The First Three Days 
OR: A Little Bit Closer to Feeling Fine
By Lynn Marie Norris
The recruiter claimed the U.S. Navy would provide journalism experience, send me overseas, and pay for my college education. All I had to do was give four years of my life. So, I signed a contract under the U.S. Navy Delayed Entry Program a few days after finishing my junior year of high school.

My classmates thought I’d gone insane. "Lynn Lape in the military?" they laughed. "You've got to be kidding." As a short, chubby girl with glasses who was best known for writing poetry, running like a chicken and being a klutz in general, I didn’t seem like typical fighting material. But, somehow, I thought I had what it took to make it.

At 3 a.m., or 0300 hours military time, on July 1, 1983, I arrived at the U.S. Navy Recruit Training Center in Orlando, Florida, with seven other recruits who’d accompanied me on the flight from Buffalo, New York. During the journey, we’d been rowdy and animated, talking excitedly about our future dreams. Now we were silent, studying our new surroundings. With the help of a few streetlights, we could just make out two massive, empty parking lots and several horseshoe-shaped structures.


An ensign approached us and checked our identifications. She then led us into a building and told us to empty our bags and prepare for inspection. A petty officer picked up my ChapStick and put it in the trash. "Why are you taking that?" I asked him. 


"People hide drugs in those sometimes," he replied. 


Wow, I never would’ve thought of that. How interesting!
He took a small pocketknife from the recruit next to me, and she began to cry. "My grandpa gave that to me. He died last year, and this is all I have from him. Will I get it back?" she asked.


"Nope. I'm sorry. But you should’ve known better than to bring a weapon here," he said before leaving the room.


The ensign gave each of us a plastic cup. "I want you to go into the bathroom and urinate in these," she announced. "For security purposes, an attendant will watch you pee. You won’t be assigned a bunk until you provide us with a urine sample." Fortunately, I was able to comply immediately, so by 0400 I was asleep. Another recruit needed to relieve herself but had difficulty doing so with someone watching. She was in the bathroom for ten hours.

At 0600, a loud horn woke me. "Reveille! Reveille! All hands rise and shine!" someone shouted. I groaned, opened my eyes, and realized I was in a room with 40 bunk beds arranged in two rows of 20 each. I dragged myself up, brushed my teeth, combed my hair, and put on wrinkled clothes from my bag. 


Seventy-eight other women were in the room. As I talked with them, I found that each had her own reasons for enlisting. One said she joined because her fiancé committed suicide the month before. Another told me she was tired of being a kindergarten teacher. Another said her entire family was in the military and so it was expected of her — she’d rather have been a ballerina. 

Suddenly, a loud whistle assaulted our ears. Two women wearing white uniforms with red armbands barged in and shouted, "Hit the line!" I had no idea what that meant, but since the other recruits stood at attention in front of their bunks, I did the same. 


"I have good news," one of the women said. "We now have enough of you to start a company. I’m Petty Officer Hearn and this," she said, pointing to the other woman, "is Petty Officer Bolner. You are Company KO91, and we are your Company Commanders, CCs for short. You’re to call us Ma'am. Understood?"


"Yes Ma'am!" we shouted. The CCs took roll, then lead us outside, where they showed us how to stand in formation, then march. Hearn chanted cadence. "Yooooour left and your right and your left and your right and your left. Uh, huh. Left and your riiiiiight. Left and your riiiiiight. Your right, your left." As I be-bopped along, enjoying the fresh air on that beautiful morning, I decided marching was fun. Then the recruit behind me stepped on my heel. I turned my head, gave her a dirty look, and kept marching. She stepped on my heel again. I wondered what her problem was. My heels were sore when we reached the chow hall fifteen minutes later. We were told to eat fast, since we'd get only 20 minutes to consume meals. So, we wolfed down our food the Navy way. 

After breakfast, we learned the parking lots were called “grinders,” and they were made for marching. During the next few hours, my heels were stepped on constantly, and the CCs screamed, "Lape, get in step!" many times. Through this I learned something new about myself — I had two left feet! Marching was to become an endless source of frustration. I never did figure out how to get in step and eventually earned the nickname "Lefty Lape."

At lunch I was excited to see fried chicken. Oh, yum! After taking a bite, I mused, “This fried chicken is delicious, but somehow it doesn’t taste right.”

“That’s because it’s not chicken, honey. It’s rabbit,” said the recruit next to me. I thought of my best friend’s pet bunny, Peter Cottontail. He liked to sit on the couch with us and eat potato chips out of our hands. Suddenly I didn’t find the “chicken” appetizing anymore. But, still hungry, I reached toward the peanut butter that was always kept on the table. Another recruit got to the jar first and spread its entire contents on her watermelon. I was shocked.

We marched back to the barracks and hit the line. Bolner told us the walls were "bulkheads," the doors were "hatches," the windows were "portholes," the stairs were “ladders,” the bathroom was "the head," and the bunks were “racks.”
"If anyone refers to these things by another name or uses the word ‘OK,’ she must ‘talk’ to Oscar," Hearn said, pointing at a huge empty metal trash can in front of the CCs office. Since the word "OK" was a big part of my vocabulary, Oscar and I were soon to become great friends. In the weeks ahead, I spent many hours with my head inside Oscar's mouth reciting, "I will not say OK, Ma'am one. I will not say OK, Ma'am two, etc.," as Oscar's echo rang through my ears.


"And now," Hearn continued, "we will tell you about your racks. A rack is for sleeping in, nothing more. During the day, you are not to sit in your rack or even touch it. Anyone who does so will have to spend time with Oscar."


"Excuse me, Ma'am, but where should we sit then," one of the recruits asked. 

"On the deck, of course," answered Bolner, before proceeding to teach us how to make our racks the Navy way. She explained that for everything, there was “the right way, the wrong way, and the Navy way.” 

The second day of bootcamp, we were issued Navy uniforms. During bootcamp we wore the dungaree work ensemble, which consisted of a light blue long-sleeved chambray shirt, high-waisted bell-bottomed jeans with patch pockets on the front and back, a black web belt, a dark wool garrison cap, black socks, and black steel-toed work boots. I thought I’d look sharp in a uniform, but instead, I appeared fat and dorky. I didn’t mind the shirt, but the cut of the pants was unflattering, making me look 20 pounds heavier. The cap felt hot and scratchy and came to a point in the middle of the forehead, leaving an odd triangle-shaped tan line. The shoes were chunky and heavy, causing me to change my gait from a glide to a clomp, making my inability to march in step more obvious.  
The CCs taught us how to stencil our surnames on our garments. One recruit accidentally placed her name an inch too high on all her shirts. When the CCs saw her error, they made her stencil her name again in the correct spot. Henceforth, she was known as "Thompson Thompson."


After this, the CCs taught us how to shine our shoes, polish our belt buckles, and fold our uniforms. I learned that, to the Navy, nothing was sacred. Even my bras and panties had to be stenciled, folded and stacked the Navy way, and placed on a shelf in full view.


On the third day of bootcamp, the Navy cut my hair, because at that time it was forbidden for female recruits to have hair long enough to touch the collar of their uniforms. I cried as my long, wavy locks fell to the floor. Er, I mean, the deck. So much for that expensive perm I’d saved up for! When I looked in the mirror, my head seemed small. I felt naked. Female recruits had one consolation, however. When we marched by the male companies, we noticed their heads had been shaved. Boy, did they look geeky!


The Navy issued a pair of nerdy black glasses to every recruit with vision problems. I had the privilege of wearing these lovely things, which were called "birth control glasses" for obvious reasons. Did I mention that they’re indestructible? I'm sure I wasn’t the only recruit to throw them on the floor and stomp on them. Too bad it didn’t work.

That afternoon, we hit the line and Bolner collected our cosmetics and skincare products, threw them into the trash and said, "In bootcamp, we have no time for vanity." 



As I lay in my rack that night trying to sleep, I thought of my family and friends. What would they think if they could see me now? Would they even recognize me? I’d never felt so ugly and humiliated, and feared losing my identity. Now the only thing that was mine was a surname I’d never liked that was stenciled on some uniforms. 
I thought of “Triplets,” a song featured in the 1974 movie That’s Entertainment, only I altered some of the lyrics in my head to fit the present situation: 
We do everything alike, we look alike, we dress alike
We walk alike, we talk alike and what is more

We hate our CCs very much

We hate Oscar

We're sick of jokes about what an art it is to tell us apart
We eat the same kind of vittles
We drink from the same kind of glasses
We snarf it down together in the same chow hall, chow hall, chow hall . . . 
Nothing made sense anymore. I felt frustrated and began to cry, putting my pillow over my head to muffle the sobs so no one would hear and think I was a wuss. To my surprise, I heard sniffles coming from other racks. I wasn’t alone. Many of the women felt as stupid, confused and embarrassed as me.


Suddenly, one of them shouted, "THIS SUCKS!!!!

Then we all laughed. And I knew I was going to be OK. Er, I mean, fine.
