baby. I’ll be famous forever. I’ll be the Chuck Yeager of the twenty-first century.”

“Is your mother aware of this?”

“My mother.” She sighed. Paula Snowe’s mother was Senator Janet Snowe of Wyoming, a college friend of General Long, and this particular fact had driven Waller to consider in careful detail how he would break the news about Cadet Snowe’s expulsion to his boss. That was another reason he’d invited her to his office and why he was taking such liberal time with her now.

“Actually,” she continued, “it was her idea.”

Waller momentarily imagined his wife, Lauren, coming up with that kind of harebrained plan for the girls and silently, for the millionth time, thanked the sweet Lord he had married her.

“So to get back to the issue at hand, I’d like to ask you something now. If by some minute possibility you were to stay here, not be expelled, would you cheat again if the opportunity arose?” he asked.

She studied the model of the F-117. “Do you want the truth, sir? Really? The straight truth?”

Waller nodded almost invisibly. Since when did you have to give permission to speak the truth?

“I might, sir, yes,” she said, finally, “to win.”

“You would cheat in an institution whose foundation depends on integrity?”

“I might, to survive. That’s what the F-117 is all about, isn’t it? Evading, surviving until you hit your goal?”

Now he looked at the Stealth, the wobblin’ goblin, its four elevons on the trailing edge of the wings, the dark aluminum surface designed to absorb radar waves and appear invisible in the night sky. Technology and character—she’d mixed her metaphors. A common mistake, but a hard one to fix.

“And since you’re being honest, tell me why you would cheat when, since you’re clearly bright, you must understand that by refusing to learn the foundations, by simply taking what you call your due, you place in danger those very principles upon which the military owes its existence. You would disregard all who walked before you, who created the highly complex system called the military. You would hurl it back into barbarism.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I don’t think I follow you.”

“I’m saying that the opportunities that the military provides, the groundbreaking stuff you talk about, is not a natural right. It’s not something owed to you. You have to earn it.”

“But I have earned it. I mean, I am earning it. I made a mistake, it’s true. I had no idea it would be taken so seriously, and believe me, I won’t do it again. I won’t say that I’m entitled to a commission any more than anyone else, except that I’m motivated. I’m smart. I can help the military. I have talent. I’m confident. Everybody here has some of that, but how many people here have all that together, in one package? The military needs people like me.”

Waller turned toward the window so he could carefully consider her argument. He knew there was a good counterargument but he couldn’t seem to bring it to mind. The small flight of cadets was still on the Terrazzo, one upper-class cadet strolling among them. Now the question that had prodded his conscience earlier broke into the realm of thought.

“What are they doing out there?” he asked.

“That’s the Hogs, my squadron,” Snowe said.

“Who’s leading them?”

“Bregs,” she said.

“Who’s Bregs?”

“He’s the training officer. Since we’re being frank, sir, I’ll tell you, he’s crazy.”

 

Her ankles were weary. Her knees stung. Before them, the spearheads of the chapel lay exposed to the thickening gray sky. One eternal wing of cadets. Once ever, and always in our memory. How proudly we hail and one nation under God.

Keep quiet, and give them the flesh.

She squeezed her buttocks, enjoying the numb sensation of frozen skin against polyester. She’d gotten the idea of doing butt exercises in formation. Curl and release. Ten, nine, eight. Did Billy Claymore, standing behind her, notice her squeezing her ass muscles? What did he think of her neck?

Thine is the kingdom and the power. Before her, the chapel rose, a monolith of the future. This was theology without mercy, liturgy without fat. Only a god weary of ambivalence could live here, crouched righteously at the foot of the Rocky Mountains, delivering his immutable dogma.

She was almost delirious with the cold. The tip of her nose had gone numb, its ruby crest flaring vaguely before her eyes. Only now had the other members of the wing begun to join them, shuffling into ranks. She could go on standing forever. That’s what the academy taught you, that you could endure the intolerable. If she died here, it would be a peaceful death. What did they say? The cold made you sleepy. It made you want to sleep, and under the cover of sleep you could travel anywhere. Be still, she thought, and give them the flesh.

This, too, she would keep to herself. This little secret of survival she would keep in the limbic part of the brain, where words are forbidden. Give them the flesh, and stay inside, one inch below the surface, where they can’t touch you.

She was thinking this when Bregs stepped into her line of view.

He was short and gleaming, Napoleonic. His full, pale lips were curled down, almost sensually, in disdain.

“Did you visit the beauty shop yesterday?”

She stood at rigid attention, her back arched fiercely back, as if recoiling in pain. He leaned over to inspect the line of her hair, straight as the earth’s horizon and clipped indecorously at the base of her neck. Brook smelled the soap on his skin and something like starch coming off his jacket. “Did you hear me, miss?” he asked softly.

“Yes, sir.”

“Then why didn’t you answer?”

“N-no, sir,” she said, stuttering. A wave of self-loathing washed over her. All her resolve to confront him with some subtle repartee had vanished. He looked directly at her, his face square and pale, his lips pursed in a frown. Denied the privilege of returning his gaze, she stared at Cherry’s head. He would tease her later. Or not, since he’d been the one to lose a glove.

“Falling behind again. When will you ever catch up?”

In another life, Brook might have looked down at Bregs, or beyond him. But that didn’t matter now. Where she came from, what she came from made no difference. That was the blessing and the curse of this place. Bregs was the training officer. He had to be obeyed.

“You’ll walk tours for disregarding my order. It was a courtesy, really. I shouldn’t have had to ask you at all.”

Brook stared at Cherry’s head, waiting for it to end.


But he continued to gaze at her. What could it be? A streak of dirt on her face? Blush? No, she’d given up wearing makeup. Perhaps a hair had dislodged and lay promiscuously across her collar.

“Is it too much for you to handle, miss?”

“What, sir?”

“Everything. The marching. The tours. Academics. Don’t you want to just go to a nice private college with the rest of your girlfriends?”

“No, sir. I’d rather march tours.”

“Good. I’ll assign extra ones for you.”

I’d like that, sir, she wanted to say. She’d be the hit of the squadron in their late-night review of the day. The notoriety was worth a few extra tours, but she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

She shifted her eyes to meet his, buried deep in the shadow of the wheel cap, dark and shiny, like a snake’s eyes, like a predator’s. On the left side of his nose, a whitehead protruded from the porous skin of his nostril. She wondered if he was still a virgin. The thought almost made her laugh.

“What are you looking at?” he said. His voice was flat and hard. “Answer me.”

“A pimple, sir,” she said before she could catch the words.

“A what?”

It was too late. A ripple of snorts erupted around her. Bregs looked incredulous. “What did you say?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“Do you have any idea—” His nose twitched almost imperceptibly, as though he was resisting the urge to touch the side of it, to see for himself. “You’ll be marching on the Terrazzo for the next week. You hear me, miss?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You know something? I’ve watched you. I’ve watched you a long time. And I’ll tell you something. You don’t belong here. You don’t. Go ahead and look at me. You know it, don’t you?”

She looked at him hard. She said nothing, because he was close to the truth and she was not sure whether he knew it. Patience is a lion. That’s what her father had told her. And here, in moments of doubt, she thought of him sitting in the darkness of his small study saying those words. And it helped, because in formation, the body had to stand just so, but the mind could go anywhere.

“What’s the matter, miss? Cat gotcha tongue?”

“No, sir.”

He leaned over, whispered to her, “You are unworthy. Girlie.”

And then he was gone, on to the next victim, to pull out his heart by the cords or maybe to give a curt nod of approval and move on. There was a vague sort of buzzing where Bregs’s voice had been. A dull ache throbbed from the center of her shoulder blades.

The other squadrons had begun forming for the lunchtime parade. Falling into ranks on either side of Spirit Hill, they mirrored each other, standing wordlessly on either side of the green, like ancient, opposing armies waiting for the order to attack.

In and out she breathed, not wanting to hear it. Too much like prey, it sounded, under the soft and sure chorus of footsteps.

 

He had dismissed her and turned back to the window. On the Terrazzo, the cadets were moving now, a snake uncoiling itself, unwinding and lengthening toward the ramp that led to Mitchell Hall. A pretty sight they made, four thousand footsteps in unison. They were perfect this way, turning their crisp corners and marching out to the commands issued by the upperclassmen, the chapel behind them jutting toward the mountains and the mountains lifting into the sky. He couldn’t hear the commands, but he could see the cadets’ mouths opening, their chests tightening as they shouted. Buttoned in their blue coats, they were identical except for the one squadron oddly devoid of gloves. He loved them with a fierce pride and a heart that was clear and golden and knew no uncertainty.

He was considering Paula Snowe’s words, her compelling if stubborn confidence, when the counterargument struck him with such force, such brilliant simplicity, that he sat back in his chair and laughed.


Just then, his deputy, Colonel Silas Metz, who oversaw dormitory regulations, sexual harassment issues, and other pieces of cadet affairs, stuck his head in the doorway.

“Sir, General Holly’s on the phone for you.”

Lieutenant General “Bud” Holly was the commander of the Eighth Air Force, the former boss and mentor of Waller, and Waller wanted to speak to him very badly. There was his promotion and return to the fighter world to discuss. But a king salmon–size catch of wisdom had just leaped into his lap and he needed a moment to savor it. It was a truth that shot Paula Snowe’s logic to pieces, a truth he could repeat in the next commandant’s call, a truth so deep and profound it brought a mist to his weary, pilot-sad eyes. He had to voice it, write it down, before it slipped back into the cold depths of oblivion.

“Tell him I’ll call him right back.”

Metz’s thin face and eyes were as pale as new corn. He stared wide-eyed at Waller. He had been brought up in the kind of Air Force that never refused, at any cost, the request of a senior officer.

“Sir, I think he wants to talk now.”

He had been on the brink of voicing it. It would be his maxim, the single bit of brilliant clarity for which he would be known. It would surface in the pages of some respectable history book, his name in italics below. Perhaps even in his memoir. Perhaps, indeed, he would write a memoir. The outline, his life history, flashed instantly before him. This one epigram could serve as the theme. The making of his life. People would quote it. With that one phrase, he might not have to utter another intelligent word for the rest of his life. A world of fresh possibilities cracked open before him. There was no need to despair, after all.

“I’ll call him right back.”

Waller dug for a pen, jiggled the mouse on his computer, trying frantically to hold on to the sentence that, like a fish, thrashed and wiggled in his inexperienced hands. The words were still there, jumbled like a kind of anagram. Purity justice clear vision simplicity. He stared at Metz, trying to reconstruct the right order. But Metz, whose skin looked like pickled pear and whose jaw had gone somewhat slack waiting for a response, was the wrong kind of muse.

“Close the door, would you?”

And then he turned toward the window to clear his sights. Metz dutifully retreated, but as though swept along with an ebbing tide, the beautiful words slithered away and were gone.
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