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PROLOGUE

When my mom died, my home became a war zone. And
my father was the enemy. Surly and resentful, he took
out his anger on me. It’s ironic that to escape one war, I ran
away and found another. But it wasn’t a war I chose. It was
chosen for me.

She died when I was seven, and I spent every day of
the next eight years of my life terrified of my father. That
isn’t how it’s supposed to be. A kid shouldn’t be afraid of
a parent. I might have been young, but even then I knew
that much. I don’t know why he blamed me for my mother’s
death, but he did. She died in a car accident. I was at
school. If I'd been in the backseat distracting her—begging
her to stop for an ice-cream cone the way I always did—
maybe I'd understand why my pa was angry. My grandpa
tried to convince me that it wasn’t my fault. That my dad
was just so heartbroken he needed to blame someone for his

loss. Pa chose me.



Six months after she died, when the shock finally wore
off, things got really bad. My father always had a temper.
But after the accident, Pa was angry all the time. I couldn’t
do anything right. I'd clean up the supper table, and if
I made too much noise putting the dishes in the sink, I'd
get a backhanded slap across the cheek.

“Stop making so much dang noise!” he’d shout.

If I missed a speck of dirt sweeping the kitchen, he’d
go berserk and chase me around the house with a wooden
spoon.

“What are you, blind? Can’t even sweep a floor! You're
good for nothin’! Nothin’!”

We lived on a farm, and I had to do most of the chores.
Milk the cows, feed the hogs and chickens before school,
and in the spring, I'd even have to plow and plant. He
worked me pretty hard. But I didn’t mind the work. I
actually liked farming. I loved the feel of the soil in my
hands. The crunch of the late fall frost under my feet as
I walked from the house to the barn. And doing all those
chores gave me a few moments every day when I didn’t
have to be afraid. Hogs and chickens never yell at you.

Our farm was a beautiful spot—eighty acres on a roll-

ing hillside outside of Duluth. My mother had loved it.

I remember her working in her garden and feeding the



animals in the morning. She would sing while she did it.
She was barely over five feet tall, but farm life had made her
strong. Somehow Pa stayed in line when she was alive.
She made him happy. I could never quite figure out how
she did it. But when she died, a piece of him did, too.

Nothing I did ever pleased him. And when he started
drinking, things got even worse. He’d go into town after
I got home from school. I'd be doing my homework after
finishing my chores, and when he came home he’d always
find something to pick at me about.

He started with the belt when I was nine. That was
the worst.

I’s a horrible thing to live your life in fear. My grandpa
would try to get him to leave me alone. But Grandpa was
my mother’s father, a small, quiet man who’d lived on the
farm since before I was born. He’d emigrated from Norway,
and what English he spoke came out with a thick accent.
Pa would just belittle him.

“What'd you say, old man? Get the marbles outta your
mouth,” he’d grouse.

I don’t know why Grandpa didn’t leave. But I guess,
like me, he had no place else to go. Maybe he stayed for
me. To give whatever comfort he could. Or because this

was where his daughter had lived. Whenever Grandpa said



anything about the way Pa was treating me, my father would
come down extra hard on me. “Blast it, Henry! I swear, I
might as well go find me a four-year-old girl to come and
do your chores for you. Maybe then they’d get done right.”

“Yes, Pa. Sorry,” I'd mutter. And try to make myself
scarce.

No matter what I did, it was never enough. When I was
ten I quit going to school. I was tired of explaining the black
eyes and the welts on my cheeks. Mrs. King, my fourth-
grade teacher, would quiz me about my bruises and cuts.

“Henry, what happened?” she would ask.

I'd always make something up, worried that if I said
anything, it would just get worse. Mrs. King was persistent.

“Henry, are you sure you're all right?” She was a nice
lady. Her face was round and her eyes sparkled with
kindness. She had curly black hair and wore glasses. In some
ways she reminded me of my mother. I hated lying to her,
but by then I was so scared of Pa that I couldn’t say any-
thing except, “Yes, ma’am, just an accident. My grandpa
says 'm just at that clumsy age. And last week one of the
roosters took after me and pecked my face good. I don’t
like that old rooster.”

It hadn’t always been like this. When my mother was

alive, Pa was different. He would still get angry and surly,



but she had a way of calming everyone she met. She would
smile and look at you—really look at you—and it just
made everything seem fine. I had a picture of her in my
room. After she died, I found that when I wasn’t in the room
staring at her picture, it was getting harder and harder to
remember her face. There was so much turmoil in the
house it was like she stood at the far end of some long hall-
way of my memory. And every day her presence faded from
what had once been a happy home.

“Your mother was too soft on you,” Pa would yell when
he was in one of his tempers. “She turned you into a weak-
ling.” I tried as hard as I could not to act afraid and I never
cried in front of him, no matter what he did. No matter
how scared I was.

I used to pray that he would come home drunk and
pass out so he would leave me alone. When I turned four-
teen that was usually what happened. Grandpa and I had
to work like demons to keep the farm running. And while
all this was happening, I was growing. Farm work was
making me strong. When I was fifteen, [ was six feet, three
inches tall. Almost as big as my dad.

Most people would say, “You're strong now, Henry.
Stand up to him. You don’t have to take it anymore.” Most

people would be wrong. I might have been nearly as big



and strong as he was, but I didn’t have anywhere near his
anger or fury in my heart. If I'd done that, I knew I'd be
letting my mother down. I'd be more like him than her.

Getting away from him was my only chance. If I didn’t,
nothing would ever change. He would continue hating me,
and I would never stop being afraid. Right after my fifteenth
birthday, the answer came to me. I would run away and
join the Marines.

It turned out to be remarkably easy. First I told my
grandpa what [ was going to do. I needed his help. Without
it, 'd be stuck under Pa’s thumb forever.

“No, Henry, no,” he pleaded.

“Grandpa, 'm sorry. But I can’t stay here anymore.
And I can’t get away unless you help me.”

Finally he agreed. The next day, while Pa was off doing
who knows what, we drove into Duluth. There was a
United States Marine Corps recruiting station right on
Main Street. Grandpa parked the truck, and we made our
way into the office.

A tall man in a green uniform sat behind a desk. His
face was all sharp angles, and his hair was trimmed in a crew
cut. His uniform didn’t have a piece of lint or anything out

of place on it. There were three stripes on his sleeve.

“Help you?” he asked.



“Yes, sir,” I said. “I'm here to enlist.”

“First, it’s not sir, it’s Sergeant. And second, how old
are you?”

Grandpa stood next to me clutching his felt hat in
both hands. I knew he was nervous. I hoped he wouldn’t
give it away.

“Im eighteen, si—Sergeant. Born October 11, 1923.”

“You got a birth certificate? Something proves that?”

“No, Sergeant. I don’t. I checked at the courthouse
and I guess my ma and pa never got around to filing
one.”

“I need proof of your age,” he said.

“Well, I heard if you had a relative who could confirm
your age, you could join up. My grandpa is here. He can
vouch for me.”

The sergeant looked at me, his eyes narrowing. Then
he shifted his gaze to Grandpa. He studied him, and I
could see Gramps starting to wilt. I had to get this over
with quick.

“Grandpa, can you tell the sergeant? My birthday is
October 11, 1923. Isn’t that right?”

“Yah,” he said, nodding. “Yah.” Whenever Grandpa
got nervous or stressed his Norwegian accent got thicker.

“He doesn’t speak a whole lot of English,” I said.



“Is that right?” the sergeant said. His face was a mask
of stone. I could not tell what he was thinking. He turned
his gaze from Grandpa back to me. I could see Grandpa
relax from the corner of my eye.

“What's your name, boy?” he asked.

“Henry Forrest.”

“Why do you want to join the Marines?”

“Well . . . Sergeant, I always heard the Marines was
the finest fighting force there is. And that’s what I want
to be. I want to be one of the finest.”

I could tell I'd struck a nerve with the sergeant. The
corners of his lips lifted up in a smile, just for the briefest
of moments.

“You know it ain’t going to be easy,” he said.

“Yes, Sergeant, I know. But I've wanted to be a Marine
since [ was a kid.”

He wasn’t quite convinced.

“Where are your parents?”

“My ma died when I was seven. My pa ran off a couple
years ago. Grandpa raised me mostly.”

The sergeant steepled his fingers and stared at me.
I was afraid it wasn’t going to work. If it didn’t I'd try the
Army or the Navy.

He sat up straight and opened a desk drawer.



“You need to fill out some forms,” he said. He slid
a few pages across his desk and handed me a pen. I filled
them out as fast as I could and signed my name, pushing
them back to him.

“Congratulations. Youre on your way to being a Marine.
And you're in luck. There’s a train tomorrow leaving for
Parris Island. That’s where you'll do your basic training.”
He pulled out another small booklet and filled it out, then
tore out a strip of paper. “This is your ticket,” he said,
handing it to me. “Don’t miss the train.”

I didn’t miss the train. But after all that came next,

I would come to wish I had.



