
 

 

BOOT CAMP 

 

 

The van door opens and I fall off the face of the Earth.  

“Out! Move! Now!”  

The eight of us, three girls and five guys, stumble out. Our legs are shackled, and our hands are cuffed in front of 

us. We fall, we get up, we try to run where they tell us. But there are so many of them yelling, and they’re yelling different 

orders. It takes a while before we’re all lined up on the red dots painted on the concrete yard. I stare at the high fence with 

its rows of barbed wire at the top.  

The warden stands in front of us. He is a tall, stocky man, and he’s wearing some sort of green uniform.  

“You have all agreed to come here in exchange for a shorter sentence,” he says, instead of a hello. “One-third of 

you will quit before your stay here is up, and you will be shipped back to your originating prison to complete your full 

sentence. Time spent here will not count.”  

He walks up and down the line, staring hard at each of us. I have a headache. My last hit is wearing off. Kicker 

smuggled it into the county jail on his last visit, and it wasn’t much. My head really hurts. Coffee will help. I wonder 

when we’ll get some.  

“In my prison, there are no video nights, no pizza parties, and no one cares about your feelings,” the warden says. 

“Your rehabilitation is up to you. The taxpayers are fed up with you, so we’re not wasting anything new on you. Your 

barracks are old army huts. Your uniforms and bunks are old army discards. Your sheets and towels were tossed in the 

trash by the State Hospital. They call this place the Boot, and let me tell you why. If you cross me, I will land like a boot 

on your neck. And I will stay there until you are broken.”  

The others are yelling and screaming again as our shackles and handcuffs are taken off and we are made to run 

into a hut and stand in two lines, boys on one side, girls on the other. I end up first in the girls’ line.  

“Sit.”  

I am ordered into a chair in the middle of the room. I sit. I don’t see the clippers until they are running through my 

hair, plowing it down to the bare skull. The shock makes me start to rise to my feet.  



“Move and I’ll cut off your ear.”  

I stay put. There are no mirrors in the room, but I close my eyes anyway. I hear the clippers whine and feel my 

hair fall away. My long, curly red hair—the object of envy and lust, recipient of expensive products—is all gone now. 

Garbage on the floor, waiting to be swept up.  

“Run,” someone orders, and I run, in the wrong direction. Someone else yells at me until I figure out that I’m 

supposed to run to an alcove and strip. My clothes are bagged and tagged, “In case you ever get out of here.” I’m prepared 

for this—it happened at the county jail, too—and I get through the cavity check by pretending I’m somewhere else.  

The water landing on my bare head in the shower is startling, foreign. I keep my hands off my head. I don’t want 

to touch my smooth scalp. I can’t believe it’s legal to cut off someone’s hair, and I wonder who I can complain to.  

A pile of dingy fatigues is dumped in my arms. I dress and sit on a bench. First one, then the other girl joins me. 

They look like aliens, with heads like bowling balls and eyes red from crying. I’m glad I didn’t cry. There’s no way I look 

like them.  

I’m assigned to a platoon of fifty girls.  

“These are the inmates you will march with, work with, eat with, and share a dormitory with.” 

The platoon captain is a character straight out of Central Casting. She starts talking about the schedule and the 

rules. The pain in my head is worse. I raise my hand.  

“I have a headache,” I say. “Could I get some aspirin or something?”  

What I get is the guard’s face up close to mine, eyeball to eyeball.  

“You are all here because you act without thinking!” she shouts. “And if you do think, you only think about 

yourselves. For the duration of your stay here, you will not use the word I. If you must refer to yourself, you will say, 

‘This prisoner.’ Do I make myself CLEAR?”  

What’s clear is that I’m not getting any painkillers or a cup of coffee or anything other than the guard’s spit in my 

face and sore muscles from running from one place to another.  

We spend the first afternoon learning how to march, stepping on each other’s heels and being screamed at for our 

mistakes.  

It’s Friday, I realize suddenly. It’s party night. My friends are getting ready. They’ve skipped afternoon classes 

and are laying down a base of alcohol. They’re lying to parents and scoring drugs—not difficult, thanks to Kicker.  

“I’ll send you something to make it easier,” he promised me on that last visit. “We’ll all write,” my friends said. 

“We’ll send you chocolates and magazines and cigarettes.”  

They made it sound like I was going away to summer camp.  

“Eyes front! Who told you to daydream?”  

Why do the guards have to stand so close? I take a step back. She steps right along with me. 

“Drop and give me twenty!”  

Twenty what? Is she kidding?  

“Twenty push-ups, prisoner. Do them! Now!”  

The pavement is rough, with little pebbles that hurt the palms of my hands. My head pounds with the movement 

of my body. All the time, the guard keeps screaming.  

“Is this the way you’re going to start out? Is this the way you’re going to continue? You think you can come into 

my platoon and pull this crap? You will give me twenty push-ups!” 

By the time the guard lets me up, I am a scared, sobbing mess with snot running down my face. I’m glad no one I 

know is here to witness this.  

They march us into dinner—some kind of vile stew on a hunk of corn bread. Guards yell at kids who try to throw 



food away. I drown the mess in ketchup and choke it down. We eat in silence. I keep my eyes on my plate and off the 

bald heads around me. I try not to think about my friends.  

After supper we are marched some more. Then we run to the barracks for Confrontation.  

“You are expected to rat on each other,” the platoon captain says.  

She stands at the front of the room while all fifty of us sit stiffly on benches. No slouching is allowed.  

“If you see someone doing something they shouldn’t, and you don’t report it, you will be punished. If you are the 

first to tell us of a transgression, you may get a reward. A cookie with lunch. A fifteen-minute rest break in the middle of 

a work detail. Things you will come to appreciate as luxuries here at the Boot.”  

Immediately, a girl jumps to her feet.  

“This Prisoner Chapelle wishes to state that she saw Prisoner Williams slacking off during Physical Training.”  

“Prisoner Williams. Front and center.”  

Prisoner Williams, whose first name I don’t know, marches to the front of the room and spins sharply on her heels.  

“Is this true?”  

“Yes, Captain.”  

“Drop and do twenty-five.”  

I watch in fascination as girl after girl stands up to accuse other platoon members. On and on it goes. I can’t believe 

the enthusiasm. Lots of girls snitch on each other. Now and then a guard hands out a coupon for a cookie, an extra water 

break, or ten minutes with a newspaper. The rewards suck. Why do they bother? It’s like kindergarten—everyone eager 

to tattle to the teacher.  

At 8:15, we run to the lavatory for a final wash, then into the dormitory. The large room is divided by cubicles that 

reach as high as my neck. I look out over a sea of disembodied bald heads sticking up over the walls. Each cubicle has a 

bunk bed and two small cupboards. I am assigned a top bunk. To sleep, we wear t-shirts and army skivvies. Everything 

is done in silence, and by whistle. I keep my eyes on my bunk mate to learn what to do. One whistle blast and we stand 

at attention by our beds. Two blasts and we change quickly, folding our clothes and putting them away on a shelf in a 

small cupboard. Then we stand at attention again. Three blasts and we hop into bed, sitting bolt upright, legs under the 

covers.  

A guard recites a prayer.  

“We thank you, oh Lord, for the opportunity to become good citizens and to stop disappointing the people who 

love us. Amen.”  

Then, in unison, all the girls put their heads on their pillows, the lights go out, and there is silence.  

It is 8:30.  

The party at home is just getting started. I stare up into the semidarkness. I try to take my mind there—to the 

music, the dancing, the money I would make selling drugs for Kicker. I almost manage it. I’ve almost transported myself 

when the guard barks at a girl for asking to go to the latrine without using the proper wording: “This Prisoner Jackson 

requests permission...” The party disappears, and I am back in prison.  

I fight off, of all things, homesickness. They didn’t come to see me after I was sentenced, so why should I think 

of them now? They won’t rescue me. None of these other girls have been rescued by their families. The forty-nine restless 

bodies in the bunks around me sigh, cry out in their sleep, or sniff into their pillows. And all night long, a guard sits at an 

elevated table, watching our torment.  

It’s a long night, but the darkness and the quiet soothe my head, and I manage to drift away from time to time. I 

realize that here, sleep will be my best friend.  

The morning siren goes off. Glaring florescent lights go on above us. Guards bang their truncheons on our metal 



bunks. All around me, the girls sit up and yell. We leap to attention at the entrance to our cubicles for the morning count.  

Then it’s a mad dash to the latrines, where there are no mirrors, thank God. And we jump into our sweats and run 

into line. I get mixed up. I forget who I’m supposed to stand behind—all the bald heads look alike—and I get my first 

reprimand of the day. The clock reads 4:35.  

We jog out of our barracks into the chilled morning air and join the other platoons on the parade grounds for PT 

and a run. I don’t want the guys to see me with my head shaved, even though I don’t know them, even though everyone 

else’s head is shaved, including all of theirs. Spotlights shine down on us from above—a whole yard full of bald-headed 

kids doing push-ups, sit-ups, jumping jacks, and lunges.  

“For those of you who have just arrived, I’ll explain,” the warden says through a megaphone. “You are standing 

in front of the Supermax Unit of the prison. Some of you will end up in this building because you are unwilling to change 

your lives. In this building, you will be confined to your cell twenty-three hours a day. I guarantee that when you are 

sitting there, listening to me make this little speech every morning, you will wish you had taken advantage of the 

opportunity you have here today.”  

Then he starts reciting something and everyone joins in. It’s some kind of motto.  

 

Every morning in Africa, a gazelle wakes up.  

It knows it must run faster than the fastest lion, or it will be killed.  

Every morning, a lion wakes up also.  

It knows it must outrun the slowest gazelle or it will starve to death.  

It doesn’t matter whether you are a lion or a gazelle.  

When the sun comes up, you had better be running.  

 

Then, we run. I was on the track-and-field team in junior high, but by high school I had Kicker and other things to 

think about. The run is slow, but I still lag behind, and no amount of screaming by the guards will make me move faster. 

My headache is gone, but my mood isn’t good, and I step it up just to avoid punching someone.  

Lunch is more swill on a shingle. Then it is time for Stripes.  

 “These are the Stripes of Shame,” the platoon captain says, holding up a smock with bold black and white stripes 

across it and a big letter P on the back. “These are the only garments made especially for this prison. Some of you will 

make them during your work duty. You wear these while performing community service. They show the taxpayers of this 

state that their money is being well spent. Today, this platoon will be picking up trash in a city park. You will be chained. 

You will be guarded. And you will be silent. Any attempt to engage in conversation with a non-prisoner will be interpreted 

as an attempt to escape. And you do not want that.”  

I put on my smock. We are loaded into trucks, and I’m shackled to the girl next to me. I notice that her hair is 

fuzzy with stubble and I wonder how long it will take for mine to grow that much. 

“I used to work in a video store,” she says. “I saw everything.”  

“I saw some army movies on TV too,” I whisper back.  

“Everything old is new again. I’m Julie Martin. I sleep under you but you probably didn’t notice. Cocaine 

possession. I was holding it for my stupid boyfriend.”  

“Krysta Walters,” I introduce myself. “Busted selling ecstasy to an undercover. For my boyfriend.”  

“Two smart operators,” says Julie. “Most girls are in here because of their crappy taste in guys.”  

The guard comes closer and we shut up.  

I’m glad the Boot is on the other side of the state from my home. No one I know is likely to see me here, chained 



to a row of girls, all dressed alike, all bald heads and prison caps. The guards hand us garbage bags, and we go to work, 

cleaning up one area, and then moving as a group to another. The park is one of those neighborhood parks, with moms 

and kids at swings and old people on benches. And some teens cutting class and smoking on top of picnic tables, just like 

I used to, back when I was free.  

“That’s what will happen to you if you keep being bad.”  

A mother is talking to her two small daughters. The girls stare at me, fingers in their mouths. With their mother 

right behind them, they have more curiosity than fear.  

“You were bad,” the biggest of the little girls says, pointing at me and giggling.  

She picks up a handful of grass and throws it at me. Her younger sister does the same, and tufts of dead leaves, 

sticks, and pebbles fly in my direction. Their mother doesn’t stop them.  

At the halfway point in the afternoon, one by one we are unchained and taken to the park’s bathroom. When I 

wash my hands, I get my first look at my new self in the mirror. My ears and eyes are too big and my head is too small. I 

don’t recognize myself. There’s nothing of me that stares back in the reflection. None of it seems real.  

Two girls my age—not prisoners, real girls—come in and start to fuss with their hair and makeup. They catch me 

staring at them, and they also see the guard behind me, gripping my clothes so I can’t run away. They go silent, and when 

I am yanked back out to the chain gang, I can hear the laughter burst out of them. It sounds like the laughter that’s burst 

out of me when I’ve made fun of someone I didn’t care about hurting.  

I don’t know those girls, I say to myself. None of this will get back to my friends. It’s small comfort.  

This evening is the same as the last, and the next day is the same as this one. I stop being a newbie when some of 

the girls graduate—or get kicked out—and replacements are brought in to fill their bunks. On Sundays, there’s mandatory 

chapel. On days we don’t do Stripes, we do schoolwork. And then there’s Addictions Work; this consists mostly of 

plowing through thick workbooks, where we read about the effects of marijuana and other illegal drugs on our brains and 

fill in units like “List the names of the people you have hurt.”  

We don’t think anybody actually reads the notebooks. We figure they just check to make sure that we’ve filled in 

the blanks with something. One of the girls adds “Mickey Mouse” and “Donald Trump” to her list, and she gets into so 

much trouble that the rest of us do our work as we are supposed to.  

I can do six months of this, I tell myself, over and over.  

It’s six months of this or three years in prison.  

I can do six months of this.  

The faces of my platoon-mates become recognizable. I even begin to forget that we should have hair. We get 

shaved once a month, so just when I start to feel normal again, it’s gone. There’s no hope of looking good when I get out. 

The only letters that come are from my family, and I throw those away without reading them. The letters come to 

me already open, and I begin to suspect that the guards are keeping the gifts my friends promised to send.  

“No gifts allowed,” Julie says, when I grumble to her. “No candy, no magazines, no letters except from family. 

Didn’t they tell you?”  

“They can’t tamper with the mail,” I say. “That’s a crime.”  

Julie just smiles and goes back to folding her laundry according to regulations, stacking it neatly in her little 

cupboard. She’s been here for three months and has given up.  

“And this Confrontation thing,” I whisper. “Why is everyone so enthusiastic?”  

I’m on a roll and keep talking, even though I risk getting Julie into trouble. She does a quick check on the guard. 

She’s yelling at someone on the other side of the dormitory.  

“When else do we get to talk?” she asks.  



It’s true. No talking is the rule for all day, every day, unless we’re asked a direct question by one of the guards. 

We find ways—a comment or two here and there. But whispered and furtive, not a real conversation. I know almost 

nothing about the girls in my platoon, except that they all seem to have given up. Now and then someone will stand up to 

a guard or refuse to get out of bed or try to flirt with someone from the boys’ platoons (absolutely forbidden), but mostly 

they all go along to get along.  

“We’re just doing their work for them,” I say. “In Confrontation, I mean. Wouldn’t it be great if we all stop, if no 

one has anything to say?”  

“They’ve been at this a lot longer than you have,” Julie says, then she walks away from me to report to the guard 

that her laundry is put away.  

I get an idea. Every prison needs a hero, someone who will stand up to the system. It’s in all the prison movies. 

They can send me back to regular prison for doing something, but how could they punish me for not doing something, 

not talking in Confrontation?  

I’d get everyone else to keep silent—even just once! That will show these guards who’s really in charge. The 

captain will ask, “Who has something to bring to our attention?” and we will all sit in absolute silence, staring straight 

ahead while the captain bellows and screams.  

I laugh out loud at the thought of it—not too loud. And for the next two days, every time I think of it, I get a hot 

rush of excitement. I think about it so intensely that I complete the five-mile run without having to stop once to catch my 

breath.  

I start to mention it to a few girls during Stripes, when we’re pulling trash from the yard and gardens around a 

hospital. It’s easiest to talk then.  

“Let’s all be silent during Confrontation,” I say. “Why should we turn on each other? It’s us against them, not us 

against us.”  

They all say it’s a good idea and they’ll pass it along.  

Confrontation comes, and I’m sitting on the hard bench, back straight, waiting for the fun to begin.  

“Who has something to report?” the platoon captain asks.  

Prisoner Faber raises her hand, and marches out, front and center.  

“This Prisoner Faber wishes to state that Prisoner Walters was urging her to remain silent during Confrontation.”  

Another hand goes up, and another. One by one, all the girls I spoke to—except Julie—proudly rat me out in 

exchange for a coupon for one lousy store-bought oatmeal cookie.  

“Do you think you are smarter than we are, Prisoner?” the captain yells at me as I stand alone in front of the whole 

platoon. “Is this the same brilliant thinking that landed you in here? Do you really think you can disrupt the smooth 

running of my platoon? It’s sandwich boards for you. Two weeks.” 

I find out what sandwich boards are at the next meal. I have to stand in the dining hall with two heavy boards 

hanging from my shoulders. The boards read, “Anti-Social.” I have to eat while I stand. It’s uncomfortable and 

embarrassing. I know everyone is looking at me, and for the first few days, I keep my eyes down so I don’t have to see 

them staring. When I finally start looking around, I realize that I am being totally ignored. Everyone else’s eyes are down. 

I don’t know if this makes me feel better or worse. It all feels pretty pointless.  

A week into my punishment, I’m joined at the front of the dining hall by a boy. His sandwich boards read, “Slob.” 

He stands beside me for three days. I never learn his name.  

It’s a relief when I can finally sit down again to eat. I want to say something about it to my tablemates. I want to 

ask them if they missed me. But they keep their eyes on their plates.  

I flash on all those times my parents wanted me to eat at the table with them, but I’d take my plate to the TV room 



and turn on some rerun. I don’t like to think this way. I make my mind blank and let the routine carry me along.  

I even join in the ratting during Confrontation. Nothing major, nothing that gets anyone into real trouble. But after 

a while I get tired of being screamed at and punished for my lack of participation. I have to start playing along.  

“Accuse me,” Julie suggests. “Get them off your back.”  

So I accuse Julie of not lining up her boots properly at night. Julie gets fifteen push-ups, and the guards leave me 

alone for a while.  

After that, the days are all the same. I learn to tune out the screaming guards. My body gets used to the exercise, 

to the morning siren, to the nasty food, to sleeping soundly in a room with so many others. Life at the Boot starts to feel 

normal.  

I forget my friends’ faces. “We’ll write to you,” they said, but they probably didn’t even try. And Kicker has surely 

found someone else to sell his little pills for him. They’re all having fun without me, and I can’t remember why I thought 

they wouldn’t.  

I stop counting the days, and I don’t think too much. The letters from home stop coming. I guess they got tired of 

writing and never getting a response. 

We’re deep into summer now, deep into what would have been summer vacation. My platoon is doing Stripes 

work, chain-ganging along the side of a country road. We’ve been here for two weeks. People honk at us on their way to 

the cottage or the lake. Some people do more. Some swear at us and throw things. Prisoner Edson is badly bruised by a 

full can. Prisoner Ransome gets burned in the face by a lit cigarette.  

We even get regulars. As long as they don’t try to approach us, the guards don’t keep them from stopping nearby. 

One guy sits in his car and stares at us for an hour before driving away again. It’s funny at first, then just creepy. Groups 

of kids sit on the hood and roof of their cars, making rude comments and throwing fresh trash down for us to pick up.  

One lady stops every day to offer us water and juice, which the guards always refuse. She calls out to us, things 

like, “Days will get better” and “Don’t give up hope” and “You’re all strong women!” Then she sits in her car and cranks 

up her CD player so we can have music while we work. It’s good music, too. A little old, but still good.  

Mostly, I keep my back to the road and pull up the weeds and the garbage. I whisper complaints to my chain-mates 

about people being jerks, too lazy to toss their McDonald’s wrappers into a trash can. I’m embarrassed that I used to do 

the same thing all the time, way back in my former life.  

I am picking up garbage under a tree, trying to ignore the ache in my back, when I hear the chirping. I look around 

for the source, and at first I can’t find it. Then, as I clear away more weeds and junk, I see it. A baby bird has fallen from 

its nest.  

“Julie,” I whisper. “Come and look.”  

Julie is right there, tugging along the next girl on the chain and the next. And then there are twelve of us on that 

stretch of chain, all gathered around the little bird.  

“It looks like us,” someone says, and she’s right. The bird is bald, with big eyes, and it can’t do anything for itself.  

“Let’s keep it,” Prisoner Thomas suggests. “We’ll raise it. A barracks’ pet.” 

We start to debate the idea but don’t get very far.  

“What’s going on here? Get back to work! Who told you to take a break?”  

The guard comes down the line, swinging her truncheon around her head. We break up our circle so she can see 

what we’ve found. The baby bird looks up at our circle of faces and chirps. Scared and sweet. The guard brings her 

truncheon down to it, nudging it gently.  

“It doesn’t look hurt,” she says. “Just stunned. Where’s the nest?”  

We look around. We hear more chirping but can’t see a nest until we see the mother bird—a starling, I think—



heading into a hollow part of the tree.  

“You can’t touch it with your hands,” the guard says. “The mother will reject it. Look around for a bit of board or 

something flat to scoop it up with.”  

We spread out, as far as our chains will let us. There’s plenty of garbage to choose from. Prisoner Williams finds 

an old pizza box. We work together to tear it into a bird-sized scoop. I try to hand it to the guard.  

She shakes her head. “You do it,” she says.  

Slowly, carefully, we get the bird onto the bit of cardboard. It’s hard to get up the tree all chained together. Prisoner 

Donaldson is the smallest. We all boost her up, and she gently tips the baby bird into the hollow, into the nest with the 

rest of its family.  

“It’s home,” she says. “We got it home.” 

We stand around the tree, looking up at the hollow.  

“I saw a bluebird once,” Julie says. “You don’t get to see them very often.”  

“I saw a bald eagle in a zoo,” someone else says. “It didn’t look happy.”  

“Birds shouldn’t be kept in cages,” the guard says, without yelling. She actually smiles at us. “Well done, girls.”  

We go back to work. We clean up the mess that others have made and keep our eyes open for other fallen birds.  

In Confrontation that evening, when the captain asks, “Does anyone have anything to report?” my hand is the first 

one in the air.  

Front and center, I say, “This Prisoner Walters wishes to state her appreciation to her platoon members for helping 

to save the bird today.” Then I turn sharply on my heels and go back to my seat.  

No one says a word. I see the guards looking at each other, wondering how to respond.  

Julie puts her hand up, and goes to the front. “This Prisoner Martin wishes to state she is grateful for Prisoner 

Sanchez’s encouragement during the morning run.”  

Julie goes back to her seat. We start looking at each other, trying to guess what the guards will do.  

Prisoner Blackstone marches up and thanks her teacher for helping her to learn long division. Prisoner Parry thanks 

the gardening crew for keeping the flowers blooming so nicely.  

I see our Stripes guard put a hand over her mouth to hide a smile.  

“Aren’t you the cheerful little ladies, tonight?” the platoon captain snarls. “Anyone else?”  

A fairly new girl goes to the front, pivots smartly, and says, “This Prisoner Heydon would like to thank her cubicle 

mate for teaching her how to keep her clothes tidy.”  

“Confrontation’s over!” shouts the captain.  

We are sent out for twenty minutes of extra marching to fill up the time.  

But there was no ratting. And, just this once, we have got away with it.  

After lights out, I lie on my bed, listening to the other girls settling in around me. I think about the little bird, back 

in its home. I hope the mother bird hasn’t rejected it.  

Maybe I’ll write to my family tomorrow. I’d like to tell them about the bird.  

I close my eyes and try to get some sleep.  

Four-thirty comes awfully early. 

 

 

Deborah Ellis 

 


