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“All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players. They have their exits and their entrances, and one man in his time plays many parts, his acts being seven ages.”
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Chapter 1




It’s amazing how blood can ooze out of the human body…. to watch it drip out the wounds and trickle to the floor, where it somehow changes its’ consistency and color. I never knew blood could vary in color either. I saw it in dark red, pinkish, and even shades of black mixed with red. Some of the blood I saw came from people who were alive, others dead, and others who might as well have been dead but weren’t.


I contemplated telling this story. I never thought of myself as much of a storyteller. I never thought of myself as much of anything, really. I hated talking about myself, thinking it was rude to gloat all the time. I mean, who the hell wants to hear somebody else brag about how grand they are?


But this story, well, this is different. It’s not so much about me. It’s really about how a bunch of kids survived the clutches of a madman.


I was never religious, to tell you the truth. I never had anything against God. I just never met him. But after my time spent at Crowam No.281, I came to realize that there is great unspeakable evil in this world. That there is this duality of good and evil that comprises human existence.


I never understood why people do bad things. What drives them to bring pain and suffering to others? The unspeakable horrors the human mind can devise is truly terrifying. Yet somehow, amidst the horror, breathtaking beauty can be created that made the duality of good and evil crystal clear.


It began several years ago in London, England. It was a few years after the end of World War II. My dad was an American bomber pilot stationed with the RAF in England, flying bomber missions behind enemy lines in Europe. He flew B-17s. The workhorse of the European theater. The plane could take a beating and still bring her crew home. My dad flew twelve missions over Europe before getting shot down.


The Air Force didn’t provide many details, other than the fact that there weren’t any remains. Those Kraut bastards must have really torn that plane to shreds for there to be nothing left. I got all broken up when my dad died. I didn’t want to know anything from anybody.


My mom was something special. The sweetest woman you’d ever meet. She died in a bad car accident shortly before the war started. My mom rarely drove my dad’s Buick. It was a hot July day in New York where you could fry an egg on the fire escape. My dad was sick with a summer cold. She insisted on driving to the store to get some medicine. Even though my dad told her not to, she didn’t enjoy being told what to do. This caused my parents to get into plenty of arguments.


A few hours went by and my mom still wasn’t home. My dad and I were worried. We heard a knock on the door. I got to it before my dad. I opened the door to find a tall police officer standing at the entrance of the doorway. His intimidating presence loomed over me. The mood in the living room became ominous the moment the cop stepped inside the sanctuary of our home, which I thought was impervious to the reality of the outside world. My dad grabbed me and pushed me aside. “Are you Mr. Hudson?” The officer asked.


“Yes,” my dad said, blocking the door.


“I’m afraid your wife’s been in an accident,” the police officer said.


When we got to the hospital, my dad made me wait in the lobby. I remember this old man who sat across from me. He stared down at the white ceramic tile floor. A nurse approached him. I couldn’t hear what the nurse said; he just nodded his head, got up, and walked away. Whatever the nurse told him, he accepted it for what it was, as if he knew what she was going to say.


Boy did I hate waiting in that lobby. A nurse with curly gray hair approached me. “Would you like anything?” she asked.


“No thanks,” I said.


Behind the nurse was a hallway, where a few doctors and nurses performed their rounds. My dad exited out of the last doorway on the left. Like that old man, his head was limp and he stared at the floor as he walked down the hallway. He took his time, ignoring the doctors and nurses who got out of his way. He sat down next to me. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes watery. I could tell he was crying. I never saw my dad cry before.


It made me feel insecure scared. “What’s wrong, dad? What happened with mom?” I asked.


He gazed at me with somber eyes. He put his hand on my shoulder. “You’re going to have to be strong for me little man.”


“What?” I said.


“She’s gone.”


“Gone?”


“Yes.”


I sprinted down the hallway. “Jake!” My dad yelled. I ran as fast as I could to the end of the hallway. I almost reached the doorknob before my dad yanked me by my shirt and pulled me to him. “I want to see mom!”


“You can’t.”


“Please, I want to see her.”


“She’s gone, Jake.”


“Let me go!” I began punching my dad until my arms were too tired. I wrapped my arms around him and cried. That was the only time in my life my dad let me cry. I suppose he would’ve felt like a hypocrite if he got all tough on me after I caught him crying. Sometimes, a man can only take so much before he breaks down.


That day has been recycled in my mind like a damn movie. I wish I could have taken a knife and carved out that moment from my memory. It never went away. Sometimes I hated my mom for leaving us. I even hated my dad. It was irrational and juvenile, but as a young kid trying to make sense of the world, it was the only way I knew how to react.


Since my mom’s death, I’ve felt this burden, this otherness, consuming me, distracting me from my own life. My dad and I did our best to move on. Baseball was great way to keep our minds off of things. We used to go to all the Yankee games, watching Joltin’ Joe DiMaggio play centerfield, wearing that number five.


My dad would point out into center. “You see who that is? That’s Joe DiMaggio.”


Before the war, I was different. I was your average kid who read comics and played ball, hoping to one day play for the Yankees. The otherness was still there, but it became a part of who I was. When the war started, things were never the same.


Since my mom was dead, my dad made arrangements to have me shipped with him to England when he began flight training. He had some experience flying crop dusters and mail planes back in the day. I wasn’t too excited about going to England.


The urge to cry took hold of me. I figured I could get away with it, seeing that I was a kid that had lost his mom. But I was wrong. My dad nearly knocked my head off. You should have seen him.


“What the hell are you crying about? Act like a man!” He never yelled at me much, but he sure did get sore when I was about to bawl. I made sure never to cry in front of him again.


Anyway, I went to England, since there really wasn’t any extended family for me to stay with back in New York. My grandparents were dead and my aunt was in California working as a clown in the circus. Can you believe that? The damn circus. Don’t get me wrong, I have nothing against clowns or anything like that, but it just doesn’t seem like a good profession to get in to. I mean, just imagine for a second if somebody asked you what you did for a living and you said that you were “a clown?” The person would think you were a nut.


But everyone has their calling, I guess. The world wants clowns and somebody has to do it, I suppose. After my dad died, the Air Force took it upon themselves to decide I wasn’t old enough to be on my own. I was thirteen at the time. Yea maybe I was a kid, but I could have taken care of myself. I thought I was tough, that I could take on the world. I certainly wasn’t interested in being raised by a family of strangers.


I bounced around from one orphanage to another. I got kicked out of all of them. You see, I don’t really like people telling me what to do. I’m kind of like how my mom was. My dad wanted me to join the air force when I became of age, but hell, I would have been kicked out in a heartbeat. Just imagine me standing in line in some barracks having some drill sergeant bark orders at me. I would have laughed right in the guy’s face. No kidding, I would have.


I didn’t give a damn about nobody but myself. I just wanted to be eighteen and get out of dodge. I wanted to go back to the States. I didn’t like England much. Many of the buildings in London were damaged or destroyed from the war. In some parts, you would have thought the world ended. It might as well have. I never understood war. I guess people just can’t work out their differences. Don’t get me wrong. Hitler was a son of a bitch and all. There are lots of sons of bitches out there. Some worse than others who deserve to get theirs. Maybe that’s what war is about, to give some son of a bitch what he deserves.


Bouncing around from one orphanage to another, I just kept to myself. I was looking out for me. All the other boys would brag about how they were going to get the best parents in the world, yada yada yada. I couldn’t have cared less.


I wasn’t interested in getting adopted. I had parents once and they left me. One in a car accident, the other one blown to pieces all over Europe.


Losing my parents toughened me up. I got into fights. Some won, some lost. I guess that’s what life’s all about. There was this one fight I got into with a seventeen year old. I was only fourteen at the time. The kid was enormous. Probably was over six feet tall. I was playing ball out with some of the other boys and this kid just walked on over, took the baseball, and threw it over the fence.


I got so ticked off that there was no hesitation on my part. I just walked over and began wailing on him. I just kept throwing my fists hoping to hit something. I landed a few punches. He landed one on me that I’m still feeling to this day. He knocked me straight to the ground. The kid could have downright killed me.


The nurse said I was unconscious for ten whole minutes before I woke in the nurse’s office. “Did I win?” I asked the nurse.


“I’m afraid not,” the nurse replied.


You’ve got to hand it to the British, being proper and all. I felt embarrassed to talk to them at all. They speak like they’re a thousand times smarter than me, and they probably are. It’s not like I’m dumb. Just street smart. I hated going to school, reading all them textbooks filled with nonsense written by a bunch of dead people.


The teachers always used to ask me questions, like this one teacher that looked like he was as old as Moses. The poor guy looked like he was about to croak. “Who was Queen Elizabeth’s most trusted advisor, Mr. Hudson?”


Now how the hell was I supposed to know that? Who did he think he was? I just shrugged my shoulders. “I don’t know.”


Then he started to get all fancy on me. “ You don’t know? Perhaps ignorance truly is bliss.”


That got my blood boiling. I grabbed the damn textbook and threw it clear across the classroom. I thought the old man was going to croak right then and there. The whole class rioted.


The old man damn near scared me for a moment. He grabbed his chest like he was about to have a heart attack. Thought I killed the guy.


It wasn’t long before I got kicked out. I certainly had the habit of getting into trouble. I just couldn’t help it. Being told what to do by a bunch of adults wasn’t very appealing to me. They just went through the motions, shoving us kids in a bunch of dormitories, feeding us, and hoping some gullible jerks would take us away.


I remember I was out in the schoolyard of some slum of an orphanage outside of London. I was sitting on the schoolyard steps, just minding my own business. This kid was walking around by himself with this yoyo. He whipped it and flung it in the air with meticulous precision. He could have been a yoyo maestro for all I knew. A few of the older boys decided to pick on the poor bastard. The kid was goofy looking and was as thin as a rail. They wailed on him. They threw him to the ground and kept punching him till he got a bloody nose.


None of the adults came in to help, not even the school’s headmaster.


After they were done with him, they walked away with his yoyo. I don’t know why I didn’t do anything. I mean, it’s not like I wanted to see the kid beat up or anything. The kid got up and wiped the blood and snot off of his face. “Were you there the whole time?” He looked at me with a mixture of sadness and wonder.


Boy, was I embarrassed. What the hell was I going to say to him? I just shrugged my shoulders.


“Why didn’t you do anything?”


The kid was really getting on my nerves. “I don’t know,” I said. It was a stupid answer, but it’s all I could think of. I never saw that kid again. Maybe he got adopted. Who knows, I guess.


A week later I was sitting on my bed in my room looking through a nudie magazine. I hid them under my bed so my roommate wouldn’t steal them. My roommate was a real hornball, always talking about doing it and all and bragging about how many girls he’d been with. I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth, considering the kid fell right underneath the ugly tree. The kid had these teeth he didn’t brush for weeks. All brown and stained. Just flat out disgusting.


“What are you reading there?” He stared at me and the magazines.


“None of your business,” I said.


“I’m not intruding on your business. I’m just attempting to satisfy my curiosity.”


“The only thing you’re trying to satisfy is your urge to masturbate with my magazines. These are mine, chief.” I clenched the magazine between my hands.


“Chief?”


“Yea, chief.”


“How am I a chief?”


“For Christ sake, it’s a figure of speech.” I tried to avoid eye contact with him, so he would go away and stop talking to me.


“Oh bollocks, you Americans speak so damn funny sometimes.”


“Who you calling funny?”


“I believe it’s my attempt at a figure of speech, so you say.” He chuckled underneath his breath.


“You’re getting to be a real bore William, you really are.”


“A bore. How am I a bore? I’m the best roommate a chum like yourself can ask for.”


“Oh brother.”


“Yes, we’re brothers now. Brothers in arms, one might say.”


“Sure Willy, sure, whatever you say.” The kid just wouldn’t shut up. He sat on the bunk next to me. He took off his shoes and tossed them across the room, nearly knocking over the baseball mitt that sat on top of the night table. “Hey! Watch where you’re throwing that thing.”


“Sorry,” he muttered


William had the tenacity to be awkward. He just lay there staring at me, like I was something fascinating. “Anything interesting?”


“In what?”


“In the magazine, you fool!”


People and their damn questions. I didn’t feel like giving Willy here a lesson on female anatomy. For someone who used to brag about being with some many girls, the kid sure acted like a novice. “Tell me Willy, how many girls have you been with?”


“My name is William,” he corrected.


“Sure, William. Come on, what was the number again?”


“I’m not the kind of gentleman to brag.”


“You were bragging a few days ago Willy.”


“My name is William!”


“Hey take it easy kid. Don’t get all sore.” I laughed.


“You’re just a regular jokester aren’t you.” He stared at me with eyes full of resentment.


“Jokester? Why would I joke about you?” I opened my magazine and pretended to ignore him.


“Well if you must know, I’ve been with five ladies.” His eyes darted around the room.


“Five! I thought it was six! Yea. Last week you said you were with six girls. As a matter of fact, the week before you said seven,” I said.


“I guess I can’t keep track of all of them.” He avoided looking me in the eyes.


“Perhaps. Or maybe you’re just full of it.” I closed the magazine and shoved it into the mattress.


“Full of it?”


“Yea, I think you’re lying. Call it one of those figures of speech we Americans have that you Brits cannot seem to understand.”


“First, you insult my name and now I’m a liar!” William stood up and walked over to my bed to stand over me.


“All that I’m saying is that you can be completely honest with me that’s all. No need to impress me.”


Willy plopped himself on his bed again, folding his arms like some sort of child. “The sooner you’re no longer my roommate, the better.”


“Look who’s insulting who now?” The loud knock on the door startled Willy, causing him to nearly fall off the bed.


“Hudson, the headmaster would like to see you,” the headmaster’s assistant said through the door.


“Me, why?” I walked over to the door and opened it.


“Come on, Hudson. You’ll find out soon enough.” She indicated for me to follow her, as she quickly walked down the hall.


“What’s the rush? I’m just having a fine conversation with my good friend Willy here.”


“Good friends! That is preposterous. Can you please take him out of here!” Willy pleaded with the headmaster’s assistant.


“You’re not in the position to give me orders, young man,” she said sternly from a distance.


“It’s not an order. Just a request,” William said.


“Take it easy, Willy. I’ll get out of your hair. Don’t touch my damn magazines.” I started to follow the headmaster’s assistant down the hall.


“Why would I want to touch your filthy magazines?” William said under his breath.


“I doubt it’s to read the intriguing commentary, Willy,” I yelled back from down the hall.


 


Sitting in the waiting room at the headmaster’s office was a welcome respite from William. His hidden eagerness to pleasure himself with my magazines was a raw reminder of the raging hormones that stirred in all us teenage boys. There weren’t any good magazines to read, which made my wait annoyingly dull. Just the secretary typing away at some busy work nobody cares about. She had this fluffy gray hair and these glasses that were as thick as a telephone pole. I decided to kick my feet back on the coffee table.


“Take your feet off the table,” the secretary said.


“What? I’m just trying to relax.” I begrudgingly moved my feet to the carpet.


“You’re being extremely rude and I don’t like your tone.”


“My tone? My tone is perfectly lovely.”


“Lovely? You have an awful tone. Perhaps the worst in the school.”


This was hardly the first time that I got underneath her skin. I could tell she hated my guts. Not just because I rested my feet on the coffee table. It was just some old people didn’t like the young. They think they know everything.


Maybe it was also because I had been to the headmaster’s office too many times to count. She probably thought we were all a bunch of delinquents who didn’t know any better. Maybe old people were all sore because death knocked around the corner.


I sat in the waiting room as the secretary kept watch of me underneath those huge rims of hers, while she filed her nails.


“So, what are you doing after work?” I was bored and needed to find a way to entertain myself.


“Excuse me?” She stopped filing her nails and stared at me.


“Yea, you know. What do you do when you’re not typing and filing your nails?” I snickered under my breath.


“I don’t think that is any of your business, Mr. Hudson.”


“What? I’m just starting a conversation.”


“Well… keep your conversations to yourself.”


“Rough crowd today.” I shifted in my seat.


“Rough crowd?”


“It’s a figure of speech.”


“You Americans need to learn how to speak proper English.”


“You know something lady? You’re probably right. I speak like a damn ignoramus, don’t I? A real dull blade.” I put my feet back on the table.


“Mr. Hudson, I think you would be doing us both a favor if you didn’t speak anymore.”


“That wouldn’t be any fun.”


“Mr. Hudson?”


I nodded.


“Get your feet off of the table.” The phone rang and she picked it up, before slamming the phone into the receiver. “Mr. Raywood will see you now.”


“Sounds swell. Are you going to miss me?”


“Now, Mr. Hudson!”


“Alright, alright. I’m going.” I walked toward the headmaster’s door. I turned back to stare at the secretary for a moment before opening the door.


I was welcomed into the office by cigarette smoke. Mr. Raywood smoked like a damn chimney. He must have smoked eight cartons a day. He puffed away while reviewing my charts. His bald head shined underneath the office light. I sat in that chair for what seemed like an eternity before he even looked at me. He just sat at his desk, filling out paper work. Talk about a boring job. I mean think about it. Sitting behind some desk all day filling out paperwork. I think I would throw myself off a bridge before I took some desk job. I mean I sort of felt sorry for the guy.


I got antsy just sitting there. I was twiddling my thumbs trying to find something to do…


“From what it sounds like you were giving Ms. Ratchet a hard time out there?” he said, as he looked up from his paperwork.


“Oh that wasn’t my intention sir. I was just starting a conversation, that’s all.”


“I’m always up for good conversation. You should see me at dinner parties. I can talk up a storm.”


“I’m sure you’re a regular party animal sir.”


“Mr. Hudson. Do you know how many boarding schools you’ve been thrown out of?”


“I sort of lost track to be honest.”


“Six. Six times Mr. Hudson. Three in the past year. You seem to have worn out your welcome in a number of other institutions. And do you know why you are not welcome?”


I hated questions. He was just dragging on and on about my record. What a bore. He really was. What in God’s name would he talk about at all those dinner parties? Watching two snails screw would be more exciting than listening to this guy. “No sir.”


“Well let me enlighten you. You were cited for insubordination twelve times, Mr. Hudson. Some of your most compelling achievements included throwing a textbook at one of our finest professors, professor Hubert, giving the man a near heart attack. Of course, we can’t forget the number of physical altercations you have gotten into, and least I forget the Dem de la crème, sticking a cherry bomb in the men’s stall, which is the equivalent to half a stick of dynamite.”


“It was just a little firecracker.”


“A little firecracker that set a fire to the men’s bathroom, Mr. Hudson, which cost one thousand pounds to repair.”


“That’s a lot of dough.”


“A lot of dough it is indeed, Mr. Hudson. Now I have tried and tried to understand why you do these things. When you actually apply yourself, your grades are extraordinary. That’s of course if you apply yourself, which I’m sad to say is not very often. What would your parents have thought your behavior Mr. Hudson?”


“It doesn’t matter. They’re dead.”


Mr. Raywood let out one of these long sighs. The poor guy rubbed his bald head like he was going to peel the skin right off. “Mr. Hudson. I know deep down you have marvelous potential. But I cannot continue to tolerate your behavior any longer. I must set an example for the younger boys in this school. I’m afraid you’re being transferred.”


“Which one of your fine institutions am I being sent to next?”


“This isn’t just any institution, I’m afraid. It’s a special school for troubled boys. I wish I didn’t have to do this, Mr. Hudson. I really wanted to help you. But I have no choice in the matter.”


“Sure, Mr. Raywood. I understand.”


“The bus will pick you up first thing in the morning. Good day, Mr. Hudson.”


“I guess that’s my cue,” I said as I stood up from the chair and walked toward the door.


When I exited Mr. Raywood’s office, Ms. Ratchet was still filing her damn nails. Christ, you’d think filing her nails was part of her job description. “See ya around, Ms. Ratchet. You gonna miss me?” She just kept filing her nails like I wasn’t even in the room. “Guess not.”







Chapter 2




Have you ever gotten this sick feeling in your stomach like something bad’s going to happen? The morning they took me away, I just got this feeling. Call it a hunch, I guess. I just felt God awful. It could have been the breakfast I had in the morning: stale toast with jam and burnt coffee that wasn’t very appetizing but satisfied by hunger nonetheless. Some days breakfast would be great. Sometimes on Fridays they would serve eggs and bacon with toast. But because of the war, they only allowed a certain number of boys to eat the eggs and bacon now. The rest would eat biscuits. I didn’t mind the biscuits all that much. But you kind of got bored with them after a while. I’d eaten enough biscuits to turn into one!


I sat in this pale blue school bus. It was just me and another chubby boy who sat across from me, eating a candy bar and getting the chocolate all over his shirt. I became nauseous when the bus started moving. The stopping and going made me so queasy, I damn near puked all over myself. That would have been something. Arriving at school with bits of toast and vomit all over. I’m sure that would have impressed the other boys.


Once we got out of London, we hit the main highway where the drive was smooth, without all that stopping and going because of the traffic in the city. I tried to get a little bit of shuteye. I couldn’t sleep much the night before. Willy kept snoring like a bastard. I swear he could have woken up the whole damn school with his snoring. I tried putting my pillow over my ears to drown out the noise. I threw one of my shoes at him to get him to pipe him down. He wasn’t too happy about it.


“Why would you do something like that?” Willy said, before he tossed my shoe to the floor.


“Because you snore like a damn animal, that’s why. Keep it down.”


“I can’t. It’s a condition I have.”


“A condition. What condition?”


“The doctors say I have bad lungs.”


“Bad lungs? They seem fine to me.”


“Oh, why bother explaining it to an ignorant fool like yourself.”


As a parting gift, I gave Willy the best gift a roommate could ask for: a bruise right in the face from my other shoe. Poor kid. He started bawling all over himself. I kind of felt bad afterward. I mean I had nothing against the kid. I guess he meant well in his own way. He just got on my nerves sometimes. “Would you stop crying? I didn’t throw it that hard.”


“Yes you did. It hurts, I tell you.”


“What do you want me to do? Kiss it for you?”


“No, you bastard.”


“Hey, I at least had parents. You’re the bastard.”


“You’re awful. God awful. The worst sort of boy. You Americans. You think you can say and do whatever you want and get away with it.”


“Hey, I thought we were allies. Regular chums, Willy. Don’t you remember the war.”


“The war’s been over for sometime.”


“Listen. I’m sorry.” I grabbed the nudie magazines from my bed and tossed them on his lap. “Better?”


“What’s this?”


“The constitution. What do you think they are? They’re my girlie magazines.”


“I thought you didn’t want me to even see them, let alone have them.”


“Consider them a parting gift from me to you.”


He started going through the pages. You should have seen his eyes. They lit up like a Christmas tree. “Oh my.”


“What. You’re acting like you’ve never seen a pair of tits before.”


“Not like these.”


“I knew you would like ’em. Just don’t show them off to the other guys. They find out you have them and you’ll never see them again.”


“Oh, I won’t.” Willy examined each page like he was an accountant analyzing a balance sheet. He just stared at the pages. He was breathing all heavy and weird.


“Hey, what’s with the breathing? You’re weirding me out.”


“It’s my lungs.”


“Oh yea, sure.”


“Jake?”


“Yea?”


“Why do they have so much hair?”


“What are you talking about?”


“You know, down there.”


“You can’t be serious.”


“I don’t mind of course.”


“I thought you said you’ve been with eight girls, Willy.” He started crying again. . Here was this seventeen year old kid crying like child. I really felt sorry for him. I never thought nudie mags could do that to a person.


“What the hell is your problem now?”


“Jake, can I be honest?”


“I don’t know. Give it a shot.”


“I’m a liar, Jake. A bloody liar.”


“No shit.”


“Yes. I lied. Some horrible lies. I hope you don’t think any less of me.”


“Nah. We all lie sometimes. We can’t help it. It’s human nature.”


“I feel like a fool.”


“Hey. Relax. We’re among friends here.”


“Are we?”


“What?”


“Friends?”


“Sure. The best kind.”


“Really?”


“Yea, why not.”


As soon as our friendship was confirmed, Willy ran off with my nudie mags and started jacking off in the bathroom. I know because I heard one of the hall monitors scream bloody murder when he went into the boys bathroom. The fruitcake couldn’t even wait to jack off in the stalls. He just did it right in the middle of the bathroom. I couldn’t get a wink of shuteye because Willy was being yelled at by one of the school proctors.


So I was tired as all hell on the bus ride to who knows where because my roommate had to jack off in the bathroom. I got a bit of sleep once the bus made it on to the highway. I woke up to find lush English countryside outside the window. It was an unusually sunny day in England, making the countryside vibrant and colorful with green grass and trees that decorated the landscape. The chubby boy next to me finished eating his chocolate bar. I managed to sneak some biscuits from the cafeteria in my pocket. The biscuit was mushed and dull, but was still better than nothing during a long trip. I wanted to fall back asleep again. The countryside looked so tame and tranquil.


“Psst,” the chubby boy whispered to me.


I pretended to not hear him. I just wanted to be by myself and not be bothered by anybody.


“Psst,” he whispered again. “Do you have any snacks?”


“What?”


“Snacks. I’m hungry.”


“I just saw you wolf down a candy bar.”


“I only had toast and jam for breakfast.”


“That didn’t fill you up?”


“I’m afraid not.”


“Let me guess. Because you have a condition?” I said.


“Condition. Why no. What does that have to do with anything?”


“Forget it.”


“Well?”


“What?”


“You didn’t answer my question?”


I didn’t recognize him from school. He was already on the bus when I got on. He had this blond hair with khaki shorts and these knee high socks. He wore these God-awful suspenders and a blazer, which looked hideous. “No. I don’t have snacks.”


“Bloody hell. I’m starving.”


“Crying about it won’t do you any good.”


“Quit your bantering back there,” the Bus Driver yelled.


I was sort of happy the bus driver told him to quit running his mouth. I just wanted to enjoy watching the countryside. I had nothing against the kid or anything. But he just got under my skin. I guess I understand how I got under the skin of people, too. Maybe it’s what I’m good at.


“What’s your name?”


“My name?”


“You have a name don’t you?”


“Jake, Jake Hudson. You?”


“Charles. Charles Montgomery. Pleasure to meet you. Say, do you know anything about where we’re going?”


“Not really. All I know it’s for us kids nobody else wants.”


“And why does nobody want you?”


“I don’t know. I get under people’s skin, I suppose.”


“The teachers say I eat too bloody much. That’s why I’m being transferred.”


“Let me get this straight. You’re being transferred because you’re fat?”


“Excuse me. I’m not fat. I’m husky. There is a difference.”


“Oh sorry. You’re being transferred because you’re plump?”


“I once ate an entire box of macaroons during Christmas dinner. They were absolutely delightful. The teachers only let me eat toast for breakfast and boiled eggs with ham for dinner for about a month.”


“I said quiet back there,” the bus driver yelled again.


“There’s no crime against talking,” I said. Sometimes I just can’t help myself. Me and my big mouth. The Bus Driver pulled the bus over. He was this big burly son of a bitch. He walked to the back of the bus where we were sitting. “What did you say?”


“I said there’s no crime against talking.”


“What do you know about what’s right and ain’t right?”


“We promise not to talk again,” Charles said. That burly son of a bitch had these huge hands he could just strangle you with. He raised his right hand and slapped Charles right in the face. Damn startled me to tell you the truth. Charles’s left cheek was all red and purple.


“I wasn’t talking to you.” I thought the guy was going hit me next. There wasn’t much I could have done about it. He was as big as a house. One of the biggest sons of bitches I’d ever seen. “I don’t want to hear a peep out neither one of you. You understand?”


I saw Charles cry a bit, his red cheeks glowing. The Bus Driver grinned at his tears. The driver reeved up the bus’s engine and continued our journey. Charles wiped away his tears. I grabbed the biscuit I had left in my pocket. “Psst,” I whispered. I tossed him a piece. Both of us ate biscuits while we went to destination unknown.







Chapter 3




It was late afternoon when we arrived at Crowam No. 281. We drove through these rusty steel gates. The rest of the perimeter was composed of concrete walls as tall as the trees decorating the serene countryside. The building had several windows with steel bars that gave the impression of an unscrupulous smirk giving the building a character all its own. It gave me the impression of a prison when we pulled beside the courtyard, where several rows of boys were already lined up.


“Alright, let’s move you out,” the Bus Driver said.


Once we got out of the bus, the driver told us to stand behind the last row of boys to the right of the school. The sky wasn’t sunny anymore. It was grey and depressing. The boys’ demeanor was laconic at best.


“You think they have good food here?” Charles asked.


“Would you shut up! Do you want to get slapped again?” I couldn’t believe that he would talk about food here, after what happened on the bus.


“I’m just hungry.”


“I gave you a piece of my biscuit on the bus. Is that all you think about?”


“Oh bloody hell. Perhaps you’re right.”


The kid in front of me was skinny as a rail. So skinny, the wind could have blown him away. He wore these old beat up trousers and a brown shirt that looked like it hadn’t been cleaned in weeks. “Say, you know anything about this place?” I asked.


“No. Nobody does.”


“Nobody? Why are you here?”


“I punched a teacher.”


“You punched a teacher! No shit. Why?”


“He called me a no good Catholic bum.”


“Sorry to hear that.”


“I gave him a good wallop. Hit his head right on the floor.”


“Why did he call you a Catholic bum?”


“Don’t know, suppose it’s because I’m half Irish. The bastard. So I suppose you’re a yank, huh?”


“I make it pretty obvious, huh?”


“Pretty damn obvious if you ask me. What is a Yank like you doing here in England?”


“My dad was a pilot for the RAF during the war. He flew B-17s. He was shot down over Germany.”


“Sorry to hear that. I really am. Damn bloody shame.”


“Thanks, what’s your name?”


“Owen. Yours?”


“Jake Hudson.”


A loud whistle blew in the distance. Several guards came out from the entrance of Crowam. The Bus Driver, along with two guards who were patrolling the courtyard, conjured in front of the building. “Alright, everybody inside. Single file!”


The guards wore light blue shirts with blacks pants. Each one carried what looked like billy clubs or batons. Once we got inside, we were escorted into an auditorium. “No talking!” one of the guards yelled. It was a tightly run ship.. The guards went through the numbers like this was routine. The operation ran more like a prison than anything else. It wasn’t like any school I’ve been to. It didn’t even feel like a school.


I sat between Charles and Owen. “What do you think this is all about? Maybe it’s a show.” Charles looked at us for answers.


“I doubt the guards are going to be singing show tunes to us, Charley,” I said.


“Charley?” Charley said.


“Yea, that’s what I’m calling you from now on. Charley,” I said.


“But it’s Charles.”


“Well to me, it’s Charley. Get used to it.”


“I suppose I have no choice?”


“What are you going to call me, Jake?” Owen asked me.


“Just Owen,” I said, not wanting to get involved.


“That’s all?”


“You’re name just isn’t catchy.”


“I said no talking!” a nearby guard said.


I thought the guard was going to give me a good one right across the face like the Bus Driver did to poor Charley. You could tell they were itching for trouble, clinging to their billy clubs, just looking for a good excuse to use them.


The lights in the auditorium were dimmed. A stage light pointed directly to the podium with just a single microphone. From the corner of the stage came the devil himself. He wore these wire-rimmed glassed with slick black hair. He had these blue eyes hiding behind his glasses and a razor sharp jawbone, looking like he didn’t have an ounce of fat on him. He stood in front of the microphone, examining us like we were a lab experiment, surveying the room, looking for anything odd or peculiar. It seemed like an eternity before he said anything.


The boys looked at him with more curiosity than fear. Boys tended to stay a bit naïve to the human condition. We were foolish to the despicable things men are capable of.


The man stared directly to the back of the auditorium. “My name is Mr. Hugo. You will only address me as such. Most of you are here because the state no longer feels you are worthy of staying in any of the orphanages England has to offer. You have abused the privilege of staying in such institutions through misbehavior and mischievous actions. Make no mistake, gentlemen. That sort of behavior will not be tolerated here. You will abide by the rules of this institution.


“The rules are simple yet firm. You shall do as you’re told. Stay within the confines of the perimeter gate and treat yourself and those around you with courtesy and care. If you follow those few guidelines, I assure you your stay here will be tolerable.


“If, however, you choose to break the rules, you will be punished. You are permitted three reprimands during your stay here, each one with its own consequences. Believe me when I say, you do not want to break the third reprimand, gentlemen. The consequences can be severe. Finally, I want to say what a privilege it is having you all here. Good day.” Mr. Hugo left as quickly as he arrived.


“He doesn’t pull any punches does he,” I said to Owen.


“He looks like a miserable prick,” Owen said.


“You said it.”







Chapter 4




Sometimes I wonder if life is one big practical joke. Maybe it’s just one long gag with the punch line being on your deathbed realizing what you really missed out on in this world of ours. I never understood why things happen. I always hear this bullshit that everything happens for a reason. How can you know the reason when you never really find out what the reason is? Maybe life is this spontaneous clusterfuck that doesn’t make a damn bit of sense. Maybe that’s what makes life that much more exciting I guess.


Life would be pretty boring if we knew what was coming around every corner. But I often wondered why all us boys were destined to be held in that God forsaken place. How is it possible that life was so spontaneous that I coincidentally crossed paths with Charley, Owen, Mr. Hugo, and the other boys in this place? Anyway, after the meeting “adjourned,” the boys were put in their dormitories, two boys to each room. My room was at the end of the hallway on the third floor. I came into the room to find this kid with his feet plopped up on the wooden edge of the bed reading some book by a guy named Dickens. I couldn’t see his face at first because he held the book so close to his face. I decided to make myself comfortable before I would introduce myself.


I tossed my baseball mitt on the night table behind the bed and my luggage beneath the mattress. I was tired from the long trip, especially because of Willy’s stupidity the night before. I practically threw myself on the bed, even though it wouldn’t give one inch. I thought I broke my back into a thousand pieces. The bed was hard as a rock, even for an orphanage. I think I would have been better off just sleeping on the tile floor.


“What are you reading there?” I asked the kid. He didn’t even bother to say a word. Not one peep. I might be a pain in the ass, but I sure wouldn’t be rude during a formal introduction. I guess not every Brit can be proper and all. “My name is Jake Hudson…..?” I stuck my hand out trying to make the introduction more formal.


Would you believe it if I told you that the kid didn’t budge? Just kept reading that damn book. Boy was I peeved. I mean, talk about being rude. Here I was, making a complete ass out of myself to this kid. I felt like taking that book and chucking it right at his face. Boy, that would have made a scene. My first day here and I already was causing trouble. Wouldn’t that be something? But I was just too damn tired to start trouble. I just stared at the pale white ceiling till I dozed off.


 


That night sleeping, I didn’t hear a peep from my roommate. It was like he wasn’t even there. Or so I thought. I usually woke up around three in the morning, for some reason I didn’t know. Call it a habit I guess. I felt a strange sensation when I woke up. It was creepy as hell, to tell you the truth.


In the corner of the room, I saw my roommate’s face illuminated by the moon’s light, just staring at me. I jumped out of that bed like a crazy person. I nearly fell over and knocked my head on the front bed stand. I rushed to the light switch and turned on the light.


He was just sitting on his stool, with an eerie face. Like from one of them old photographs. “Did I startle you?” he asked.


“What the hell are you doing?”


“I’m sorry if I startled you.”


“Why were you looking at me like that?”


“Like how?”


“You know damn well how. Like you were just now.”


“I like to observe my surroundings. I’ve never believed in wasting a night like this by sleeping. Just look at the moon. Isn’t it radiant?”


“Maybe you should be admiring the moon by yourself, pal. Why didn’t you say anything to me when I introduced myself before?”


“Again, my sincere apologies. When I read, I don’t like to be bothered. I like to immerse myself in whatever piece I’m reading.”


“What were you reading?”


“It’s nothing important. Nothing you will understand.”


“What does that supposed to mean?”


“It’s not an insult, I can assure you. My name is Thomas.”


“I’m Jake Hudson.”


“Ah, Jake Hudson. A pleasure to gain your acquaintance.”


I couldn’t believe my luck. I had the worst luck with roommates. First, my old pal Willy and now Thomas. Maybe there was such a thing as destiny after all. Maybe I was meant to room with jackaloons who have no social skills.


Thomas was the soft-spoken type. He had a small stack of books underneath his bed. I was never much of a reader. The occasional comic and nudie mags were all the “literature” I was into.


It was the middle of the night and I was all riled up. Thomas looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. “What are you here for, Thomas? You don’t seem like the troublesome type.”


“I’m afraid it’s a long story.”


“I got all night.”


“No really, not tonight. Perhaps tomorrow. We’ve accomplished much this evening.”


“We did?”


“Yes. We’ve formally introduced ourselves. Now we’re friends.”


“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Don’t be gawking at me in the middle of the night like that again. “


“Again, my sincerest apologies, Mr. Hudson. It won’t happen again.”


“Just call me Jake. Here are the ground rules. Don’t touch my stuff. You stay on your side of the room, and I’ll stay on mine. And no gawking.”


“I believe you established that already.”


“Well I’m saying it again.”


“Fair enough, old chap. I am going to retire for the evening. Good night.”


There I stood in the middle of the room with the lights off while Thomas went to bed. I lay in my bed, shut my eyes, and pretended to be somewhere else, away from this damn place.







Chapter 5




At breakfast the next morning, we were served some sort of porridge with mystery meat that tasted like sausage, although I didn’t want to hazard a guess. You should have seen Charlie, though. That boy sure could eat. Ate like a damn champ, if you asked me. He even had the gall to ask for seconds. Could you imagine that? Eating seconds of that crap. Hell, I had trouble eating it the first time. Owen didn’t eat much. He spent most of the time playing with his food.


“Aren’t you going to eat?” I asked.


“Not very hungry.”


“Lost your appetite?”


“It’s easy to lose you’re appetite with this rubbish.”


Charlie dug his spoon right into Owen’s porridge, practically stuffed his hand with it. “Mind if I have some of yours?”


“What the hell are you doing Charles?” Owen yelled.


“What?”


“ You ask first, then you help yourself.”


“Sorry.” Charlie put his spoon down. “Can I have some?”


“No, you may not.”


“But you said you weren’t going to eat it.”


“I changed my mind.”


“Can I have just a little?”


“You fat bastard. You already had your serving.”


Charles looked at me with these empathetic eyes. I took a big spoonful of the stuff and shoved it in my mouth. I smiled at the fat bastard. He looked like he was going to cry. “It’s for your own good, Charles,” I said


“But I’m hungry.”


“That’s the problem. You’re always hungry,” Owen said.


“That’s not true. I was satisfied last night.”


“What, for an hour?” I said


“Can I just have a little?”


“You sound like a child,” Owen said.


“I’m not a child. I’ll be eighteen in six months.”


“You’re as mature as Winston Churchill himself. A true man’s man,” I said.


“You really think so?”


“Of course.”


“Oh, you’re just poking fun at me.” Charlie pouted.


“Why would I want to do that?”


“Oh, leave him alone.” From the corner of my eye, I saw my new “best friend,” Thomas, walking over to our table. What was this weirdo going to pull now? All I could think about was this kid staring at me in the middle of the night while I slept. The thought of it gave me goosebumps. “Mind if I join you fine gentlemen?”


I wanted to say no. I would rather watch Charles stuff his face with more porridge.


“By all means. Make yourself at home,” Owen said.


“Couldn’t find another table?” I asked.


“I normally sit by myself. But I thought it would be splendid if I had lunch with my new roommate.”


“Roommate? Well, any roommate of Jake’s is a roommate of ours,” Owen said.


“Thank you.” Thomas placed his tray on the table. He polished his fork and knife with his napkin. He positioned his plate and utensils like he was playing some sort of chess match, setting his pieces in proper order. He unfolded his napkin and placed it on his lap, then repositioned his plate and utensils.


“What are you doing?” I asked.


“I’m eating.”


“You call that eating?”


“I don’t understand what you mean?”


“Forget it.”


“Say, what is your name?” Owen asked.


“Thomas, and yours?”


“I’m Owen. You already know Jake, of course.”


“I’m Charles!


“Would you not eat with your mouth open!” I yelled.


Food just flew out of Charles’s mouth. “Say, Thomas, how long have you been here for?”


“Two weeks and three days, to be exact.”


“What goes on around on here? This is not your run of the mill orphanage,” Owen said.


“How do you figure?” Thomas said.


“Well, for starters, look at all the guards.”


“Maybe they’re here to protect us?” Charles said.


“From who, the boogeyman? Hell, the Bus Driver smacked Charley here in the face on the ride over.”


“It hurt too. My cheek is still red.”


“It’s not the first time a boy has been hit in an orphanage, Jake.” Thomas took a bite of food.


“Maybe. Say Thomas, you know anything about this Mr. Hugo guy?” Charles got engaged in the conversation.


“Not really. I haven’t seen him much. But the boys that have been here seem terrified of him.”


“Why?”


“I wish I knew. There are rumors of course.”


“What kind of rumors?” I needed to get to the bottom of this.


“I hear that Mr. Hugo was a former British Colonel who spied for the Germans, that he specialized in torturing and interrogating POWs and double agents. But I mean the worst kind of torture. Other rumors that he was a doctor who abused his patients, conducting unusual experiments liking removing their brains and putting them into animals.”


“Oh give me a break,” I said.


“I also hear that boys have gone missing, disappeared, never to be seen again.


“Disappeared?” I didn’t believe that. People couldn’t really disappear.


“Yes. It’s frighteningly odd, Jake. But, of course, they are only rumors. I try not to take such claims seriously.”


“By the way, you still haven’t told me why you’re here,” I said.


“You’re still curious about that aren’t you?”


“Yea,” I said.


“It’s quite embarrassing actually.”


“Oh come on, you’re among friends here, right fellas?” If I had to live with this kid, I needed to know what he was about.


“Do tell us Thomas,” Owen said.


“Well, if you must know, it was because of my grades.”


“Your grades?”


“Yes. I received perfect marks in all my classes. At the end of the school year, I earned a perfect score on my proficiency exam.”


“I’m a little confused, Thomas. You’re saying you were put here because you got straight A’s?”


“They thought I was cheating. I would never do such a thing. Of course, they had no proof. Nonetheless, that didn’t matter.”


“Looks like you got the raw end of the deal.”


“I suppose that is one way to put it.”


“You’re a smart egg, Thomas. Don’t let anyone tell you different,” I said.


“A smart egg? What on earth does that mean?”


“Brother, why do I bother opening my mouth.” The bell rang. “Alright boys, looks like lunch is over.” They escorted us from the lunchroom and out into the courtyard.







Chapter 6




After lunch, we headed to the courtyard. We went through this narrow hallway that displayed pictures of some old geezers that probably ran the place before any of us boys were even born. I noticed on the way to the courtyard that many of the windows were either boarded or covered up. One of the boards covering one of the windows had a crack where you could see outside.


“What are you doing, Hudson?” Owen asked.


“Wait a sec.” I noticed something odd when I looked through crack of the window. It was a courtyard blocked off from the rest of the building, with high reaching cement walls surrounding the yard. I noticed some people standing in the courtyard. Funny thing is, they weren’t really doing much. They weren’t running around or playing ball or anything. They just kind of stood there. Some of them didn’t even have any hair. “Owen, take a look at this.”


“I would keep moving if I were you, Jake,” Thomas said.


“Just look outside for a second.”


“What are you doing!” one of the guards yelled.


“Just looking out the window.”


“Did anybody say you could look out the window?”


“Nobody said you couldn’t.”


The guard pulled out his billy club and slammed the adjacent brick wall with it, making a sharp clanging sound. “Are you being smart with me?”


Thomas got in front of me like he was about to take a bullet for me. “I’m sorry, sir. You see, he’s new here. He was just admiring the facilities. Why, we were just talking about what a fine institution Crowam is. Beautiful landscaping, wouldn’t you agree, Jake?”


“Uh, yea sure.”


The guard scowled at us both. “Just keep moving.”


“Yes sir, thank you.” Thomas shoved me away, making sure I didn’t open my fat mouth again.


It was a cloudy day outside. I leaned against the cement wall, admiring the grass and cement that made up the grounds of the courtyard. I watched some of the boys play soccer. Some of them were pretty good. There was this one kid that had a golden leg. He could have burned a hole through the net; he hit the ball so hard. Others were just walking around, starting casual conversations. I walked over to Thomas, who was reading the same book by Dickens. “What did you do that for?”


“Do what?” Thomas asked.


“What you did with the guard back there.”


“It was nothing, really.”


“Everybody does something for a reason. You didn’t get in the way of that guard for your health.”


“Jake. I don’t know what antics you pulled to warrant your stay in a place like this, but let me say, you are in over your head.”


“What does that mean?”


“If you haven’t noticed Jake, this is no ordinary school. Like you, I have my suspicions of this place. But the difference between you and I is that I also know when to keep my mouth shut. I can tell you, Jake, that Mr. Hugo does not tolerate the very behavior you deem satisfying.”


“Look, Thomas. I appreciate the advice and all, but this isn’t my first rodeo. I can take care of myself.”


“I’m sure you can. But just remember that your actions can affect those around you. Here, all your actions have consequences.”


“You and those damn books of yours. You think you must be some kind of brain don’t you?”


“I like to learn the ways of the world.”


“Sure, but you ain’t going to learn everything by sticking your head in them books. You gotta go out into the world, if you want to understand it.”


I noticed Charles trying to play soccer. The poor son of a bitch was waddling his way around the field, trying to catch up with the other boys. I felt sorry for the kid. He tried kicking the ball, only to fall flat on the wet ground. All the boys laughed at him. I gotta admit, I got a chuckle out of it myself. I mean here was this fat kid trying to play soccer like he’s a world champ or something. Owen was trying to coach him during play, but Charles was being all stubborn, as if he knew everything. The kid tried chasing the ball down the other end of the field. I thought the poor bastard was going to keel over right there on the spot. He got on his knees and puked all that porridge he ate for breakfast. Owen helped him up and brought him toward us.


“You alright, Charlie?” I asked.


“As you can see, Charles here is a fine athletic specimen,” Owen said.


“I don’t appreciate your sarcasm, thank you very much.”


“What happened out there?” I asked.


“Just lost a bit of my breath, that’s all.”


“A little? I thought you were going to croak on me,” Owen said.


“Bloody hell. I feel sore all over.”


“That’s good,” I said. “You get to work off those pounds. Pain is good for you.”


“You played like a champ out there today, Charles,” Owen said.


“You think so?”


“Of course. Why, you should play in the Olympics, you’re so good.”


“The best damn player in Great Britain!” I yelled.


“The hell with you all.” Charles fell to the ground, grabbing his knee and still trying to catch his breath. I saw the soccer ball roll to the middle of the courtyard. A boy no older than eleven runs over to grab it, when that burly son of a bitch snatches it from him.


“Can I have the ball back?” the kid asked.


The guy shoved the kid down to the ground. “Get up.” The boys surrounded them like it was a prizefight. Some of the guard’s went in on the action. The boy tried to escape, but the guards threw him back in with the Bus Driver.


“What’s going on?” I asked.


“I don’t know,” Owen said. Charles wasn’t paying attention because he was still catching his breath.


The driver put up his dukes. All the kid could do was run around the ring of boys that surrounded the two. He had speed to his advantage, but where was he going to go? The Bus Driver’s fists were massive, with hairy knuckles and bruised hands that looked like he’s done this plenty of times before.


The kid ran to the left. The Bus Driver grabbed him by the trousers. He raised his fist and punched him square in the face. The sound the fist made when it landed on his face was distinct and brutal. I have to admit, it took me aback. “Thomas, have you seen this before?”


“No, I haven’t.”


The boy struggled to get up, blood running down his noise. “Come on, get up. I’m not through with you yet.”


I would never forget the kid’s face. His eyes were filled with terror and hopelessness. All he could do was look up at this monster who seemed to lack any sort of remorse or kindness, taking pleasure in the beating of young boys.


“Shouldn’t we do something,” Owen said.


“What can we do?” I said.


The boy got up again. He rushed toward the driver, punching him in his beer gut, wailing away with everything he had. The driver laughed like he was a schoolboy himself. He shoved him away and threw another punch, this time in the kid’s stomach.


The boy landed on the ground and cried his eyes out. The boys around him weren’t screaming. They just watched, like they were hypnotized or horrified, I suppose. The boy eventually fainted. The guards carried him away.


“What is this place,” Owen asked.


“I don’t know. I don’t know,” I said.


Recess was over. The guards escorted us back inside Crowam. There was a window that overlooked the courtyard. I looked up to find Mr. Hugo standing there like a damn ghost, watching us as we went back inside.







Chapter 7




That evening I lay in my bed, staring up at the ceiling. I was bored out of my mind. I grabbed my glove and played catch with myself, tossing the ball in the air, pretending to be in the outfield of Yankee stadium. The pop of the ball hitting the mitt was sweet and delightful, like a song with its own rhythm and beat. Thomas was stuffing his face behind one of his books again. I guess that was why he was so damn smart, reading all them books.


“Do you mind?” Thomas asked.


“Mind what?”


“What you’re doing.”


“Tossing the ball around?”


“Um hm.”


“I’m just bored, that’s all. Am I getting on your nerves?”


“I just like it quiet when I read. It helps me focus.”


“Well geez, Thomas, I didn’t mean to break your focus and all.” I kept egging him on by tossing the ball a bit. He let out this soft sigh, like I wasn’t going to hear it. “Say, you never told me what you’re reading there.”


“Why do you care? I thought you didn’t like books.”


“You got me curious.”


“Well, if you must know. It’s called A Tale of Two Cities.’’


“Tale of Two Cities? Never heard of it.”


“It’s by Dickens. You’ve heard of Charles Dickens, haven’t you?”


“Can’t say that I have.”


“My lord, you are deprived. Why Charles Dickens happens to be one of the greatest writers in all of literature. This happens to be my favorite literary work. I’ve read it three times now, working on my fourth. It’s absolutely splendid, Jake!”


He spoke about Dickens as if he were some sort of God. His eyes lit up just talking about all sorts of books. He had a whole stack of books he’d probably read countless times. He just went on and on about Dickens and how great he was. And there I was, just sitting there listening to it all. I never saw someone so passionate about, well, anything. I never had that feeling. That passion or excitement about something. Perhaps baseball. “What’s it about?”


“The story takes place during the French Revolution. It’s about redemption and resurrection. Sydney Carlton, a drunk and indifferent attorney sacrifices himself to save Charles Darnay, a man condemned to die in revolutionary France. The irony is that the man Sydney saves is married to Lucie, the love of his life. Of, course there is so much more to the story. Say, I have a brilliant idea. Why don’t you read it?”


“Me? Thanks but...”


“Jake, you should read it. I think you’ll really enjoy it.”


“I wouldn’t want to disrupt your focus.”


“Don’t be silly. Why, I’ve read this book at least three times already. Besides, I have other books to spare.”


“Ah, I don’t know.”


Thomas tossed the book on my lap. “Doesn’t hurt to try new things. Open your mind. Goodnight, Jake.”


He rolled over and went to sleep. I flipped through the pages of the book, analyzing the black print of the words and sentences that danced through the pages. The book looked old as hell, the spine of the book loose. The pages seemed like they were going to fall off the spine. I tossed the book, causing it to land at my feet on the edge of the bed. I stared at the ceiling, wishing I was somewhere else.


 


Thomas was sound asleep. I tossed and turned, unable to sleep. I felt uneasy. My stomach felt sick from the sour meat we had for dinner. I sat up and wrapped my arms around myself. It was a bit cold inside the dormitory. My stomach felt like it turned inside out. I wanted to wake Thomas up. Maybe talking some more would help me get some sleep. Knock knock. I heard a knock on the door. The wooden floors were cold and unforgiving to my bare feet. I slowly opened the door, leaving a crack to see who it was. “Charles, what on earth are you doing?”


“Did I wake you?”


“No, but do you know what time it is?”


“No.”


“This is an ungodly time to be awake.”


“I’m sorry to wake you. Some of the boys decided to throw a little get together down in the basement.”


“What about the guards?”


“There is one down the hall but he’s asleep. Come on, wake up Thomas.”


I put on whatever clothes I could find. I tapped Thomas on the shoulder. He moaned and groaned till he awakened. “Jake, what are you doing?”


“Come on. We’re going to have a little fun.”


“Fun?”


“Yes, fun. You’ve heard of it before, haven’t you?”


“You go have fun. I would like to sleep.”


“Come on, Thomas. Off your ass. Get dressed.”


Thomas begrudgingly changed. We followed Charles down the dim hallway with Charles’s lantern shedding light in the darkness around us. Thomas knocked over a stool next to one of the dormitory doors, making a clanging sound that echoed through the hallway.


“Damn it, Thomas. Make a racket why don’t you,” I whispered.


“Sorry.” There was a doorway leading to the basement downstairs. The wood was chipped and dull. We could see the guard behind the metal doorway window, sleeping, his head leaning against his right shoulder, with a bit of drool dribbling down his mouth. Sorry bastard. Probably was bored out of his mind. Who would want to guard a bunch of kids?


Charles opened the door. “Watch your step. The stairway is steep.”


We diligently made our way down the flight of stairs. We could hear the drone of talk and laughter. A light shined at the end of the stairwell. Charles blew out the candle. It was a storage room for bed frames and chairs for the dormitories that was turned into a makeshift clubhouse for the boys. In the middle of the room was a large, round table where some boys were playing card games. From poker and blackjack to goldfish, they played it all. They didn’t seem very good at it. I saw one of the boys look at another boy’s cards without either one flinching. I guess there was no need for a poker face.


A boy with dirty blond hair and hazel eyes approached me with a bottle of vodka in one hand and a glass in the other. “Would you like vodka?”


“Vodka, how did you get your hands on that?” I asked.


“The guards sometimes leave an open bottle in the kitchen when they’re drunk. They never even notice it’s gone. Dumb bastards.” He poured some vodka in the glass.


I took a sip. I had never tasted vodka before. I’d had beer plenty of times. “Great, isn’t it?” I could smell the vodka right from his breath.


“May I have a glass?” Thomas asked.


“Of course!” He grabbed another glass, pouring the vodka in the dirty glass and handed it to Thomas. He sniffed it at first, swirling the vodka around as if we some sort of aristocrat deciphering his palette for strong alcohol. Some of it spilled on his shirt.


“Come on, drink it already,” I said.


Thomas took a hefty swig, devouring half the glass. The kid’s face turned red. He coughed up the rest of the vodka, regurgitating it on the floor as if he was going to cough up a lung.


“What in bloody hell are you doing? That’s damn good vodka your wasting there,” our bartender said.


I had to pat him on the back like an infant several times, until he regained his bearings. “You alright, Thomas?”


“That’s a mighty strong drink.”


“I don’t think you’re supposed to drink it all at once like that.”


“I think you’re right. Can I have another glass?”


“Why so you could waste it again?” I said.


“I’m glad you gentlemen could finally make it. Charles, I was worried you led them astray,” Owen said.


“I told you I could find it,” Charles said.


“You did splendid, Charles. Absolutely splendid.”


“Looks like a hell of a party. Who put this together?” I asked.


“That would be me,” the hazel-eyed boy said.


“You throw quite a party,” I said.


“The venue isn’t much, but considering the circumstances it will do. We usually do this every Wednesday when there is only one guard on shift. Most of the time they just walk up and down the hallways, just making sure everything is in order. A bunch of buffoons, if you ask me.”


“How long have you been here, Felix?” Owen asked the hazel-eyed boy.


“Me? Over a year now. A year I’ve been in this marvelous institution called Crowam 281.” Felix raised his glass. “Gentleman, a toast. To Crowam No. 281. The finest boys’ school in all of Great Britain.”


“Here, here!” several boys yelled in sarcastic jubilation.


“And of course, let us not forget about our beloved headmaster, Mr. Hugo.” A chorus of boos from the boys brought a smile to my face. The vodka was flowing throughout the makeshift club for boys. “Now, gentlemen, since we’re all here, let me just give you some advice. This here fine institution of ours doesn’t take too kindly to us boys. The little incident that occurred out in the courtyard is a perfect example. My suggestion is to keep your head down and be as invisible as possible.”


“Felix, I noticed there was a separate courtyard on the other side of the building. I saw some boys there. You know anything about that?” I asked.


“I’m afraid not. They don’t let us move around too much. We’re isolated to certain parts of the building. It’s odd, there’s a whole other wing of the building that nobody knows about.”


“You’re not the least bit curious?”


“Jake, is it?”


“Yes.”


“I’m not here to inquire about the inner workings of Crowam. It won’t be long before I age out and I’m free, free from this God forsaken place so I may do as I wish. To be honest, there’s been a number of occasions I have thought about breaking out of here.”


“Really?”


“Of course. The thought has run through my mind on a number of occasions. I have it all planned it, too. Actually I wouldn’t call it much of a plan. I heard of it from one of the few boys who was closest to actually escaping this place.”


“What’s stopped you?”


“Nerves, I guess. To be honest I don’t bloody hell know if it would even work.”


“What’s the plan?”


Playing cards and glasses of vodka flew through the air. The table that played host to the boys’ poker game tumbled halfway across the room by Tom, a brute of a boy with an awful temperament. He was larger than the rest of us. Tom had short, flattened black hair with these squinty eyes that created a permanent scowl on his face. He grabbed one of the boys by the shirt collar literally lifting him off the floor. “You bloody cheated!”


“No I didn’t, I swear it.”


“You’re a damn liar that’s what you are,” Tom said.


“No, I’m not. Honest,” the boy said.


“Easy there. What’s wrong?” Felix asked.


“He cheated,” Tom said. “I saw him looking over my cards!”


“Oh, come on. Were you looking at his card?”


“No. I wasn’t, honest,” the boy said.


“You see there. He’s as clean as a whistle. Say, why don’t you leave him alone and have another glass of vodka?” Tom wet his lips at the glass of vodka Felix held in front of his face. He grabbed the glass and drank it in one shot. “Who are they? Newbies?”


“Why, yes. This here is Charles.”


“Hello,” Charles said.


“Owen.” Owen drank from his glass.


“And this is Jake,” Felix said.


“Not much of a card player sport?” I asked.


“What did you bloody say to me?” Tom put his glass down.


“Now easy there,” Felix said. “These boys are new here. Let’s not spoil their welcome.”


“Are you a Yank?” Tom got very close to me.


“Brooklyn, New York,” I said.


“Well boys, look at what we have here. A bloody yank.”


“You gotta problem with Yanks?”


“My sister married a Yank during the war. Promised her he would take care of her. When the war ended, he took off with everything she had. She had to prostitute herself just to feed me when I was a wee boy. Now she’s in a mental hospital.”


Sometimes you come across someone who just doesn’t like you. They may have their reasons, even if they don’t make any sense. Looking back at Tom, he was like a hand of playing cards. A wild card that, at the flip of a switch, could give you a very bad day. “I’m sorry about your sister. I really am. But what’s it got to do with me?”


“All you Yanks are the same. You’re a bunch of good for nothings. And I’m going to tear your bloody head off.” Tom got too close for comfort. I was drowning in his massive chest as he hovered over me. I thought about how I could take on a kid this size. Maybe I would hit him in the groin and run for it. I thought about grabbing one of them vodka bottles and smashing it over his head. I couldn’t take this kid head on. Too big, too strong. Sometimes you have to know when to cut your losses. When to pick and choose your battles.


“Now, now, easy there, Tom. Here, another glass of vodka. That should cheer you up,” Felix said, patting him on the back like a father would his son.


He grunted and took another swig of vodka.


“Alright, don’t just stand there. Let’s clean this mess up and go for another round,” Felix said.


The boys scrambled to pick up the playing cards scattered around the floor for another game.


“He’s really a gentle soul once you get to know him,” Felix said.


“You call that gentle!” Owen waved his empty glass at Felix.


“He’s been through a lot. All of us have. Some of us just have our own way of dealing with our problems. Take me for example.” He poured himself another glass of vodka. “I’m going to check on the rest of my guests. Cheerio boys.”


Thomas helped himself to another glass of vodka. A few minutes earlier he nearly choked on the stuff. Now he wanted seconds. I snagged it away from him. “What are you doing?” Thomas asked.


“I’m not letting you waste damn good vodka, Thomas.”


“I won’t waste it. Promise.”


“Sure, sure.” I went to quench my thirst when I felt a tug on my pants. I looked down to find this little boy with dirty blond hair and brown eyes looking up at me with a dimply smile, pointing at my drink. “What do you want?”


“Can I have some?”


“What, of this?”


He smiled again, nodding his head.


“What are you, five?” I asked.


“Six.” His smile widened.


“You’re a little young, aren’t you?”


He shrugged his shoulders with indifference.


“Well you can’t have any.”


His lips started to quiver, like he was ready to bawl his eyes out.


“Oh would you quit it. You’re too little to have this.”


“I’m not little.”


“Sure you are. Besides, there ain’t nothing wrong with being little.”


He pouted and crossed his arms. Boy he was acting like a brat. For the life of me, I was clueless as to how a boy his age got in a place like this. He seemed out of place, as most of the boys here were well past puberty. “Come on kid, scram, go play with your toys or something.” Petey punched me in the knee and ran off. “Little brat,” I said.


“What’s that little boy doing here?” Owen asked.


“The hell do I know.”


Suddenly, Felix got up on one of the chairs, staring directly at the ceiling, fixated on what was occurring above. “Everybody quiet.” The basement full of boisterous boys fell silent, watching the ceiling.


“I hear footsteps,” Jack whispered.


“Blow out the candles,” Felix said. The boys scurried like cockroaches, blowing out all the candles throughout the basement. The room dimmed with every blow, until it succumbed to darkness. Pit, pat, pit pat. The footsteps right above us. I could hear the boys breathing heavier with every step stamped above us.


“Could it be one of the guards?” Charles asked.


“No, it’s the tooth fairy. Who the hell do you think it is?” I said.


“Good God, they know we’re here,” Charles said.


“Who the tooth fairy?” Owen said.


“What’s wrong with you people,” I said.


“Quiet. They know we’re here and we’re all going to get into trouble,” Charles said.


“Charles, would you knock it off.” I said.


“They’ll find us, I’ll tell you,” Charles said.


“Quiet will you. You’re making a ruckus,” Owen said.


“Shut that fat boy up,” Tom said.


“I’m not fat!”


Before Charles uttered another word, I grabbed him and pressed the palm of my hand over his mouth. “You’re making a damn scene. Quiet!” As he breathed through his nose, snot began spewing out of it into my hand. “Damn it, Charles.”


“Umm strrwwy,” he mumbled under his breath. The footsteps above us faded away like a ghost into the night.


Felix got on the chair again, placing his hand on the ceiling, looking for vibration. “They’re gone.” The room sighed in relief. “Well, gents, I think that’s a bit too much excitement for one evening. Let us retire for the night.”


I let go of Charles, wiping his nostrils on his shirt.


“Hey!”


“They’re your boogers.”


One by one, we snuck back upstairs, back into our dormitories. Thomas fell asleep. It was early morning and I couldn’t go back to sleep. A Tale of Two Cities sat at the edge of the bed. I picked it up and began reading the first chapter. “It was the best of times. It was the worst of times.”







Chapter 8




The next day after breakfast, I attended my first class at Crowam 281. The classroom was windowless. There was nothing but white walls and an irritating fluorescent light that hurt the eyes. Tom sat a few rows behind me. The desks were too small for us boys. I fidgeted in my seat, trying to get comfortable. Those chairs were awful. I looked behind me to find Tom giving me a deadpan stare, followed by a mild and mischievous grin. He totally had it out for me.


The door whisked opened. The professor, a tall gray-haired man entered the room with an efficient saunter to his step, knowing exactly where to place his briefcase and other belongings on his desk. He took his time settling in, ignoring us, as if we weren’t even there. He took a packet of booklets with a pencil taped to each book out from his briefcase, placing them on each one of our desks. “Good morning, gentlemen. My name is Professor Vanden. What I am passing to each one of you is a proficiency exam. You have one hour to complete the exam.”


“What’s a proficiency exam?” Tom asked.


“Quiet,” Mr. Vanden yelled. “You will not speak unless you are spoken to. That goes for the rest of you, too. You will do exactly as I say. If you have a question, you will raise your hand and, if I deem fit, I will answer your question. I will not tolerate any misbehavior. Rest assured of that. Is that understood?”


“Yes sir,” the class said in unison.


Professor Vanden sure was something, a by-the-books kind of guy. A cold son of a bitch, just like everyone else who ran this place. At least at the other orphanages, they pretended to give a shit. Here, we’re hoarded like cattle, like we’re nothing but an inconvenience. Shit, none of us wanted to be here. We didn’t have a choice. A boy opened his test booklet, ripping the seal with his pencil. Professor Vanden grabbed a ruler from his pocket and smacked the boy in the hand. “What did I say?”


“I just…”


“Just what young man?”


“What do you mean?”


“You answer a question with another question?


“No sir.”


“What do you mean, no sir? Did you not ask me a question, ‘what do you mean?’”


“I don’t understand, sir.”


“Stop asking me questions young man. I am the only one who asks the questions here. I do. You are here to listen and do as you are told!”


“Hey, why don’t you lighten up?” I said.


The classroom turned their eyes to me. Professor Vanden was not pleased. The expression on his face was priceless. His face was turning red like a tomato. You could see the anger boiling inside of him. “What did you say?”


“I said lighten up. He didn’t do anything.”


“What is your name?”


“I’m the only one that asks questions here,” I said sarcastically.


The class erupted in laughter except for our “wonderful professor,” who went back to his desk and took out a small wooden paddling board from the desk drawer, slamming the desk drawer as he closed it. He smacked the paddleboard on the desk making a loud banging sound tell class succumbed to silence. The sound that board made sure was loud. The smack rang in my ears. “Silence!” Professor Vanden looked at me with shock and disdain. I wasn’t making a good impression during the first day of class.


“I said what is your name?


“Hudson.”


“You’re full name!”


“Jake Hudson.”


“Mr. Hudson. What a pleasure it is to have you in my classroom. Gentlemen, it seems we have a rebel in our midst. How fortunate and blessed we are to have the likes of Mr. Hudson in our class, so that I may teach my first lesson, on the importance of obedience. Mr. Hudson, do you know what obedience is?”


I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t give a shit about his question.


“Oh you don’t know? Get up to the front of the class please.”


“No,” I replied.


Professor Vanden motioned his finger at the door. Two guards came into the room. They picked me up off the chair. “Hey get off me!” I yelled. The grip the guards had on me was strong, firm and unrelenting, making sure the lesson of obedience was well taught. They leaned me over on the desk, stretching out my hands on the desk. I tried to break free, but I just couldn’t. Damn those guards were strong.


Vanden grabbed the paddle. “Mr. Hudson, here is your first lesson in obedience.”


I knew what was coming. The pain was sharp at first. My right hand became red and purple with each smack of the paddle. I held in my tears, wanting to show that I could take it.


“Do you know what obedience is, Mr. Hudson?”


I didn’t respond. I just looked at the prick. Smack! My right hand throbbing with pain. It was hard to take. I became nauseous. I thought I was going to faint right then and there.


“Do you know what obedience is!” He raised the paddle about to smack it down. I nodded my head. “Is that a yes, Mr. Hudson?”


“Yes,” I said reluctantly. Vanden nodded at the guards, before they escorted me back to my desk. “You’re an exemplary student Mr. Hudson. You learned your first lesson today.”


I rubbed my right hand, hoping to regain some sensation in it.


“Now gentlemen, open your test books and begin the exam. You have one hour,” Vanden said, looking at his watch.


I wasn’t sure how the hell I was going to take the exam. My right hand was swollen. I could barely grip the pencil. I opened the exam. The questions were as bland the paper it was written on. I mean, who gives a shit about when X train leaves station B at 1:00pm going 45 mph, while the Y train leaves the station at 50, which train will arrive at station C first? I just filled in whatever bullshit I could think of. The hour was up and so was my first lesson on “obedience.”


The following day was the same routine of boring classes and meals which made it difficult to avoid the life of a monotonous robot that gave into the set standards that comprised the everyday spiel behind the walls of Crowam. My hand was still a bit sore from Professor Vanden’s lesson. I kept rubbing my hand, squeezing my fist, getting some blood flowing through. During lunch, I saw the boy who was challenged by the Bus Driver. He sat by himself, with bandages and bruises around his face and arms. He looked like the world fell upon him, spiritless and lost.


Eventually some of the other boys joined him. I thought about going there myself. What was I going to say? Hey nice going. I thought you had him there? I would have looked like an idiot. Me, trying to lighten up the poor kid. The best part of the day was recess. The air outside the courtyard was fresh and clean, unlike the air inside Crowam, which was stale and foul, like in one of them libraries that are older than the books they house.


“Hello, old boy.” A hand patted me on the back.


It startled me a bit. “Damn it, don’t sneak up on me like that!”


“Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” Felix said.


“It’s alright.”


“That was some spectacle in Professor Vanden’s class.”


“Oh, you heard about that?”


“Word gets around pretty quickly here. How’s your hand?”


“It’s ok. I’ll live.”


“That’s good. Very good. But while I’m here, allow me to take the opportunity to give you some advice. Don’t push around here, Jake. You see, this isn’t your ordinary orphanage. This is different. I don’t know what you’ve done in the past, but you can’t get away with it here, that’s for sure. My advice to you is to keep your head down and your mouth shut.”


“And what, let these sons of bitches get the best of us? Treat us like we’re dirt?”


“I don’t like the circumstances any more than you do. But the trick is that what they can’t take away is what’s in here and here.” He pointed at his heart and forehead. “This place Jake, it is like a sleeping giant. If you’re smart, you’ll sneak past it without it even noticing you. But if you awaken it?”


“Tell me about your escape plan.”


“Plan? Well I suppose you can call it a plan.”


“You mentioned another boy tried escaping before?”


“Yes. About a year ago I believe. His name was Joshua. Splendid chap. He told us all about his plan to escape. I thought the lad was joking. He actually went through with it.”


“Did he escape?”


“No. Not quite sure what they did with him, though. As punishment, they tormented us. Random beatings by the guards. Verbal harassment. They picked boys at random, never to be seen again. We called it ‘the purge.’ ”


“How long did the purge last?” I asked.


“Several months, I believe. Those were not the best of times here. My desire to escape was escalated by these events, but I had to always consider the risks for myself and those held here. I suppose it has crossed your mind already.”


“To escape?”


“Yes.”


“Damn right.”


“In that case, then, I’m afraid I can’t tell you.”


“Why is that?”


“I have my reasons.”


“Don’t give me that bullshit.”


“The only way I can tell you if is you promise that you won’t try to escape yourself or tell anyone about my plan.”


“You’re being serious.”


“Deadly.”


I gave him a look of indifference. He seemed hesitant to want to tell me the plan.


“Well, quite frankly, the plan is quite simple really. There are ventilation shafts that run throughout Crowam, each one leading to different areas of the building. There is a shaft that leads to the rear side of the building. It’s only a short drop to the bottom. The trick is getting past the perimeter wall. There is a slight opening underneath one part of the slab. Just enough to squeeze through. Joshua noticed the opening during a morning run around the grounds. Very observant chap if you ask me.


“Joshua told you all this?”


“Yes, with some slight improvements on my part.


“Have you ever tried escaping?”


“I have numerous times, but you see, Mr. Hugo likes to conduct random headcounts. If any boy is missing, as punishment, he picks random boys to get thrown in the cell.”


“What’ s the cell?”


“There are holding cells down in the basement. They place you there for hours, sometimes days, with little to no light. It’s almost like some medieval dungeon. Some boys have gone mad down there. You don’t ever want to be placed in the cell, Jake.”


“That’ why you didn’t try to escape, because you got a conscience?”


“I couldn’t live with myself if other boys suffered because of my selfishness. That is why you must not fall into temptation. You mustn’t try to escape here. It won’t work.”


“I appreciate the advice. I really do. But if I get the chance, I’m taking it.”


“Don’t be a fool. You promised.”


“I didn’t promise you anything.”


“Jake, there’ll be hell to pay if you get caught. Don’t be a selfish bastard.”


“Don’t act like a martyr. You’ve had your chance to escape. If you think I’m going to stick around this freak show, you got another thing coming.”


“You idiot. Maybe Professor Vanden should have hit you in the head with that bloody paddle of his. Perhaps it would have knocked some sense into you.”


“I’ll think about it.”


“You’re not very reassuring.”


“I said that I’ll think about it.”


Charles waddled his way to us, drenched in sweat from a soccer game. “What are you talking about?”


“None of your business,” I replied.


“My goodness, you don’t have to be rude about it. Did you see me play? I almost scored a goal.”


“Almost?” Felix replied.


“Yes, the ball ricocheted off the goal post. But it was a bloody good shot.”


“In this world, almost doesn’t cut it.” Felix stood up and walked away.


I went to the side of the courtyard near the fence to be by myself. All I could think about was escaping. Figuring out all the angles. Maybe Felix was just full of it. I had a hard time believing what anyone said to me. People are all talk. Trust was a hard thing to come by these days.


First you had the war, now this thing called the Cold War. Now, the Russians were the bad guys. It didn’t make a damn bit a sense to me. Just the two biggest kids on the block fighting for their little piece of turf. That’s what the Cold War was to me. It just seemed like somebody was always trying to fight somebody else. We’re just violent creatures itching for a good fight. To feel that adrenaline. Doesn’t matter if you’re that kid fighting off the schoolyard bully to an entire nation, we all like a good fight, for all sorts of reasons. I felt a tug in my pants. Petey grinned at me with that ridiculous smile of his. “Hi.”


“What do you want?”


He nodded his head.


“So what are you bugging me for?”


“Are you from America?”


“Yea.”


“Wow.” He smiled again. I had to admit that his smile was contagious. You couldn’t help but smile yourself. I thought it was odd? Some six year old brightening my day in a place like this. “So what’s a little kid like you doing here?”


He shrugged his shoulders


“What do you mean you don’t know?”


“I don’t remember. I was too little when they brought me here.”


“Who brought you here?” He pointed across the courtyard. The Bus Driver, leaning against the cement wall of Crowam, smoking a cigarette. “Him?”


He nodded his head. This place got stranger by the day.


 


If there was one thing I hated most in this world, it was cleaning pots and pans. I mean, I just hated it. I’d washed enough damn dishes to last me a lifetime. I was in the kitchen with Thomas, pulling pots and pans duty. We stood in front of several stacks of filthy pots, pans, plates and utensils stained with leftover food. The smell was mostly of rotten meat. The stench of food flooded the air of the kitchen.


“Good lord, do we have to clean all that?” Thomas looked frightened.


“Looks that way,” I said.


“Oh bullocks!”


This large woman entered the kitchen. She happened to be the lunch lady, with her lunch lady gown and hair net that fit a tad too snuggly on her head. “Alright boys, are you ready to get your hands dirty?”


“Do we have a choice?” I asked.


“We being smart are we?”


“What makes you say that?” I was sick of adults telling me what to do.


She grabbed a wooden spoon and smacked me in the hand, the same hand that Professor Vanden was very fond of. It hurt. Not that I would hit a lady, but I just wanted to knock her teeth out. I probably would have done her a favor, as her teeth were rotten to the core. Brown and stained from years of neglect.


“Keep being smart with me boy.”


“I’m sorry. I guess, well, I’ve never met someone as pretty as you. I get a bit foolish around pretty girls.”


Thomas looked disturbed. Poor bastard was humorless.


“I think I’m bit old for you lad.”


Thomas was relieved she didn’t get the joke.


“I want these pots and dishes squeaky clean by the time I get back.”


“Yes, madam,” Thomas said as she left us.


“Madam?” I asked Thomas, after I knew she couldn’t hear us.


“She is a lady.”


“You think so, because it’s kind of hard to tell.”


“Good lord, Jake.”


“Stick with me and you’ll go places.”


“I’m afraid of where we’ll be going.”


I grabbed some dishes and dipped them deep into the soapy water. The filth fell from the dishes, staining the dish water to a dark brown of mystery meat and God knows what else.


“My God, this is disgusting.” Thomas diligently dipped the dirty dishes into the water. I shoved his hand holding the plate in the soapy water. He cringed, nearly jumping out of his socks. “What in bloody hell are you doing?”


“I don’t know about you. But I don’t want to spend the entire night washing dishes. Haul ass, will you? It’s just water.”


“It’s foul, I tell you.”


“I don’t like this anymore than you do.”


An hour went by. The two of us washed away dirt quickly, trying to finish for the evening. The routine became redundant. Dip, wipe, rinse, dip, wipe, rinse. The kitchen was hotter than a furnace. My white shirt was drenched in sweat that my armpits poured. “My lord, it’s hot in here.” Thomas wiped the sweat off his brow. “I think I need a break.”


“Come on, don’t quit on me now. We’re almost done.”


“I just want to sit for a few minutes.”


Although I didn’t want to admit it, we could have used a break. We sat down against the wall near the doorway.


“Hell of a life, huh?” I said.


“You call this living?” Thomas said.


“No, I suppose not.”


“Can I ask you something?”


“Sure,” I said.


“What are you going to do when you leave here?’


“When I age out?”


“Yes.”


I had to really think about that one. To be honest, I didn’t know. I was so used to moving around so much that I never gave it much thought. It scared me a bit to tell you the truth. “I don’t know, I guess.”


“Well I do. I want to travel the world. Paris, Rome. I hear the libraries in Italy are like cathedrals. All of those books and knowledge. It must be magnificent.”


“Sounds nice, Thomas.”


“America, yes, I’ll go to America. New York City.”


“You seem to have it all planned out.”


“What’s New York like Jake?”


“There ain’t no other city like it. Buildings that stretch to the sky. The lights of Broadway and Times Square. It’s like all that glitz and glamour you see in the movies.”


“I’ll see it one day. You’ll see.”


“I believe you. Hell, I’ll show you around. You’ll love it.”


“I would like that a lot.”


“Who wouldn’t? It’s New York.”


“That sounds wonderful. I’ll travel the world, that’s what I’ll do. But you still didn’t say what you want to do when you leave.”


“I said that I wasn’t sure.”


“You should have some idea, shouldn’t you?”


He really bugged me with that question. It was sort of nagging at me. I was afraid to think about what I would do when I left Crowam. I wasn’t a mental heavy weight like Thomas who seemed to have everything figured out. Was I supposed to have everything figured out? Maybe we’re all supposed to just live life and let destiny handle the rest. The hell did I know. All I cared about was being out on my own. “Maybe I’d join the circus. Yea, that’d be the ticket. I’d join the circus. Wouldn’t that be something? Orphan turned freak show. Maybe I’d become one of them acrobats. Or that guy they shoot out of a cannon. Anything but a clown. I’ll be a regular show stopper. Hell, people from all over the world would come and see me. My name in bright lights!”


“You can’t be serious,” Thomas replied.


“Why the hell not?”


“A circus? Of all things.”


“It’s a living ain’t it?


“I suppose so. I just thought you would have bigger plans.”


“Like what?’


“I don’t know. I just think you have a lot of potential to do great things.”


“What makes you say that?”


“I don’t know. Intuition perhaps.”


“Maybe it’s from reading all them books.”


Thomas then began blabbering about all the books he’d read. He sure could be a bore sometimes. I should have gotten him talking when I had trouble sleeping. He’s better than a warm glass of milk. I noticed above us were one of the air vents Felix was talking about. The steel frame was thick and rusty. Then my imagination began getting the best of me, thinking about how I would escape. I could sneak out at night when the dumb guards weren’t looking. Idiots. They wouldn’t know what hit ’em. I would crawl through the vents and outside, going through that crack in the perimeter fence, just like Felix said. To hell with everyone else.


I had nothing against the boys here. But who wouldn’t want to escape a God forsaken place like this? Any of the boys would do the same thing if they had the chance. Thomas got the hint that I wasn’t paying attention. You could hear a pin drop in the kitchen until I heard a faint noise coming from the vent. I got up close to the vent. It was hard to make it out at first.


“What are you doing?” Thomas asked.


I ignored him.


“Jake?”


“Shut up a second.” The sounds became clearer: shouts and screams. God awful screams. “Thomas, can you hear that?”


“Hear what?”


“Just listen.” The drone of screams continued for a minute until it stopped. I couldn’t be hearing things. “You heard that?”


“I don’t know.”


“I’m not crazy, Thomas.”


“I never said you were.” His eyes said everything. I knew he heard the screams, but he was too scared to admit it. “Maybe we should finish up.”


“You can’t hear that?” The screams sounded muffled and terrifying, echoing through the vents from origins unknown.


“What is that Jake?” Thomas asked.


“Screaming.”


“Good lord.”


We stared at the vent, the faint and distant screams hypnotizing us. We forgot about the dishes, pots and pans that still sat on the kitchen counter waiting to be washed. The soap suds still fizzed in the dirty soap brown water that contained the remnants of mystery meat and leftover food. The kitchen didn’t exist for us in the brief moment of curiosity where our minds were fixated on the sounds coming from the air vent.


Our hypnosis, however brief, was disrupted by the lunch lady. She barged in on us. “What are you two doing?” She was angry. Her raspy voice startled Thomas and I.


“Sorry,” I said.


“What were you two doing there?”


“Just admiring the vent,” I said. I couldn’t’ think of anything else to say to the old hag. I figured I’d just be a smartass. She was already used to that. She expected it of me. She wouldn’t suspect anything else.


“Why are the pots and pans still not washed?”


“I apologize, madam. We’ll get on it right away.” Thomas was a true British gentleman, I had to hand it to him.


“I want these pots and pans cleaned in the next twenty minutes. Or else both of you will be pulling cleaning duty tomorrow night.”


Thomas and I quickly cleaned the remaining dishes on the counter, finishing them a shy under twenty minutes. We headed back to our dorms, where I got to take a shower and clean up from the evening.


The showers smelled like BO and urine. The green tiles of the shower stalls were stained and old, faded from years of mildew. I stood under the stream of lukewarm water that flowed from the showerhead over my body, rubbing the used bar of soap over me trying to rid myself of the filth that accumulated from staying in Crowam.


The other boys were probably discussing the same topics they always talked about: girls, Crowam, the war, and nonsensical garbage that is trivial when compared to the grand schemes of the universe.


A boy named Joseph, a freckled brown-haired kid, stood in the middle of the shower, tucking his wanker between his legs to pretend that he was a girl. His attempt at humor got a few laughs. I thought it was stupid. Joseph had more raging hormones than all of us put together. Rumor has it he got thrown in here because he masturbates too much. Got caught masturbating while he was in class. Who in their right mind would do something like that? A kid like Joseph, I guess.


Anyway, his attempt at humor fizzled out pretty quickly. The drone of noise from the other boys ceased as they ran out, like animals scurrying when a dangerous predator was approaching.


“Hey Yank.” The voice was clear, ringing in my ears. I knew who it was. Some people handled pain a little differently. Some people cried and moaned. Others held it in. Some people even enjoyed the pain. The pain from Tom’s punch landing on my face felt sort of good in a twisted sort of way. He punched me hard. It knocked me back a bit. My head hit the green tiled wall behind me.


I threw a punch back, hitting him in the jaw, giving him a slight bruise, but the bastard had an iron jaw. I didn’t’ mind fighting, except I’m naked and he and the other boys wore shorts. The two other boys hit me in the back of the head. I started getting lightheaded, losing my bearings. The two boys grabbed me by the arms. I tried fighting back, but this time the pain got the best of me. “How are you enjoying your shower, Yank?”


“Go fuck yourself.” The room went black after Tom’s final punch. The last thing I remembered was falling to the ground in a sea of laughter. I don’t remember how long I was out before I came to. I began opening my eyes when I saw Charles standing over me.


“Jake, Jake are you alright? Say something.” Charles voice just irked me. I almost wanted to go back to sleep. When I awoke I found myself in a puddle of blood. Owen Stood behind Charles. Charles was wearing a towel, but somehow still exposed himself to me.


“Would you put some clothes on!”


Charles and Owen helped me up.


“Are you ok?” Owen looked genuinely terrified.


“I’m alright.”


“You took a hell of a shot to the head,” Charles said.


“Courtesy of my best pal, Tom.”


“That giant ignoramus,” Charles said.


Owen grabbed a towel that hung on the towel rack and wrapped it around a wound near my eye. I struggled to regain my balance. They helped me to a nearby stool. “How are we feeling?”


“Like hell, but thanks for asking.”


“We should take you to the nurse,” Owen said.


“I’m exhausted. I just want to go to bed.”


“You should have that wound looked at,” Owen said.


“I’ll be fine.” I made a makeshift bandage out of some dry towels. Thomas was sound asleep. The pain of my lost battle put me right to sleep.







Chapter 9




When I woke up the next morning, I had a throbbing headache. I noticed blood all over my pillow. I grabbed my head and blood covered my hands. The towels were soaked red.


“Good lord, what happened to you?” Thomas said as he woke up.


“Rough night last night.”


“How did that happen? You should have that looked at.”


I should have listened to Owen. I was just too tired. My head was throbbing. My face felt like a giant wound, bleeding from the seams.


 


I sat in the examining room, waiting for the nurse to arrive. A packet of ice and some gauze covered my wound. There was another boy waiting outside complaining of having diarrhea, most likely a symptom of food poisoning from the meals they served us, which could have been dog food for all I knew. I believe I saw him go to the bathroom at least three times since waiting there. Every time he opened the door leaving the bathroom, an odor, something awful, escaped into the open air. I had to cover my nose and mouth so I wouldn’t pass out from what could be confused for mustard gas.


The door creaked open. A petite blond entered, with blue eyes and pearly white teeth. She didn’t look too much older than me. I felt at ease when she came in. “How are we feeling today, Mr. Hudson?” Her accent was intoxicating, pulling me right in. Her nurse’s outfit was modest, yet was flattering to her figure.


“Good, I guess.”


She removed the blood stained gauze, exposing my fresh wound. “That’s a nasty cut you got there. When did this happen?”


“Last night.”


“How?”


“Does it matter?”


“Of course it does. Were you in a fight?”


“I fell?”


“You fell?”


“Sure did.”


“A strapping young man like you doesn’t fall so easily.”


“You think so, huh?”


She examined the wound, cleaning the blood off of it. Her hands were soothing, even with the rubber gloves. “Well, you’re lucky. You don’t need stitches. This is going to hurt a bit.” She put some rubbing alcohol on a clean gauze pad and placed it on my wound.


The pain was excruciating. I thought I was going to scream for the world to hear. I would have shoved her if she wasn’t so pretty.


She removed the gauze and bandaged up my wound. “Looks like you’re going to live for another day, Mr. Hudson. Hopefully you won’t have any more nasty falls.”


“Can I tell you something?”


“Of course.”


“You don’t seem like you belong here.”


“Why do you say that?”


“You’re nice.”


“I don’t belong here because I’m nice?”


“Nobody else here is.”


“Perhaps you should give it some time. It’s hard staying in a new school.”


“I’ve been through plenty of schools, but not one where there are guards keeping us locked up like a prison.”


“They’re for your protection.”


“From what?”


“From those who want to cause harm to you.”


“It seems like there are plenty of people who want to cause me harm right here.”


“Aren’t you exaggerating things a bit?”


“You’re telling me you haven’t noticed some of the things that happen here?”


I could tell I was making her uncomfortable. She didn’t like me bugging her about this place.


She kept herself busy by bandaging my wound. “Can I give you some advice, Mr. Hudson?”


“Sure.”


“If I were you I wouldn’t be going around asking so many questions.”


“Why?”


“Because you might get into trouble.”


“You worried about me?”


“I’m worried about all the boys in this school. I would like to see them in a good home or in better circumstance when they leave.”


“Oh and I thought you were getting all sweet on me.”


“Sweet on you? Are you implying that I’m coming on to you?”


“You’re implying that, not me.”


“I’m a bit older than you, don’t you think.”


“Not by much. By the end of the year I’ll be 18. You must be what, 21?”


“It’s rude to inquire about a lady’s age.”


“Oh I forgot, you Brits like to be all good and proper.”


“And you Americans don’t seem to understand the concept of manners.”


“Me, I got plenty of manners. Probably the most manners out of all the boys in this school. I actually opened a door for a girl once. God’s honest truth.”


“It that so?”


“Sure. One time I actually helped an old lady cross the street. She offered me a nickel, but I refused. She even called me a true gentlemen.”


“I suppose I misunderstood you, Mr. Hudson.”


“It’s ok. I suppose I was being a bit rude. Can you a least tell me your name?”


“Hannah.”


“Hannah. That’s a nice name. Hannah, I like the sound of that. Has a good ring to it.”


The boy with the shits barged into the examining room. His face red and flushed, like he was going to vomit. “Nurse. I’m not feeling well.”


“I’ll be with you in just a moment.” The stench from the bathroom permeated the air of the examining room, taking both Hannah and I aback.


“I guess that’s my cue,” I said.


The boy retreated to the waiting room. Hannah opened the door for me. “You should be able to take the bandage off in a few days. Just try not to have anymore ‘falls.’ ”


“I’ll try not to.”


The boy rushed into the room, using the bathroom in the examining room. “Good luck with that one,” I said as I left Hannah’s smile and good graces.


 


Dinner was being served in the hall. We were by no means kings, diplomats or men of stature, but boys. Boys who were deemed by the state unfit to attend its finest institutions and instead be thrown into Crowam, We were the leftovers, so to speak, like the leftovers that clung on the dirty plates Thomas and I washed. The hall wasn’t much, but suitable for our tastes, which were simple.


Felix took it upon himself to give a toast, not with wine, beer or vodka, but with water that looked like it was strained from a sock. “Gents, let us eat and be merry. For today we may be paupers, but in our hearts and souls, we our kings. Let us savor the sweet taste that is life.”


“Hear, hear,” the boys chanted.


“Well done, Felix,” Owen said.


“Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Charles said.


“Why thank you lads.”


“Truly inspirational Felix. I must admit you almost brought me to tears with such a toast,” I said.


“Flattery won’t get you the extra bottle of vodka you asked for, Jake.”


“It’s for medical purposes. I’m a wounded man,” I said, pointing to the bandages on my head.


“Yes, that’s quite a bruise you got there.”


“Courtesy of Tom.”


“Yes, Tom can be quite a ruffian I’m afraid.”


“No kidding.”


“Never got that chap. Just doesn’t know how to handle his emotions.”


“I’ve always believed violence is for those who can’t settle disputes with their minds,” Thomas said.


“Tell that to Hitler,” I said.


“Why, yes, Thomas. Are you saying that the war was unnecessary?” Felix asked.


“I just think there is always an alternative solution to violence, that’s all. Take that over grown brute, Tom. He deems it necessary to hurt Jake because of emotions and personal issues he can’t understand. Frankly, he’s weak minded. “


“Don’t have Tom catch you saying that,” Felix said.


“Well, I’ve always believed that when you’re pushed against the wall, you have to push back. Nobody gets anywhere by just letting somebody get the best of you,” I said.


“Sometimes things aren’t as simple as they seem,” Thomas replied.


“Maybe they are. Maybe people just have a habit of over complicating things.”


“There’s always a grey area, Jake.”


“Yea that grey is just there to distract the rest of us from what’s really going on.”


“I don’t understand,” Thomas said


“All I am saying is that there is right and wrong, good and evil. That grey area you talk about is for those who don’t want to stand up and fight for something.”


“Oh enough with the philosophy already. My head is going to shrivel with all that nonsense. It’s all rubbish anyway, pure rubbish. It’ll rot your brain I tell you,” Felix said.


“Thanks for the warning. You see, Thomas. Reading those books will fry your brain,” I said.


“I believe you’re reading one of those supposed books as well,” Thomas replied.


“Say it ain’t so!” Felix said.


“What’s wrong with reading?” Charles asked.


“There’s nothing wrong with it,” Thomas said.


“Books are intriguing, but it is no substitute for life, gentlemen. It is those experiences we live that make living so bittersweet. Experiences you can never find in books,” Felix said.


“Ah, but it is books that we pass on those very experiences that others have lived and imagined. It is books where we learn and recognize those bittersweet moments you speak of,” Thomas said.


“Look at us here boys, we have William Shakespeare in the flesh, born again to educate us all on the duality of man,” I said.


“We should all be so lucky!” Owen said.


Tom got up to get himself a second serving of meat and potatoes. The lunch lady was unappreciative of his appetite “How about another serving beautiful?” Tom asked.


“Sorry. No second helpings.”


“What do you mean, no second helpings?”


“Just what I said. No second helpings.”


“You’re bloody joking.”


“Do I look like I’m joking, you big buffoon? Get on out of here.”


“No. I want my second helpings!” Tom yelled.


“You can’t have any.”


The Bus Driver emerged from the back of the kitchen. “We got a problem here?” the driver asked.


“This boy thinks he deserves second helpings,” the lunch lady said.


“Is that right?” the guard scoffed.


“Why don’t you bug off,” Tom said.


The Bus Driver shoved the kitchen door open, banging the door loudly enough to startle the boys inside the hall. He took off his dirty apron, cracking his jaw. “What was that you said?”


“I said bug off.”


He gave a devilish smile, shoved Tom back, and knocked over some of the boys sitting behind him. He rushed toward the driver and punched him in his beer belly of a stomach. The driver grinned before Tom landed a hook to his jaw. His eyes erupted with anger. He laid a good one onto Tom’s right eye, but not enough to knock him down.


The two went at it like two prizefighters. Even considering Tom was the big brute that he was, he had a hard time holding his own against a man twice his size.


I didn’t know what the hell compelled me to do it. I got up from my chair and leaped off one of the tables, jumping on the Bus Driver’s back. I knocked him to the ground, blindsiding him. I had the upper hand. I threw a punch right at his noise. Blood exploded from his nostrils.


He grabbed me and shoved me off, tossing me near Tom’s feet. I got up and put up my fists.


“Enough!” the yell came behind us. Mr. Hugo, with two guards on each side of him, stood there. He motioned at the Bus Driver to get up. Two guards helped him. Mr. Hugo stood motionless, glaring at the scene. “I want these two in my office in five minutes. Clean up this mess.” His expression embodied disgust.


“I’m going to get you, boy! You hear me. You’re dead,” The Bus Driver said as he went back to the kitchen. The boys finished their dinner while I went with Tom to our appointment to meet the “wonderful” Mr. Hugo.







Chapter 10




The guards escorted us to Mr. Hugo’s office. Tom and I waited outside the hallway. I knew what Tom was going to ask. He’d been itching to ask me about it since the altercation with the Bus Driver. “Hey,” he whispered. I ignored him. “Hey. I’m talking to you.”


“What?” I asked.


“Can I ask you something?”


“What is it?”


“Why did you do that?”


“Do what?”


“You bloody know what I’m talking about. What you did back there.”


“You wouldn’t understand,” I said.


“Are you saying I’m an idiot?”


“Did I say that?”


“Then answer my question.”


“I don’t have to answer anything, especially after you gave me this.” I pointed to my wound. That shut him up for a few minutes until he kept jabbering on again.


“Come on, tell me,” Tom said.


“Would you shut up.”


That pissed him off. He slammed his fist against the wall and got the attention of one of the guards responsible for watching us.


“What’s this?” the guard asked.


“Ask him,” I said.


“I ah, well,” Tom stuttered.


“Come on, speak up now,” the guard said.


I should have let him just sweat it out for a few minutes, but standing there watching him mumble like a buffoon was driving me nuts. “He was swatting a fly.”


“Swatting a fly?” the guard asked, unconvinced.


“Yea, a big one on the wall there. Didn’t feel right if he just let it get away.”


“You’re joking,” the guard said.


“Afraid not, sir,” I said.


The guard caught my bullshit, but didn’t care enough to inquire further. The alcohol on his breath indicated that he wasn’t too interested in doing his job that night. “I don’t want to here anymore ruckus out of you two, understand?”


“Yes, sir,” I said.


The guard moseyed on back to his post.


“Thanks,” Tom said hesitantly.


I don’t know why I helped out this guy. I felt like punching the guy right then and there. I could of just told the guard he was trying to punch me. That would have gotten him in trouble. A little payback for my flesh wound. Tom kept asking me, almost to the point of obsession, on why I helped him. I could tell it was rattling his brain. He couldn’t understand it. Why anyone, especially me, would help him.


“Don’t kid yourself. I wasn’t helping you,” I said.


“Then why?” he asked.


“Well, because…it wasn’t a fair fight,” I said.


“Wasn’t a fair fight?” Tom looked confused.


“Yea that’s right, it wasn’t a fair fight.”


“I had him right where I wanted him.”


“He’s twice your size. Even a big guy like you would have had trouble with him.”


“I’m telling you, I had him. I didn’t need your bloody help.”


“Look, I don’t really care what you think. “


“You bastard. I should have bashed your head in that shower.”


“You might as well have. It would have been better than listening to the likes of you.” That really rattled him up. I saw him clench his fist, ready to throw a punch.


A guard leaned out of the door of Mr. Hugo’s office “Mr. Hugo is ready to see you now.” The guard motioned to me, indicating that I should follow him into the office.


The office provided a stark contrast with the rest of Crowam, which was bland and old. Mr. Hugo’s office was decorated with cherry wood furniture, bookshelves filled with books, and a mantle with two pistols still in their holster.


Mr. Hugo sat at his desk, with his hands folded on top of some files and papers. “Good evening, Mr. Hudson. Please have a seat.”


The chair’s leather was soft and ample, contouring to me like I’ve sat in that very chair for years. It was one of the most comfortable chairs I ever sat in. It was easy for me to doze off with the soft leather supplying undeniable comfort. That would have made things interesting, Mr. Hugo blathering on while I dozed off in an expensive chair. I don’t think he would have appreciated that very much.


“How are we this evening?” Mr. Hugo asked.


“Fine.”


“Jake, is it?”


“Yea.”


“Good.” He rummaged through the papers neatly stacked on his desk, analyzing each page with meticulous detail. His wire-framed glasses sat perfectly on his thin face, complimenting his slicked black hair. “You have quite a record. Six schools in three years. You don’t seem to like staying in one place for very long.”


“I guess not.”


“Why is that?”


“I don’t know. I like new surroundings, I guess.”


“Perhaps it is because you’re not very fond of authority?”


“Maybe.”


“Maybe?”


“Yea.”


“Mr. Hudson. You are not the first boy to come to Crowam who thinks he knows how to game the system. Your kind thinks you have all the answers. Perhaps thinking you have it all figured out. I can assure you, Mr. Hudson, that is the furthest from the truth. To be blunt, you’re simple minded and two-dimensional. You only care about one person, and that is yourself.”


“What gives you that idea?”


“As I said, Mr. Hudson, I know your type. Observing you, watching you, you don’t want to be here anymore than any of the other boys, even if that means causing enough trouble so that I have no choice but to transfer you yet again to another school before you finally are too old to stay.”


“Maybe I like it here.”


“Do you?”


“It has its own charm, I guess.”


“It does, doesn’t it?”


“Yea, why not.”


He examined the files again. “Your father was a pilot, yes?”


All of a sudden, I got uneasy. Even though the chair was comfortable, I didn’t want to sit in it. While I didn’t mind trading bullshit with Mr. Hugo, I didn’t expect him to bring up my parents. “Yes?”


“Flew ten bomber missions over Europe. Was shot down in Germany after ten missions.”


“That’s right.”


“It says here the plane crashed in Duisburg. There wasn’t much left of the wreckage. The bodies burned before they could even recover them. Tragic.”


“Why are you telling me this?” I asked.


“I’m sorry. I thought you already knew.”


“I don’t need the details.”


“Everything is in the details, but I apologize if I’m upsetting you. I’ve always believed when one dies, that it is important to view the body. It brings closure and peace of mind. Seeing the stillness of the corpse before it is buried. Some people are disturbed by this, but I find a sense of beauty in it. Perhaps you saw your mother this way when she died.”


“Go to hell!” I yelled.


The guard entered urgently entered the room. My throat hurt from yelling. Mr. Hugo knew how to push my buttons. I felt like leaping out of the chair and strangling him. He sat in his chair motionless, only nodding at the guard, reassuring him I was no trouble, his smirk staying intact.


“Touchy subject I see. I’m sorry if I upset you. My curiosity does get the best of me.” His attempt at sincerity was pathetic. He enjoyed my anger, almost getting a rise from it, thriving off of my pain. “My parents, too, went their separate ways when I was a boy. My father was a businessman. He liked to drink. There were many times he would come home and take it out on us when the alcohol got the best of him. I would be in my bedroom and hear my parents argue. Sometimes the screams would put me to sleep. My mother left him when I was a teenager.”


“Why didn’t you go with her?”


“I suppose it was because I admired my father’s flaws. I thought I could perhaps help him, reform him. But I suppose some people can’t change. My mother, she eventually left to be with another man, leaving me alone. But as you see, Mr. Hudson, we are not that much different.” He got up and went to the mantel, taking out both pistols from their holsters. He brushed the metal of the pistols with his hands, caressing the cold metal, “I forgot to mention, I was in the war myself. It seemed so long ago. Yet the memories are so vivid, so fresh, like they were yesterday. Are you familiar with firearms?”


“Not really.”


“This is a Luger PO8. This was given to me from a German soldier captured in Buchenwald prison shortly after it was liberated.” He grabbed the other pistol, holding both in his hands. “This is a Nagant M1895. This was also given to me by an officer, from the Soviet Army, as a gift for his liberation from Buchenwald. You see this pistol is unique because it has a gas steal system. The cylinder moves forward when you cock the gun, increasing velocity. Very unusual for a pistol of this type. The Luger is a semi-automatic. It’s sufficient, but the Nagant can be silent, deadly, precise.”


I sat uneasy as I watched Mr. Hugo give a lesson on weaponry.


He handled the pistols with care and diligence, making sure the chambers were clean and ready to use, even cocking the Nagant. “I remember the stories the officers told me about Buchenwald and the gulags. The methods that were used. The way violence was used to bring about order, to bring fear among the prisoners so they fall in line. There’s something about violence that is pure, so clean. I’m not talking about savage violence with no means to an end, but organized violence. Violence with a purpose. To bring order, to reform. Precise violence, Mr. Hudson. It’s in man’s nature to be violent. Why, the war was a perfect example. All the lives lost, the carnage. I saw such carnage in Buchenwald. The bodies of the prisoners stacked in pits in the ground. The smell of rotten flesh. That’s what I remember most vividly.”


“That’s horrible.”


“Yes, I suppose it is,” Mr. Hugo said with a slight grin.


“Would you like to hold it?” Mr. Hugo handed the Nagant handle first to me.


“What?”


“Hold it. Don’t worry, I want you to.”


I grabbed the pistol from Mr. Hugo’s firm grip. The handle was still warm.


“How does it feel?”


“Heavy.”


“That’s normal. I assume it’s your first time handling a firearm.”


“Yes, it is.”


“Do you feel like a cowboy?”


“Cowboy?”


“Yes, you Americans are fond of cowboys, aren’t you? The Wild West, is that you prefer to call it?” He stood holding the luger, pointing it in my direction.


I felt helpless, uncertain of Mr. Hugo’s intentions. I didn’t even know if the gun was loaded. He grinned wider now than when he spoke about violence and the horrors of Buchenwald, gulags, and the war. For the first time in my life, I was scared. I was intimidated by a man who seemed to have no soul or sense of morality; authority, order and violence occupied his soul. Seconds seemed like an eternity. I urgently handed him the Nagant. “I have to go. Pots and pans duty.”


“I say when it is you are ready to leave, Mr. Hudson!” His yell was loud, stern, and brief. He took the pistol out of my hand. My hand trembled. His grin faded away. “You may go.”


I quickly got up from my chair.


“I hope our meeting was an educational one,” he said.


“Sure,” I said as I exited the office.


 


Thomas waited for me in the kitchen, getting a head start on the pots and pans. I immediately grabbed the pots and pans, submerging my hands in the soapy, dirty water.


“How was your meeting with, Mr. Hugo?” Thomas asked.


“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said.


“It couldn’t have been that bad.”


“How the hell would you know? Were you there?’


“Why are you so upset, Jake? I didn’t mean to pry.”


I splashed some of that dirty soap water on his face. I didn’t care about the sour meat and grime that floated in the water. “We’re in trouble, Thomas.”


“Trouble? What kind of trouble?”


“This guy, Mr. Hugo. He’s no ordinary cat.”


“You’re not making any sense.”


“He’s different. He’s not like these other headmasters I’ve come across.”


“What did he say?”


“It doesn’t matter.”


“Of course it does. You’re scared out of your wits and you won’t even talk about it.”


“Just forget it. I just want to finish the pots and pans and go to bed.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yea, I’m sure.” I couldn’t find any words to describe my meeting with Mr. Hugo, especially words that Thomas would understand. Maybe my vocabulary was lacking. I knew one thing for sure. Our stay at Crowam no. 281 would be an unpleasant one.







Chapter 11




Even though I was tired, I just couldn’t sleep that night. I tossed and turned underneath my bed covers, unable to break free from my uneasiness. I wrestled with the tension that seemed to intensify with every day I stated at Crowam 281.


It was a God forsaken hour. I decided to read some more Dickens, starting where I left off. I read a few more chapters. I got out of my bed to wake up Thomas, who was sound asleep. “Hey, wake up.” I tapped his shoulder. He slept like a rock. I shoved him this time. “Hey Thomas.” He must have been in a coma. I shoved him some more. “Come on, wake up!” I yelled.


The kid nearly fell off his bed, he was so startled. His eyes were squinty and crusty from sleep. “What in the world?”


“You awake?”


“Of course I’m awake, you bloody fool. You woke me up!”


“I have a question.”


“A question? Now? Do you even know what time it is?”


“No.”


“Well, it’s probably very late or very early. Whatever the case, most human beings are sleeping at this hour.”


“Yea, yea. I get it, sorry. Look, can you answer my question or not?”


“I will do my best.”


“Atta boy. What’s the deal with Dr. Mannette?


“Dr. Mannette?”


“Yea, what’s his deal with making them shoes?”


“Oh, I see you’re reading some Dickens. Splendid!”


“Yea, whoo me, anyway, what’s his deal?”


“His deal?”


“Yea, Lucy found him making shoes like a mad man.”


“Well, you answered the question within your own question?’


“Huh?”


“Dr. Mannette was driven to make shoes out of sheer madness while staying at Bastille prison in France.”


“No kidding.”


“Yes, if it serves me correctly, he did it as a distraction from the horrors he witnessed at Bastille.”


“What happens to him?”


“You’ll have to keep reading. I don’t want to spoil it for you.”


“Oh, come on.”


“Trust me, it gets better.”


“Can I ask you another question?”


“I could really use some sleep, Jake.”


“Just one more question, promise.”


“Very well.”


“My meeting with Mr. Hugo. One of the things he talked about...”


Thomas eagerly leaned on the side of bed, curious at what I had to say. “Well, what is it Jake”


“Have you ever heard of Buchenwald prison?”


For a moment I thought I was looking at a ghost. His face flushed and then turned white. He laid back on his bed, his eyes filled with sorrow. “Yes, I’ve heard of Buchenwald.”


“Was it like the Bastille?”


“Worse, I’m afraid, much worse.” Thomas got up and looked out the small window overlooking the forest past the perimeter grounds.


I detected pain from his gaze. I got to him with my question and I didn’t mean to. He was so eager to learn about my conversation with Mr. Hugo, I figured I’d satisfy his curiosity.


“When I was a small boy, my parents moved to Germany, shortly before the war escalated. My mother was German, my father being British, of course. My father got a position at a small bank in Berlin, so we moved. I can remember all of us being so very happy. My mother always used to tuck me in every night. She would read to me as I fell asleep. Her voice was so soothing. Sometimes I imagine her reading to me as I go to sleep, even now. My father, every Friday, would bring me a toy from the local toy store. My favorite was a wooden horse that would rock back and forth. We were all so very happy, before the war, before the Gestapo.”


“What happened to your parents?”


“At first, it started with harassment. Then, they made us wear patches with a star so everyone knew we were Jews. My father knew what was coming next. He knew the worst was yet to come. So a family friend took me in the back of a truck to Spain, where I eventually made it back to England. I can remember the night I left. It was raining. Cold. My father, he was a man of few words. All he said to me was, ‘Thomas, you must be brave now. You must be very brave.’ That was the last time I ever saw my parents again. I learned a few years later that they were sent to Buchenwald.”


“Have you ever tried finding them? Maybe they survived.”


“I made several futile attempts, but with no luck. I have no delusions. I’ve heard of what they did to prisoners there. Once the Soviets occupied the camp, things got worse. They have their own methods for dealing with political prisoners.”


“I don’t understand. Why didn’t your parents escape with you?”


“My father was a well-respected man of the community. He was also a man of principle.”


“I’m sorry, Thomas.”


“It’s quite alright. Anyway, I hope you continue reading A Tale of Two Cities. It’s well worth the read.”


“I’ll take your word for it.”


“Very good. Well, if you don’t mind. I’m off to bed. I’ll see you in the morning. Goodnight.”


“Goodnight, Thomas.”


I turned off the light. The moon’s shine struck Thomas’s side of the room. I watched him sleep for a moment before I went to bed.







Chapter 12




The boy’s locker room was in the basement, beneath the cafeteria where we heard the footsteps of those above us coming and going in the “matter of fact” of how things were run in Crowam. The lockers were green and rustic. The odor of sweat and youth and of athletic accomplishment that would symbolize the highlight for so many who longed for the past. A past that seemed so fleeting as to astound even the most astute observer of their surroundings.


It was a putrid odor nonetheless. A library of athletic sportsmanship whose books were the ghosts and memories of athletic competition that sustained itself through word of mouth, passed on by student to student. But there was no telling if those memories were passed on, only to be thrown into the ash heap of obscurity.


There was a pair of weights, a soccer ball, and a few other pieces of athletic equipment that seemed to have been unused for sometime. Crowam stressed the importance of physical conditioning. There was no sport about it. No competition. Just pure physical conditioning only a boot camp could accommodate. And worse, no fun.


It was a grey and cold day, even by Great Britain’s standards. Despite the cold weather, my gym clothes were drenched in sweat. We all ran one behind the other, running around the grounds of Crowam. Each lap was more agonizing than the next because of the cold. Me and some of the other boys managed to hold their own. Others struggled, huffing and puffing, trying to get some air into their lungs.


Poor Charles. The bastard could barely make it past three laps. He fell back behind me. “Come on tubby boy, move on with it now. Come on,” the physical education instructor yelled. He was a short man with a stocky and physical build. He even had a thick mustache.


Names were a luxury at Crowam. With the exception of Mr. Hugo and Hannah, nobody else ever gave us their names. They remained nameless, perhaps to conceal their past and who they really were.


Owen picked Charles up off the ground, helping him with each lap. “Damn it boy, I can’t run for you,” Owen said.


“I feel sick.” Charles vomited all over himself, getting some of the chunks on Owen.


“For God’s sake, Charles!”


“I’m sorry,” Charles said.


“What in bloody hell is this?” the instructor yelled.


“I don’t feel well,” Charles said.


“You don’t feel good?” the instructor yelled.


“No sir.” Charles fell to the ground.


The instructor kicked dirt in Charles’s face. “Do you feel good now?”


“No.”


He kicked more dirt at Charles. “How about now?”


“No sir.”


The instructor kicked even more dirt in Charles’s face. “Any better?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good, help him up,” the instructor said to Owen.


Charles was limping from a sore knee, but he still managed.


Felix tried to make some fun out the whole thing. “Come on, gentlemen. Let us pretend we are marching into battle!”


“Are you serious?” I asked.


“Why yes. For love of country boys! Who shall we pretend to fight?” Felix asked.


“The Nazis?” I said.


“Yes, Nazis. Throw in some Russians. How about the French? No wait, Italy. Why not, we’ll fight them all!”


“I like your enthusiasm,” I said.


After our run, we performed numerous exercises like pushups, sit-ups, and jumping jacks. We were all exhausted at the end. Our grey sweatpants and sweaters were drenched in mud and dirt from the morning rain.


“I can barely feel my legs,” Thomas said. “They’re on fire.”


“A little exercise won’t hurt,” I said.


“It seems to hurt for me,” Thomas said.


“How are you feeling?” Owen asked Charles.


“Awful. God awful. My whole body aches. I don’t feel good.” Charles looked like he was going to vomit.


“Go in the corner and vomit all over yourself then. I still have your leftover breakfast on my sweater!”


Charles went off by himself and threw up some more. The vomit was now nothing more than yellow bile that oozed on the cold wet ground. His knees started to shake, looking like they were going to buckle underneath him. He wiped his mouth, coming back to the group.


“Feel better?” I asked.


“A little,” Charles said.


Across the yard, the PE instructor yelled at little Petey, making him do jumping jacks and pushups. “Come on you little twerp, move it now!” the PE instructor yelled like a drill sergeant. Petey couldn’t keep up with his instructions. He fell on the muddy, wet ground, making a splash. He began to cry loud enough so the boys could hear.


“You little twerp, what are you crying for? Get up!”


“I can’t,” Petey cried.


The instructor kicked mud at him. “Get up!” He kicked again. “Get up you little shit!”


I’d never seen a boy cry like that before. His cry hurt me inside, tearing me up pretty good. All the boys of Crowam stood there as this large brute of a man picked on this little child.


By the time the instructor was through, Petey was covered in mud. He walked alone in the corner of the yard and whimpered silently to himself as we stood by and did nothing. I stood by Charles as he wiped chunks of puke from his gray sweater.


 


After exercise, the guards marched us to the front of Crowam. We all stood in full military attention, lined up beside one another like we were awaiting orders from a general. We were told not to speak, only to look straight ahead.


Mr. Hugo, along with another guard, exited Crowam with his hands behind his back. He walked to the front of the line of boys awaiting inspection. He slowly made his way up the line of boys, methodically inspecting each one. Charles was a mess. His sweater was stained with vomit, some of it still on his mouth. He had trouble standing up, seeming like he was going to puke again.


Charle’s day wasn’t getting any better. Mr. Hugo stopped at Charles, unamused. “What’s wrong with this one?” he asked the guard.


“Seems like he had trouble with his run this morning, sir. A bit out of shape.”


“Yes, indeed,” Mr. Hugo said.


Charles leaned over to gag again. The guard pulled out his billy club, pressed it on Charles’s chin, and raised it with force. “Stand in attention during headcount boy!”


Mr. Hugo calmed the guard. “It’s quite alright. Like you said, he’s out of shape.” He pulled out his clipboard, examining the list. “Charles Montgomery is it?”


“Yes sir.” Charles nearly gaged, swallowing the bile back.


Mr. Hugo was unamused and disgusted. He even rolled his eyes. “You seem to be ill Charles.”


“Upset stomach, sir.”


“Having too many biscuits, are we?”


Charles shrugged his shoulders.


“We are a bit pudgy, aren’t we?”


“I prefer to be called husky, sir.”


“Are you questioning my judgment?”


“No sir, I just...”


“Just what?”


“Nothing, sir.”


“Nothing? You were in the middle of a retort. Am I incorrect?”


“Well I...”


“Mr. Montgomery, you seem to have very little respect for my judgment.”


“That’s not true, sir.”


“So, I’m a liar now?”


“No, sir.”


“You seem to be a very confused and ‘husky’ boy, Mr. Montgomery. Perhaps a little more exercise will do you some good.” Mr. Hugo snapped his fingers, before the guard barked orders at Charles.


“Alright, move it now, run, let’s go,” the guard yelled at Charles as he struggled to jog around the courtyard.


Mr. Hugo continued to examine each boy. Mr. Hugo reached me. He stopped for a moment, only to smile, then moved on.







Chapter 13




The light from the candle flickered in the darkness of the basement. It became our sanctuary away from the everyday routine of Crowam. Pots and pans were awful, leaving the smell of sub-par food on my hands and body. We drank vodka around the ambience of the candles that lit up the basement. Petey was by himself, looking down at the floor, as the rest of the boys had their fun. I felt sorry for him, a young boy alone in a teenage world, losing his childhood with every day wasted in this godforsaken place. In a way, we all lost our childhood there.


“How you doing, sport?” I asked Petey, who continued to stare down at the floor. “Rough day today, huh?”


He wiped his eyes a bit. It looked like he was going to cry again. I was shocked the kid had more tears left in him after this morning. “You’re not gonna cry again, are you?”


“I’m not crying.”


“Well, it sure as hell looks like you are”


His eyes squinted as he tried to fight back the tears.


“I gotta say, you’re a pretty tough kid.”


A smile broke out on his face. “Really?”


“Yea. I think you gave our PE instructor a run for his money. You hung tough even when he was getting underneath your skin.”


Petey jumped up with a renewed sense of vigor. “I guess I was tough!”


“That’s the spirit. You’re a regular Gary Cooper!”


“Yup, yup!” He pointed at the glass of vodka I was holding.


“What, you want a sip?”


He nodded his head.


“I don’t know kid. This stuff’s no good for you. It’ll rot your insides. Besides you…” Petey’s lips started to quiver again, his eyes were ready to burst into tears. To be honest, the kid cried too much for my taste. He reminded me when my mom died. I cried like I was a human faucet. I promised myself I would never cry like that again. I’d give the kid a break. He had a rough day. “Alright kid. Just a sip if it will keep you from bawling all over again.” I handed him the glass. He took a sip, his face cringed with disgust. He took another swig. I took the glass away from him. “Alright that’s enough kid. Christ, you’re going to turn into an alcoholic at the tender age of six!”


Charles was dining away on some biscuits and vodka, an odd combination for someone who was regurgitating his breakfast earlier in the day.


“Sure, that’s a good idea to eat all them biscuits?” I asked.


“Owen snuck them from the kitchen. They’re putting me on a diet. I only had dry meat and an apple for dinner.”


“Don’t you know, Mr. Hugo is a fine human being. A splendid fellow who’s looking out for your best interest!” I said.


“Bloody nonsense!


“Charles has the appetite of three men. How can he suffice on such paltry fair?” Owen asked.


Charles sure loved to eat. A boy with one hell of an appetite. I suppose we all had our appetites.


We gathered around the lantern, surrounding it like a campfire in the woods. The flicker of light shimmered into the darkness that engulfed us. We drank vodka and discussed things that may be trivial and nonsensical to adults, but to us boys, they were a glimmer of hope in a world that has neglected us. It was the simple things that mattered the most. Just pleasant conversation about even trivial matters would suffice in soothing our sanity amidst the madness that engulfed us on a daily basis.


Felix began talking about girls, a subject on the mind of any boy with raging hormones. We all used our imaginations. I really don’t know how many of us have actually done it. Felix claimed he came close, in the back seat of a sedan owned by Ms. Patty Livingsworth, the daughter of a wealthy diplomat who was away on some fact finding mission bureaucrats seem to be marvelous at. Felix managed to sneak out one night and go out for a ride in the streets of London. “We parked the car behind an old warehouse,” Felix said.


“And, and?” Charles asked impatiently.


“I’m getting there, you twit. As I was saying, we went to the backseat. We started kissing. It was getting hot and heavy. She was wearing a skirt. I was going to remove her knickers before she got all nervous and said ‘wait.’”


“What in bloody hell was she waiting for?” Owen asked.


“The hell do I know. Women are complicated as hell, I tell you. An enigma.”


“So what happened?” Charles asked again.


“We started necking again, before I heard a knock on the window. A bloody cop looking right at her tits, I tell you. I tried making a break for it. But they caught us before we even had a chance.”


I had to admit. I’d never been with a girl, either. Not that I wasn’t interested in them or anything. I certainly have an appreciation for the opposite sex. Women are certainly the more attractive of the species. I could attest to that considering I’ve seen the rest of the lads change in the locker room before our morning exercise. A not pleasant sight I can assure you. When I was younger, playing ball with my friends was the only thing that mattered. Hormones changed all that.


Puberty does the strangest things to a kid. That held true when I saw Hannah...Being around boys all the time, Hannah awakened a sense of arousal I’d never experienced before. I imagined her naked. I’d never seen a girl naked before, except the ones from the nudie magazines. “Say Thomas, you’ve ever been with a girl?” I asked.


“I suppose you mean make love?”


“Make love? Hey, get a load of this, guys. Making love. What a romantic,” I said.


“Oh, leave him alone. He’s a gentle soul looking for love, aren’t you, Thomas?” Owen said.


“I suppose.”


“Love is overrated,” I said.


“Why do you say that?” Thomas asked.


“I don’t know. I mean, how do you really know you’re in love? I mean, take Felix for instance.”


“Yes,” Felix said.


“That girl you were with. Did you like her?”


“Sure I guess.”


“Did you love her?”


“Absolutely not. “


“Well there you go.”


“That was lust,” Thomas said.


“Yea, but how can you tell the difference? Maybe love is just lust mixed with confusion and heartache,” I said


Thomas started getting visibly upset. He didn’t appreciate my critique of conceptual love. “There is more to love than just lust and f***ing.”


It was the first time I’d ever heard Thomas curse. I didn’t know he had it in him. Of all the people who I’d heard say f**k in my life, Thomas said it the best. He said it with a bout of intelligence and strength. When other people say f**k, they threw the word around without any meaning.


“Love is about empathy,” Thomas said. “Showing compassion for another person. Where you feel a unique bond, a connection that you don’t feel with other people. Love can be found with a beautiful woman. A friend. The love of parents...”


From the back of the room, a boisterous sound erupted from the darkness. “Parents? Are you kidding me?” Tom said.


“I never kid,” Thomas retorted.


“Do you really believe that nonsense?”


“It’s not nonsense.”


“Parents and love. It’s all lies.”


“That’s not true.”


“Oh really? Then explain to me why we were deserted. Why our parents left us.”


“Sometimes you can’t explain why certain things happen.”


“Oh, is that it? Should we just accept it?”


“It’s all about how you look at it. Maybe this was meant to happen. Perhaps things happen for a reason, maybe because were meant to meet others who will love us.”


“I got news for you, mate.” Tom laughed. “Nobody loves us. We’re outcasts. A bunch of good for nothings that nobody cares about. And when we leave this place, nobody is going to be waiting for us in front of those gates.”


“Well, you sure as hell know how to brighten the mood,” Felix said as he took a swig of vodka.


“I’m just telling the truth is all.”


“Oh, the truth. What the hell is the truth anyway? Just a reminder of how bad things are? Lies, splendid lies. We can create a whole world out of lies,” Felix said.


“So, I speak the truth?” Tom asked.


“You are a prophet, my dear boy. A true prophet,” Felix said.


“Are you being smart with me?”


“Oh, calm your temper. Here, have a drink.” Felix handed the vodka to Tom.


Tom smacked it away. The glass crashed and splintered on the floor. “You people are pathetic! Look at you. Sitting there with your vodka, talking about love, women, and all sorts of nonsense.”


“You don’t like women?” Owen asked.


Tom was taken aback suddenly, confused, stuttering at his words on what to say. “Why…. I…. sure I do.”


“Why is it nonsense then?” Owen asked.


“Because women are nothing but trouble.”


“Why that’s what’s fun about them my boy,” Felix said.


“Why, haven’t you ever done it?” I asked Tom.


“Done it?” Tom asked.


“Yea, with a girl?” I asked.


Tom became agitated by the questions, especially when they made him feel small despite his size. You could tell he was clueless on how to talk to a girl, even if his life depended on it. To compensate for his ignorance, he used his brute strength to bully his way through life. “I’ve been with plenty.”


I could tell he was a liar. He reminded me of my old roommate, William. He talked a good game, but was full of shit. I could spot a bullshitter from a mile away. Tom wasn’t even a good bullshitter.


“Why, I used to go steady with two girls at the same time.” You could hear a pin drop before the boys digested what Tom said. The boys erupted in laughter with a jubilant outburst. “What’s so funny?” Tom asked.


“Tom, you are a treat. You really are,” Owen said.


I sort of felt embarrassed for the kid. An overgrown child who couldn’t defend himself intellectually. “What the hell do you know?” Tom yelled.


“Hey take it easy there, chief,” I said.


“We’re just having a little fun with you,” Charles said.


“Why don’t you shut your face, fat boy,” Tom said to Charles.


“Hey, that’s uncalled for,” Thomas said.


“Uncalled for?”


“Yes. There is no need for insults.”


“Oh but you can insult me?”


“Nobody is insulting you.”


“Liars, all of you. Tom speaks speak the truth.” Felix said so himself.


“What truth is that?” Owen asked.


“That nobody loves us,” Felix said. “Parents, what parents? They are no parents waiting for us. Nobody to love us.”


The room deflated like a balloon. I’ll never forget Petey’s face. A little boy who’s inner flame grew dimmer by the day. Felix was the boisterous, flamboyant type who exhumed the trait of being a rational optimist. He simply told what he thought everyone else believed in, that the world forgot about us, and love was a commodity unsuitable for orphans. Yet, he made the best out of the circumstances by enjoying the little things. My conscious compelled me to say something. I don’t know what compelled me to. I just had to say something. “I had parents once.” The boys turned to me. Their faces aglow by the flickering candle. Petey’s eyes blew up. Their faces peaked with curiosity.


“What was it like?” Owen asked.


The boys inched closer, crowding around the candle, eager for a response. I treaded carefully as what to say. I felt like I opened up a Pandora’s box. “Well, I don’t know. There were a lot of great moments from what I remember.” Memories of my parents seemed to fade every waking day. It became harder to even remember what they looked like.


I tried thinking about the good times when we were together as a family. All I could remember was Christmas time. “My dad would buy this big Christmas tree from the back of Mr. Harrison’s liquor store, which turned into a makeshift Christmas tree lot. You should have seen my dad try to carry that thing up three flights of stairs to our little one bedroom apartment. I did my part to help, but I was too little to be of any use. My mom cooked this meatloaf with mashed potatoes.”


“Meatloaf! How was it?” Charles asked.


“Best damn meatloaf you could ever eat. You should have seen my mom when my dad brought the Christmas tree in the apartment. She would laugh at him because he would get upset that the tree would barely fit through the doorway. My mother had this aura about her that was angelic. When she was in your presence, you knew no matter what the circumstance were that things were going to be alright. She could light up any room she was in, more than the Christmas tree we decorated. We sat around the tree while we listened to the radio. My mom would talk for hours about all sorts of things. My dad wouldn’t say much. He just listened. He was a good listener. If I begged enough, they would let me open a present.”


"You had presents!" Petey yelled, jumping from a wooden stool in the corner.


“They let me open one present on Christmas Eve. I would beg them to open just one. After I opened my present, my mom would tuck me in for the night. I wouldn't sleep the whole night. I could feel my mom watching me through the sliver of my door, checking up on me, my back turned to her. I don't know why I ignored her. I knew she was there. I pretended to be asleep until she left. I don't know why I did that. All I cared about were the presents. I waited 'til the morning to wake up my parents. I rushed to the Christmas tree and opened the rest of my gifts.


“My dad had gotten me my first baseball mitt. I can still remember the leather. It was weathered and old, broken in like a true glove. The glove has always reminded me of a better time. It was the last Christmas I spent with my mom.”


The boys remained entranced, still digesting the recollection of my parents. The night was no longer young. The candle still flickering brightly as we retired for the evening.


 


Thomas and I went back to our rooms. I plopped back on my firm bed and started reading more of Dickens. "You should be proud of me. I'm about half way through. What do you think of that?" Thomas lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling, visibly upset. "What's wrong?"


"You shouldn't have told them."


"About what?"


"Your parents."


"Why?"


"Because they are your memories and yours alone."


"You told me about your folks."


"That was different."


"Why?"


"I guess because I made an exception with you."


"That still doesn't answer my question."


"You telling them about your parents. It gives them hope."


"What's wrong with a little bit of hope?"


"In our circumstances...everything."


"I thought you were a romantic."


"I am a romantic, but I'm also a realist. These boys still think some fine family is going to come and whisk them away from this place. Hope is not based on reality. It can be dangerous, devious even. When one's hopes are dashed, it can crush one's soul."


"Then what's the alternative? Just live life expecting the worst?"


"No. As I said, I'm a realist. It's just about accepting certain things as they are."


"I don't get you, Thomas. You talk about love and romance, yet you claim it's wrong to hope for something better."


"Our circumstances are very different. There are some things that cannot be explained, such as, why are we here, and I suppose there are some things worth hoping for, but to believe that any would-be parents will come for any of us? I just can't do that, Jake. I'm sorry."


"Your parents would still want you to believe."


"My parents are dead! They're dead and they're not coming back. Of all people, you should know what that feels like. Aren't you the least bit disillusioned about what has happened?"


"I don't wallow around in my own self-pity. Maybe that's why you stick your head in them books. So you can avoid the real world."


"The world in those books is far more genuine and better than the one we inhabit. That's where romance and love flourishes. That's where it's real and pure." Thomas stared back at the ceiling, his eyes swollen with sleep. "Memories are so intimate. Hold on to the ones you have and pray that new ones will help you sleep better at night." Thomas's eyes closed as he drifted off to sleep.


I grabbed my copy of Dickens and threw it across the room. The book smacked the wall and fell to the ground, failing to awaken Thomas. I should have just thrown the book at Thomas, who slept soundly that night, as I stayed up, tossing and turning for the remainder of the evening.







Chapter 14




It was another typical day at Crowam. Boredom mixed with apprehension is what Crowam had in store for us. I wanted to see Hannah again. I wasn't sick or injured. I technically had no reason to visit her, yet I felt compelled to.


I once again sat on the examination table. She walked in, this time with her blonde hair in a tight bun. Her eyes were still as blue as before. "Why hello there, Mr. Hudson," she said.


"Hi Hannah." She placed her notepad on the counter and approached me, examining me with those blue eyes. "I see your wound has healed up nicely."


"It's a lot better. Thanks."


"What seems to be troubling you now?"


"To be honest, nothing."


"Then what are you here for?" she asked.


"Well, to tell you the truth. To see you."


"To see me?"


"Yea, ain't that something."


"I have to say that I'm flattered. The reason most boys come to see me is because of either diarrhea or chicken pox."


"I don't have either last time I checked."


She started to blush a bit. She was cute when she blushed. I couldn't take my eyes off of her. "I was thinking about asking you out on a date. But I don't think Mr. Hugo would take too kindly to us going out for a movie."


"Mr. Hugo has other priorities, I can assure you. But you see, Mr. Hudson. I don't date... well, I think you get my meaning."


"Oh, I see. You don't date us orphans."


"I didn't mean it like that."


"Then what did you mean?"


"I believe it would be unethical for me to go on a date with a patient, especially someone so young."


"Well, technically I'm not sick. So I'm not your patient,” I said. “Plus, I’m not that much younger than you.”


"Mr. Hudson, I admire your wit, but I’m afraid us going out on a date would be impossible. Besides, I don’t think you would want to go out with someone like me."


"Why do you say that?”


“You know nothing about me.”


“So, we’ll get to know each other. That’s what dates are for.”


“ Mr. Hudson, it’s obvious you are not ill, which means you are preventing me from seeing patients who actually need treatment. So if you’ll excuse me.”


“But…”


“Goodbye Mr. Hudson,” Hannah said sternly.


I hopped off the examining table and joined Thomas for a lovely evening of pots and pans.







Chapter 15




I began to feel sorry for myself. Worse, I felt like a hypocrite over the sheer fact I lectured Thomas on the very subject. I could have been the patron saint of pity, blessing those who wallowed in misery and lived the life of a wandering victim. Self-pity seemed like a fit emotion for my circumstances, wallowing in pity in a deranged boys school surrounded by pre-pubescent boys and abusive guards who were just looking for an excuse to give you a good beating.


There’s nothing like a good beating to start off the day. It’s rather easy to get one really? Just give some guard a bad look or say something smart, and sure enough, a fist will land on your face with raging anger driven behind it.


Sometimes I welcomed a good beating, it made me feel like I was important somehow. Made me feel like a big shot. There were times I felt lonely. Odd considering I was always within a few feet of somebody in the confined spaces of Crowam.


The times that I was alone, I began to daydream, and thought about all sorts of things. Letting my imagination run wild. I pretended to be the starting right fielder for the Yankees. The crowd chanting my name like I was some sort of god. I could feel the grip of the imagined bat in the palm of my hands as I swung at an inside fastball and hit a homer over the right field wall.


At times, I even pretended to be in the circus, traveling from state to state, making people laugh as a clown with all that makeup and crazy costumes I would wear. I kind of liked the idea of pretending to be somebody else. To start over again. I felt good, fresh, like I just got out of a hot shower and hopped into fresh clothes and afterward helping myself to a home cooked meal. Being a clown didn’t sound so bad after all.


You couldn’t start over in Crowam. You were stuck in perpetual mediocrity, where no matter what you did it never seemed good enough. I hated it. Made me sick.


The only interesting thing in this place was Hannah. It wasn’t just because she was a girl. She didn’t seem to fit in like everybody else, like she didn’t belong, which I thought I was a good thing. Everyone else fit into Crowam. Thomas, Charles, Owen, even myself, we were all here for a reason, at least according to the state. Hannah had no reason to be here, I thought. She was an anomaly, that diamond in the rough that doesn’t come around very often.


I felt awful after our last meeting. I wasn’t sure if she would want to talk to me again after my defeated attempt at asking her out. Hannah seemed preoccupied, one who took her job very seriously, and didn’t have time to fraternize with disenfranchised boys, especially those who haven’t seen the female anatomy in the flesh. Hannah seemed like that type of girl I could fall in love with. Again, I felt like a hypocrite. But I suppose we are all hypocrites. Hannah presented unique qualities that could be summed up in one word: maturity. A concept I hadn’t grasped at the time. I decided after breakfast I would sneak in and see her again. At the very least, I wanted to apologize for how rude I was with her last time. I was looking forward to talking to her, even she if berated me again, I would have appreciated it because I was actually important enough for her to berate in the first place.


As I walked towards the nurse’s office, I heard a commotion coming from the office. The office door was closed which was odd, since it’s usually open during day hours. I heard a muffled drone from inside. I opened the door. A guard was behind Hannah, touching her backside while attempting to unbutton her blouse. She shoved him back with authority as she continued to organize her medicine cabinet. “Come on now, don’t be angry,” the guard said.


“Stop it,” Hannah said.


“You see, I don’t think you want me to stop.”


“Yes I do. Don’t you see that I’m working.”


“There’s plenty of time for work.”


“I’m not going to ask you again.”


The guard grabbed her forcefully by the shoulders. “Is that a threat.” I closed the door behind me. The thud of the door closing alerted both of them to my presence. I looked at the guard with what I thought was a menacing scowl, but the guard either scoffed it off or didn’t bother to notice. “What do you want? Get out of here, if you’re sick she’ll be available later.


“Let her go.” I said.


The guard did let her go. This time his attention entirely focused on me. The guard was an average build with a five o’clock shadow and hairy forearms. Intimidating looking and breathed savagery. He had several scars; perhaps from women he was having his way. “What did you say?”


About a minute into our lovely conversation, I wondered how my arm was going to be broken. Was it going to snap instantly like a twig, or were the tendons in my arms going rip one by one until the bone would just give out. The guard had firm grip on me. The pain in my right arm intensified as he continued to apply pressure with the use of his hairy forearms. I thought to myself, “at least I have another excuse to see Hannah. I felt the bone about to go before he loosened his grip. I wasn’t sure why until I noticed the scalpel pressed firmly against the guard’s throat. I never realized how pretty Hannah’s hands were. They looked delicate, the skin supple and smooth, her fingers thin but held the scalpel with ease and precision.


“Let him go,” Hannah said.


“You wouldn’t dare,” he said.


Hannah pressed the scalpel deeper into his neck.


“I forgot to mention, I am very skilled with a scalpel. With just a little more pressure your artery will burst, and you’ll be squirming in the floor like a pig until you bleed to death or you drown in your own blood, whichever comes first. Now, be a good little boy and let him go.”


The guard released his grip. I thought my arm was going to fall off. The pain was excruciating. I wasn’t sure if he might’ve have actually broken my arm. I was able to move it, so it seemed that wasn’t the case.


“Alright, I let him go, “the guard said.


Hannah didn’t flinch, with the scalpel still pressed firmly against the guard’s neck. It seemed for a moment she actually enjoyed holding that scalpel against his adams apple. Finally, she let him go. The guard rubbed his neck. “You little whore. I’m going to report you to Mr. Hugo.”


“Really, and tell him what?” The guard said nothing.


“Perhaps I can go tell Mr.Hugo about your feeble attempt at molesting me. I’m sure that will go over real well considering my position here.”


“He won’t believe you,” the guard said.


“Really? Who do you think he’s going to believe. A nurse, or some lummox of a guard with an IQ of eighty. I did read your report.”


“You could have killed me!”


“I think this going back and forth is getting rather old. Goodbye.”


The guard looked around the room in confusion. He left the office without bothering to close the door. Hannah locked the door behind him.


“Are you alright?” She asked.


“Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” I said.


Hannah took my arm and examined the bruise.


“Look what the brute did to you.”


“Hurts like hell.”


“Have a seat. Let me take a look at it.”


I sat on the examining table. Her gentle hands, the ones that held the scalpel, massaged the tendons on my arm. The pain subsided with every touch.


“ It doesn’t appear to be broken. Once again, Mr. Hudson, I think you will live to see another day. You must have nine lives.”


“Sure. Are you ok?”


Hannah leaned against the cabinet behind her. “I suppose a thank you is in order.”


“I could say the same thing.”


“Thank you,” Hannah said.


“No need thanking me. Besides, you didn’t need my help. From what I saw, you seem to know how to handle yourself.”


“Can I ask you something?”


“Sure.”


“Why did you come back here?”


“To be honest, I came to apologize for how forward I was with you the other day.”


“Perhaps I should be apologizing. I wasn’t very nice to you. You were just being sweet. And if I may be honest with you, that was first time anybody has ever done anything like that for me before.”


“What, ask you out.”


“No silly. How you handled yourself with the guard.”


“I didn’t handle myself at all. You did all the handling.”


“It was the thought Jake.”


“Well, don’t mention it.”


I hopped off the examining table. My arm felt better. Still a little sore, but I would survive.


“What’s going to happen now?”


“I wouldn’t worry about it. Mr. Hugo doesn’t think very highly of the guards, especially that one. He’ll keep his mouth shut.”


“Mr. Hugo doesn’t think to highly of anybody,” I said to myself. But I was going to take Hannah’s word for it. I approached the door, using good arm turn the doorknob.


“Jake.”


“Yes?”


“What are your plans for the evening?”


I thought that was a strange question. It’s not like I was going to a fest on Lamb in one of London’s downtown eatery’s that were good at having customers spend an exorbitant amount of dollars. I believe it was Wednesday, which I meant I had a date with Thomas in the kitchen scrubbing foul smelling brown stuff off the pots and pans.


“Pots and pans,” I said.


“Oh,” Hannah said disappointed.


“How about you?” I asked.


“Just catch up on some paperwork. That’s all.”


“Right.”


There was awkward silence. I found it interesting how silence between two people could be awkward. The necessity to say something just for the sake of it seemed to make the eloquence of conversation much more generic. I took it as two people who were discovering each other’s nuances.


“Would you like to meet with me tonight?” Hannah asked.


“I thought you don’t fraternize with your patients.”


“It’s a follow up appointment. I want to see if your wounds have healed.”


“Since we last met, my ego was bruised. But I think it’s coming along nicely now.”


Her smile was just as attractive as her eyes. She appreciated the joke as if she never heard a joke before.


“What time will you be done with pots and pans?”


“Nine I think.”


“Ok. Meet me here at nine thirty.”


“I will.”


“Try not to get into anymore trouble.” She said, as I was about to leave.


“Well, that just wouldn’t be any fun now would it.”


I gave a sly wink and left.







Chapter 16




We finished pots and pans early. Thomas was asleep. The hallway was desolate, eerie, too quiet for comfort. The guard in the hallway was fast asleep again. The damn fool! The silence in the hallway broke, startling me out of my damn socks. "What are you doing?" Charles asked.


"Would you lower your voice?" I said.


"Sorry," Charles whispered. "Where are you going? Nobody is meeting downstairs tonight."


"I have a date."


"A date?" Charles was puzzled. "With who?" He asked.


"Winston Churchill. Go back to sleep will you."


"Not until you tell me who you're going on a date with."


"A princess, Charley. A damn princess."


"How are her bosoms?"


"Go to sleep."


Charlie was starting to get on my nerves. I left him and snuck past the sleeping guard. A bit of droll dribbled down his chin. I felt the urge to kick the stool he was sleeping on. I could have gotten away with it too. It was so dark, I could have hidden in the corner or ran back to my room and he would have never noticed.


After sneaking past the guard, I went down another corridor, quietly moving my way back to the nurse’s office where Hannah told me to meet her. I looked down another hallway to make sure the coast was clear. As I entered the hallway, a guard emerged from the darkness. A dim light from the ceiling exposed the guard, who was too curious for comfort. I snuck behind the corner, hoping he wouldn't see me. I couldn’t determine if he suspected my presence. I heard his footsteps methodically making his way toward my corner. I stood frozen in my little hiding in the shadows.


His footsteps became louder. The clanging of his keys chimed like a chorus. Suddenly, the footsteps and the clanging stopped. His breathing was all I could hear. I wondered if he could hear mine. I heard the footsteps and the clanging again. They became distant, fading away this time until they were no longer audible.


I checked the corridor only to see the back of the guard as he disappeared into the inner workings of Crowam. I darted as quickly as I could down the corridor, again checking for any guards.


I found the nurse’s office. I twisted the doorknob. It creaked loud enough to wake the dead. I quickly went inside the office and shut the door, hoping a guard didn't hear the door shut. The office was dark, making it hard to see. I couldn't find the light switch. "Hannah?" I whispered. "Where are you?"


"Over here," she whispered.


The darkness began to irritate me. "I still can't see you." I found the examination room. A ghostly figure stood in front of the examination table. It frightened me at first. "Hannah, is that you?"


"Of course, it's me."


I found a night lamp on a table next to the doorway. I flipped the switch. The light from the lamp complementing her smirk and blue eyes. "Why did you have all the lights off?"


"I'm sorry. I like the dark. Did I scare you?"


"Of course not."


"Good. You seem like a brave boy."


"Boy?”


" I'm sorry. I hope I didn't offend you. It was just a figure of speech.”


"That's ok. I know all about ‘figure of speech.”


"How do you like my dress?" She did a quick twirl, showing off her dress.


"You look amazing in it," I said.


"Thank you. I knew you would love it. I wore it just for you."


"You picked a fine dress."


"You're so sweet. And I must say you look splendid yourself."


"Thank you.'


"Wonderful. We both look fine then."


"So, what now?"


"Ah, yes. I want to show you something."


"What do you want to show me?"


"You'll see." Hannah smiled.


There was a back door in the nurse's office. The door led to a small passageway that lead up to a large attic. The stairway was old and rickety, with cobwebs cascading throughout the space of the stairway. We made it to the attic.


It was musty and old. The wood flooring was frail. It felt as though you were going to fall through it. "An attic?" I asked.


"I discovered it a year ago. It's mostly used for storage. I come here whenever I want some privacy. It’s so peaceful here at night."


Old desks, chairs, and chalkboards were scattered throughout the attic along with their own cobwebs. At the end of the attic was a window overlooking the meadow outside, cast aglow by the moon. A little table was set up beside the window. A bottle of wine with two glasses were set on the table.


"What's this?" I asked.


"Isn't it lovely? I thought you would like it."


We both sat down. I admired the view outside. She lit a candle, casting an amber glow around us. "I hope you like wine," she asked.


"Sure I do." Although honestly, I’d never had the stuff. I felt bad lying to her. I tried being all "cultured and sophisticated." I picked up the bottle. The label had nearly worn off. The date was all that was legible. "1940, eh?"


"I found it in the basement of my childhood home in London. I knew it was special when I first laid eyes on it. I wanted to drink it, but it's not very ladylike to drink a bottle of wine by yourself. So I decided I would save it for a special occasion."


"I'm flattered our first date is such an occasion," I said.


"It's our first date, isn't it? I hope you don't find this strange, but it seems as though I have always known you."


"Really?"


"Yes. It's as though we knew each in another life. Oh, look at me, talking such foolish nonsense."


"I don't think it's nonsense."


"It’s amazing how two people can meet in, well, in such odd circumstances."


"Yes, it seems every time we meet I’m on the verge of death." I joked.


Hannah turned serious for a moment. She didn’t find my remark amusing.


"That’s not funny Jake.”


“I’m sorry. It’s a joke.”


“Death isn’t something to joke around about Jake.”


“Sorry. Death isn’t exactly a good ice breaker I must confess.”


Her smile returned, but for some reason she didn’t want to leave the subject of death, justifying her previous demeanor.


“My little brother died of tuberculosis when he was very young. He would have been twelve by now. My parents always thought he was going to be a gymnast. At a year old he would climb out of his crib with such ease. When he was older I would take him to the park. He loved climbing on monkey bars and doing flips. He was also smart, very smart.


“How old was he when he died?”


“Seven.”


“What was his name?” I asked.


“Rupert.”


“He must have been a really good kid.”


“Yes, yes he was.”


“And what about your parents?”


“I left after Rupert died. My parents, they were indifferent about my brother and I as if we were some sort of bother. My father was a lawyer; he wasn’t home very often. He took his work very seriously, but somehow he had time for a mistress. My mother always suspicions until he eventually told her. She became an alcoholic. I don’t seem them very much anymore.”


I could tell Hannah didn’t have very many people to talk to. She had these pent emotions and no one to confess them to. The mood was somber, but her smile changed the mood quickly, as she laughed at her self on the account of her confession.


"Look at me again babbling on like I’m some sort of bleeding heart. I must be driving you mad."


“Not at all. I like talking to you.”


"Oh stop. Well, enough with the nonsense. Let us drink this lovely wine."


I popped the cork. I poured the red wine in both of our glasses. I went to take a swig. "What are you doing?" Hannah asked.


"Am I doing something wrong?"


"You're supposed to let the wine breath. Let it sit in your glass for a bit."


"Why?"


"It helps you appreciate the flavor of the wine."


"I'm sorry. I hope I didn't spoil the mood."


"Not at all. You're good company. The mood couldn't be any more perfect." After a few minutes Hannah picked up the glass and swirled the wine. It swished back and forth like a microcosm of a violent ocean storm. She took a deep breath to take in the aroma and took a sip. She grinned with delight. "Umm, it's wonderful. You try."


I picked up the glass and swirled the red wine. Some of it spilled out of the glass and splashed on the table. I was embarrassed. I was thinking that I was really making a fool of myself. I swirled it a bit more, this time not spilling any of the contents. I took a sniff and drank some of the wine, and it was good. Very good, in fact. It wasn’t as bitter as I thought it would be. It was fruity and sweet with the alcohol gentle and not overly intoxicating.


"You like it, don't you?" Hannah asked.


"I do actually,” I replied.


"Oh I'm so glad. What wonderful wine."


"This could very well be the finest wine in all of Europe," I said.


"To the finest wine in Europe." We raised our glasses for a toast. Our glasses chimed with the slight touch. We finished our wine, savoring each sip. Her lips were red from the wine. They were plump and delightful, moistened. She puckered her lip after her last sip in a sensual sort of way.


"You know still haven’t told me?"


"About what?" she asked.


"What a girl like you is doing in a place like this."


"Does it matter?"


"You have me curious."


"Curiosity kills the cat.”


"I’m being serious. I would just like to know that’s all."


"Oh, Jake. We are having such a wonderful evening. Let us not spoil it with such trivial matters. Tell me, do you like to dance?"


"Sure I do."


Hannah got up and walked toward a record player that sat on the shelf behind her. She started the player. A woman's voice boomed from the player, singing in French. "Would you like to dance with me Jake?"


"Sure." I grabbed her hand. We began dancing by candlelight. I held her in my arms while we slowly swayed to the melody. I gripped her waist as she wrapped her arms on my shoulders. Her waist was small, waiting to be encircled by my arms. She was shorter than me. I stared into those hypnotic blue eyes. Her eyes made me understand why clichés are clichés.


"You’ve never danced with a girl before, have you?" Hannah asked.


"Sure I have. I've danced with plenty of girls."


"You don't have to lie to me."


"Who says I'm lying?"


"I can feel you trembling."


"Maybe you make me nervous."


"Oh, come now. You don't have to be nervous with me." Hannah pressed her head against my chest as we continued to dance.


"What's she singing about?" I asked.


"The singer?”


"Yea, she sounds sad."


“She's singing about a man who left her. How lonely and miserable she is, not wanting to live on without her love."


"That sounds sad. Awfully sad."


"Jake?"


"Yes?"


"Have you ever been in love?"


"No. Have you?"


"I was never in love. I would like to fall in love. To be romanced. To share a life with someone. Do you..."


"Do I what?" I asked.


"Do you think I'm the kind of girl you could fall in love with?" She looked at me with those damn blue eyes again.


I wanted to kiss her. I really did. To tell you the truth, I could have fallen in love with her right then and there. "You're a swell girl."


"Swell?"


"Yea, you know. Swell. Like, you're a great gal. Probably one of the prettiest in Europe."


Her expression of delight transformed to displeasure. She walked back over to the record player and shut it off. The music stopped to a screeching halt. "Is that all I am to you, a swell girl?" Hannah asked.


"Well, you don't have to get all sore about it. I meant it as a compliment."


Hannah walked back over to me and wrapped her arms around my shoulder again. Her face was an inch away from mine. Her lips close enough to taste. "Do you want to kiss me?"


I thought it was a trick question. I leaned in for a kiss. My lips landed on her cheek.


"I'll take that as a yes," she said.


"Hey, don't you want to kiss me?" I asked.


"I guess you'll have to wait and find out now won't you?" Hannah squeezed my hand. It almost felt better than a kiss, but I would have preferred the kiss. "It's getting late. It's best that we start heading back." We grabbed the bottle of wine. Its’ contents swished back and forth. We went downstairs, through the nurse's office and out onto the hallway, which smelled like boiled cabbage. We checked to see if there were any guards.


"The coast is clear," I said.


We took a left. I noticed an open doorway leading to what looked like a larger room with only one ceiling light on. There were rows of beds stretching as far as I could see.


"Hey, what's in there?" I started walking over to the door.


Hannah pulled my arm. "You mustn’t go in there!"


"And why not?


"Please, Jake."


"Oh come on. You haven't even given me the courtesy of a grand tour."


"This isn't an amusement park, you fool."


"You know something? You look awfully cute when you're mad. Has anyone ever told you that?" I playfully smacked her hand away and went inside the room.


She followed me in, yanking on my shirt as if that was going to keep me away. It made me more curious.


The rows of beds were covered in white linen bed sheets, neatly pressed on each bed with a fluffy white pillow adorning each top. In the back, the beds were separated by white screens, where you could only see a faint shadow of what was behind them. It looked like someone was lying behind it, eerily motionless. It was awfully quiet, but I could hear some activity behind the curtain. "What's this room for," I asked.


"Please. We must go. If they catch you in here, there's no telling what they'll do."


"What could they possibly do to me? Put me in another orphanage?"


"You have no idea what this place is capable of."


We heard footsteps outside the hallway. Hannah panicked. "Jake, lay on the bed!"


"What? Why?"


"Do as I say now. I beg you!"


I got on the bed, befuddled by Hannah's demeanor.


“Now I want you to look at the ceiling and make no sudden moments. And for God's sake, don't say anything."


"Hannah you're not making sense."


"Jake..."


Before Hannah could finish, a man wearing a white laboratory coat entered with a clipboard. He was tall and slim, bald, and wore glasses like the one Mr. Hugo wore. He was professional looking. A no nonsense sort of man who was direct and forward. "Why, Ms. Byrne. I'm surprised to see you here so late this evening."


"I'm sorry. I just got caught up with work Dr Sterg.. That's all."


"Not enough time during the day to finish your work?


"I've haven't felt so well the past few days. I have fallen behind a bit."


"A bit overworked, perhaps?"


"Perhaps, yes."


"And who is this?" Dr. Sterg asked.


Hannah moved my bed away from the light to disguise my face. I just looked up as Hannah instructed. I didn't say a word, but I was trembling underneath the bed sheets. I was trying not to laugh or scream. I felt the intensity boil in the atmosphere of a room that served a mysterious purpose. "Where is this boy’s paperwork?" he asked. Dr. Sterg looked me with this, “you’re a piece of excrement,” expression that made me realize that whoever was laying in those beds several rows ahead of me were not being treated very well. I wasn’t sure how long I could maintain my composure. I felt my muscles twitch underneath the bed sheets from the nervous tension of what may happen if Dr. Sterg discovered whatever it was Hannah was trying to hide from him.


"Well..."


"Is he scheduled for an examination?"


"Not at the moment. No."


"Then where is his paperwork?"


"I was filling it out in my office."


Dr. Sterg looked at his watch. "I am late. Make sure this boy’s paperwork is complete and placed on his bed immediately."


"Yes, of course."


Dr. Sterg sped off for whatever he was late for.


"Jake. Please go."


"Who was that guy?"


"Damn it, you are as stubborn as a mule." She kept shoving me until we both were in the hallway. "We'll see each other soon. I promise."


I snuck through the hallways again, escaping watchful guards and their flashlights. I made it to my dormitory. Thomas was asleep with a book laid open on his chest. I went straight to bed thinking about Hannah and the added shroud of mystery of Crowam 281.







Chapter 17




I was known throughout Crowam as “the American.” I don't know what all the hubbub was about, but my being an American made me stick out like a sore thumb. Maybe it was the way I talked, which was not proper and well-mannered like the Brits. Tom especially liked calling me a Yank, the tall goofy bastard. I wonder if he knew that he was a goofy bastard. Some guys knew they were goofy bastards, while others were completely oblivious to it.


I was back in Professor Vanden’s class. I was intoxicated with boredom. It was hard trying to stay awake. Vanden was lecturing us about the Russian Revolution. I didn't give three shits about the Russian Revolution. Vladimir Lennon, the Czar. Figures in history that I had very little interest in. His eyes lit up with excitement, talking about Lennon as if he was some sort of prophet. I never met a communist before. I always heard about how dangerous communists were, but I didn't see what the big deal was. All Vanden did was talk about how workers need to unite and capitalism was the exploitation of the poor. I don't think anybody in class even knew what the hell he was talking about. I think he just liked hearing himself talk. Vanden lectured on about the past and its relevance to the future and the historical context of not just the Russian revolution but also other events that shaped the modern world. His pompous attitude gave the impression that he thought he was the ambassador of all that his history and that he holds the key to knowledge and understanding. Frankly, he just seemed like a hypocrite.


As far as I was concerned, everybody was a hypocrite; some people just make it more obvious than others. Communists, fascists, they all were the same to me. I quit trying to listen to Vanden’s lecture. Hannah preoccupied my mind. I wanted to see her again. I though about what the other students were thinking in their chaotic minds. I doubt it was about history. But with every lecture Vanden made sure he planted the seed of propaganda into the minds of each student to contribute in his own way to a new world order.


I saw some of the other boys drift off. Mr. Vanden would grab his trusty ruler and smack each sleeping boy upside the head. You could tell he took pleasure in it, just as much pleasure as talking about Lennon gave him. "Gentleman. I have the results of your assessments. The purpose of the assessment was to determine your field of occupation once you leave here. I think you'll find the assessment enlightening.” Vanden went by each student with his clipboard, one by one blurting out one menial job after another. Tom made out as a mechanic. How the idiot got that is beyond me. I wouldn’t trust him with fixing a tinker toy let alone an engine.


Vanden finally made it to me. "Ah Mr. Hudson. Let us see here." He examined his sheet of paper. He grinned with pleasure, enjoying his inquiry of my destined occupation. “Well, well, we have ourselves a garment worker. How quaint.”


“Garment worker?”


“Why yes.”


“Why a garment worker?”


“You shouldn’t question my assessments Mr. Hudson. I created them myself. The exam is based on complicated matrixes and calculations that you will not understand. You’ll be a true worker.”


“What if I don’t want to be a garment worker?”


Vanden didn’t like my questions. He got all flustered, moving his head awkwardly through sheer frustration. “We each have our role, our destiny in society.”


“Perhaps I am naïve when it comes to the ways of the world, but who the hell are you to tell anyone of us what our destiny is? What if we want to become a writer, doctor, maybe a circus clown, hell, anything? But it’s our choice, not yours or anybody else’s.”


The class erupted. The boys lashed out at Vanden, declaring their disgust for their predetermined occupations. “I don’t want to be a bloody mechanic!” Tom yelled, nearly knocking his desk over as he stood up. The others boys declared their independence.


It was pure anarchy in Professor Vanden’s class. Mr. Vanden went for his ruler. But I smacked it out of his hand. “It’s our choice,” I said. I stood over him, he backed away slowly to the rear of the classroom, as we behaved like boys who wanted to raise hell and piss off authority.


 


Later that day, I was back in Mr. Hugo’s office. Two guards watched me as I waited outside the hall. I could hear Professor Vanden screaming in Mr. Hugo’s office. He was mad. It felt good knowing I pissed him off. I could hear it in his voice.


The door exploded open when Mr. Vanden exited the office. He looked at me with disgust. I could tell he truly detested me. That made me feel good.


The two guards grabbed me by the arms and shoved me in the comfortable chair in the office, leaving me with Mr. Hugo. There wasn’t a hint of expression on his face. His hands sat folded on his desk I noticed his fingers were long and wiry as they wrapped over each other like snakes rolling over themselves in some sort of pit in a God forsaken jungle. For a moment, we said nothing to each other, as if we were waiting for the other to say something first. I decided to make the first move. “So what’s it going to be?”


“Silence!” His scream was monstrous, yet precise. It was directed at my confidence. I nearly jumped out of my seat. The scream did not require much effort, but it was the first time I saw Mr. Hugo showing any emotion. I felt uncomfortable in his presence. I wanted to leave, but couldn’t. “I see you don’t like Professor Vanden’s class.”


I was afraid to answer him, not wanting to hear him yell again. Teachers yelled at me before, but not like Mr. Hugo. It scared the hell out of me. “You’re unsatisfied with the quality of education we offer at Crowam?”


“I guess I’m not much of an academic.”


Mr. Hugo got up from his chair and looked out his office window. “At Crowam, we try to shape young minds, mold them to be good citizens, teaching them their place in society.”


“What a crock of s**t,” I whispered.


“What was that?” Mr. Hugo approached me, his face only inches from mine. “Are you looking to try me Mr. Hudson?”


When I looked into his eyes, there was an inexplicable lack of emotion or empathy. I shivered, knowing that I was staring into the face of evil. Then he went to look out the window again. “Would you like to leave, Mr. Hudson?”


“What?”


“Would you like to leave?”


“I actually have a choice?”


“You stressed the importance of choice in Professor Vanden’s class. I think we should put it to the test. You have a choice. If you don’t like your stay at Crowam, you’re more than welcome to leave.” The guard opened the door. “The guard can escort you out.”


I got up and walked out the door. The guard escorted me out to the main entrance of Crowam. He opened the steel doors. I made my way outside. Charles, Felix, Thomas, Owen and the rest of the boys were at the opposite end of the courtyard with several guards keeping watch.


“I told you I would get you back, boy.” The Bus Driver stood in front of the exit of Crowam, which included a large steel gate with a statute of a gargoyle on each side. “You’re not leaving here so easily. You’ll have to get through me first.”


I looked behind me. The entrance door was open. There was Mr. Hugo’s lesson on choice. I could have ran back like a coward, in front of the populace of Crowam or take my chances with the Bus Driver. I charged toward him like a raging bull, throwing myself at his mid torso. He picked me up by the shoulders and tossed me to the ground. The ground was hard and cold. Pain shot up my back. I got back up and began wailing at him. My fists landed on that big beer belly of his, which felt like I was punching granite. With every punch, he chuckled. I lowered myself and punched what felt like a bundle of genitalia. That’s when the laughter ceased.


I didn’t even see it coming. I should have. His hands were heavy and massive. The back of his hand landed on the left side of my face. I fell to ground again in agony. My face felt like it was on fire.


“Come on, you can do better than that,” he said.


I felt like crying. I laid there on the ground ready to cry like a fool. I could feel my eyes become watery. I fought against the tears. I wouldn’t let him get the best of me. I was filled with embarrassment and rage.


I picked myself up again. I charged at the Bus Driver again. He cocked back and threw a straight jab. I landed on the ground in a blur. I felt blood run down my face. The Bus Driver laughed, the ground hard and cold. The fight, if that’s what you even want to call it, was over and so was my lesson on choice.


 


There was a certain early morning quality to the day, even though it was early afternoon, where you still felt lethargic until something worth a damn happens. I don’t remember much after the fight. I panicked a bit when I saw blood on my shirt. For a moment, I thought I was dead. There were some figures around me that I couldn’t decipher. I heard some voices, again indecipherable.


When I finally came to, I was inside Hannah’s office. The guards plopped me on the examination room. I thought if I wasn’t dead I was going to die at any moment. My body ached, especially my face. I touched my cheeks and noise. My fingers were stained with blood.


I went over to the sink and splashed some water on my face. I looked up at the mirror. My face was bruised. Blood dripped out of my nose. I thought my nose was broken. I rinsed my face again to wash off the blood and dirt. My whole body was covered with dirty and mud. I felt absolutely filthy.


I was embarrassed to see Hannah in my condition. I took off my sweater and splashed some water underneath my arm pits. I cleaned my sweater the best I could. My stomach felt horrible. I hated feeling this way, feeling vulnerable and unsure of myself. I saw the door open.


Hannah entered the examination as if she expected to see me in this condition. But she stilled showed some concern for my well-being. “What on earth happened to you?”


“I fell down the stairs.”


“Don’t lie to me. I know that’s not what happened.”


“Then why did you ask?”


“You’re such a stubborn bastard, aren’t you?”


I began feeling dizzy again. I almost felt like fainting. She noticed my disorientation. “For God’s sake, sit down Jake.” Hannah helped me back onto the examination table. She got gauze, bandages, and rubbing alcohol from the cabinet behind her. She affectionately ran her hand down the side of my face, her smooth hand soothed my pain. “Who did this to you?”


“The Bus Driver.”


“Why?


“Let’s just say it was Mr.Hugo’s way of teaching me a valuable lesson on choice.”


Hannah said nothing. She examined my noise, wiping the blood off of it. She stuffed it with cotton to stop the bleeding. “Keep this there for a few minutes. My goodness, you’re lucky your nose isn’t broken.”


“Aren’t I the lucky one.”


“Lucky you are. That monster of a man could have killed you.”


“Nah. I would have held my own. I was just taking it easy on the guy. Didn’t want to embarrass him.”


“This isn’t some joke, Jake. He could have killed you. I’ve seen him…” She bit her tongue and kept on bandaging my face. Her face was consumed with concern.


“Don’t you remember anything we talked about?”


“Why do you care about what happens to me? You don’t even know me.”


“I don’t know. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. You’re a good man Jake. Besides, you understand me. I enjoy talking with you. I don’t get the chance to talk with many people these days..”


She finished working on my face. “Jake?”


“Yes?”


“Can I see you tonight?”


“I don’t know.”


“Why?”


“I feel a little under the weather. Tell you the truth, I feel like a truck ran over me.”


“I understand if you don’t want to see me tonight after your ordeal. But I feel it’s been ages since I last saw you. I want to see you. Will you reconsider? I am a nurse, after all. I can nurse you back to health. Look at tonight as a checkup.”


“Is that doctor’s orders?”


Her smile was seductive and cunning. “Yes it is, Jake.” I left Hannah’s office, still feeling nauseous.


 


After pots and pans duty, I freshened up and went to meet Hannah. I wasn’t feeling nauseous anymore, but the left side of my face still hurt. I snuck past the guards again and made it to the nurse’s office.


The door was already open. I discreetly closed the door. The office was dark again. “Hannah?” I whispered.


No one answered. I turned on the office light, thinking I would find Hannah standing there. She wasn’t. I looked around for her, whispering her name. Nothing. I noticed the door that led to the attic was already open. “You must be upstairs,” I said to myself.


The wood steps beneath my feet creaked as I made my way upstairs. There was an ambient orange glow at the top of the stairs. When I reached the attic, Hannah was standing near the wooden table. The bottle of wine half finished, reflecting the wood of the table on its sides.


Her hair was wavy. I could smell her perfume from where I stood. She wore the same dress as before, but every time she wore it was like the first time. “Come here, Jake,” she said.


I walked to her, my heart beating relentlessly. We stared at each other. I held her close, my hands caressing her back. We kissed, slowly at first, then passionately and deep. I could taste her wet lips. She pressed herself against me. Her body was firm, I lusted for her more with every kiss.


I kissed her behind her neck, her breath intensified as I made my way down her exposed cleavage. I pressed her against me as firmly as I could. I kissed her breasts, her chest heaving with excitement. I kissed and caressed them. Her moaning aroused me, encouraging me for more. I unbuttoned her dress. I was having difficulty with each button, my fingers fumbled. I had no idea what I was doing.


She stepped back and took off her dress, sliding it right off to the floor. She was left only wearing blue panties and stockings. It was the first time I ever saw a naked woman before, unless nudie magazines counted.


I was overwrought by seeing her naked, her sexuality ignited my youth and vigor. “Take these off of me,” she asked.


I came to her. I slid her panties off. I took off my clothes. Both of us stood there naked. We began kissing again. I felt myself trembling a bit. I knew she felt it.


“What’s wrong?” Hannah asked.


“Nothing.”


“Oh, come on.”


“Well.”


“What is it? Tell me.”


“This is my first time.”


Hannah grinned, rubbing her hands on my chest. “I’m your first time?”


“Yes.”


“Are you nervous?”


“A little.” At that moment, I never felt so vulnerable in my entire life. I wasn’t holding anything back, but it felt right with Hannah. We held each other in our arms. We kissed again, as passionately as before. We made love that night, holding nothing back. For a moment, we left the troubles of Crowam behind us.







Chapter 18




It was nighttime, pitch black. It almost seemed like I was in outer space or some empty void that lead to nowhere. I felt dizzy, unsure of where I was even standing. I felt a strange sensation like I was falling into an abyss.


The falling sensation stopped. I stood on a flat surface. In the distance, I could hear chanting. The chants primitive and raw and mundane. I saw a light in the distance that grew larger, as if it was moving towards me. I could begin to make out the light. It was a fire. The wood sticks thick and coarse burned and encouraged the blaze. Dancing around the fire were these figures whose faces were blanketed by the shadows and peculiar aura of the surrounding space. It appeared to be a ceremony or celebration of sorts. What they were celebrating wasn’t decipherable from my vantage point.


Near the fire stood a figure taller than the rest. His face was horrid, his eyes dark, his face spelled inexplicable evil. He stood awkwardly, as if he was on stilts, conducting the ceremony and played host to the occasion. I got close enough to witness the full ceremony. I didn’t recognize the faces, but there were boys, dancing around the fire, chanting unspeakable things that felt demonic in nature. I felt terrified for my life. I wanted to leave but couldn’t.


The tall figure looked at me and smiled with blackened teeth. Its faced morphed into Mr. Hugo’s. From behind him, Hannah emerged naked. The chants grew louder. I suddenly found myself naked. Hannah and I kissed. Our bodies were pressed against one another. We kissed intensely, but it wasn’t the same kind of passion we felt in the attic of Crowam. This was something sinister and wrong.


In the middle of the fire, a figure was tied to a post. The smell of burning flesh stung my nostrils. I shoved Hannah, shocked by what I saw. I saw myself on that post, my face burned, my skin melting. The odor of burning flesh hurt my eyes.


The chants intensified. The boys surrounded me. I screamed as loud as I could, but it only delighted them further. Suddenly, a hand grabbed me by the shoulder and pulled me out of the horrid scene.


“Jake!” the voice echoed. I opened my eyes to find Thomas hunched over me. “Jake, are you alright?”


I found myself in my bed and a pool of sweat. I breathed like I just ran a marathon. “Christ, it was a dream,” I said.


“That must have been quite the dream. Your scream woke me up.”


“You heard that?”


“Yes.”


I sat trembling on the edge of the bed, still reeling from the dream.


“It’s alright now. It’s over,” Thomas said. His voice was soothing and reassuring.


“I never had a dream like that before.”


“What was the dream?”


“There was a fire with people dancing around it. I saw myself burning in the middle of the fire. I saw Mr. Hugo. He was some sort demon, Thomas. There was Hannah.”


“The nurse?”


“Yes. She was naked.”


“My. I never knew Dickens could bring about such a dream.”


“I don’t think Dickens could stir up such a dream.”


“You’ll be surprised at what your imagination can contrive.”


“What do you think the dream means?”


“It’s hard to say. Perhaps it’s a manifestation of your own fears. Fear of Mr. Hugo, of death, or perhaps of love itself.”


“Love of Hannah?”


“Perhaps. There could be a number of things you can interpret from the dream. But that’s neither here nor there. It’s best we tidy up the room. We have inspection in a few minutes.”


“Inspection?”


“Yes. I heard some of the guards across the hall while you were asleep. They examined Owen and Charles’s room first, so they were able to give me the heads-up.”


“Is this your first inspection?”


“It’ll be a first for both of us, I’m afraid.”


Thomas and I scrambled to clean the room as best we could. We made our beds and removed dirty clothes and other items from the floor. We even dusted the room so even the Queen would appreciate it. We heard a bang on the door.


“Open up. Inspection,” the voice yelled.


We opened the door. Two guards barged in, shoving Thomas aside.


One of the guards had a thick, curly mustache that twirled on the ends. “Alright, you bastards. I’m Captain Longwood. This is your routine room inspection. I expect this room to be spotless. Any sort of violation will count as a demerit. Three demerits and you’ll re-clean the entire room before another inspection. If you fail the second inspection, you will lose dormitory privileges until I feel you appreciate the value of a fine and clean dormitory. Is that understood?” Captain Longwood spoke with a fast and authoritative tone under a heavy British accent that almost sounded like Old English. Longwood was a drill instructor for the British army before he was discharged for insubordination. He had a habit of hitting subordinates for the most trivial of reasons, the most trivial when he nearly strangled an eighteen-year-old recruit to death for not cleaning his socks properly. He was a stickler for details, which would make these sorts of inspections all the more interesting.


Captain Longwood and the other guard meticulously inspected the room, looking for anything out of the ordinary. “What’s this?” Longwood yelled, pointing at my bed.


“A bed, sir.” I said.


“Don’t you get smart with me you son of a bitch. What is this?” He grabbed a piece of lint, nearly sticking it in my nostril.


“Looks like lint, sir.”


“You’re absolutely right. This is lint, you filthy unappreciative bastard. Think it’s alright to leave the room like a pigsty, don’t you? Why, you’re just a regular little piggy leaving a mess in your bloody wake. Do you like to live in filth?”


“No sir.”


“No! Are you calling me a liar?”


“But sir?”


“But what? Are you objecting to my critique of your filthiness?”


“No, sir.”


“Oh, so I’m a liar now. You no good piece of excrement, I ought to put you in the hole till you lose your bloody mind. Demerit!”


The other guard handed me a pink slip. “Alright. Let us see what else we can find in this pigsty.”


Captain Longwood tore our room apart looking for so much as dust on a closet doorknob. I think we got seven demerits from dust alone. “What in bloody hell is this?” Captain Longwood picked up a copy of Hamlet from a stack of books underneath Thomas’s bed.


“It’s Hamlet, sir,” Thomas said.


“I can bloody well read, you no good piece of excrement. What are these books doing here?”


“Just for pleasure reading, sir.”


“Pleasure reading? Did you hear that, Boris? Pleasure reading. Why, we have ourselves an academic. I didn’t realize you were here to have any sort of pleasure.”


“Nobody said I couldn’t have them, sir,” Thomas said.


Captain Longwood raised his hand and slapped Thomas across the face. Thomas’s cheek turned red. The smack was loud and hard. “Don’t you talk back to me, you good for nothing piece of filth. I should rip you a new arsehole right here, right now. Then I’ll go ahead and burn these books of yours. Why I bet you would like that, wouldn’t you?”


“Please sir. They’re all I have,” Thomas said.


“Why, they’re all you have?” Longwood pinched Thomas on his red cheek. “Isn’t that adorable. I bet you jackoff to these bloody books don’t you? You must get off on reading good old Hamlet. Shakespeare would be mighty proud.”


I could tell Thomas wanted to cry. He held it in all he could, but his tears started dripping down his cheeks.


“Why, you’re crying? You little girl, you’re crying!”


“Leave him alone will you? He hasn’t done anything.”


The man’s eyes grew red, resembling a gasket ready to explode. “Why you…”


“What’s the trouble here?” Mr. Hugo asked as he entered the room.


“Nothing, sir. Nothing we can’t handle,” Longwood said.


“I heard shouting. What is the trouble?”


“These two lads have seven demerits between them, sir. They’re being uncooperative, even threatening Boris and I for giving them demerits.”


“That’s a lie! We didn’t threaten anybody!” I yelled.


“Quiet!” Longwood yelled. Captain Longwood showed Mr. Hugo the copy of Hamlet. “They have books, sir!”


Mr. Hugo picked up the copy of Hamlet. “Are these yours?” Mr. Hugo asked Thomas.


“Yes they are.”


Mr. Hugo flipped through the book, stopping at a page. “‘Though this be madness, yet there is method in it,’” Mr. Hugo quoted and smiled. He shut the book and gave it to Thomas. “I see nothing wrong with educating oneself in the realm of great literature, Captain Longwood.”


“Yes, sir,” Longwood barked.


“Make sure they clean their room and let them be. Remember, they are our guests, let us treat them as such.”


“Yes, sir!” Captain Longwood barked again, like the good drill sergeant he was.


Captain Longwood kicked some of Thomas’s books back underneath his bed on his way out. Thomas picked up Hamlet again, holding the book against his chest.


“You alright?” I asked.


“I thought he was going to take them away from me.”


“What, your books?”


“Yes. I don’t know what I would have done without them.”


“Just don’t leave them hanging around. I hid Dickens in my shoebox.”


“Mr. Hugo seems not to mind my books,” Thomas said.


“I wouldn’t trust with what Mr. Hugo says.”


“Trust is a hard thing to come by these days.”


“You can trust me.”


“Yes, you are a good friend. A fine friend.”







Chapter 19




Hannah and I saw each other several times a week when I didn’t have to do pots and pans and Hannah was relieved of her nurse duties by early afternoon. Our meeting place was the attic, where we drank wine and made love on the solid attic floor. Hannah brought a blanket, but it still wasn’t enough to soften the hard floor. It was better than nothing, I suppose.


One night, Hannah brought me to a small balcony that overlooked the English countryside. The balcony was located in the northern part of Crowam, an unused section mainly reserved for storage. The balcony was small, but enough for both of us. The night was cool. The countryside remained barren due to the winter. It was cold. I held Hannah underneath our blanket. We admired the view from the balcony.


“This is nice isn’t it?”


“Yes, it is.”


“Jake?”


“Yes?”


“What are you thinking about?”


I was caught off-guard by the question. The vagueness of it confounded me, yet reminded me how one can loose track of his own thoughts and how we don’t pay attention to the little details our minds gravitate to. I gave an honest answer. “I guess I’m thinking about what I am going to do when I leave this place.”


Hannah shoved me away and went to the corner of the balcony, leaning against the rail.


“What’s wrong?”


“I should have never asked you that.”


“What were you expecting me to say?”


“All you boys are the same.”


I went to Hannah and grabbed her hand. “Why don’t you come with me?”


“What?”


“When I leave, you can come with me. We can go back to America, to New York. I could show you a great time. Broadway shows, the Yankees, the food. Thomas said he would go. The three us. New York couldn’t handle us.”


Hannah appeared disturbed, offended by the suggestion. “Jake, I don’t think I would be able to go with you.”


“Why?”


“Because I have responsibilities here. I can’t just leave. This is my home.”


“Your home? Hannah, this isn’t a home. This is a prison, a prison for bastards.”


“Crowam may have its imperfections, but it does serve its purpose.”


“You’re full of it,” I said.


“I’m full of it? Look at you. Talking about going to America and living the so-called American dream. I’ve heard that song and dance before. It’s just for the movies.”


“Hannah, I want you to come with me.”


She stood alone at the edge of the balcony, gazing out into the night. “When my brother died, I left home because I couldn’t bare living there anymore. I was alone, frightened. But when Mr. Hugo found me, he took me in. Took care of me. Even paid for my education to become a nurse. He’s the closest thing I have to family. I wouldn’t feel right just leaving him. In a way, I owe him.”


“Hannah, you don’t owe him anything.”


“Perhaps, but I do believe in loyalty. If more people were loyal, you wouldn’t have so many boys without parents. Perhaps the war would have never happened if loyalty were more of a virtue. Maybe my parents would have actually given a damn about my brother and I.


“Hannah, come with me.”


She paused for a moment, looking out again into the wilderness. “Why don’t we just live in the present and forget about what may happen tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow will eventually come. You can’t ignore it.” I held her in my arms again as the night became colder.


 


Everybody has a routine. The routine at Crowam was getting old pretty fast. They woke us up, usually around 7:00am. We would have breakfast, exercise, attend classes, a break in the courtyard, dinner, house cleaning duties, then off to bed only to do the same thing the next day.


Crowam, well, was ordinary yet disturbing at the same time, like a creature you suspected was lurking in the shadows. Even if you’re unsure of its motives, you know it’s there. I grew tired of Crowam, of Mr. Hugo, the Bus Driver, and, at one point, the friends I made there. I would have given anything for some privacy, to be alone with my thoughts.


During one late afternoon, my desperation reached a new level. We went out for another run around the grounds of Crowam. I stayed behind the pack with Charles, Thomas, Owen, and Felix in front. I waited for an opportunity to make a break for it, to dash into the woods and escape this God forsaken place. I felt apprehensive, unsure of when to make the move. The guards were around us, moving around us to ensure we fall behind.


Ahead of us a boy named Danny Tomlin collapsed to the ground, falling to the floor like a stack of hay. I was surprised. He was in the best shape of all of us. The group gathered around him while the guards and the PE instructor aided the boy.


"Alright, let the boy breathe will you!" the instructor yelled.


"What do you think happened?" Owen asked.


"Probably dehydration," Felix said.


I moved back toward the forest. "Hey," I whispered.


"What are you doing?" Felix asked.


"Come on!" I said.


"What are you doing? Get back here!" Felix said.


"Come on, now's our chance, while they're distracted," I said.


"Don't be a fool. They'll find you," Owen said.


"Not if we leave now," I said.


"Do you know what will happen to those left behind if you leave?" Felix said.


I became tired of Felix’s lecture. I left them behind and sprinted into the forest. I came across some thick brush. I felt something pull at my shirt. I nearly fell over. "Damn it man, you can't do this!" Felix said.


"Why the hell not?"


"You selfish bastard. Don't you even care about anyone but yourself?"


"I care about getting the hell out of here. This is our shot."


Charles appeared behind Felix. "What are you two doing? They'll be looking for us. It looks like Danny is coming, too."


"Jake,” Felix said. “Think about what you're doing."


"I know what I'm doing. We have a chance for all of us to get the hell out of here. Doesn't that mean something to you?"


"Not if it endangers the lives of the other boys."


Charles became increasingly anxious. "Please, hurry."


Felix lost his typical charm and humor. Instead, he showed his disdain for my willingness to escape Crowam despite the consequences. Felix and Charles went back and rejoined the rest of the group.


I ran a bit further into the forest before I felt an awful pain in my stomach. It was like a sledgehammer hit me in the chest. I couldn't go any further. I never felt guilt before, not like this. It could have been so easy to run. I could have made it home free. Yet, I was trapped by guilt. My own conscious served as a prison within a prison. Hannah came to mind. Would she understand that I had to leave? Why wouldn’t she come with me? I asked to myself.


I ran back to rejoin the group. When I made it to the trail, the group was gone. I began to panic. I sprinted again like I did in the forest. I felt my legs tighten and lungs burn as I propelled my body through the muddy trail. The day was cold and damp. My shoes were drenched in mud. I eventually made it to the front gates. The gates open wide. I watched to see if anyone was around. I made my way through the gate. I saw the main entrance of Crowam. I walked toward it before another hand grabbed my sweater.


I thought it was Felix again, but Felix would not have had the strength to throw me to the ground the way this guard did. "Where the hell were you, Hudson!" the guard yelled.


"I'm sorry. I'm sorry," I said.


He pulled me up by my sweater. “Where have you been? Why weren't you with the rest of the group?"


"I'm sorry. I fell behind. I got a little winded."


The PE instructor and two other guards yelled also. They conducted an inspection after the run and noticed my absence. They put us all in a line, standing in attention.


The drill instructor paced up and down the line of us. His hands were folded behind his back. He held his chest high as if to say “I’m the alpha male.” He took his time going up and down the line, as if to purposely create tension before he would lecture us. "As all of you should know, everyone must be accounted for before and after any indoor and outdoor activity at any time of the day. It is within our power to conduct surprise headcounts so that we can ensure that all of you are present and accounted for. After our run, it came to our attention that one of you was missing. It is obvious at this juncture one of you decided to leave our good graces. Now, I want to know which of you knew that Mr. Hudson was no longer with the group?”


Mr. Hugo stood at a distance, watching us like a spectator. "None of you? Well, if none of you cooperate, I will have to assume that Mr. Hudson's actions were an attempt of escape by not only him, but by the rest of the group. If, however, you speak up, we will grant you leniency.”


The boys kept silent, standing in attention. The PE instructor picked on Charles, berating him in front of everyone. The instructor slapped him in the face, just like when the Bus Driver hit him on the bus trip to Crowam. “Come on you tubby. I bet you if I gave you a big piece of cake you would talk, wouldn’t you?”


“Please, sir,” Charles pleaded. “Leave me alone.”


“He says to leave him alone? Well, let me enlighten you boy. You belong to me. I will do as I wish. That goes for anyone of you blokes. I own you. Crowam owns you. Now, I will ask again. Which one of you knew of Mr. Hudson’s absence?”


Amid the line of boys, Owen stepped out from the line. The PE instructor approached Owen. “Yes?”


“I knew where he was, sir.”


“Tell me.”


“He ran into the forest, sir. He tried to escape. We tried to convince him not to, but he wouldn’t listen.”


“We? Who else knew?”


“I’m telling you what happened, sir. Isn’t that enough?”


“Tell me who else knew?”


“But I told you he tried to escape, sir. Why must you know who else knew?”


“I will not keep asking you, boy.”


“I already told you, sir.”


“Who else knew? Tell me now!”


“Please sir.”


Mr. Hugo went beside the PE instructor. He pointed at Owen and several of the other boys, including myself. Without hesitation the guards whisked us away into the underbelly of Crowam, thrown into cells, into the pit of darkness.







Chapter 20




I fell to the ground and hit my head against the cement from the brute force of the guard who threw me. He slammed the iron door shut. The room became dark. My eyes had difficulty adjusting to my surroundings, as the room was pitch black. I felt myself begin to lose my sense of calm.


I crawled on the floor, hoping to find something that could guide me through the cell. I felt the sand-like pebbles on the surface of the floor rustling beneath my hands. I spread my hands out in front of me, trying to find my bearings. My hand touched a wall. I scurried to the wall and pressed myself against it. My breathing accelerated as fear engulfed me. I tried to fight it, but it was difficult being alone in the darkness. I pressed my knees against my chest and curled up in a ball, trying to calm myself down. I attempted to create the illusion that I was somehow impervious to the dim reality around me.


My chest felt heavy. My imagination concocted all sorts of possibilities. I thought anything could come out from the darkness. I thought I was seeing things as time went by. The demon from my dreams appeared, with its eyes aglow like flames. “Damn it. Get a hold of yourself Jake,” I said to myself. I wanted to leap out in a frenzy of anxiety. I just wanted to scream, but I didn’t think anyone would hear me or even care.


I lost track of time; minutes seemed like hours, hours like days. Suddenly, I became angry. Angry at my friends, angry at the world. The world already seemed foreign to me at the point I lost all sense of humanity toward my fellow man. I became cynical of the world around me, not that I wasn’t showing symptoms of cynicism in my attitude of the world before this.


I punched the hard floor, pounding away like a savage. My hands stung from the pounding. I could feel the blood drip from my knuckles. After a while, my energy ran low. I tried to conserve my strength, unsure of how long I would I have to stay in this dreadful cell. The isolation was a bleak reminder of why all of us were at Crowam.


I had the urge to talk to someone, to talk about anything. I wished to be with Hannah, not to just to make love to her, but to discuss with her anything her heart desired. Men and women are strange creatures. The necessity for companionship is as ancient as the pyramids themselves. I had feelings for Hannah. It was more than sex. It was that intimate connection we human beings crave. Being around her, I felt a sense of inner peace. I yearned to be with her. Instead, I was surrounded by cement, bricks, and steel. I started talking to myself, not just thinking aloud, but having entire conversations like I was talking with an old friend who needed advice about trivial matters. It didn’t seem strange to me at the time.


From the wall opposite from me, I heard laughter. It ended once I stopped talking to myself. I scurried to the other side of the wall. “Who’s there?” I asked. The laughter continued. “Please, talk to me. I can hear you. Can you hear me? I know you can.”


“Perhaps.”


“Who are you?”


His voice was shrill and raspy, but had a sense of clarity to it that complemented the harshness of the underground dungeon. “Ah, who am I? What a silly question. We are all the same. Lost souls, I say, unrelenting in finding what soothes our pain. What a fool you are. Nonetheless, to please your curiosity, my name is Joshua.” The name was familiar.


“How long have you been here?”


Joshua giggled again. “It’s hard to say, really. Time does not exist here. Here, it is only an illusion of the mind, only serving as a countdown to our inevitable demise.”


“I don’t plan on dying down here.”


“Ah ha, an optimist I see. Such a foolish heart you must have to believe in such silly folklore. Positivity, happiness, love, all hogwash I tell you. Hogwash.”


“Aren’t you just a cheery fellow,” I replied.


“Sarcasm! Do I love thee.”


“Why were you sent down here?”


Joshua didn’t respond. He only giggled underneath his breath.


“I asked, why were you sent down here?


The laughing ceased. I could only hear his faint breath. I hated talking to him, yet I yearned to talk to anyone. I wanted to know why he was sent here. I kept asking him. It was like I was talking to myself again. “Don’t you want to at least know who I am?”


“Who you are?” Joshua asked. “Oh fine, for all that is holy, please tell me who you are.”


“Jake Hudson.”


“Jake Hudson. Now I know the name of the boy who refuses to die in Crowam.”


“That’s the plan.”


“My friend, Crowam will kill you whether you leave here or not. A part of you dies if you stay here long enough. Innocence, integrity, call it what you will. It dies behind these wretched walls,” Joshua said.


“Then tell me, why were you sent down here?”


He sighed, reluctant. “Very well, if it satisfies your curiosity. Like you, I was determined to not overstay my welcome in Crowam. I decided to take it upon myself to check out of hotel Crowam.”


“You tried to escape?”


“Yes. Only I wasn’t sure how. I contemplated a number of strategies, none of which were realistic or suitable, until...”


“Until what?” I asked.


“There are ventilation shafts that run along the inner workings of Crowam. Like a maze, interconnecting with one another. However, they all lead to an outlet outside to the rear of the facility. I saw it when we were making the rounds during morning exercise.”


My memory began firing on all cylinders. Joshua, Joshua my inner voice repeated. I should have remembered his name. Felix spoke about him, about his attempt at escape. The bleak surroundings clouded my thinking.


“Wait a minute. I’ve heard of you.”


“Ah? I must be a celebrity up there.”


“I wouldn’t go that far. Felix told me about you. About your plan.”


“Felix. How is he? I guess he didn’t escape after all.”


“No. He didn’t.”


“Ah. But you yearn to free yourself from here, don’t you?”


“Damn right. How did you figure out the ventilation shafts?” I asked.


“Trial and error. At night I would sneak my way up the ventilation shafts from the kitchen. I attached a rope to the vent door in the event I got lost so I could find my way back.”


“What happened?”


“One night I decided to make a go of it. I couldn’t find the exit in my previous attempts, but I was willing to risk getting lost in a maze of vents so I could find my way to freedom. So, I made my escape, crawling through the steel vents. It was dark, so I used a lighter I stole from one of the guards to illuminate my passage through the vents. The smell was horrid, like rust and blood.”


“Blood?”


“Yes. I felt cold air hit my face. I sensed I was getting close. I was still unsure of specifically where the outlet was. In the distance I heard what I thought were screams. Horrific screams, Jake. I’ve never heard such screams before. I contemplated which way to go. I was lost. All that guided me was my light and the screams down the shaft to my right. My curiosity compelled me to follow them, to see what was up ahead. So I crawled toward the howls, which became louder as I approached.” Joshua stopped.


“What happened, what did you see?” I wanted him to continue.


“What I saw? I saw all my hope and optimism for humanity vanish. There was an opening in the ventilation shaft. I looked down upon them. The floor was stained with blood. I saw them scream, only to be silenced. Death would have been a far better alternative than what was done to those boys. In a way, only a part of them were kept alive, only to see and not feel. To lose their sense of self, to lose who they were.”


I recalled the faint screams I heard the first night I was on pots and pans duty with Owen. A chill went down my spine, yet I was infused with denial. “You’re full of it.”


“Oh, a liar I am?”


“Yea. I think you’ve been down here so damn long your head’s all twisted out of shape.”


“But how do you know that I am lying?”


“Because, it’s crazy.”


“Insanity is only a state of mind. What may be crazy to you may be perfectly sane to others. It is the way of the world. The lies are the truth and the truth are lies.”


“Oh, I suppose you think you have all the answers.”


“There is plenty of time to think behind these cell walls. I guess you can say I’ve become enlightened.” Joshua continued getting to his escape attempt.


“I tried making my way back, trying to find the outlet and escape. But I got lost in the maze of ventilation shafts. The cold air I felt before was gone, just damp air and the smell of rust and blood. I became ill and squeamish at the odor of death.


“Eventually, I made my way back to the kitchen, unable to find the outlet. On my way back to the dormitories, I was caught by one of the guards. I told them I tried to escape. There was no use in trying to weasel my way out of it. But I never told them about what I saw. If I did, I feared I might end up with the same fate as those boys. But I’m afraid, the fate of all of Crowam’s inhabitants is sealed.”


There was dread in his voice, a sobering reminder of the mystery that lay within the walls of Crowam. I was scared, confused, and most of all, angry. I felt betrayed by Owen and my supposed friends, who I felt like I couldn’t trust. I truly felt alone. Hannah seemed like the only piece of the puzzle that didn’t fit, yet I still wanted her. I imagined us in Paris at a café, better yet, New York. I so badly wanted to convince her to come with me. I still felt I could. “Is it possible to escape?” I asked.


“I suppose so. My plan is still sound. But if you leave, there is no telling what will happen to the rest of us. Escaping here will pale in comparison to the guilt you will have to live with, the anguish of knowing that your escape lead to the torment of so many.”


“I thought you said our fates were sealed. What difference does it make if I leave?”


“Well, dear friend, if you must leave, I only have one piece of advice to offer. Do not follow the screams, do not venture off to satisfy your curiosity.”


“Why?”


“Because what you will see will shatter that precious optimism you possess. You will lose your innocence, perhaps even a part of yourself that you haven’t already.”


“Please tell me what you saw.”


Joshua laughed again, enjoying the suspense of it all. “You’re like a child, so curious you are.”


I was getting tired. I was no longer interested in continuing my conversation with Joshua or even myself. I leaned back against the cold wall of the holding cell, eventually lying down on the hard floor. I took off my sweater and used it as a makeshift pillow. I didn’t bother saying goodnight to Joshua, dozing off in my own little cell.


 


I woke up abruptly. My heart raced. I felt like I just ran the bases at Yankee stadium. I was shaking, anxious. I don’t know why. I thought I was going to stop breathing. All I could think about was that I was going to just stop breathing and die right there on the spot. The darkness didn’t help either. I panicked. I wanted to scream again. I shivered and put my sweater back on. I was cold and hungry.


I saw a metal tray on the floor. The guard must have slid it through the slot on the door. It was hard to see what was on the tray until I grabbed it. It was several pieces of bread and some jam. It felt like I hadn’t eaten in days. I scarfed the food down. I almost choked because I ate it too fast, the food got lodged in my throat. I drank the cup of water that was provided, which failed to quench my thirst.


Although the food helped sooth my nerves, I still felt tired. The boredom of just sitting there made time go by slowly. Being down there in that cell gave me plenty of time to think. Sometimes too much thinking is not a good thing. Your imagination gets the best of you.


Being alone was the worst. I complained about never having any privacy when constantly surrounded by my fellow comrades, but I would have given anything to be in the company of Charles, Thomas, Hannah, Felix… hell, anybody. I would have even appreciated a guard coming into my cell and giving me a beating. Just a sign of civilization. That somebody actually gave a shit about me to come down and give me a good rough housing.


It seemed like I was in another world where there was no life or death. No good or bad, just darkness and silence. I wondered if this is what hell was like. Just darkness and silence. Was death like this? Just nothingness? Or were their pearly gates that when opened brought you to heaven? I just didn’t know. Nobody new, except the dead, and they were no good asking about it.


I hated being in that cell. I felt the anger brew inside. I punched the hard floor again, ignoring the sting in my fists. I wanted to cry. I really did. I fought back the tears. I refused to cry, to let Crowam get the best of me. I hated myself for feeling like a victim, for feeling sorry for myself.


I got up and walked around the cell. I thought about talking to Joshua again. I didn’t know what good that would do. I feared becoming like Joshua, stuck in this cell for eternity, losing my mind.


I slept some more, afraid of nightmares and of what horrors my imagination could concoct. I wrestled on the floor, fidgeting, trying to get comfortable. “Trouble sleeping, Jake?” Joshua asked.


“What makes you think that?”


“I can hear you fighting with it.”


“Why aren’t you sleeping?”


“That’s the one thing you get to do a lot of here. Sleep. I’ve done enough of that.”


“Will they ever let us out?”


“That is the question. Will they let us out? They haven’t let me out. Perhaps Mr. Hugo will have a change of heart.”


“For some reason I sincerely doubt that,” I said.


“Mr. Hugo is a tortured soul. You could see it in his eyes.”


“You think he was always like this, even as a boy?”


“I don’t know. Perhaps some men are just born evil.”


I heard footsteps and the clinging of keys outside the cell door. I was blinded by the light that pierced through the cell. I squinted, covering the light with my hand, only seeing a figure that stood in front of the door.


“Come on, Hudson. Let’s go.” the voice said.


I got up from the floor.


“Farewell Jake.” Joshua said solemnly.


The guard grabbed me by the arm and shut the cell door.







Chapter 21




It had been quite a while since I had seen the sun. I wasn’t sure how long I remained confined in that cell. It could have been several weeks, for all I knew. I examined myself in the bathroom mirror. I looked pale, with bags underneath my eyes. I lost some weight, too.


The guard escorted me outside for recess where the rest of the boys were playing soccer or standing around and shooting the breeze. I stood alone, watching the soccer game. I saw Felix, Charles, and Thomas on the other side of the courtyard. Petey was running around, playing, probably in some far off fantasy world. Maybe children knew something adults didn’t. Something about a better place where anything was still possible.


Thomas saw me from across the courtyard. He came to me, cutting through the soccer game, agitating some of the players. “Jake! Are you ok?”


“I’m alright.”


“You look good, considering. Have you eaten?”


“I’m not hungry.”


“Not hungry? You must eat something.”


“I’m sure my appetite will come back. How long was I down there?”


“Two weeks.”


“Did I miss anything?”


“Not really. The usual pomp and circumstance.”


“Where is Owen?”


“”He’s still in solitary.”


“Shit.”


“What was it like down there? “


“It was dark. Lonely, too.”


“I’m sorry you had to go through such a thing. But you are here now. Let us meet with the rest of the chaps.” This time, Thomas bypassed the soccer game as I followed him to the other side of the courtyard. “Well boys, look who has come back from the dead”


Nobody appreciated Thomas’s joke. “Why did you bring him here?” Felix asked.


“Oh, come on,” Charles said. “He’s been through a hell of an ordeal.”


“That was his doing.” Felix said.


“You know, I’m standing right here. Something tells me you don’t appreciate my being here.”


“I told you when you first came here what would happen if you tried to escape,” Felix said. “You put everyone here at risk. Now there are boys suffering in that damn dungeon because of you.”


“You think we’re less at risk by just standing around and keeping our heads down, hoping nobody notices us? Well I got news for you. Mr. Hugo has his own agenda. Playing by the rules won’t help our chances getting out of this place.”


“Since when do you care about the rest of us?” Felix asked. “You care about yourself, and frankly, your selfishness is endangering everyone here.”


“I’m the one being selfish? At least I’m not some scared naïve fool who pretends the world’s problems will go away by sticking your head in the ground and hope they go away.”


“Typical naive American. They should have left you in that cell where you belong,” Felix said.


“Gentleman, please. Stop this,” Thomas said.


“This doesn’t concern you, Thomas,” I said.


“This concerns all of us, don’t you see. Look at what this place is doing to us. It’s turning us against one another. The only way to make it through this is if we all stick together. Arguing won’t get us anywhere.”


“Why don’t you preach to Jake, not to the rest of us. You act like you’re holier than the Pope himself,” Felix said.


“Please, don’t misunderstand what I’m saying. I’m not judging,” Thomas retorted.


“Perhaps Thomas is right. Fighting won’t get us anywhere,” Charles said.


“Oh, would you shut your trap, fatty? No one is talking to you,” I said to Charles.


Charles shoved me with all his weight, knocking me to the ground. “Listen here, you. I’m tired of you calling me fat. I’m sick and tired of it. That goes for all of you. You think I’m just a fat bastard, a little piggy who just eats until he’s unconscious. But have you ever thought for a moment how I feel when you call me such horrible things? Like I’m some sort joke, here for your amusement. We’ll I’m not a joke. I like who I am. You hear me? I like who I am! To hell with you.” Charles marched off, crossing through the soccer game like Thomas did.


“I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.” As I left, Petey ran up to me, tugging on my pants.


“Come play with me!” he yelled.


“Not now, kid,” I said.


He kept tugging on my pants. He annoyed the hell out of me.


“I said knock it off kid, quit it.”


“Come on, Jake. We can play cowboys and Indians. The game you told me you used to play.”


“Listen, kid. What part of no don’t you understand? Leave me alone.” I left Petey alone; he kicked the dirt in disappointment. I didn’t care, the world could have been on fire and I would not have given a sliver of concern. To me, the world was a freak show and I had the front row seat.


 


I had pots and pans duty again. The dishes were dirtier than before. The smell of sour meat and rotten food filled the air. I dropped the dishes in the water, rinsing them and tossing them aside, not caring if I removed any of the leftover grime. Thomas was diligent, meticulously making sure the pots and pans were spotless. He took pride in it, I think. It was his way of somehow purifying Crowam.


“Jake?”


“Yea.”


“What are your intentions?”


“What are you talking about?”


“What do you plan to do? Are you going to try to escape again?”


“What gives you that idea?”


“I just, well, you seem to not have any regrets about your previous attempt.”


“I don’t have any regrets.”


“And what of Owen? He’s still down in that hell hole.”


I slammed the dish in the water. The frothy water splashed all over us. “Why don’t you just say it?”


“Say what Jake?”


“Don’t play stupid with me. You think it’s my fault Owen and those other boys are down there.”


“I never said that.”


“Well that’s what you’re implying.”


“Jake. I see something in you that I don’t see in the rest of us, something unique and strong. A strength few people possess. The strength of a leader. There is a reason why you’re here and it’s not solely to escape alone into the wilderness.”


“Strength? Look Thomas, I’m not interested in being a leader. To be honest, I’m scared out of my damn mind.”


“It’s ok to be scared.”


“Maybe for you. For me, I’ve never been afraid of anything my whole life. My Dad taught me to be tough. Not to fear anything. Christ, if only he saw me now. Just a scared kid.”


“Jake. Fear can be useful if you use it correctly. But I have my own fears, terrible fears.”


“Of what?”


“I think of my parents. What they went through in prison. I fear I will end up like them, where I never leave this place. I’m afraid I’m going to die here.”


Joshua’s story kept swirling in my mind. The screams coming from beyond the air vents. I tried listening for them. I heard nothing. Maybe Joshua was full of it. Some crazy bastard with a few screws loose. What did he know? “Thomas, you’re not going to die here.”


“How can you be so certain?”


“I’m not sure. Sometimes you just have to believe.”


“Maybe you’re right.”


“Listen. Why don’t you come with me?”


“What?”


“Let’s get the hell out of here. You and me.”


“Escape?”


“No, take a cold shower together…yea, escape. I have an escape route. It’s not entirely foolproof, but I think it’s worth a shot. Better than waiting around here to find out what else Mr. Hugo has in store for us.”


“I don’t know what to say.”


“Say yes, damn it. It’s an easy proposition to agree to.”


“Yes, for most people it would be.”


“I suppose you’re an exception?”


“I would want nothing more than to leave this place.”


“Then what the hell is the problem?”


“I feel, in a way, I can help these boys somehow. Guide them, give them something to think about, to stir up that curiosity that’s inside all of us, just how I got you interested in Dickens. I could make a difference here.”


“You could make more of a difference out there in the real world. Not here.”


“I just don’t think I have the stomach to escape.”


“But you said you were afraid.”


“Yes, but fear is a normal thing.”


“What the hell is it with you people not wanting to leave this place?” I said to myself.


We finished pots and pans duty and retired for the evening. I stared up at the ceiling while Thomas read. You should have seen him, reading like his life depended on it. His eyes absorbed the words and sentences that made up each page. Reading was his way of escape, I guess. His mind buzzed with new ideas that could create a new world outside the walls of Crowam. I thought of the possibilities as I went to sleep.


 


At breakfast, I sat by myself as Charles and Felix sat at the table several rows away from me. I played with my eggs only taking a bite here and there. I still wasn’t hungry, even after my incarceration. Nerves hit your stomach like a bombshell. I couldn’t hold my food down, ready to regurgitate those powdered eggs at any moment. Thomas came and sat beside me. “Thought I’d keep you company.”


“Thanks. I don’t think the rest of the gang thinks too highly of me.”


“Give it time. We’re all a bit on the edge.”


“Sure…but…”


The drone of conversation stopped abruptly. I felt sick to my stomach. Owen looked just as pale and worn out as I did when I returned from the dungeons of Crowam. He grabbed the tray of food from the lunch counter, hobbling to the empty table next to ours. He didn’t bother to look around at his surroundings; instead he just stared at the plate of food. He didn’t touch it, not even playing around with his fork. He just stared at it.


Thomas and I walked over to him. Felix and Charles stood over us. “Hey Owen, you ok?” I asked.


Owen kept staring, unresponsive. “How are you feeling Owen?” Charles asked.


“That’s a mighty fine breakfast you got there, Thomas said. “You shouldn’t let it go to waste.”


Owen said nothing.


“What’s the matter with him?” Charles asked.


“He must be in shock,” Thomas said. “He needs a nurse.


Felix smacked Owen playfully on the back. “Cheer up, old boy. Say, I’m planning a little get together tonight in your honor. We’ll drink vodka and swoon over women. Wouldn’t you like that?”


Owen nodded his head slightly, acknowledging Felix’s invitation. Owen looked up at me. He had bags under his eyes, looking exhausted. “I’m sorry, Jake. I really am sorry.”


“You have nothing to be sorry about,” I said.


His head began to wobble and his eyes rolled back; he fell over, falling in my arms, unconscious. “Owen!” The crowd of boys gathered around him.


“Would you get back and let him breathe.” Thomas rushed to one of the guards. “Please, this boy needs a doctor.”


Captain Longwood shoved aside the guard. “What in bloody hell is going on here?”


“This boy needs medical attention,” Thomas said.


Captain Longwood parted the crowd of boys. He grabbed Owen’s chin, examining his head. “Why, there’s nothing wrong with this boy. Nothing some eggs, toast and jam won’t solve.”


“Are you being serious? This boy is ill,” I said.


“I’ll be the judge of who his ill and who isn’t.”


“You’re mad. This is whole place is madness, pure madness!” Thomas said.


“What did you say, you little s**t?”


“Have you no decency, have you no soul,” Thomas said.


“Don’t you get smart with me, you bastard. You think you’re smart, don’t you? Grab him and follow me.” The guard grabbed Thomas and Captain Longwood led the way.


“Charles, stay with Owen,” Thomas said.


Felix and I followed them, unsure of where they were headed. The route was familiar, leading us to our dorm. The guard held Thomas against the wall. Captain Longwood lifted the bed off of its frame, uncovering Thomas’s stack of hidden books.


Two other guards came by. One of them held us back from the commotion in the room. “What are you doing?” Thomas asked.


Captain Longwood and another guard took the stacks of books underneath Thomas’s bed. .


“Make sure he looks out the window. I want him to see this,” Captain Longwood ordered.


They carried the books out of the dorm. “Those are mine. What are you doing with my books!” Thomas yelled.


“You’ll see. You’ll see who’s so smart now,” Captain Longwood said as they carried the books outside. They made sure they were visible from the dorm room window.


I shoved the guard aside to watch. Captain Longwood lit a match and stood over the pile of Thomas’s books. “No, please don’t!” Thomas yelled.


Captain Longwood’s smile was conniving and evil, just like Crowam itself. He dropped the match. He lit another one and threw it on the pile of burning books. The books lit up, like the fire in that horrendous dream of mine. The fire was orange and red, the smell of burned paper and leather reached the dorm room, intoxicating our minds with horror “No!” Thomas shrieked. His calm demeanor changed to desperation and agony. He shoved the guard and myself away with uncharacteristic strength. He ran downstairs and outside, attempting to put out the fire. He threw himself on top of the books. His clothes began to catch fire.


I could hear his screams from the window as I watched helplessly. The guard held me by my neck. “Thomas!” I yelled.


Captain Longwood watched with glee as Thomas and his books burned. The burnt smell of paper turned to flesh as the fire spread throughout Thomas’s body. The guards just watched as he rolled on the ground. His shrieks were sharp and agonizing. It made me sick. Captain Longwood seemed to enjoy it as he stood over him with his arms crossed as if he was admiring a work of art in a museum. Finally, some guards with buckets of water dumped water on Thomas. He lay still on the ground as fumes from the seared flesh rose and dissipated in the air.







Chapter 22




That night was horrid. I couldn’t sleep. The absence of Thomas made it difficult to rest. I didn’t know if he was alive or dead. Nobody would say a word about Thomas. I held mixed emotions that night. Fear, anger, distrust, and bewilderment of the world around me. I looked at the empty bed next to me.


I remembered when I found Thomas staring at me at the edge of the bed while I slept. He had a flair for curiosity, wondering how I could sleep so peacefully in a foreign place such as Crowam.


I looked out the window again. They didn’t even bother to clean up the ashes and burnt pages left over from the fire. They didn’t find my Dickens book, however. I held it in my hand. Tale of Two Cities. I said it aloud. The title seemed poignant for my circumstances. There were two worlds. The world outside these very walls and the one behind them. At times I thought there wasn’t much of a difference between the two. But anything beat sticking around this place.


I gathered up whatever belongings I could, including my Dickens book. “No way I’m ending up like Dr. Mannette,” I said to myself. Without Thomas, I had no one else to turn to for answers but myself. I snuck out my dorm room door. The guard outside the hallway was asleep again. I quietly made my way through the hallways of Crowam, reaching the kitchen with relative ease. I got the step stool out to reach the vent door.


“You just don’t quit, do you?” The voice came from behind me. It was hard to make out Felix at first because the lights were off, but I knew it was him.


“You followed me?”


“It wasn’t too hard. I figured after today you wouldn’t give escaping too much thought, considering you’re the stubborn type who likes to do what he wants to do.”


“You’re going to stop me?”


“Would it matter?”


“I suppose not.”


“Where will you go?”


“I don’t know. I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.”


“And what of us?”


“I can’t save the world, Felix. I sure as hell am not going to try. I wouldn’t be good to anybody just sticking around until I lose my mind.”


“And what if you get caught? Do you have any idea what they’ll do to you? What they’ll do to us, or do you even care?”


“Maybe I’ll leave you to do all the worrying.”


Footsteps echoed down the hallway. “Christ, hide,” I said. Felix scurried behind the large fridge near the corner of the kitchen. I lifted the vent, kicking the chair behind me.


“Jake, hurry,” Felix whispered. The chair landed near the sink. Felix cowered behind the fridge as the guard entered. The beam of his flashlight surveyed the room.


“Who’s there?” the guard asked.


The grids of the vent door hid my presence. I waited to see if the guard would find Felix. Felix looked up at me.


“I heard voices in here. Now come on out and I promise you won’t get in trouble.” The guard nervously walked through the kitchen, almost tiptoeing, inspecting each corner as if his life depended on it. He made his way to Felix, with only the shadows concealing Felix’s whereabouts. The beads of water dripped from the sink, creating a chilling ambience.


The guard’s boots squeaked on the tile floor with every swivel of his step. I feared for Felix, the poor bastard. The hell he would pay if he got caught. The guard came close to the vent. I thought of leaping from the vent and jumping on the guard. I could have taken him. He was no bigger than me, with a pudgy belly and skinny arms. With Felix’s help, it would have been easy. But it would have drawn too much attention. The other guards would come and that would have been the end of that.


“To hell with this.” The frustrated guard marched off into the other corridors of Crowam, probably to get drunk and sleep.


“Jake, are you there?” Felix asked.


I didn’t bother to respond. I was already gone.


 


The steel shafts were frigid, burning the skin on my forearms. I wish I wore a sweater. I was freezing. I didn’t even bring a lighter. Joshua was at least prepared. I rushed to escape without thinking it through with a concrete plan. I wasn’t really sure where I was going. I just kept crawling, hoping to reach something, anything that could lead to a way out of this place.


I felt something scurry in front of me, heading toward my body. Its whiskers brushed my hand. A rat bit me. The rat probably mistook my hand for a piece of cheese.. I flinched and panicked. The rat squealed as I shoved it away, but it kept coming back. I was creating too much noise. My body filled the ventilation shaft like a fish caught in a net. A few more rats joined in on the festivities. I shoved them away with my hands until they scattered off.


I regained my composure. I was out of breath from panic. I continued to crawl. My arms became sore. Joshua failed to warn me about this part, where your body becomes numb, unable to move. I was stuck, immobilized by pain. I became nauseous, claustrophobic from the tight space around me. I eventually passed out. Maybe I was too tired. Maybe I was just too scared. Sleep would have done me some good, even in the confines of a ventilation shaft.


 


I’m not sure how long I was out. It might have been a few hours for all I knew. I woke up groggy. My arms weren’t as sore, but they hurt when I moved. I tried to ignore the pain, continuing my crawl to freedom. Far off, I heard a cry followed by several screams. Joshua warned me to ignore the screams.


I could have made a left down another shaft where I could have found the way out or another endless maze of shafts and steel and rats. I decided to follow the screams, ignoring Joshua’s warning. The screams became louder, guiding me through the darkness. I saw a glimmer of light down the shaft, motivating me to crawl faster. The screams were torturous and gut wrenching.


“My God,” I said to myself. My curiosity pushed me forward, shoving away my fear and common sense. I felt conflicted, afraid of what I might see, yet yearning to find out the nature of the screams for myself. I reached the panel where the light pierced through the grids of the vent. I squinted a bit as my eyes readjusted from spending several hours in darkness. It wasn’t much different than when I left the prison cell beneath Crowam.


The room looked sterile with white walls and fluorescent lights. The tile floor was grey with streaks of blood. The room looked like it was cleaned in a hurry. In the corner of the room was a boy strapped to a table. He cried and jolted violently on the table he was strapped to. There were cables running through the table, with prods touching several points of his body. “Momma, momma.” he cried.


There were other tables with what looked like boys stitched to one another. Some were joined by the abdomen. Others by the skull. Their faces disfigured as their conjoined faces contoured to one another in a Quasimodo sort of way. Their mouths and teeth scarred, deformed from what looked like hours of experimentation. A few of them were alive. Others were dead, or at least appeared that way. Some tried to move, their heads jerking side to side as if fighting to awaken from a nightmare, their agonizing moans soft but terrifying


In the very back, there were bodies, lots of them. The stench of death reached my nostrils in the claustrophobic space above. Their skulls were cut open. Their brains missing. Some of them lay in a tray next to their bodies. It was a factory of death and torture. There could be no other purpose for these procedures other than to torture, maim and kill. The boys who were alive screamed, usually for their mothers.


In the back next to the bodies was a cylindrical chamber with a glass hatch. Two doctors and a guard accompanied a boy who kicked and screamed, his feet screeched leaving rubber marks from the soles of his shoes as they dragged on the floor from his reluctance to go any further. The other boys who were alive moaned and screamed in horror, as they knew the fate of the boy.


I watched helplessly as they shoved him in the gas chamber against his will. They slammed the hatch shut. The doctor twisted the knob on the hatch to seal it. There was a control panel on the cylinder’s side with cables and pipes coming out from above it. One of the doctors worked on the control panel for several minutes. You could hear the boy scream from inside. I heard a hissing sound come from the machine.


The doctors and guards stepped away. You could see the boy through the glass of the steel hatch. He slammed his fist on the steel of the cylinder. He screamed and coughed; as some sort of gas entered the chamber. He began to cough harder now, his breathing weakening, yet he kept slamming his fist against the cylinder’s steel frame. “Help!” He would yell. The doctors observed only with curiosity as they jotted down notes on a pad of paper. What the notes they could possibly be taking were beyond me. What use would they get out of such torture?


The bang sound from his fist hitting the metal stopped. The boy’s brown hair plastered on the glass as he leaned against it. I could see his chest move ever so slightly. He raised his hand, reaching for the glass before it eventually collapsed. The doctors continued jotting down notes as if boys being gassed were a usual occurrence. They made their way to the electrocuted boy.


He shook, overwhelmed with fear. The observers didn’t seem to care about his cries, his yearning for his mother. An electrical current ran through him. He gyrated violently on the table for what seemed like minutes. When the current stopped, a horrific scream let out. “Please, leave me alone,” he yelled.” They continued to shock him with electricity, administering some sort of electroshock therapy.


The stitched boys in the back moaned in the midst of all the torture. The screaming and moaning was driving me mad. I covered my ears and closed my eyes, hoping all this madness was nothing more but a nightmare. That Crowam and all its’ horror would just go away. But when I opened my eyes, everything was the way it was, except the observers left, at least for the moment. There were swinging doors to the left. They swung open and an operating table rolled in along with several others in lab coats and operating masks.


My heart fell to my stomach as I saw Thomas, shirtless, with parts of his body burned, rolled into the operating room. Mr. Hugo entered last. He didn’t wear a coat or operating mask. He came up to Thomas, who was sedated. Mr. Hugo caressed his head like some caring father ready to tuck in his son for the night. It was disturbing.


Mr. Hugo went over to the boy being electrocuted. The boy had tears streaming down his face. Mr. Hugo, indifferent, looked at the young boy as if he was some sort of science experiment. Mr. Hugo then went over to the other tortured souls who were strapped to their beds, motionless. He walked to each bed, one by one, observing each patient.


The stitched boys he enjoyed observing the most, as if they were his most prized possession. They squirmed and fidgeted when he got close to them. One pair screamed when he touched them.


Mr. Hugo smirked at the others in lab coats and exited the operating room. Several others in lab coats entered. I recognized one who wasn’t wearing a surgical mask. It was Dr. Sterg, who I ran into with Hannah and had berated her for working too late. One of the surgeons carried a tray with scalpels and other surgical tools. The steel tray was pristine and sterile. The instruments were neatly lined across from one another, almost to perfection. They placed some sort of oxygen mask on Thomas, most likely to keep him sedated.


What kind of surgery are they performing on Thomas? I asked myself. It didn’t seem like they were going to work on any of his burns. I was horrified in thinking about what they were going to do with Thomas. Were they going to electrocute, stitch him to another boy...? Were they going to gas him, cut him up, or do something equally cruel and terrifying? Joshua was right. He warned about what I would see. I didn’t listen. . .


The surgeons began working on his head, prepping it for surgery. They started making small incisions into his skull. His head moved with every application of pressure from the scalpel. Blood dripped on the floor, like the pellets of water from the leaky kitchen sink. I could see his eyes twitch beneath his eyelids. His body fidgeted a bit. I could tell he was still breathing, but for the life of me, I had no idea what they were doing. For a moment I thought they were going to remove his brain. They might as well have. I watched in despair as the surgeons preyed on my dear friend Thomas.


I felt helpless and alone, just watching like some sort of bystander. The assistant dropped one of the scalpels on the floor. The surgeon was not pleased, ordering her to remove the instrument and find a replacement immediately. Dr. Sterg gave the assistant a stern look, embarrassed by her mistake. She immediately exited the operating room and came back with a new tray of instruments, this time without her operating mask on. “Hannah,” I said to myself.


She placed the new set of instruments on the table near where the doctor was operating and put on a new operating mask. She looked at the ceiling, stretching her neck. She looked in my direction. Her eyes weren’t as blue, they seemed grey and cold like the floor beneath her. She kept staring. I became startled. I thought she saw me. The doctor nudged her, getting her attention to assist in the surgery. I couldn’t bear to watch anymore, but I couldn’t leave Thomas alone while he was getting cut up. I waited, figuring out what to do next.


 


It took four hours for them to finish. The surgeons and Hannah left, leaving Thomas alone. I grabbed the grids of the vent to see if I could remove it. I lifted the vent off its hinges. It slid right off. I left the panel in the ventilation shaft. I waited a few minutes to see if anyone else came in. The jump down was several feet. I looked to see if there was anything I could use to reach the ventilation shaft. There was a chair in the corner of the room that would do the trick.


I leaped down, making a soft landing to not attract any attention to myself. I went to Thomas. It looked like he was sleeping. There were stitches on his skull where the surgeons made the incisions. They shaved the part of his head where they made the cuts. “Hey Thomas, wake up, pal.” His eyes remained closed. “Come on, wake up, will you. It’s me Jake.” I looked at the swinging doors, checking to see if anyone came. “Thomas, damn it, wake up!”


His eyes opened up. I jumped a bit when he opened them. It was like he never woke up before. “Hey, that’s a hell of a haircut you got their kid.” Thomas kept staring at the ceiling, ignoring my presence. “I guess I was never very good at jokes. Say, everyone’s been worried about you, pal. I was worried, too. What the hell were you doing running off like that? All over a bunch of books. You’re crazier than I am, you know that!”


Thomas’s head turned, looking at me. With those empty eyes, I knew he was gone, even though he was lying right in front of me. His soul departed, away from this cruel place. “Damn it, Thomas. Aren’t you listening to a word I’m saying?”


He said nothing, only staring. Saliva drooled from his mouth. His mouth stayed open as if his chin hung unattached from the rest of his face. I knew something was wrong. The bastards cut him up in the cruelest way. Killing him, well, that would have been humane for their standards. They kept him alive, but took away a human being’s most precious commodity: the mind; the ability to observe, to think, to be free to choose any which way to live in this crazy world of ours. All of his knowledge and his empathy were gone. He became a prisoner in his own body, trapped in flesh and bone and organs. Thomas was nothing more but a living, breathing corpse.


“Thomas, come on buddy. You got too much going for you. We’re supposed to go back to the States, remember? Go to Times Square. We’ll wine and dine with the most beautiful dames New York has to offer. Hell, you can head back to Europe afterward. You can go to those little cafes in Paris, Wouldn’t that be something?”


He stared back at the ceiling again, gasping for air as if he was trying to say something. He couldn’t say anything at all.


“Thomas, please say something. Buddy?” I shook him, thinking I would knock some sense into him, like the old Thomas could come back to life. It was no use. “Oh Thomas, what have they done to you?”


“You can’t help him.” Said the stitched boys in the bed behind me.


“What did they do to him?” I asked.


“It does not matter.” They said.


When I approached them, their faces were stitched together as if both their mouths were one. The way they were sewn, it looked like they were smiling.


“Why are they doing this?” I asked.


They struggled for a moment as they tried to swallow before they spit out their answer.


“Because they can.”


Their answer only confused me further. It’s simplicity only added a layer of complexity as to why people do such bad things. I looked around the room. The room seemed to swirl around me.


“How many more are there?” I asked.


They pointed at the swinging doors before they fell unconscious.


I went back to Thomas and gripped his hand, squeezing it as hard as I could. I left Thomas there, going through the swinging doors that led to the infirmary. There were rows of beds, all with boys adorning the same incisions Thomas had. They were in the same catatonic state, lifeless yet still breathing.


Countless boys who were lobotomized and maimed. I don’t know how many there were. Over one hundred maybe. I was too terrified to count. There were windows that looked out into the courtyard. It was dark, but I could see some figures standing outside. They looked like the figures I saw out the boarded up window when I first arrived at Crowam. A face emerged from the darkness, like a ghost through the night. His walk without a purpose, probably attracted by the light of the infirmary. I recognized him as the boy electrocuted in the operating room. He had bags underneath his eyes, his eyes bloodshot.


We watched one another, separated by nothing but glass. He pressed his hand against the glass. Both our hands touched separated by mere inches. I saw his lips move. “Go,” he said. I heard footsteps behind me along with the shadows that made them. I left the lost souls behind in the inner workings of Crowam.


 


I made it back to the kitchen. It was a miracle. The ventilation shafts were so dark and cold I thought I would never find my way back. The kitchen was quiet. Not the peaceful kind of quiet, but the kind where you think something was going to happen, like a monster lurked around the corner ready to devour you. The hallways were still. I walked through them. I became paranoid, like that monster was behind me.


My skin crawled. I pace hastened, feeling the monster behind me, inching closer. Get a hold yourself. I was talking to myself again, trying to regain my composure. I finally made it to the dorm rooms. The guard slept near the doorway. I began feeling sick. It’s amazing how the human body lets you know you have to vomit. That pit of awfulness in your stomach just waiting to come out. I entered the bathroom and ran to one of the stalls. I never puked harder in my entire life. Chunks of food and bile projectile out of my mouth like a fire hydrant. A sense of relief came over when I finished. The awfulness in my stomach gone, but the images I saw burned in my memory. I collapsed near the toilet, hugging the toilet bowl in case there was a need for seconds. I heard a whimper from the shower stalls. It was a mix of sniffling and coughing. Again, my curiosity getting the best of me. I looked into the shower to find Petey curled up in a ball in the corner, his face dug in between his legs. “Hey, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in bed?”


“Go away,” he said. I sat next to the little guy. He was crying. I hated seeing him cry that way. It made me feel awful. I felt horrible about the way I treated him before. “Come on, kid. What’s with all the crying, huh? You keep crying like that you’re going to turn into a basket case? You wouldn’t want that would you?”


“What’s a basket case?” Petey asked.


“Forget I mentioned it.”


“Leave me alone. You don’t care about me. Nobody does.”


That’s not true. I like you. Owen, Charles, and Felix, too. They think you’re a swell kid. You’re more mature than us knuckleheads.”


Petey wiped away his tears, sniffling, his nose runny. “I’m scared.”


“Scared? You got nothing to be afraid of kid. It’s Christmas coming up soon, you know. Maybe Santa will get you a present. Anything you want”


“Santa’s not real.”


“Sure he is. I met the fat bastard myself. Why, he told me he’s going to get you a present and everything.”


“You’re lying,”


“I’m not lying. God’ honest truth. What do you want for Christmas?”


He wiped away more tears. “A mom and dad.”


“Well, damn kid. That’s kind of a tough order.”


“I thought you said Santa could get me anything I want.”


“Uh, yea, you’re right, kid. Say, why don’t we get out of here? It’s freezing in here. Let’s go someplace warmer.”


“No,” Petey said.


“Come on will ya. Stop being a brat. You shouldn’t be in here by yourself.”


“What do you care?”


I sat down next to Petey. The tiled floor wet from a previous shower. I leaned against the tiled wall. I was too tired to get up again.


“Listen kid. I’m sorry for the way I treated you. I didn’t mean it. You’re a good kid. I guess I was just thinking about myself. To tell you the truth, I’m scared out my mind. I thought I was tough. I guess I’m nothing but a scared kid. I miss parents. I have a hard time remembering their faces, like their ghosts fading away into nothingness.” Petey’s head landed on my shoulder as he fell to sleep.I needed to get to the others, but I was too tired to get up I began to doze off, falling asleep in a puddle of lukewarm water.


 


I woke up startled, as if I was falling in some endless pit. From looking through the bathroom window, it was still nighttime, though I was unsure of what time it was. Petey was still asleep. I knew had to get to the others and fast. I picked up Petey and carried him over my shoulder like a duffle bag.


We left the bathroom and headed to Felix’s dormitory. I knocked on the door until it opened. Felix opened it, half awake. “Jake, what are you doing here?”


“Get as many of the boys as you can downstairs in ten minutes.”


“What in bloody hell for?”


“Just do it, Felix. It’s important.”


“Why should I even listen to you?”


“Because our lives may depend on it. Good enough?”


Felix seemed reluctant to believe me, but decided to take my word for it.


“Alright, ten minutes.”


Petey and I went downstairs. I lit up some candles. There was an old treasure chest in the corner. Petey laid on top of it and he continued to sleep while I waited for the others to arrive.







Chapter 23




We all congregated around the candlelight. Felix gathered as many boys as he could, at least those who were willing to listen to what I had to say. Owen came last, walking down the stairs and wrapped up in a blanket. Owen saw Petey sleeping on the treasure chest. He took off his blanket and threw it over Petey. “How you doing, Owen?” I asked.


“Better, thank you. Listen Jake, I…”


“Forget it, it’s not important.”


“It is. I sold you out. They got the best of me. I was scared. A coward.”


“You’re no coward. I hold most of the blame. This place has gotten the best of all of us.”


“Alright Jake, you have all of us here. What is it you have to tell us?” Felix asked.


The boys listened as I told them what I saw. The details were gruesome and disturbing. I had a difficult time believing it myself. I wasn’t even sure the rest of the boys would believe my story, yet I told it anyway because there was no alternative. Their expressions were of dismay. Their eyes widened with every gruesome detail of my account.


“Jake, I hope you understand that I have a rather difficult time believing your story,” Felix said.


“Why is that?”


“It just, well, it’s downright sensationalism. It bloody doesn’t make any sense.”


“Since when the hell did anything make sense in this place!” I said.


“But do you hear what you are saying? I mean your story, Thomas. It’s madness.”


“Could the surgery have had something to do with his wounds? Maybe they were trying to help him?”


I grew tired of arguing, getting irked by their persistence in rebutting my story. I got up and threw a bottle of vodka. The glass shattered somewhere in the back of the room. “God damn it, don’t you hear what I’m saying! Crowam isn’t an orphanage. It’s a slaughterhouse. They’re collecting us, hoarding us like we’re cattle. They’re cutting up our insides, keeping us alive in the most cruel and inhumane way imaginable. I saw with my own eyes what they did to Thomas. Other boys have shared Thomas’s fate.”


“And why didn’t you escape?” Jack asked.


“Because this concerns all of us.”


Felix got up and poured himself a shot of vodka, drinking the shot with haste. “My God. What do we do?’


“I’ll tell you what we do. We get the hell out of here.”


“How?” Owen asked.


“I haven’t gotten that far yet,” I said.


“We’re going to need a hell of a bloody plan,” Owen said.


“Perhaps we should think this through,” Charles said.


“Think it through?”


“I just think we shouldn’t be too rash about this,” Charles said. “There must be another option besides escaping.”


“There are no other options.”


“How can you be so sure?”


“Didn’t you hear a word I said?”


“There must be a rational explanation for all this. Do you know what would happen to us if they caught us trying to escape?”


“And do you realize will would happen if we stay?” I asked.


“Maybe Charles has a point. This might not be so simple,” Owen said.


“You see that little boy sleeping over there.” I pointed to Petey. “I saw him crying in the bathroom alone, only asking that one day he could have a mom and a dad. How we could live with ourselves knowing that in our last fleeting moments we died while letting a little boy die alone, to die without a fight?”


Felix reached around and put his hand on my shoulder. “I’m afraid Jake is right, gentlemen. I’m afraid we’re at a crossroads. We could either stay here and await our fate, or we take our chances and escape. Either way, there’s a chance we might not make it out alive. But for our freedom, escaping is worth the chance.”


Tom chuckled from the back of the room. He seemed unfazed by my recent revelations. “Boy, what a sorry bunch of arseholes. Listening to you makes me have the runs.”


“This concerns you too, Tom. What makes you so special?”


“Me? Why I’m going to live forever. Of course I can’t speak for the rest of you.”


“Tom, we can’t do this alone.”


“I got news for you Yank, we’re all in this alone. And I don’t need you or anybody else’s help.”


“Tom. I know deep down behind all that anger, there is a good person.”


“You know nothing about me or who I am,” Tom said.


“I know enough to know this is all an act.”


Tom walked up to me, looking like he was ready to throw a punch. He decided to toss a chair instead. His face filled with anger and confusion. He wasn’t any different than the rest of us. He just had an incendiary way of showing it.


“I’ll talk to him,” Felix said.


“Good, we’ll need him.”


“Well, we’re going to need a plan. Have any ideas?” Charles asked.


The plan would have to be simple. There were so many of us, which I thought could play to our advantage. “There’s more of us than them. I think if we can get organized, we can overtake the guards.”


“That’s a risky plan, Owen said. “Besides, the bloody Bus Driver alone is enough to deal with.”


“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him,” I said.


“But how do we rally enough boys? Most of them either don’t care or are scared out of their minds,” Felix said.


“Once they find out what’s really going on here, that’ll have plenty of motivation. But we need to create a distraction to lure the guards. While they’re distracted, we can escape through the ventilation shaft. The kitchen is large enough to house the boys while they enter the shaft.”


“You really expect to get all these boys out through those shafts? It’s a maze in there. Besides, you don’t even know where the hatch that leads outside is located,” Owen said.


“I know there’s a way out. I felt the rush of air when I was inside them.”


“Those shafts, we’ll be packed like sardines, it’ll take too long to for all of us to escape,” Charles said.


“We need just enough of us to escape in order to alert the outside world. The rest of us can distract the guards and buy us some time.”


“This plan of yours, will it work?” Owen asked.


“I don’t know,” I said, unsure if honesty was the best approach.


“You don’t know?” Charles said.


“Well, do you have any better ideas?” I asked. “Because now is the time.”


“I just… well… this is too much for me,” Charles said. “I don’t think I’m up for it.”


“Charles, you have to be up for it,” I said. “I know you can do it. We all need to rise to the occasion sometimes. Now is that time.”


“I think I’m going to bed. Have a pleasant evening,” Charles said before walking out of the door.


Most of the boys left while Felix and I stayed to hash out the details. There wasn’t a whole a lot to it. It was more guts and brawn than strategy, but sometimes the simplest plans were the best ones.


“Felix, you’ll need to lead the boys through the air ducts. Can you do that?” I asked.


“Why can’t you do it?” Felix asked.


“Because they’ll listen to you,” I said. “I don’t think I’m much of a leader. If there’s anything I’m good at, it’s causing trouble. And I plan on being a thorn in the ass to Mr. Hugo.”


Felix poured me a shot of vodka in a dirty glass. He handed it to me before pouring himself some in a glass that looked cleaner than mine. “Well, things are going to get very interesting around here,” Felix said.


“Yes they are,” I said, as I took a sip.


 


I left the basement and went over to Charles’s room. I knocked on the door. Charles opened it, wide-awake. “Hey,” I said.


“Hi.”


“Can I talk to you?”


“Of course.”


“Were you sleeping?” I asked. “I could come back later.”


“It’s ok. I can’t sleep.” Charles’s bed was neatly made. The room was organized, with its contents in order. “Where’s Felix?” Charles asked.


“He’s in the basement getting drunk.”


“And you let him drink alone?”


“Sometimes a stiff drink is all the good company you need. Besides, it was getting too cramped down there.”


Charles looked uncomfortable, playing with the string that tightened his pajama pants.


“Charles, you know we need all hands on deck on this one.”


“Yes, I know.”


“Can you do this?”


“I don’t know, Jake. I’m scared. I’ve never done anything like this before.”


“None of us have. We’re all scared.”


“My whole life, I’ve been known as the fat boy. I’ve heard my share of fat jokes. No one has ever taken me seriously. I’ve never stood up for myself.”


“Maybe this is a good opportunity to change all that,” I said.


“How? I’m not a fighter.”


“Fighting doesn’t have to be done with just your fists.”


“You know it’s going to eventually come down to that,” Charles said.


“Most likely. Sometimes we get into circumstances we have no control over. It’s how we choose to handle these situations that can define who we are.”


“Can you tell me about Thomas, how they...”


“I don’t want to talk about that.”


“But why would they do such a thing?”


“Maybe they do it because they can. It could be just as simple as that.”


“How can it be so simple? I mean, it just doesn’t make sense.”


“Maybe that’s how evil works. It doesn’t have to make sense. It just is.”


Charles looked tired and bewildered at our circumstances. I could tell he was uninterested in continuing our conversation. “Why don’t you get some rest? It’s been a long day.”


“Yes it has. Goodnight, Jake.”


“Night.” I left Charles’s dorm, diligently shutting the door tight. I walked toward my room before I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head. It was as if a baseball bat hit me in the back of my skull. I fell to the ground, not remembering anything after that.







Chapter 24




I thought I was dead. There was nothing but black until I saw a shimmering of light. I thought this was it. What would the boys think? Would anyone care? Hell of a way to go.


I thought someone shot me in the back of the head. I didn’t even have a chance. The light grew brighter. I felt my eyelids flutter, my eyes adjusting to the stream of light hitting my pupils. That’s when I realized I wasn’t dead.


I came to my senses when I figured out I was in the operating room. The sterile and fluorescent lights were all too familiar. When I woke up, I thought I was going to vomit. The back of my head throbbed with pain from whatever hit it. I was thirsty, too. My eyes and throat felt dry. The crusts wedged in the corner of my eyes were thick from being closed for so long. When I finally awoke, I saw a face staring at me. The blue eyes observed me with disturbing intimacy.


“Hello Jake,” Hannah said.


I found myself strapped to a bed. The leather straps were tightly secured, chaffing my skin. Even awake, I felt groggy, as if I was drugged. “Hannah?” I asked.


“Yes, it’s me darling. How are you feeling?”


“Where am I?”


‘That doesn’t matter. We’re together. That’s the important thing.”


“Am I dead?”


“No silly. You’re not dead.”


“Why am I strapped to this table?”


“I’m sorry we have to see each other again in such circumstances. This is for your own protection.”


“I can take care of myself. Can you remove the straps?”


“I’m afraid that’s not possible.”


“Why are you doing this?”


“Jake, do you remember when you asked me to leave with you?”


“Yes.”


“I must admit I was tempted, but then I realized how much you and I belong here. Out there, there is nothing but distractions that could lure you away from me. Here, we can be together. The outside world bring nothing but heartache. Here, our love will be pure.”


“You’re not making any sense,” I said.


“Soon my dear, you’ll understand. You’ll enter a new world of enlightenment where you won’t feel pain and anger. You won’t regret the past or worry about the future. You’ll just be. Doesn’t that sound wonderful?”


“You’re crazy.”


Hannah smiled as if she was proud of her insanity. “When we made love Jake, I felt your life essence. I can’t have children Jake, but we created something as wonderful as the joy a child could bring; a new world where there is no emotion, no side effects from living in chaos…only contained order. Isn’t that wonderful?”


You can often find out who people really are in the most unusual of circumstances. The sweet girl with heavenly eyes turned into a monster right in front of me, capitulated by madness. I yearned to escape, but struggled to free myself from the leather straps. Hannah seemed to not care about my struggle. She just watched as I did everything I could to escape. “Relax, darling. Soon it will all be over and you will have nothing to be afraid of anymore.”


“Hannah, you don’t have to do this. You can still do something right in all this mess. You think this is love? This is torture. You’re destroying people’s lives.”


Mr. Hugo emerged from behind Hannah wearing a grin. “Mr. Hudson. How good to see you. How is our patient, Hannah?”


“He’s doing well, Mr. Hugo,” Hannah replied.


Mr. Hugo kissed Hannah on the lips. The kiss was wet and long. My face cringed with disgust. I never thought I could truly hate someone as much as I hated Mr. Hugo. “Hannah is quite the lovely girl isn’t she?”


“Hannah..?”


“Hannah isn’t so innocent as you thought, Mr. Hudson. Both of us would know.”


“Go to hell,” I said.


“Oh, let’s not behave like children. It seems you still haven’t learned anything during your stay here.”


“The only thing I learned is that this place is a slaughterhouse where you torture and maim us boys. You’re a monster.”


“Yes, perhaps my ways are cruel and unusual. Men are the only true monsters in this world. Actually, the world needs monsters. Without evil, there would be no good. In a way, I contribute to bringing balance and order to this world.”


“Why are you doing this?” I asked


Mr. Hugo rubbed his chin with puzzlement, as if he was figuring out a math equation.


“You see, Mr. Hudson, the human body is nothing more but flesh and bone, a bundle of organs neatly packaged all interconnected so that the body functions in working order. I’ve always enjoyed creating chaos amidst order. To take something, break it down, and rebuild it again. You might think some of my creations are horrid. But beauty is in the eye of the beholder, Mr. Hudson. I consider myself an artist of the human condition. What I create is a reflection of who we are as a species. How you react to my work serves as nothing more but a mirror into your soul. And when you looked into yours, I’m sure you didn’t like what you saw.”


“Who the hell are you?” I asked.


Mr. Hugo only smiled an evil smile. He caressed my head, as if I was some sort of stray animal he found on the street. “You know, when I was a child, my father, he would always tell me that in life, a man was defined by the choices he makes. That’s the beauty and tragedy of life. The choices we make can bring us joy or pain. But soon, you won’t have to worry about either one.”


“You think you can get away with this?” I said.


“Yes, I do,” he leaned over and whispered in my ear. “You’re mine now. Your body, mind, and soul, to do with as I wish.” He left as quickly as he came, like a ghost through the night, coming and going as he pleased.


“Momma,” I said to myself. That’s all I could muster up. Funny thing how we yearn for our mothers near the end. I wish she was with me. I missed my parents. The memories we shared. I never really appreciated the times we had together. I was indifferent, thinking I was just like every kid, but I wasn’t. What I had was special, damn special. I guess you never realize what you have till it’s gone.


I felt alone and tired. Petrified, I feared I was about to be facing the same fate as Thomas and countless others. Hannah continued to look at me. “Stop looking at me,” I asked.


“Oh, Jake. Please don’t make this more difficult for both of us.”


“You’re not the one strapped to this bed!”


“I know this may be difficult for you. But the pain will all be over soon.”


“You don’t have to do this.”


“I wish that were true, darling. Sometimes who we are can only be defined by our circumstances.” Hannah grabbed a syringe from the metal tray next to her. “This won’t hurt.”


“Please, Hannah.”


“To a new beginning!”


Without warning, I heard a loud thud. Hannah’s eyes rolled. She fell to the ground. Owen stood over her, holding a metal tray.


“Owen!”


“You sure have a way with women,” Owen said.


“Tell me about it. How did you find me?”


“I followed you. I saw Hannah and some of the guards carry you. I used the ventilation shafts like you said. I figured they would take you here, based on what you told us.”


“Thank you, Owen. I don’t know…”


“Consider us even. I best untie you.” He unhinged the straps. When I got out of the bed, I was a little dizzy, probably from whatever drug they used to sedate me. “Are you alright?” Owen asked.


“A little dizzy. But I’m ok.”


“What do we do about her?” Owen asked, pointing to Hannah.


I turned over Hannah, who was unconscious. Owen did a hell of a job at that. I removed the hair covering her eyes. She was still beautiful. I couldn’t grasp her intentions, the madness she succumbed to. I wondered if there was any good still in her. Did she always have within her the seed to do horrible things? Was she always this way? Or did Crowam turn her into a wretched accomplice to torture and torment?


“What’s wrong?” Owen asked.


“Nothing.”


“You’re not still all bent out of shape over her?”


“I just don’t understand. What would make her do all this?”


“Jake. We haven’t the time for this. We need to hide her before they find us. Please hurry.” We scurried around, finding a hiding place. “Over here.” There was a janitor’s closet in the corner. Hannah was light enough where I could carry her in the closet. We put her up against the wooden cabinet and closed the door “Come this way.” Owen said.


“You go on ahead, there is something I have to do first.”


“What are you going to do?”


“Just get back to your dorm. I’ll meet you there in a little while. Don’t worry about me.”


Owen turned to head back to the dormitories.


“Owen.”


“Yes?”


“Thank you again.”


“Just don’t get caught.” Owen went off back to the dorm, while I had some unfinished business to attend to.







Chapter 25




It wasn’t too difficult to find Thomas. His bed was right near the entrance to the infirmary where they moved the rest of the maimed and deceased boys from the operating room. Thomas’s breathing, slow and deep, still alive, if that’s what you want to call living. His deadpan eyes still stared at the ceiling. Saliva drooled from his mouth. I came to him again for one purpose. I couldn’t bear to see him this way. A person with such intelligence and vigor spending the rest of his life as a vegetable.


I wasn’t sure how I was going to do it. I never thought about doing anything like this before. A pillow came to mind. It would be peaceful. The suffocation would be slow, leading him to a permanent sleep. I grabbed a pillow from an empty bed, sliding it beneath my arm. “Hey there bud.” I pulled his blanket up to his chest. I adjusted his pillow so he could be comfortable. “You know. I was thinking about what you said. About love and all. Being in this place, you would think love didn’t exist. But whenever you talked about things, you made me believe that there was still good in the world. That there are still wonderful things. That anything is possible. “


“And now, seeing you like this, hell, Thomas. I just can’t bare it. Sometimes, I don’t know what to believe in anymore. I don’t know what to think. I wish you would talk to me, tell me what do to. Because I don’t know what the hell to do. I’m just a scared kid. What do you want me to do, Thomas? Please, in your own way, tell me what you want me to do? Whatever it is. I’ll have to live with it.”


I pressed the pillow with a firm grip. The pillow hovered over Thomas. He won’t suffer anymore, I kept telling myself. The pillow inched closer. I tried determining how long it would take before he would stop breathing. I was worried if he would put up a struggle. My mind raced with anxiety and guilt. The ramifications of my decision to kill Thomas haunted my conscience. My intentions contradicted one another.


I thought about whether it would be painful. Would it be a quick death? Maybe if I pressed the pillow down hard enough, he wouldn’t feel a thing. My thoughts were making me ill. “How could I think of such things?” I began to break down. Tears ran down my cheeks, like Petey when I found him rolled up in the corner of the bathroom. I dropped the pillow, my head resting on Thomas’s stomach. I shook my head until my tears moistened Thomas’s blanket. “I can’t do it, Thomas. I can’t.”


I sobbed, no different from Petey. I hated crying. I felt like a child, an immature, scared, good-for-nothing kid. I tilted Thomas’s head so I could look him in the eyes. “I’m so sorry, Thomas. I just can’t do it. It doesn’t feel right. Some friend I turned out to be. If you’re in there somewhere, I just hope you have the good graces to forgive me. I’m a damn coward. A good for nothing coward.”


I checked my surroundings, making sure no one was around. It was quiet. All you could hear was the breathing from the other living corpses around me. “We’re planning an escape, you know. It’s not much of a plan really. But it’s all we got. Hell, I’m not sure if it’s even going to work. Some people, they never had much respect for me. They thought I was a no good stupid kid who was always up to no good. But you, you saw me differently. You thought I could actually amount to something. My parents, they thought the same way about me. Damn, do I miss them.”


I talked to Thomas, spilling my guts about every emotion that ran through my heart and mind. I gripped Thomas’s hand. “They’re going to pay for what they’ve done to you. What they’ve done to all of us. I don’t know if you would approve of revenge. But maybe this is more than just about revenge. Goodbye, my good friend.” I let go of his hand, looking at him one last before I departed. I headed back to my dorm.


 


The night flew by quickly. I couldn’t get any sleep. I vomited a few times due to the drugs, but I sobered up in the morning. It was still dark out, at least a few hours before breakfast at 9:00am, as usual, every morning. Owen slept in my dorm, sleeping in Thomas’s bed for a few hours. There were times when I thought it was Thomas laying there, ready to lecture me about Dickens and how I should read more.


I woke up Owen. He wasn’t too pleased. “Come on, wake up,” I said.


“For God’s sake, I saved your life and you won’t even let me sleep?”


“We’re even, remember? Come on. We’re meeting with Felix in a few minutes.” Owen and I met in Felix’s room.


“How are you feeling?” Felix asked me.


“Better.”


“That was a mighty brave thing you did, Owen. Absolutely smashing.” Felix shook Owen’s hand.


“Why, thank you,” Owen said.


“Enough with the pleasantries,” I said. It looks like plans have changed. We’re going to have to leave here sooner than we thought.”


“Why?” Felix asked.


“Owen knocked Hannah unconscious. We hid her in a janitor’s closet. There’s no telling when she’s coming too. But when she does, we’re all done for.”


“Damn it, Jake. Why didn’t you say anything before!”


“Because I was in the bathroom ready to regurgitate a lung. How many boys were you able to round up?”


“Maybe ten, twelve, if they have the courage.”


“That’s it, twelve?”


“I was expecting to have more time. Now this changes things.”


“So what do we do now?” Owen asked.


“Twelve is not enough to start a revolt,” I said. “ How many are up for the actual escape?”


“Not many, maybe three or four. They’re just too frightened,” Felix said.


“That’s not enough,” I said. “It won’t do it.”


“So what do we do?” Owen asked.


“We have to go through with the plan,” I said. “Even with those numbers.”


“Are you mad? We can’t overthrow a bloody prison with twelve people.”


“What about Tom? Is he in?” I asked Felix.


“Are you kidding? He thinks the whole plan is bloody rubbish.”


“We’re going to have to go through with the plan and just hope more of us will join in on the fight,” I said.


“That’s not much of a plan,” Owen said.


“Well do you have any better idea?” I asked. “In a few hours, Hannah will wake up. And when she alerts the guards about what happened, we’re all done for. Do you understand? We have to take a stand, even if the odds are against us.”


Owen went back to his room to get a little more sleep. Felix and I stayed in his room, waiting, watching the clock above the door. “It’s going to be quite a show,” Felix said.


“Yea, it should be,” I said.


“Where is this going to happen?”


“The cafeteria will be the best place. Most of the guards will be concentrated in that one area. If we take enough of them on, we can distract them long enough for the other group to escape.”


“I think Owen should lead the escape.”


“Why?” I asked stunned.


“I spoke with him last night. He seems up for it. Besides, he did a hell of a job saving your life.”


“Yes, the boys respect him. They’ll listen to him.”


Felix pulled a wool bag from underneath his bed. He pulled five billy clubs from his bag.


“Where did you get those?”


“In the guards’ lounge. You didn’t think you were the only one sneaking around Crowam at night, did you?”


“We could do a lot with these.”


“We can spread them out amongst us. I’ll give you and myself one.


“I can sneak a few pans from the kitchen. They could do some damage if used right.”


“Smashing.”


“The whole plan, it feels so rushed. So simple, too simple.”


“Sometimes the best laid plans are the simplest ones,” Felix said.


“Sure. There is something else I have to tell you.”


“What is it?” Felix asked.


“I saw Thomas again. After Owen freed me.”


“What for?”


“I don’t feel comfortable telling you this. I feel ashamed to tell you the truth. But it’s been eating me up a bit inside. Been sick just thinking about it…”


“Well, what is it? Tell me.”


“I was going to end it right there, Felix. I was going to put him out of his misery. I was gonna use a pillow so it would be quick. But I couldn’t do it, damn it. I just couldn’t live with myself. But I have hard time knowing that he’s still alive, in the condition he’s in. All those boys, living in torment. I mean, am I bad person?”


“Sometimes, we all have to make difficult decisions. I sure as hell wouldn’t have wanted to have been in your shoes.”


“I just left him there, alone. That’s no way for a person to live. Those boys down there, they’re just waiting, their minds carved up into nothingness. I didn’t want to remember him like that, but now that’s all I think about when I think of him.”


“You have to get a hold of yourself. Thomas was my friend too, but you mustn’t forget the good graces he blessed us with when he was with us. You must let nature take its course. In time, he will leave this earth, when God calls for him.”


“Sometimes, I wonder. How God could allow a place like this?”


“God didn’t create this. Men did. Man and his greed and lust for power and violence. Man’s desire to free himself and enslave others. God had nothing to do with it.”


“We can’t let them get away with this.”


“Then let us not waste any time.”







Chapter 26




The plan was simple. Too simple, yet it was our only hope of escaping Crowam. We would start launch a revolt, with all of twelve boys that Felix was able to round up in short order, while Owen led whomever he could muster through the ventilation shafts to, hopefully, a path to freedom.


The morning was gloomy and cold. The sun hid behind the clouds. There was nothing spectacular about the day. Despite that, it would bear significant consequence to us as we embarked on a great task.


It was risky. If we failed, our fate would be like the rest of the boys in the infirmary, whose minds were taken away from them, their bodies tortured and violated by lunacy. We would have to use violence as a means of escape. I never killed anyone before. I couldn’t put Thomas out of his misery. I tried to anyway, but it wasn’t in me. It’s a hell of a thing, killing someone. You take away everything they have. All that they lived for, good or bad.


I didn’t know any of the guards personally. My only acquaintance was their role in imprisoning and torturing us at their discretion. I hated them for that. I hated Mr. Hugo and that was enough for me. Hate can burn you up inside. I feared losing myself. But perhaps my hate was really my longing to free myself and the rest of us from this God-awful place.


The time was approaching where we would take over Crowam and escape. I wasn’t sure if it would work. None of us knew. Many of the boys were scared, wanting to just stay out of the fray and hoping nobody noticed them. We armed ourselves with billy clubs and pans and anything else we could hide underneath our clothes so the guards wouldn’t notice.


I went over in my mind how I would strike the first blow against one of the guards. Should I aim for the throat or strike him in the head and be done with it? I thought about what it would look like to see blood stream down the guards face. My heart raced, my adrenaline rose thinking about the violence that would ensue. I kept revisiting the fights in my mind. The anger fueled me with each passing thought. Before making it to the cafeteria, Petey ran to me, as happy as can be. He hugged my leg with glee. “Hi Jake!” he said.


“Hey there, sport.”


“Look, I made this for you.” It was a ball made out of rubber bands. It was pretty neat. Probably got the rubber bands from class and the library. The rubber bands were intertwined with one another in a tight round ball with grooves comprised from the rubber bands themselves. “Wow, that’s really neat, kid. You got some real talent.”


“You can bounce it up and down like this, see.” He bounced the ball, innocently, without a care in the world, proud of his creation.


“Petey.”


“Yea.”


“I need to talk to you.” I kneeled down, grabbing him by the shoulders.


“What I’m about to tell you is very important, and I need you to pay attention. Do you understand?”


“Yes,” Petey said, fixated on my every word.


“I don’t how to tell this to you so you can understand. But in the next few hours, it’s not going to be safe for you here. I want you to hide in the bathroom, like you did when I found you the other night, and I want you to stay there. You see Owen over there. He’s going to find you, and when he does, he’s going to take you away from this place.”


“But I want to be with you.”


“Petey, please don’t make this difficult.”


“I want to stay. You’re my best friend.”


All I could do was embrace him, holding him with all I had. I felt his tears on my shoulders, trembling in my arms. “Alright, stop crying. You hear me. Stop crying. Now, you listen. It’s time for you to be a man now. You’re the bravest kid I know. You’re going to make it out of here and do great things. You’re going to make this world a better place. You’re better than all of us, kid.”


Owen walked up behind Petey, putting his arm on his shoulder. “He’ll be ok,” Owen said.


“Take care of him,” I said to Owen.


“You’ll see me again, Petey. I promise. Ok?”


Petey grinned.


 


Breakfast time arrived. We marched into the cafeteria, going through the motions, picking up our steel trays and plopping on whatever the kitchen managed to concoct and throw on our plates. The utensils were dull, unlikely to break skin, but we rummaged whatever we could find to use as a weapon. Owen, Felix, Charles and I sat at our usual table. Owen sneaked Petey away before breakfast. The mood was tense. Felix came up with a signal for the others on when to strike. He would simply drop his tray. That was it. Again, the plan simple but hopefully effective. During the skirmish, Owen would sneak the rest of us out, or whoever was willing to escape, with the hope of getting help. Charles sat, silent, looking at his food.


“Not hungry?” I asked.


“I’m afraid I lost my appetite.”


“That’s a first. Maybe you should try to eat something. Who knows when we’ll eat again.”


“I said I’m not hungry.”


“Alright.”


The boys involved in the plan looked anxiously at Felix, awaiting the signal. The mood became increasingly tense with each passing second. Seconds seemed like minutes. “What are you waiting for?” I asked Felix.


“Not yet.”


“Why not?”


“Doesn’t feel right.”


“What do feelings have to do with it?”


“It just doesn’t feel right.”


“We’re running out of time, damn it.”


“I know that!”


“Then what’s the problem?”


“Gentlemen. We must make a move,” Owen said.


“Toss the tray,” I said.


“Damn it, I have to go to the bathroom,” Charles said.


“Are you serious?” I asked.


“Yes, I have to go.”


“We’re about to start a riot and you have to go to the can?”


“When a man has to go, he has to go.”


“You have impeccable timing, chief. You really do.”


Charles got up to head to the can before a commotion occurred on the other side of the cafeteria. Hannah arrived with several guards, looking disheveled. She searched the room until she laid her eyes on me. “Oh no,” I said. She pointed at me, signaling the guards.


Captain Longwood shoved Charles, pushing him out of the way. “Move along fatty. What, getting more food to stuff your face with aren’t ya, fatty.”


“Don’t call me fat,” Charles said.


“Or what. You’ll eat me?”


Charles pushed Captain Longwood. He fell to the ground, staggered. Charles climbed on top of one of the cafeteria tables. The drone of conversation within the space of the cafeteria evaporated to mere silence. “Get down from there!” Longwood yelled.


“All of you. Please listen to what I have to say!”


“I said get down from there and shut up, you fat son of a bitch!”


“No, you shut up. I’m not taking orders from you anymore. None of us are. This is our time now. All of you don’t let these tyrants degrade and ridicule us. Don’t you see what they are trying to do to us! They tell us what to do, how to think, how to view ourselves. They make us suffer like so many have suffered before us. They’re trying to take away what make us who we are. To love, to feel, to think for ourselves. They want to make us believe the world doesn’t want us, that we’re alone. That the world has forgotten about us.


“But we’re not alone. We have each other. Let us not fall into the arms of lunacy. Let us rise to free ourselves from tyranny. We must let the world know of what has transpired behind these walls, so that never again will others suffer as we did. Don’t be afraid of these monsters, for monsters can be slain. It is our time. It is our moment. Rise gentlemen, rise!”


Felix dropped the tray. A guard stood next to me. I took out the billy club tucked underneath my shirt. I swung violently; blood and teeth flew from the guard’s mouth. The cafeteria erupted in chaos. The revolt commenced.







Chapter 27




I’m not sure how to describe it. Organized chaos can be one way to put it. It was raw and savage, with the two sides, polar opposites fighting for different things, one to escape, the other to keep us contained.


The cafeteria erupted in violence. The boys, rallying behind Charles’s speech, attacked the guards. The guards were ferocious, but so were we, holding nothing back and unleashing our hatred towards Crowam on the guards.


At first I used my billy club, aiming for the face. One guard approached me. He swung his club. I ducked, swinging for his face. The blunt sound of my club hitting his head made my skin crawl. He fell to the ground, rolling in pain. I kept hitting his head repeatedly. For the life of me, I couldn’t stop. I just kept hitting him. His face became bloody and swollen. “Please, stop,” he said.


But I didn’t want to stop. I went for one last hit before someone gripped my hand. “I think he’s had enough, old boy, don’t you think?” Felix said. Suddenly, several guards knocked us down. My face hit the hard tile floor. Our billy clubs rolled on the floor. The guards kicked them away before we could reach for them. They kicked us to the ground, beating us with their clubs.


Charles once again climbed on the table, throwing himself on top of the guards, knocking them down. We got up, retrieved our billy clubs and beat them until they were unconscious.


“Charles, you’re my damn hero, you know that,” I said.


“I have to put all this weight to some good use.”


“Where is Owen?” Felix asked.


“I don’t know. We have to find him.”


We searched the cafeteria, bobbing in between the infighting between the guards and us. In the corner we found Owen in a chokehold from one of the guards. I snuck behind the guard. I unleashed my club on his back. He fell to his knees. I swung again, hitting the back of his head. He collapsed to the ground. Owen grabbed his neck, regaining his breath. “Owen, are you ok?” I asked.


“Yes. I’m ok.”


“I think it’s time to lead the way. How many were you able to find to go with you?”


“More than I bargained for. Twenty.”


“That’s more than enough. Get them out of here, Owen. Remember to get Petey.”


“Consider it done, friend.”


“Get help as soon as you can. We’ll try to hold them off.”


“What are you going to do?” Owen asked.


“We’re going to try to form a barricade and hold them off. Hopefully that can give us enough time until the cavalry arrives.”


“And what if nobody believes me?” Owen asked.


“They have to believe you. They have to.”


It was hard to tell who was winning. I saw boys get pummeled. I saw one boy, maybe thirteen, get assaulted by four guards. It was so cruel, just like this place. Cruel and harsh. There was more of us than them, yet it still seemed so unfair. From the looks of it, we were losing ground. We formed a barricade in the back of the cafeteria using tables and chairs. “Godspeed, gentlemen,” Owen said.


“Don’t forget us.”


“Never.”


Owen left with the escapees while we held the rest of the guards off. The guards held several of the boys captive, while we captured one their own. The guard’s leg was broken with a bloody lip and bruised eyes.


“Damn it, let me go,” the guard said.


“Shut up!” Felix yelled, striking him in his bad knee. He screamed in agony. The battle lines were drawn, and now each side waited to see what the other would do next.


 


Nightfall came. It was dark in the cafeteria with a few fluorescent lights flickering on and off. The guards on one end and us on the other. Some of the guards tried bum rushing us with the attempt to break down our fortification, but we beat them back. We huddled together, keeping watch. Our adrenaline still flowed like a high tide in the ocean. “What do we do?” Charles asked.


“We wait for now, I suppose,” I said.


“They have prisoners,” Charles said.


“We’re all prisoners until we get out of here,” I said.


“What do you think they’ll do with them?” Charles asked.


“I don’t know. Use them for leverage. I guess.”


From behind the line of guards standing at attention was Mr. Hugo. His suit was pristine and clean. His hair slicked back with remarkable precision. He evaluated the cafeteria, taking in the situation. “What a lovely insurrection we have here,” Mr. Hugo said.


“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I yelled.


“Ah, Mr. Hudson. You’re becoming quite a thorn on the backside. Can I assume that this little temper tantrum was your idea?”


“We all had a hand in it,” I yelled.


“I see. Well, I have to say, I am impressed. You’ve managed to make a fool out of my guards while grinding this facility to a halt. Very impressive. Nonetheless, you do realize that it is impossible for you to escape Crowam? This facility is surround by twenty-foot high walls. The front gate is locked and reinforced. My guards will not allow this to go on any further. Now, why don’t we put an end to this now? Go back to your dormitories and we can put this matter behind us. I give you my word that none of you will be punished for this, ‘uprising.’ ”


Some of the boys became restless, actually becoming influenced by his propaganda.


“Maybe he’s telling the truth?” Paul said. He was a boy in the midst of puberty, his voice crackling.


“He’s lying, don’t listen to him,” I said.


A few others joined with Paul, their nerves pressured by the circumstances. “Listen. He’s lying. He’s just playing with us. We give just an inch and we’re done for. You understand.” I went over to the guard. The guard clutched his leg. “What’s your name?” I asked.


“George,” he said.


“Alright George, why don’t you tell us what your comrades plan on doing next?”


“You appear to be familiar with Mr. Hugo. I’m sure you have a good idea.”


“What does he plan on doing?”


George laughed, pulling a box of cigarettes from his pocket. He had trouble pulling the lighter from his pants pocket. I grabbed it for him and lit the cigarette that hung loosely from his mouth. He took a long drag, blowing the smoke in the air above him. “You boys have plenty of courage, I’ll tell you that.”


“We’re not interested in compliments. We want to know what they plan on doing.”


He took another drag of his cigarette. “Well, it’s hard to say. You certainly have made a mess of things. Never seen anything like this before. Not sure what they might do. Mr. Hugo has his methods. They might wait things out to see what you might do next. If that fails, water cannons always do the trick.”


“Do you have any guns?” Felix asked.


“Guns? No, Mr. Hugo was never fond of firearms. He thinks they are too crude, unless under certain circumstances, of course. He believes oppression of the mind is far more effective than oppression against the body.” George finished his cigarette. He pulled out another cigarette, the last one. I helped light it for him.


“You kids sure have guts to pull something like this.”


“What are our chances?” Felix asked.


“Not very good, I’m afraid. As I said, Mr. Hugo has his methods. Us guards, we’re at the very least indifferent in regards to you boys. Most of us, well, we think you’re just a bother.”


“Why?” I asked.


“Most of the guards think you’re a bunch bad children up to no good. A burden on society. They relish the idea of straightening you boys out.”


“Is that how you feel, George?” Charles asked.


“I have nothing against you boys. I really don’t. I have two of them myself at home.”


“Then why do this?” Felix asked.


“After the war, this was the only job I could find. When you have mouths to feed, you have to take what you can get.”


“Do you know what goes around here? With Mr. Hugo’s experiments!


“I’ve heard rumors, all of us have. But Mr. Hugo is a private man. I’ve had strong inclinations on what goes on here. But I choose to ignore them for the sake of the job.”


“You stood around and did nothing while countless lives were destroyed!”


“There was nothing I could do! I swear on it. I was powerless.”


“Swear on your children,” Felix said.


“Please, I’m telling you the truth.”


“Then swear on your children!” Felix yelled.


“You boys are crazy. You have no idea what you’re doing. You’re going to get yourselves killed. Just do as Mr. Hugo says.”


“I bet you would like that huh?” I said. “You’ll be able to keep your job.”


All of us were becoming restless behind the barricade. The stalemate got us thinking, second-guessing ourselves. We debated about what to do with George. He didn’t seem like a bad fellow. Just someone caught in bad situation. A cog in a wheel, so to speak. Some of the boys debated on what to do with him.


“Let’s kill him.”


“That will show ’em.”


“We need to show we mean business.”


The chorus of ideas clouded my mind. They were both confusing and agitating to me. “Would all of you shut up? We’re not killing anybody!” I said.


“Yes, gentlemen. Let us compose ourselves. If we kill him, we’ll be no better than they are,” Felix said.


“I agree. We must remain calm,” Charles said.


“He would kill anyone of us if he had the chance.” One boy yelled.


It felt like a mutiny within a mutiny. The infighting began to divide us. “We can’t kill him. Besides, we can use him as leverage. He can be of use to us,” Charles said.


“We must not let our emotions get the best of us,” Felix said.


“Oh, boys?” Mr. Hugo yelled. “If I’m not mistaken, I believe you have one of our guards. George, is it?”


“Say something,” I said to George.


“Yes sir. I’m here,” George said.


“Are you alright? Are you injured?” Mr. Hugo asked.


“I have a broken leg and some bruises. But I’m ok, sir.”


“What ruffians we have here.”


“We learned from your guards,” I replied.


Mr. Hugo motioned his fingers, and like an obedient guard, Captain Longwood brought out their captives. “It seems we have a little predicament. You have one of our guards and I have two of your ‘comrades in arms.’ Now, why don’t we make a trade? You give us George and I’ll release your friends. How does this arrangement sound? As I promised before, no harm will come to you.”


“He’s lying,” I said.


“We all know that. But if we don’t release George, those boys are dead.”


“And if we release him, we’re all dead,” I said.


“What if we don’t cooperate?” I yelled back at Mr. Hugo.


“Ah yes, once again Mr. Hudson, you must make a choice. There are consequences for all the choices we make.” He looked at his watch. “You have one minute to decide.”


The boys were undecided, some wanting to release him, others wanting to kill him. We were bewildered, torn and divided under the harshest of circumstances. “We have to decide,” Charles said.


“You decide, Felix,” I said.


Felix grimaced. “I don’t think I’m up to it. It’s up to you, Jake.”


“Oh brother,” I said.


The minute seemed to last an eternity. Time stood still, just like in the dungeons below, where Joshua lectured me on its longevity. A minute passed. “Time is up, Mr. Hudson. Have you made your decision?”


I didn’t answer, feeling lost in myself.


“I’ll take the silence as a no.” Mr. Hugo pulled out his German pistol from his coat pocket, just like from what I remember when I first visited his office.


“No!” I yelled. “Please, don’t!”


Mr. Hugo shot the boy in the back of the head. He fell to ground. The thud of his body hitting the floor was blunt and distinct. The shot from the pistol stung my ears, the gunshot reverberating through the cafeteria


“You killed him!” Charles yelled.


“No, you can thank Mr. Hudson for that. Mr. Hudson made a choice, children. There are consequences to the choices we make. Here is such a consequence. You have killed one boy already, Mr. Hudson, all because of your recklessness.”


The boy’s body was beside Mr. Hugo. The other boy, no other than twelve, cried and wet his pants. I grabbed George by the shirt collar. I wanted to rip his throat out. I wanted to blame him, more so than Mr. Hugo, and he was the one who killed the boy. “Tell him to stop,” I said.


“He won’t listen to me.”


“Maybe we should just kill you right here.”


“You kill me, and you kill yourselves.”


The guards carried away the body, blood dripping from the boy’s head. “I’m getting bored, Mr. Hudson. Perhaps we should make things a little more exciting!” He snapped his fingers again.


I recognized the sobbing.


“My God, they have Petey,” Charles said.


Petey stood in front of Mr. Hugo with Mr. Hugo’s hands placed on his shoulders. “Petey, are you ok?” I asked. He trembled under Mr. Hugo’s towering presence.


Hannah emerged from the herd of guards, seemingly unfazed by the turn of events. “Again, Mr. Hudson. We have choices to make. Surely, you want no harm done to this boy.”


“I swear, if you hurt him...”


“Or what, Mr. Hudson? I have the upper hand. Do you think you’re some sort of hero, Mr. Hudson? I hate to inform you, but heroism is a myth, a fairy tale we were all told so we could feel better about ourselves. To make us think that there are those among who will make the world a better place. I got news for you, we’re all sad, miserable creatures who, under the right circumstances, can do horrible things to one another. We are all selfish and impervious to righteous thought. If heroes ever existed, heroes are for fairytales and books.


I went to climb over the table, which served as a barrier. Felix and Charles pulled me back. I attempted to fight them off. “What are you doing, are you crazy?” Felix said.


“I have to stop him. He’s insane!”


“Damn it, he’ll kill you on the spot!” Charles said.


“I don’t care.”


“You do care. You want to live don’t you? I failed to realize you have some sort of death wish.”


“He’s going to kill Petey!”


“We must release the guard,” Felix said.


“He’ll kill Petey anyway.”


“We’re running out of options,” Felix said.


“Alright. Help him up.”


We lifted George off the ground. He shrieked in pain. We gave him a chair to use as a walker. None of us wanted to help him across no man’s land. “Alright, give us Petey and we’ll release George.”


“Release him first.”


“No.”


Mr. Hugo pointed the gun at Petey. “I have the upper hand, Mr. Hudson.”


We let go of George. He struggled to walk across the space between us and the guards. Mr. Hugo smiled his mischievous and evil smile. He pointed his gun at George.


“No!” George yelled.


The bullet went through his skull, making a crater in the wall behind us. George fell to the ground.


“My God!” Charles said. “This man is pure evil.”


“Petey!”


“Oh, children. How I love to play,” Mr. Hugo said. “Hannah, come here.”


“Yes?” Hannah said nervously.


He handed her the pistol, smoke still rising from the barrel. He whispered in her ear. She shuttered from what he said. “But, haven’t you proved your point? This is not necessary. He’s only a baby.”


“That is why we must release him from this ‘cruel world,’ ” Mr. Hugo said.


“I can’t,” she said.


“Hannah…”


“Please, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself. I had a little brother. Don’t you remember?”


“Ha! Now is when you discover your guilty conscience? You’ve been able to sleep well all those nights, after all we’ve done here. How rich.”


“I can’t.”


“Do it!” Mr. Hugo yelled.


Hannah took Petey, pointing the gun at him.


“Hannah, please don’t!” I yelled. Charles and Felix held me back. “Don’t kill him Hannah! You don’t have to do this!”


“Don’t listen to him, shoot him!” Mr. Hugo yelled.


Hannah and I stared at each other from across the room, locking eyes for the last time. “I’m sorry, Jake. I’m so sorry,” she said. She shoved Petey aside, pointing the gun directly at Mr. Hugo and pulled the trigger.


The gun didn’t fire. He snatched the gun away from her in disgust. “Pity. If only you took the safety off.”


I finally pulled away from Felix and Charles, sprinting across no man’s land. I reached for Mr. Hugo, knocking off his balance while a guard tackled me. Mr. Hugo already got off a shot. Hannah fell clutching her stomach, her blouse soaked in red.


Mr. Hugo went to grab Petey. He bit Mr. Hugo’s hand. “You little s**t!” He smacked Petey, knocking him to the ground. I managed to get away from the guard. I clenched my fist as tightly as I could. The punch cleared Mr. Hugo’s face. I never punched so hard in my entire life. The sensation of my fist landing on bone and flesh felt good and primitive. I picked up Petey.


Mr. Hugo grabbed his pistol and ran off. Felix and Charles led the rest of the boys, attacking guards and striking while the iron was hot. I went to Hannah. I saw the blood from her wounds drip onto the floor, creating a pool of crimson. The blood, dark, thickened with every drip.


I held her head as madness ensued around me. Her expression was calm and warm. Her eyes were as I remembered them when I first met her. She seemed innocent again, at peace with the death that was about to come. “Hannah?”


“Hello, Jake.”


“You’re going to be ok.”


“You’re lying again.”


“I’m going to take you out of here. I’ll take you away from this place.”


“Oh, if only that were possible. Jake, where I am going, you cannot follow. I must pay for what I have done here. I only hope that God grants me mercy. I’m so sorry. Jake?”


“Yes?”


“Would you have really taken me to America?”


“Yes.”


“We would have had an amazing time, wouldn’t we?”


“Yes, Hannah.”


“Why did it have to be this way?”


“I don’t know, Hannah.”


“Jake, what if there’s nothing at the end?”


“Stop talking.”


“I’m scared.”


“You’re going to be alright.”


She began to pass, but her eyes grew bigger like something came toward her. An expression of shock as if she saw something she had never seen before. I closed her eyes with my hand as she took her last breath. Her blood was on my shirt. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her. I felt someone shove my shoulder. “Jake, we have to go,” Charles said.


Felix came, kneeling down next to me. “She’s gone, Jake. We must go.” I let go of Hannah.


“Where’s Petey?” I yelled.


Captain Longwood grabbed him. He raised his billy club. I tackled him to the ground. I punched him square in the nose. Blood exploded from his nostrils.


“Good show. I think you broke the son of bitch’s nose!” Charles yelled.


I let Charles and Felix take care of our friend Captain Longwood. I took Petey aside. “You alright, kid?”


He hugged me, clinging to my neck. “It’s ok, kid. Everything is going to be alright.”


“Do I have to leave again?” he asked.


“No, this time you’re sticking with me.”


“Do I get to fight?!”


“You’re staying no less than three feet away from me and that’s non-negotiable. Understand?”


“Yes,” he pouted.


I let go of Petey and got back into the fight.







Chapter 28




I lost track of how long the fight ensued. It just seemed endless and brutal. Some of us ran off into the inner workings of Crowam with some guards in pursuit. The morning crept up on the horizon as we fought through the wee hours of the night. We all were tired. It’s been at least twenty-four hours since any of us got some sleep. Sleep would have been nice. Beside the billy clubs, we started using the cafeteria stools as weapons. We used whatever we could find.


The guards threw some tear gas bombs at us. The smoke burned my eyes and lungs, causing me to cough uncontrollably. The fighting spilled over outside into the courtyard where we were out in the open. The morning was bright, with the sun beaming down on the insurrection below.


“How long can we keep going like this?” Charles asked.


“I don’t know. Not too much longer,” I said. “Where the hell is Owen?”


“He could be captured or dead,” Felix said.


“We don’t know that,” I said.


“So what are we supposed to do if ‘the cavalry’ doesn’t arrive, as you Americans put it,” Jake said.


“I don’t know.”


“Perhaps we should have come up with a plan B,” Charles said.


“There is no plan B. If we surrender, we’re dead, finished. Either way we’re fighting until we leave this place or… well, you get the idea.”


“At least we could say we had a good crack at it,” Felix said.


“It’s not over yet.”


“My God.” The ground might as well have trembled with his footsteps. The Bus Driver, as he is known, entered the arena like a giant beast, slowly lumbering his way toward us. “Things are about to get very interesting,” Felix said.


“I want you and Charles to find whoever is left and get them out here. I’ll do my best to hold him back,” I said.


“Clearly you must be joking?” Charles said.


“I told you I would take care of the Bus Driver. You have a chance to get out of here. Take it.”


“Do you have some sort of death wish or something?”


“I’m not going down on their terms. I’m doing it my way.”


“Bravado and pride don’t work in these circumstances, Jake. We have to stick together. That was part of the plan,” Charles said.


“Well, the plan has changed.”


“Damn it, man. Don’t be a fool!”


“Just get out of here. I’ll see you on the other side.”


The Bus Driver tossed the other boys around like rag dolls. He grabbed one boy and elbowed him, his face bloody. He fell onto the ground. “Well, boy, we meet again,” he said.


I said nothing, just analyzing his sheer size. “I’m going to take pleasure in breaking every bone in your body. It won’t be quick. I’m going to make sure you suffer, you little bastard.”


I knew attacking him head on would be futile. He would be expecting it. Plus he was far bigger. The dirt was muddy from the light rain the night before. I ran toward him, sliding beneath his massive legs. With one swoop, I swung my billy club at his crouch, hitting a bundle of genitalia. He shrieked in agony, falling to his knees.


I grabbed him behind his neck, choking him with the billy club. I squeezed as tight as I could, trying to squeeze every last bit of air out of his lungs. He got back on his feet as I held on for dear life. His giant arms swung against the wind, trying to grab me. I felt his adam’s apple underneath my forearm. It felt like a ball underneath rubber.


I squeezed tighter, only agitating him further. His arms were like propellers from one of them giant B-17s my dad used to fly, whipping through the air, the wind hitting my face. Charles and Felix charged the Bus Driver, punching anywhere they thought would do harm. He kicked Charles in the stomach, sending him to the ground in agony.


“Hang on, Jake,” Felix said.


One of his giant hands finally grabbed me. With one swoop, he tossed me several feet. It felt like I was floating. The ground and sky swirled around me. I hit the ground, back first. I felt a sharp pain shoot through my body. For a moment, I thought I broke my back. “Damn it!” I yelled. The pain paralyzed me. I couldn’t move, immobilized by pain and fear. “Is this how I’m going to go?” I thought.


“Jake!” Felix ran to me.


“Get out of here,” I yelled.


“Shut up, will you?”


The ground trembled with his footsteps as he came closer. I tried getting up, but my body felt like calling it quits. “This is the end for you” The Bus Driver lumbered toward us.


“Do I have to do everything myself, Yank?” The Bus Driver’s legs buckled, as Tom blindsided him with the hardest punch I’d ever seen. The Bus Driver’s teeth blew out of his mouth, his mouth frothy with blood. Tom went over and reached out his hand. “You going to lay there all day or you going to get back in the fight?”


I couldn’t help but smile. I grabbed his hand. He lifted me off the ground with relative ease. “Glad you could join us,” I said.


“It’s about bloody time,” Felix said.


“You broke my teeth!” the Bus Driver screamed. The three of us tackled him to the ground. We punched and kicked him till we couldn’t kick and punch anymore. His face was flushed and swollen. The tide turned with our defeat of the large brute. We heard a large crash coming from the front gate. Police vehicles began pouring into the courtyard.


“My God, Owen did it!” Felix yelled.


“Where’s Charles?” I said.


Charles was still on the ground, spitting out blood like he was going to cough out a lung.


“You ok?” I asked.


“He kicked me in the bloody stomach!” Charles said.


“Can you get up?”


“I think so.” Tom helped him up. “Oh, that hurts.” Charles complained.


“Oh, shut up,” Tom said.


“Nice seeing you too.”


The guards ran off as more police entered the courtyard. The boys cheered in victory. I looked up to Mr. Hugo’s office window, finding a presence behind the windowpane. “Where are you going?” Felix said.


“I have some unfinished business with Mr. Hugo.”


“Damn it, man. What are you doing? It’s over!”


“Not for me it isn’t,” I said.


 


The hallways were eerily quiet leading to Mr. Hugo’s office. Guards sprinted through the hallways, ignoring my presence. The door to Mr. Hugo’s office was slightly ajar, as if it was waiting for an invitation to be opened. The door creaked as I opened it. The sun flared into the room, the rays hitting Mr. Hugo’s oak table.


The rays were so bright you could see the dust float and dance amid the light. The room seemed unoccupied. I entered the room. The room was pristine, as if it had been uninhabited for some time. I had a chance to survey the room before I felt the sensation of cold steel pressed again the back of my head.


I turned, with Mr. Hugo pointing the gun directly at me. “Put your hands up,” he said. His expression was tranquil, but behind his phlegmatic demeanor was buried a seed of volatility that could escalate the situation very quickly. “You don’t cease to amaze me, Mr. Hudson.”


“It’s over Mr. Hugo.”


“Over?”


“Yes. Why don’t you look out the window and see for yourself.”


“I’m sorry to see that you think my work is over. But it has just begun.”


“How’s that?”


“There is something else that I have taken away from all of you and that is your innocence. Instead, I have replaced it with contempt and cynicism you will carry with you into the world. That is how I will continue my legacy. You will one day pursue your own inhibitions based on what I have given you. You will aspire to achieve great power, by freeing yourself and enslaving others. That is the way the world should be run, by only a select few controlling the stakes. People are stupid vile creatures, animals that need to be controlled. That is where someone like me comes in.”


“I suppose you know what’s best for the rest of us?”


“Why, somebody must set standards for how life should be lived, a life which is to service those who are more powerful than they are.”


“To be a slave?”


“Slave is a strong world. I believe it is a noble life to serve to those who are superior. I see much promise in you, Mr. Hudson. When I look at you, I see myself.”


“I’m nothing like you!”


“That is because you’re still an idealist. But that will soon change.”


“What makes you so sure?”


“We all have it within us to terrible things. I saw you that night beside Thomas, ready to smother him with that pillow. I watched you how you wanted to put an end to his condition. I admit it was quite admirable.”


“But I didn’t do it.”


“Yes, but something else will trigger that inner impulse for savagery. You already had your taste of it.”


Everything I said he had a counterargument for. No matter what I said, he always seemed to be right in a twisted sort of way. Nothing I said seemed to matter. I felt insignificant and inferior to a man who seemed to know all the answers. Yet I knew he was wrong in so many ways.


He went to the mantle where the Russian pistol was still in its holster. He removed it from its holster and handed it to me. “Take it. It’s loaded,” he said. He placed down his gun on the desk. I picked it up, not thinking twice about it.


“I know you hate me, Jake. I can see it in your eyes, in your demeanor. I am terribly sorry you feel that way. In some way, I was hoping we could be friends, but, it seems due to the circumstances…”


“Friends, with you?”


“Perhaps ‘friend’ is not the appropriate word . Mentor would be a better fit. That’s all I really ever wanted to be to all of you. But, sadly, you couldn’t see the value of what I was offering.” I pointed the gun at Mr. Hugo.


I wanted to press the trigger so badly. To shut him up for good. My finger began squeezing the trigger. “Shut up!”


“Yes. That’s it. Let your hatred of me rise through you. It’s been sitting there all this time. Release it.”


“Just shut up. Be quiet!”


“Come on, Jake. You have the gun. Shoot me.”


“I’ll kill you, I swear it.”


“That’s what I’m hoping for. Pull the trigger.”


The gun trembled in my hand. I yearned to pull that damn trigger. I aimed the sight right at his head. The palms of my hands were sweaty. I thought I was going to drop the gun. But as much as I hated him, I lowered the pistol and dropped it on the floor. I just couldn’t go through with it. I could beat someone with my bare hands, but I just couldn’t bring myself and kill another man. There was enough death in Crowam. I didn’t want to contribute to it anymore.


Mr. Hugo looked amused. His amusement turned to disappointment. “What are you doing?” Mr. Hugo asked.


“I won’t do it.”


“What?”


“As much as I want to kill you, killing you won’t change anything that happened here. Like I said, I’m nothing like you.”


Mr. Hugo had a malicious smirk. “Have it your way, Mr. Hudson.” Mr. Hugo raised his pistol, pointing it at me once again. My ear rang from the gunshot that came from the door. I jumped from the shot. The pane of glass behind Mr. Hugo exploded with bloody fragments. His eyes rolled. The back of his head exploded, with only a small entry wound in the front made from a small caliber gun.


Mr. Hugo fell to the floor with a loud thud, like a sack of potatoes. The blood and fragments of brain slid down the windowpane. The policeman emerged from behind the door. I was dazed, my ears still ringing, but it was at that point I knew Mr. Hugo couldn’t harm anyone else. I knew my time at Crowam was over.







Chapter 29




The morning quickly turned to afternoon. The sun, as bright as ever, shined over Crowam. I was exhausted. I could have slept for several days. The courtyard was buzzing with policemen, some reporters, and God know who else.


I sat against a brick wall and ate some soup. I was hiding beneath a blanket one of the policemen gave me. I was in one of those trances where I zoned out into a parallel universe of nothingness. The blanket kept me warm, insulating me from the cold yet sunny winter day. I laughed at myself for a moment. The gun Mr.Hugo gave me wasn’t loaded. The policeman who shot Mr.Hugo told me. Mr.Hugo was conniving tell the very end. But now, all I knew was that it was over.


Despite this, I sort of felt empty. I couldn’t understand why initially. At first, I was relieved that my ordeal at Crowam was over. There was no war to fight, no struggle to wage against. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I figured that I could go back to the States, but there wasn’t anyone waiting for me back home. I had no parents and no family, really. Hell, the only family I ever had were the friends I befriended behind these very walls.


Felix, Owen, and Charles approached me, looking just as beaten and tired as me. “Good lord,” I said to Owen. “I didn’t think you could pull it off.”


“I’m glad I could prove you wrong,” Owen said.


I embraced Owen, it was the least I could do. “You did good, buddy. You did real good.”


“Thanks, Jake.”


“I think I didn’t do too shabby myself, if I may be so bold,” Charles said.


“Charles, you’re a regular statesman,” I said. “A Goddamn Winston Churchill. You keep making speeches like that, they may make you Prime Minister.”


“Prime minister. I like the sound of that.”


“Very distinguished.” I said.


“How are you doing?” Charles asked me.


“Tired. Real tired.”


“We all are,” Felix said.


We didn’t mention Crowam, Mr. Hugo, or any of its actors. We just lived in the moment, where time stood still.


I approached an officer who exited Crowam with a shocked look on his office.


“Excuse me,” I said. “There are more boys in another part of the Crowam. The infirmary. Did you find them?”


The officer seemed dazed. “Yes.”


“Are any of them alive?”


He shook his head. “Those poor children.” He said.


“There’s a boy named. Is he still alive?”


“Most of the boys were killed by the guards or died from their wounds before we arrived. I’m sorry son.”


The officer walked off dazed as paramedics and policeman marched inside with stretchers and other equipment. “All those boys.” I said to myself.


“There was nothing else we could do, Jake, you know that,” Felix said.


From the corner of my eye, I saw Petey kicking some dirt by himself. He was holding what appeared to be a cup of hot chocolate. He saw me as I walked to him. He ran and hugged my leg like his life depended on it. “Jake!”


“How you doing, kid?”


He was distracted by the hot chocolate and playing games. It was amazing how he could seem so cheerful after all this. I admired that about him. “What school will they put us in?”


“I don’t think they’re going to put me in another school. I’m too old. I’ll be on my own.”


“I understand.” Petey frowned and looked at the ground, ashamed as if he did something wrong. I kneeled down, playfully flicking his chin with my finger so he would look at me.


“You’re a great kid. I’m not really good at saying these things. But I love you, kid. Hell, you’re one of the best friends I’ve ever had.”


“Where are you going? I can go with you. I won’t be any trouble.”


“I know you won’t be, but you don’t deserve that kind of life. You deserve to be with a family. People who will love you and raise you right.”


“I don’t need a family.”


“Don’t say that, don’t you say that. You need one, more than you know.”


“No I don’t. I’m big enough. I’m tough just like all you.”


Felix walked over. “Listen to Jake, little one. He’s right. This is no life for a young boy like you. Wouldn’t you want a family to love you?”


“No, I don’t.”


“Come now, Petey,” I said.


Petey looked lost and tearful once again.


Behind Petey, an elderly couple approached us. They were in good health, but you could see they endured much from the bags under their eyes and the slow pace of their steps. “Hello, I’m so sorry to bother you.”


“No, you’re no bothering us,” I said.


Their clothes were too big for their frame. The wife had gray hair with a strand of black left over from her youth. The husband wore thick-rimmed glasses. He stood slightly hunched, with some cuts and bruises on his face.


They appeared worn and weary, yet their presence served a purpose. Clutched in the man’s hand was a wooden toy horse. “I was hoping you could help us. We’re looking for our son. We were hoping you might know him.” There was a flair of resemblance that should have given it away. My throat clogged up.


I was going to ask who they were looking for, but I already knew. My face expressed only remorse and grief.


“Thomas, how did he…?” the man asked. “I’m sorry, perhaps it is best that my question be left unanswered.”


“I think that’s best.”


“Were all of you good friends with him?”


“Yes, all of us,” Charles said.


Thomas’s father couldn’t help himself. “Did he die alone?”


“No. I was with him,” I said


The father approached me, with desolation in his eyes. “Did he suffer? That is all I want to know.”


“He died peacefully.”


“Were you good friends with him?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Yes?”


“I’m so sorry.”


“There is nothing to be sorry for. You were there with him when he died. He was with someone who cared for him. I could tell you two cared for one another. That is true friendship. All of you share that same bond. It is so tragic that bond was made in such an awful place.”


Petey tugged at the man’s pants and pointed at the wooden horse. “Is that a toy?” Petey asked.


The man knelt down. “Why yes, it is. It was our son’s when he was a baby. We couldn’t afford much, but this toy meant the world to him. Say, would you like to have it?”


Petey looked at me, as if asking for permission. “Go ahead. Petey. It’s a gift,” I said.


Petey bashfully took the toy, still unsure if he was doing anything wrong. “Thank you.” Petey said.


“You’re welcome.”


“I…” Petey stuttered.


“What is it?”


“I never got a gift before,” Petey admitted.


It was difficult to describe the face Thomas’s father made. “Petey?”


Petey looked up, intrigued.


“Would you like to come with us?”


Petey provided a brilliant smile that could light up a room. The man picked him up by the arms, holding him tight. His wife kissed Petey on the forehead, as if he were a son she raised herself.


“Are you boys alright?” he asked.


“I think we’ll be ok.”


“I think so too.” They walked off into the distance.


“Merry Christmas, kid,” I said.







Chapter 30




Most of us went our own way. Some of us were put into orphanages, while others were released off into the wild. The police asked many questions I wasn’t interested in answering. I left that to the others. I snuck past the gate, running into the woods just like my first escape attempt. It was freezing, but I didn’t care. I was free. Free to do what I wanted, even though I still felt empty. The battle was over.


“You’re running off again, huh?” Felix asked as he stood behind me. “I’m not going to stop you this time, of course. We’re all free now.”


“Thank God for that,” I said.


“Where are you going?” Felix asked.


“I don’t know. Maybe back to the States, maybe France. I guess wherever the road takes me. What about you?”


“To be honest. I don’t know. I thought about going to Africa.”


“Why Africa?”


“I never shied away from adventure.”


“Well, I’ve had my fill of adventure,” I said.


“Yes, I can understand that. I suppose all of us are going our own way.”


“Looks that way,” I said.


“Bloody shame, we make a very good team. It’s a damn shame.”


I nodded, humbly agreeing. “I’m not very good with goodbyes,” I said.


“Neither am I,” Felix said. He extended his hand. “Good luck to you, Jake.” A firm handshake it was. “Goodbye, friend.”


We walked our separate ways. I entered the forest, which was damp and wet. Still too cold. I brushed aside the branches and wet twigs. The ground beneath me was a bit muddy. I felt the moisture seep into my socks. The forest cleared. I came across train tracks. The train tracks were rusty and worn. They seemed to lead infinitely in either direction. I looked both ways. No train was in sight. I had to make a choice, but after Mr. Hugo’s exposé on choice, I was tired of making them.


I headed North, walking on the wooden planks wedged between the steel tracks. The forests on either side created a narrow corridor. The walking became insipid, where the farther I walked, the closer I got to nowhere. I thought about going South, but then I would be going right back where I started.


Gradually, I heard the ground beneath me tremble. I knelt down and placed my hand on the tracks, the cold steel of the tracks vibrated. I looked behind me and in the distance; a train lumbered its way toward me.


The sound of the train horn chorused through the forest like a battle cry. The smoke from the engine plumed into the sky like smoke coming from a factory chimney. I got off the tracks and awaited its arrival. I figured I’d hitch a ride. I didn’t want the conductor to see me, afraid that he’ll throw me off before I even got a chance to get on. I hid behind some shrubs until the train arrived. The train slowly rolled past me. The engine chugged forward with methodical brute strength.


The train cars were just as rusty as the tracks they rolled on. What the cargo contained inside was a mystery to me. They could have been carrying manure for all I knew. I aimed for one of the cars with an opened side door. I ran toward the open gate, tossing myself inside. I became startled when a pair of stony eyes stared at me. I lurched back as a defensive reaction. “Jesus, you scared me,” I said.


The man looked like a hobo. His clothes were threadbare and dirty. He looked like he hasn’t taken a shower in weeks. “Sorry if I startled you. I saw you running from them bushes. Pretty fast. I was young like you once. You should have seen me run then. I was faster than a race horse.”


“What’s your name?”


The hobo seemed to get excited, as if nobody had asked him his name before. This might have been because he didn’t get to talk to too many strangers. The consequence of living the life of a lonely traveler. “Herald. What’s yours?”


“Jake Hudson.”


Herald dived into his can of beans, the spoon scraping the bottom can as he scavenged for whatever beans were left. He tossed the can away, putting the spoon in his pocket for his next feast. He leaned back against the metal wall of the car, licking his lip, savoring the leftover flavor of the beans.


“Do you know where this train is headed?” I asked Herald.


“Not sure. Anyplace is better than where we are now.” He stared at me.


“Looks like you’ve been through a great ordeal.”


“How can you tell?”


“It’s that look. I’ve seen it before. I was in the war, you know? Damn tragedy. I’ve seen enough death to last me a lifetime. I was a paratrooper with the 6th Airborne Division. We were part of the first wave of the Normandy invasion. Bloody mess, I tell you. We were supposed to land near the eastern flank near the City of Caen to capture a bridge, but they bloody scattered us all over the place. It was a sight to see. Young boys getting shot and blown up before they even hit the ground. Death plays no favorites when the bullets start zipping past your head. We eventually captured the bridge, but what a funny thing, to die for a bloody bridge. The ones who made it, they got that look just like you. I have it, too. It just stays with you, gives you a different look of the world.”


Herald could only smile, exposing his rotten teeth, whatever was left of them, anyway. I pitied Herald. He looked alone, a weary traveler, searching for something, maybe something as simple as somebody to talk to.


Yet I feared him, wondering if I too would end up just like him. I began to hate him a bit, only because I feared being like him. I wanted to jump off that train. Or maybe get on another car. But I was too tired to do anything. I felt a bulge in my back pocket. I forgot it was there. I pulled out the copy of A Tale of Two Cities that Thomas gave me. He was bugging me, even from the grave.


I flipped through the pages, looking for the creased page marking where I left off. Instead, I noticed a handwritten message on the back of the book I never noticed before. I’m not sure when Thomas wrote it. His handwriting was elegant and effortless, each word standing on its own with such ease, allowing you to absorb the message. Thomas had a way with words, a way of moving you. I guess you could say he was a true romantic.


 


Dear Jake,


 


We aren’t just born with a soul. A soul is made through each experience that enriches our lives. Love, adventure, culture, enlightenment, the search for God. These, my friend, are what makes a soul rich and alive, surviving even after we depart this earth. May your soul be enriched with all the treasures life has to offer, my dear friend. I know when this is all over, you will find a new world more wonderful and magnificent than this one. Alas, search for what all men seek, fortune and glory, for it is what men are destined on this earth to do, to find their own piece of greatness. 


 


Thomas


 


I wished Thomas was with me. I missed him dearly. But somehow I knew he was somewhere greater than this world, where glory was commonplace and love was as real as flesh and bone. I smiled, caressing the page.


“Dickens, huh? You like to read?” Herald asked.


“Yea, I guess you can say I do.”


“Looks like we got company,” Herald said, nodding his chin to what was outside.


I peeked through the car door. They were running as fast as they could, nearly tripping over themselves on the gravel beneath them. “Come on, run faster. Hurry!” I yelled.


The train seemed to accelerate the faster they ran. “You can do it, come on!” They inched closer and closer. I reached out my hand. “Take my hand, come on.”


I gripped his hand, pulling him inside. I reached out my hand again, pulling the second would-be passenger inside. “Run faster, Charles!” I never saw Charles run as fast as he did that day. You would think he got a new pair of legs. Charles made his way closer. I leaned outside the car, with Owen and Felix holding onto me so I wouldn’t fall out. Once again, I reached out my hand. “I know you can do it, Charles. You’re almost there.” Charles extended his hand. Our fingers grazed at the tips.


“Damn it, man, move!” Felix yelled. Our fingers touched again. Charles was running out of breath. His face was flushed and red with sweat beaming down his face. I reached out once more. Our palms finally met, my fingers clutching every bone in his hand. Charles grabbed on to the handle on the side of the car. With all our weight, we pulled him inside, rolling over each other and the can of beans Herald finished off.


We nearly lost our breath from all the laughter. They were the last ones I expected to see. “What are you guys doing here?” I asked.


“We didn’t want to let you have all the fun,” Owen said.


“Is that right?” I said.


“We’ve gone through too much to just end so abruptly. There is a whole world to see out there. Why not see it together?” Charles said.


“Was this your idea?” I asked Felix.


“Not just mine. What we have here is a brotherhood. A bond, something that can never be broken. We owe each other our lives, and with that, a friendship that will last until our final breath. In fact, I will call our brotherhood the brotherhood of adventure.”


“You’re a damn poet.”


“So, what shall we search for?” Owen asked.


I looked down at the note, then looked up at the sky from the rustic car and smiled. “Fortune and glory, gentlemen. Fortune and glory.”


 


The End
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