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PROLOGUE










She was dumbstruck—and afraid. As he ranted and raved, she found herself drifting outside of her own body until she could almost see herself cowering from his verbal assault. He’d been angry before, but this was the first time she believed he’d actually resort to physical violence.

When his temper had flared in the past, she would just bide her time until he cooled off. He would yell for fifteen or twenty minutes and then it was over. But now, there was a look in his eyes she’d never seen—a look of pure hatred. The way he had physically dragged her into her apartment from the front steps, unexpectedly and violently, took her by complete surprise. Why he was angry, she still didn’t know, but whatever the reason, his violent mood was clearly cause for alarm.

He was incoherent as he screamed at her, making it impossible for her to decipher the reason for his tirade; and, without a reason, she could not begin to defend herself against his maniacal arraignment. Each time the words, “slut,” “whore,” and “tramp” burst from his mouth rapid-fire and into her face, accompanied by a spray of spittle, she would recoil with shock and confusion. Not a docile person by nature, Alice would have never imagined herself in this situation six months ago; but somehow, being with Hud, something inside her had inexplicably changed.

The change was gradual and unexpected as he transitioned from an easy-going Texan gentleman to a jealous, short-tempered control freak. Little by little, his ego had become more fragile and his will more demanding, while hers seemed to simply fade away. Over time she had learned to tune out his tantrums, realizing they’d eventually fizzle out, and in no time he’d be as sweet as ever—until the next time. She found it just wasn’t worth fighting with him because he refused to stop until she surrendered. And then they’d have the obligatory make-up sex.

Generally speaking, their relationship was good—it didn’t hurt that he was strikingly gorgeous and decent in bed—so she blindly accepted his temper as an inconvenient idiosyncrasy of his. Most of the time, she considered herself envied to have landed such a hunk; but now, her heart felt like it was pounding right out of her chest as fear dumped pure adrenaline into her system and she found herself in the most unenviable situation.

She was extremely worried and growing more so by the minute. Practically terrified was more accurate. She’d never seen him so riled up before. A small part of her was concerned that his yelling and screaming would draw unfavorable attention to them, and the rest of her was desperately praying it would. He was acting way beyond crazy. If only he would slow his ranting down a bit so she could understand what all the commotion was about, maybe she could somehow set him straight. But all she could make out was “fucking slut!” “whore!,” “tramp!” and “cunt!”

Alice just could not begin to imagine what was so terrible that could turn him into such a raving lunatic. At the risk of escalating his foul mood, though, she didn’t dare say anything in fear of saying the wrong thing. She merely stood there, taking the abuse and waiting for a coherent clue to his madness. Any thoughts of escape were quashed in an attempt to understand why he was so angry.

With her concentration focused so intensely on his face and straining to hear some words to tie the offensive words to a meaningful context, Alice failed to see the quick raise of his hand before he struck her hard against the face. The sudden blow from the palm of his hand made startling contact to her jaw, and was swiftly followed by the back of his hand, landing hard on her ear. She crumpled to the floor, but not before the corner of the wood coffee table caught her back, cracking her ribs and violently forcing all her breath out.

As she lay sprawled on the floor, gasping for air, she thought he was still screaming at her, though she couldn’t be sure. Through the pain, blurred vision and the struggle to regain her breath, Alice could barely see his red face, and couldn’t begin to hear him over the roar of agony from within her own body. The betrayal was absolute.

She struggled to right herself but was immediately met by his combat boot, smashing with full force into her shoulder blade before slamming again with equal force into her back. Her body exploded with pain as she fell back to the floor.

At the moment he brutally pulled her up from the floor by her hair and neck, she realized her life had just become a nightmare—and she didn’t even know why. This was something that happened to other women—pitiful, helpless and stupid women. She was none of those—or was she?

She tried to defend the blows, but he was too strong and too incensed to fend off. At five foot ten, despite her excellent physical condition, Alice was no match for Hud’s muscular six two frame in normal circumstances, let alone at this desperate moment fueled by enraged insanity.

She was afraid he was going to kill her. She was certain of it. But at that moment, she simply wanted to know why she was going to die. As she struggled to bring the words to her swelling lips to ask him “why,” something he said, suddenly and with startling clarity, cut through the chaos. It was as if the flurry of his slaps and punches knocked her out of submission and into a strange state of lucidity. Or perhaps the physical act of beating her had slowed his speech; but whatever the reason, Hud’s words abruptly became very clear to her and she finally realized what he’d been raging about and why he was acting so deranged. As she passed out all she could think was, “Oh my god.”
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Alice awoke to silence, and for a moment could not remember where she was, why she was there, and for several moments, even who she was. The room was a blur; her body ached to its core while some elusive emotion unknown to her at that moment raged beneath the surface. She pulled her arms beneath her and tried to prop herself up, but the pain was intense. What the hell had happened to her?

And then, she remembered. In an instant the brutal episode swept down upon her like a sudden storm. She sat straight up as if she’d been hit with a jolt of electricity, momentarily oblivious to the pain. She quickly took inventory of the room. Her head spun as she tried to focus. She was pretty sure Hud was gone, or at least she hoped he was—because if he came back, she was certain he’d finish the job. She had to get out of there, and fast.

The instinct to survive, followed by a healthy burst of adrenaline immediately took over. The taste of blood was overwhelming, and every inch of her body throbbed with pain; yet, slowly and with full determination, she pulled herself up off the floor. Myriad pains attacked her battered body, shooting through her like a thousand sharp little daggers, but she didn’t stop. She winced and clenched her teeth to stave off the bile forming in her gut; but those pains were nothing compared to the pain of betrayal. Even that emotion paled in comparison to the extreme hatred she was feeling at that moment. She would never understand how one human being could beat another, nor would she ever understand how she had allowed it to happen to her. But what was beyond understanding, and bordered on pure and absolute evil, was why she had been beaten.

The reason gave her superhuman strength as she dragged her pummeled and disheveled body up and limped out the door. Somebody was going to pay, goddamn it—and big time.











ONE




Dear Diary




Every mile pulled her further and further from her hometown, and pushed her closer to a place she really didn’t want to return. With every mile, her heart ached just a little more. There wasn’t a choice for her, though, and she knew it. She could have stayed in LA, and continued living a faux civilian life, but sooner or later Uncle Sam would catch up with her. The consequences of that, versus just going back and dealing with the shit waiting for her back at base, were formidable. The result of either decision was prison, only one was real and the other just felt like it most of the time.

Alice reached under the glove compartment, and pulled the eight-track tape out of the player just as Three Dog Night was just beginning its third loop. She casually tossed it into the back seat, and pawed through the mess in her front seat for another. Finally, after rejecting David Bowie’s Ziggy Stardust, Elton Johns’ Honky Tonk Chateau and The Eagles’ Hotel California, she settled on Billy Joel’s Piano Man. She was in the mood for some of Billy’s stories. On the road for nearly seven hours, already, Alice still had another twelve or so to go before she reached her destination, deep in the heart of Texas. 

Not an early riser by nature, Alice was beginning to feel the effects of her before dawn departure, and the all-nighter she had pulled with her sister Eve. She just couldn’t bring herself to say good-bye—neither of them could. Tears welled at the idea of leaving her adored big sister and the life she loved in Los Angeles.

What on earth had she been thinking when she signed up for the military? It was a question she asked herself nearly every single day. Everyone said she was crazy when she shared her plans to enlist with them. Too bad she was so stubborn and refused to believe them before it was too late. At the time, it seemed like the perfect plan. But, as Eve was always quick to remind her, “The best laid plans always get laid, Allie.” Hearing Eve’s voice in her head made her smile.

Alice looked at her watch and had to ponder for a moment, deciding whether it was eleven or twelve. Had she gone through a time zone yet? She calculated she was still about an hour out of Arizona so she was still in the Pacific Time zone. Eleven o’clock. Well, at least she didn’t have to figure out Daylight Savings yet. Now there was a stupid idea if she’d ever heard one, she mused. What lame-brain had come up with that amazing waste of time and energy? Someone somewhere had to be making money off screwing around with the time twice a year—it’s the only explanation that made any sense at all as far as Alice was concerned.

Still, it was close enough to lunchtime for her stomach to begin complaining rather raucously. Though she hated to stop for any reason when she was on a long trek, Alice conceded to the needs of her growling stomach and her car’s near empty gas tank. 

Just as she began to wonder when the next exit for services would be, she came upon a sign indicating she had yet another twenty-two miles to go. At an easy eighty mile an hour pace, she calculated she’d reach the exit in about fifteen minutes. That decided, for the next several miles Alice allowed her mind to drift back in time where she mentally savored memories of her extended visit in LA, and longed for an instantaneous reprise.
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The truck stop was surprisingly busy for the late hour, filled with truck drivers and weary travelers refueling for the next leg of their respective journeys. A cacophony of voices of every timbre mingled with the clatter of dishes and silverware as the aroma of truck stop fare mixed with cigarette smoke that hung heavy in the atmosphere. At the long grey-speckled Formica counter located in the middle of the large truck stop center, sandwiched between two cowboy truckers, Alice lazily pulled a drag on her cigarette, deep in contemplation. 

“You finished, Miss?” asked the middle-aged waitress with the wide shock of white in her somewhat bedraggled black beehive hairdo. She smoothed her stained white doily apron while she waited for Alice to answer.

Alice looked up at The Waitress, slightly startled out of her own little world by the polite intrusion. “Uh, yeah, sure,” she answered. ”Thanks,” she added, then flashed The Waitress a smile.

“You want dessert? More coffee?” The Waitress’ posture was relaxed as she inquired.

“No dessert, thanks, but definitely more caffeine. Oh, and the check, please. When you can,” Alice added quickly.

The Waitress nodded as she expertly scooped up Alice’s dish, only to return within seconds with a glass coffee pot. Alice was oblivious to the splashes of hot coffee as her attention turned to her diary. The black, cloth-bound book had been silently begging for her attention throughout her meal. She took a final drag on her cigarette before quickly grinding the butt into the newly emptied blue plastic ashtray, donned with the truck stop name. Alice turned the page of her last entry to a blank page, fished a Bic pen out of her purse, and began to write.
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4 April 76

Dear Diary, 

Well, it’s practically midnight and I’m in some hick truck stop in El Paso and the coffee is, well, it’s for shits! In another couple hours I guess I’ll be back at “Goodbuddy” with all the goat ropers, and gee, I can’t wait! I’m sort of worried about how things are gonna be since everything was so fucked up when I left.

I’m already missing Eve. Man, we had such a holy blast at home I almost considered going AWOL. She’s a weird sister sometimes, but of course she’s extremely cool, too. I really miss her. I always do.

I thought I could be away from her when I joined up, but that was so stupid of me. I guess missing Eve is the worst part about the AF. But I also can’t wait to see Em—seems like it’s been forever, and, anyway, she’s almost like a sister to me too—maybe more. Hmmm. It would be interesting to explore our friendship a bit more. Ha! Don’t I wish! 

Crap, I could just take a nap right here, but I’ve got to be at work by 0730 so… Shit. As tired as I am now I’ll probably bleed my ass off all day tomorrow! 

Anyway, I guess I better boogie now, D. I don’t need an Article 15 on top of the trouble I’ve got with those beggars at work. Well, here I go—before I know it I’ll be back in the fires of Hell.











TWO




Working Stiff




Em shouted over the blaring clock radio, giggling as she shook Alice’s shoulder roughly in an effort to wake her up. “Hey, Al, would you wake up and shut that crap off?”

Groggy and disoriented, Alice fought to pull herself out of the fog. “What?” she answered in her sleep as she wrestled, struggling to free herself of the sweaty arms and legs of Hud and the naked men. But as she awoke, Alice slowly came to the realization her captors were nothing but a combination of blankets and pajamas, twisted and wrapped around her drenched body.

“Wake up, Al.” Em insisted, jostling the still sleeping Alice again. “It’s time to get up… or you’re going to be late for work,” she insisted with gentle firmness. “And turn that stuff off, would you please?” Em gave Alice a good-natured shove before she turned and left the room.

“Oh… okay. Sure… no problem...” Alice continued to struggle with waking up as the clock radio blasted.

“It’s six-o-nine a.m., and a grrrreat morning in Saaan Aaaaang Aloooow, the grrrrowing me-trop-olis, right here in the hearrrt o’Texas!”

Alice groaned at the familiar radio patter. Ugh, who is he kidding? She clutched her pillow, snuggling into it as she curled up into a defiant ball. Maybe in a thousand years, dreamer. 

“This is Dave Stetson on KSNG bringing you grrrreat tunes to start yer day. That was Roofusss and Cha-ka-khan singing their hit “Stoponby” straight off the Rags ta Rufus album. Does that girl have a set o’pipes, or what? O-kay! Don’t forget, y’all, last week’s Best Picture Oscar winner, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, is coming back to town in case you missed it the first time.

Now fer a quick peek at taday’s weatherrr. We’re gonna have lots o’sunshine taday withuh high chanceuh thunnerstorms…”

Alice finally freed herself from tangled bedclothes and managed to stumble across the small bedroom to the blaring radio. She blindly fumbled with the blasting alarm clock, and searched for the off button.

“Annnnd… as ushull, there’s a tornada watch on from ’bout two p.m. ta…” 

Click.

Today was definitely not a day for Alice to mess with the seductive lure of her beloved snooze button. She groped her way back to the bed where she experienced several minutes of reality adjustment before reaching a state of total consciousness.

She sat up and perched on the edge of her bed, overwhelmed with a tremendous sense of relief that her predicament was only a dream. More like a nightmare, though, she conceded. She sighed heavily. Thank goodness she was finally awake.

With her eyes closed and head resting in her hands, Alice considered sleeping another thirty minutes as she reluctantly contemplated the day ahead. It was Monday, and her first day back to work after more than a month of leave, and she was completely drained. Nothing a few good nights of sleep couldn’t fix, or even one night, but that luxury would have to wait for at least another nine endless hours. Until then, Alice had a strong premonition the day looming ahead of her wasn’t going to be a very good one. Unless of course, she happened to run into Hud—the prick—then perhaps she’d have the pleasure of ruining his day.
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“Okay, let me see if I’ve got this right. You’re telling me in your dream you had a bunch of naked, painted guys trying to hug you to death…”

Alice's best friend, Em, was trying her best not to burst out laughing, covering her mouth as a precaution against involuntarily spraying a mouthful of food all over Alice. “…and Hud was in charge?”

“They weren’t trying to hug me… Well, okay, I don’t know what they were trying to do. Not exactly.” Alice was embarrassed after telling Em about her early morning nightmare; and she was painfully aware that Em was doing everything she could to keep a straight face, which was really beginning to annoy Alice.

“Like I said, they were just… kinda… groping me. And I couldn’t breathe and, well… it was a stupid dream. Never mind. And I didn’t say Hud was leading them—not exactly, anyway,” she added as an afterthought, and then quickly changed the subject. “Can you believe this food today? Yuck.”

“Are you kidding? What’s wrong with this food, man? I think it’s great. I mean this is just like, I don’t know, like what I imagine normal people would eat. Like having a regular mom cooking for you every day instead of a chef always making strange international and exotic dishes. That kind of stuff is probably great for adults, I guess, but for a kid, yuck! Man, I love this.” Em enthusiastically kept eating while she continued to extol the virtues of The Chow Hall menu. “You really missed it last week, Allie—they had my favorite—Chicken Chow Mein. It was alright!”

Em readjusted the paper napkins protecting her uniform—one tucked into her shirt collar, and one across her lap, ensuring her Class B uniform remained unscathed during lunch. Her regular work uniform consisted of a light blue, short-sleeved shirt and dark blue skirt that always, whether it was the beginning of her day or the end, looked fresh from the cleaners, and she intended to keep it that way. She was a fanatic about her uniform, which was always a source of amusement and awe for Alice. Em’s never-ending enthusiasm for Chow Hall food was another source of wonderment. Alice watched Em devour her lunch and inwardly cringed. She hated the food.

“Mmmm,” Alice gently mocked Em. “I can honestly say I did not miss Chow Hall while I was gone.”

“Well, anyway...” Em continued to eat heartily as she chided Alice. “I think the best part of your dream is your mom and Eve calling your name while you’re wrestling with the, how shall I say, boys-in-the-buff? Camouflaged boys-in-the-buff, at that—whoa! Hey, Al… did you see their…” Em leaned into Alice and whispered, “wieners?” A pink blush began to bloom in Em’s cheeks. “Or were you too busy trying to keep their big ol’ naked doodles from touching you to notice?” Completely blushing now at her own depraved mind, Em could barely contain herself and began to snicker while she wolfed her lunch.

“What?” Alice exclaimed. “Who taught you to talk like that, Mar-teeeen?” Alice landed hard on the last syllable of Em’s last name to emphasize her mock disgust. Em sometimes surprised Alice with her out-of-character blue humor—a pale shade of blue, but blue nonetheless—causing Alice to feign shock and dismay. “It appears that I’ve been gone much too long and someone has corrupted your mind. Who was it? Mitchell? Billy Boy? C’mon, ’fess up now.”

“Well, Alice… Hollywell… I was just wondering… and anyway, I think my teacher is sitting right in front of me!”

“Okay, okay—fine. I’m a bad influence. Terrible. Well, anyways, Miss Potty Mouth, I knew I shouldn’t have told you.” Alice chuckled to herself at the image she must have portrayed and Em’s disgusting version of it. “You are so sick,” she exclaimed.

“Well,” Em said with smug certainty, “I knew something was going on in your room this morning, because you don’t usually have your radio on so loud—at that hour, anyway.”

“Ha. Ha.” Alice’s clipped reply was thick with sarcasm.

“I just wish I would’ve popped my head in a lot earlier, man—I bet you were a sight! Rolling around fighting with all those naked, sweaty…” Em paused for effect, and then blurted, “Blankets!” Em slapped the table, fitfully fighting off the urge to howl with laughter.

Alice played with the food on her plate, ignoring Em. “Yeah, I guess I was. I sure felt like a sight.”

As tears of laughter began to slip out of the corners of Em’s eyes, she tried to push the mental picture she had of Alice’s wrestling match out of her head, but her efforts to hold in the laughter proved hopelessly unsuccessful.

Alice laughed hesitantly with her. “Hey, cut it out, it wasn’t that funny.” Her eyes darted around the room. “And, you’re causing a scene! Shut up, Mary-Mackenna!” she warned, using Em's given name.

Em dabbed her eyes with a napkin. “I wasn’t even sure if you were in there at all. You know,” she continued, “’cause I didn’t hear you come in last night. But, you know I didn’t want to just barge in, ’cause, well, you know—I mean, what if you had someone in there, right?” Em stopped speaking immediately. Oops. Why did she have to say that out loud? Suddenly the air around them filled with the dreaded awkward pause.

Em quickly tried to make a joke of her unintended revelation, betraying a hint of jealousy over the possibility that Alice might actually have spent the night with some guy. “That would have been real cool, right, Al? I mean, can you imagine me bursting in there right… in the middle… of…” Em’s effort to cover up her jealousy, however, was unsuccessful and Alice was not amused.

“I’m really sure I’m gonna have someone in my room right when I get back, Em. I mean, the very night I get back? Really?” She was well aware that even the possibility of an overnight guest would be a sore spot with her friend, and tried to show her disapproval of Em’s jealousy as gently as possible. “I’m not that easy. Gawd.”

“Well… I didn’t know, and I, well…” Em made a half-hearted attempt to continue her amusement, though the mood had shifted, taking a less than jovial turn. “Well, anyway… Hey, I’m just sorry I missed the big blanket wrestling show in there, you know?”

“Them’s the breaks, kid,” Alice scoffed, slightly hurt by Em’s query. “Listen, I didn’t get in until after four-thirty, which is why I’m bleedin’ my ass off right now… Besides, I didn’t wanna wake you. That’s all.”

“Sure…” Em replied, her eyes cast down, embarrassed. “I understand.”

They ate in silence for a long time, experiencing a painful awkwardness from being apart for over a month; but even with their discomfort, they were two friends who were much more comfortable together than apart.

Alice “Hollywood” Hollywell and Mary-Mackenna Martín, known simply as Em to her Air Force friends, had been best friends from almost the moment Em arrived on base two years earlier, fresh from an overseas tour. They arrived at Goodfellow Air Force Base only six months apart and were assigned as roommates shortly after becoming friends. Almost immediately they became nearly inseparable.

Surrounded by miles and miles of yellow-brown, empty land, and a preponderance of vagrant tumbleweeds, Goodfellow AFB was built in the middle of what were once vibrant ranch lands, populated predominantly by free-roaming sheep and goats for the first thirty years or so of the twentieth century.

Fifteen years after World War II, activity on Goodfellow’s small airstrip, The Flightline—its primary use being to train pilots—was slowed down considerably as modern jets demanded more modern landing strips. Rather than invest funding in a new airstrip, a state-of-the-art training facility was erected instead. The pilot school was moved to Arizona, and Goodfellow became a training center for the Security Service Command, educating intelligence gatherers and analysts from the Air Force, Army, Marines and Navy.

By the mid-seventies, the only visible aircraft left on Goodfellow was an F-86 fighter jet used during the Korean War, displayed in front of Wing Headquarters, resembling a large model airplane. A source of ridicule from the non-Air Force students who found it amusing, if not stupid, to be on an air base without airplanes, the monument was ultimately a cause for frequent bar brawls.

More than three-quarters of the base population were students: housed, fed and trained for three to four months before being shipped out for a minimum eighteen month overseas tour. In their place, another round of “slick sleeves” (military personnel lacking any rank for display on their uniforms), “pingers” (PNGs, or persona non gratas), “jeeps” (GPs, or general purpose) and “rookies” (first year recruits) hit the base to continue the cycle of instruction. They studied hard and played harder.

Their monthly paychecks were quite small in comparison to the outside world; still, they were hungry to spend every penny. Goodfellow and adjacent downtown San Angelo, however, offered little in the way of entertainment in which to spend their meager stipends. Driven by hot pockets and nervous energy, they sought out every opportunity afforded to them in the near-distant cities of Dallas, San Antonio and Austin. At the end of each month, on payday Friday afternoons, upon completion of their classes, students would exit en masse for various destinations throughout the state. Late Sunday, they would stream back onto the base, replete with exhaustion or lingering hangovers or both—their pockets empty, or sparse, until the next payday thirty days later.

Of the remaining base population made up of permanent party personnel—anyone who was stationed at the base full-time and not a student—three-quarters lived on base while the rest lived off-base with their families. Of those who lived on base, half were married with children living on the far side of the base in Family Housing. With most of the students gone, the population at Goodfellow thinned out considerably.

The minority who chose to remain on base would find themselves down at Lake Nasworthy in warm weather or the base recreation room in the winter. The rest simply lounged around their apartments or dorm rooms and watched television or listened to music. Despite being left sparsely populated each payday weekend on a regular basis, there always seemed to be some level of activity. Whether it was retired personnel coming on base to shop at the BX, also known as the Base Exchange, or a rousing, drunken game of pick up softball at the softball diamond following an afternoon beer bust, or porch parties at the apartments, there was always something going on. Weekends at Goodfellow AFB were extraordinarily predictable, and the population waxed and waned accordingly.

On Goodfellow, where everyone knew everyone, Alice and Em were inseparable and known simply as those California Girls. Except for their individual duty assignments on base, and Alice’s occasional and mostly random, short-lived love interests, they went everywhere and did everything together—on base and off. If you saw one, the other wasn’t far away. They were often mistaken as sisters—the very idea of which caused them to dissolve into hysterics because physically, their features could not be more dissimilar. Being from California, in particular, Los Angeles, was just about all they had in common. Although they grew up literally only miles from one another, they and their lives could not have been more different; yet, the uninitiated too often assumed them to be from the same mold.


2.2

From the heart and soul of Hollywood, Alice was the daughter of two working class, star-struck, dreamers who met and fell in love in Schwab’s Drugstore in 1952. Her mother, Evangeline “Ev” Larssen, former prom queen and wanna-be-actress, was a red-haired, blue-eyed beauty, a Norwegian farm girl from North Dakota. Alice’s father, the late Alistair Hollywell, for whom Alice was named, was a blond-haired, blue-eyed Scotch-Swede, big band singer and B-movie actor from Minnesota who was killed in an auto accident three months before she was born.

Alice’s parents were cream-of-the-crop Midwest transplants. With Alice’s large frame, long and wavy strawberry blonde hair, skin that tanned a dark brown in the summer, and grey-blue eyes that were capable of emitting incredible warmth or a steel coldness depending on the given situation, she was an absolute compliment to her parents’ genetic attributes. Slender and tall—five feet ten inches in bare feet—with strong Scandinavian features, Alice exuded an earthy, laid-back, sensuality that drove men and women alike simply wild. Whether she was wearing a string bikini on a crowded beach or playing touch football with the guys in worn Levi’s, a t-shirt and torn up sneakers, Alice was extremely comfortable in her own body—and exuded an incredibly sexy, girl-next-door, aura.

Alice and her sister Eve grew up in a single-parent household, with their mother exercising a laissez-faire style of parenting. She expected her girls to behave and do the right thing, because as a single parent, she would remind them regularly, if they were bad, it reflected directly on her. And it was difficult enough without their father there without adding the shame of misbehaving daughters. If they dared step out of line, they’d receive the “Ev Treatment” where Ev would exhibit an attitude of extreme disappointment in them that could last for weeks, and was more devastating than corporal punishment could ever be. She didn’t ask much, she just wanted them to stay out of trouble, so they did—as far as she knew.

In striking contrast, Em was an exotic combination of Irish and Spanish heritage. She was the only child of the stunning Mary-Kathleen MacKenna and the dashing Renaldo Antonio Figueroa Martín. Despite growing up in the exclusive community of Bel Air, amidst the grandeur of old Boston-Irish money and the wealth of Spanish nobility, Em had a very strict, Catholic, upbringing. 

Not quite as tall as Alice and with a medium build, Em had inherited her Spaniard father’s black curly hair, and her Irish mother’s creamy white skin and enchanting sea green eyes. She, too, inherited the striking looks of her parents, getting the best of each of them. 

While Em was seen by many as an attractive, self-assured woman, in truth, she was painfully shy and unaware of her own natural beauty. To strangers, she always seemed quite comfortable with herself—but on the inside, she was timid and unsure in new situations—until she met Alice.

In a side-by-side comparison, Alice and Em could not have been more different physically and personality-wise. After two years of nearly constant companionship, however, they had managed to pick up some of each other’s mannerisms and speech patterns, incorporating them with their own to a point where it was difficult for either to distinguish the origin of their affectations. This, of course, is what confused their new friends and strangers. 

Though there were clear class differences between them insofar as their backgrounds, it never entered their friendship, except on the rare occasion when Alice would poke fun at Em’s distaste for shopping at JC Penney or Sears. Alice would tease Em, calling her Miss Rodeo Drive Snobby Pants. In turn, Em would refuse to talk to Alice for at least a whole day, or until Alice would beg repeatedly for her forgiveness, promising to never call her that again. 

Despite their obvious cultural and demographic differences, over the course of their friendship they had developed a formidable bond—one that was immediately obvious to everyone they met.


2.3

Throughout their silence, Em’s mind raced as she tried to figure out how to diffuse the uncomfortable situation brought on by her ridiculous jealousy. Finally, unable to tolerate the interminable pause, Em pushed her chair away from the table and leapt to her feet. “Hey,” she said, “I’m going to get a refill on my soda, you want anything? Dessert, maybe?”

“How about some edible food,” Alice replied dryly, as she poked at the remains on her plate.

“Fat chance, Miss Picky—I’ll be right back.” Em was thankful for the break and anxious for the opportunity to change the subject. She didn’t like betraying her true feelings for Alice, and felt extremely vulnerable whenever Alice looked at her as if she knew exactly how much in love Em was with her. It just made her ache for Alice that much more.

“I’ll be right here…” Alice said more to herself than to Em, “trying to choke this crap down.”

She watched Em walk toward the chow line, enjoying Em’s graceful, self-assured gait which gave her almost an air of elegance. Alice was extremely attracted to Em—she loved everything about her. The way her hair was piled on her head in a perfect haphazard fashion, with soft black curls falling around her face; her perfect face, and her perfect skin. Oh how Alice would kill for skin like Em’s. Ah, and those eyes—the most unusual color of green Alice had ever seen. It would often surprise Alice how fast Em’s eyes could change in intensity as her mood swung, sometimes as quick as a heartbeat. Watching Em, it reminded Alice just how much she missed her while she was in California, and wished now, more than ever, they could have gone together.

Even though Em was also from Los Angeles, it probably would have done her some good to come along, Alice thought, just for the opportunity to hang out with Eve. Eve would have loved her. Alice smiled slightly. Eve had a weakness for green-eyed women, and she’d go absolutely bonkers over Em’s eyes. Ha! Who was she kidding? Eve would go crazy over Em, period. Alice smiled, remembering Eve’s reaction to pictures Alice showed her of Em. Alice’s big sister was quite a skirt chaser—Eve’s own definition—and always made Alice laugh with her lewd and vivid commentary when it came to what Eve referred to as “hot chicks.” It still amazed Alice that in the two years since she and Em had become friends, Eve and Em had never even met—and a part of her was grateful.

Alice didn’t like competing with her sister, especially when it came to women. In other ways, though, Eve and Em were the two people she loved most in the world, and it was a shame they didn’t know each other. 

As she observed Em standing in the dessert line in the distance, Alice couldn’t help but think of Em’s affection for her that became obvious shortly after they met. She was completely flattered that a woman as gorgeous as Em would have what some might call a crush on her; and from time to time, she even felt herself hopelessly drawn to Em’s attraction for her as well. 

Although Alice never acted on her own feelings, it wasn’t because she had a problem with being intimate with another woman, because that certainly was not an issue. She just valued her friendship with Em too much; it was just too important of a relationship to ruin over sexual intimacy. There was also that pesky little problem with being in the military, in Texas no less, where that sort of behavior was not only frowned upon, but was illegal. Despite the strength of the woman’s movement, more moderate viewpoints and more acceptance of homosexuality in the general populace, it was still 1976, and the US military and Texas were still stuck somewhere in the Middle Ages.

She never let on she was aware of Em’s feelings because somehow she knew Em wasn’t ready for that acknowledgment; and frankly, neither was she. It certainly didn’t bother her, but until Em said something or made a move, Alice was perfectly content with the way things were.

Beaming like a Cheshire cat, Em returned with a soda and a piece of chocolate cake. “Hey,” she said, greeting Alice as she approached the table. 

Alice smiled demurely. “Hey, yourself,” she replied, batting her eyelashes at Em, who quickly sat down, doing her best to ignore what almost felt like a sensual and quite unsettling overture from Alice.

“Want some cake?” Em offered innocently.

“No, thanks.” 

The cake actually looked pretty good to Alice, but she reluctantly declined Em’s offer at the thought of all the indulging she’d done in LA “I’m on a diet,” she explained with grave seriousness.

“Yeah, right—’cause you’re soooo fat!” Em vigorously dove into the cake, savoring her first bite as if she’d been deprived of chocolate for months. “Mmmmm, this is great!” she exclaimed.

Somewhat amused by Em’s enthusiasm for her cake, Alice realized there were friends missing from their normal lunch klatch. “Hey, where’s Billy Boy, Em? And Angie? I haven’t seen her all day.” Alice asked.

“Mmmm…” Em gulped a bite of cake down. “Billy Boy’s TDY and then he’s going to take leave before he comes back. He left maybe, ummm, a week after you did? He’s doing some kind of intense training. I don’t know.” Em frowned. “He’s not coming back until July. Barely temporary if you ask me. It’s been so lonely with both of you gone. It’s like my extra family deserted me.” 

“Aw… poor baby.” Alice teased until she saw Em was truly sad. “No… seriously. That’s a bummer. I know you and Billy Boy are like two peas in a pod—I can’t believe you’re not having withdrawals. I really missed that goofball. And Angie… I missed her—she’s so sweet. Maybe I’ll see her at the barracks after work.” 

Em nodded in agreement and then half-shrugged, “Yeah, I don’t know where Angie is today.” She stabbed another piece of cake and proceeded to take the bite when she stopped abruptly, her fork mid-air, as she remembered. “Oh, man… I totally forgot to ask—how’s your first day been so far? Besides your wild and woolly wet dream, that is.” She silently congratulated herself for the clever reference to Alice’s wet blankets, but also noted Alice was not similarly amused. “You seen Hud yet?” she asked innocently before shoving another forkful of cake into her mouth. It was an encounter that had potential for high drama, and one which she wished could be avoided completely.

“Oh god, Emmy…” Alice sighed.

Em’s stomach knotted whenever Alice called her Emmy—it was Alice’s pet name for her, reserved for more intimate moments or, in this case, moments of extreme vulnerability. 

Alice stared into her half-eaten lunch, remembering, as her mood turned suddenly morose. For a short time she had forgotten her nightmare and her very real problems at work. “Where do I start?” Alice paused. “It’s been horrible.”

Em immediately regretted her question. She searched Alice’s face, looking for any clue on how horrible was “horrible.”

“It’s just that it, I…” Alice searched for words that would describe exactly how she was feeling. “Well, that dream made me feel like I do at work—you know, trapped—and it’s been weirding me out all morning, Em. You know how dreams can seem so real they keep showing up in your head all day? And then those fucking assholes today…”

Alice paused again for several seconds, then shook her head and focused on the task of pushing her overdone carrots into her cold and lumpy mashed potatoes. “It’s like I never even left.”

Em was concerned, but still wasn’t sure if she wanted to continue the subject. Her heart literally ached watching Alice fight back tears. “What happened?” Em asked as she pushed her cake away in order to give her full attention to Alice.

Alice really didn’t want to ruin their lunch with her work problems, but she also needed to talk to someone about it. Who better than Em, her closest and dearest friend next to Eve? 

“Everything was supposed to be different when I came back, Em—at least that’s what I thought,” Alice began. “That’s what they said. But today those fuckers are even worse than they were before, especially now that the Captain is gone.”

“What? Redmond’s gone?” Em asked with genuine surprise.

Alice nodded. “He got rotated last week. Now, that fat-assed jerk Stevens lets them do anything they want.” She was getting angrier as she spoke. “And, as usual, I get the shaft.”

“I can’t believe after everything that’s happened… they’re still pulling the same crap?” Em asked.

“Oh yeah, same old shit—different day. Only… it’s worse now—even after everything, y’know? This morning, none of the juvenile delinquents showed up until after eight o’clock, and that fat Porkchop Stevens didn’t do a goddamned thing about it.” Alice poked her chest hard with her finger, “I’m two minutes late, and he’s all over my ass, you know? Anyway, there’s paperwork on my desk from the last six weeks—piled this high.” Alice raised her hand eight inches above the table, her blue eyes steel with hate.

“No one did anything while I was gone,” she continued angrily. “Oh, and when they finally showed up, do you know what they did? This is perfect, Em—you’re gonna love this. They all went to breakfast, including Porkchop. For two hours. Two fucking hours!” Alice’s face began to flush as a lone tear worked its way slowly down her cheek.

“Are you serious?” Em demanded. She was angered by the blatant disregard Alice’s co-workers showed for regulations and their boss, and angrier still to see her best friend so upset—again.

“Yeah, I’m serious. But all that shit is nothing, Em. Nothing. All morning they’ve been making animal noises and fucking kissing noises at me, touching me every time they get near enough. And I can’t even go to the head without all of ’em standing by the door telling me they can hear me, and saying all kinds of rude stuff about what I must be doing to myself in there, and what they could do to me.” Alice clenched her fists trying to contain her anger and disappointment. “I mean it’s just fucking sick. It hasn’t gotten any better—I mean, I’m not kidding—they’re worse than ever! I can’t say anything, or do anything or… or… I’ll get in trouble again.” A small sob escaped. “And I guess there’s not a damned thing I can do about it,” she hissed. Alice felt her blood pressure throbbing in her temples and her throat constrict as she desperately tried to keep her emotions in check.

Em was stunned. At that moment, all she wanted was to do serious bodily harm to Alice’s co-workers. No, what she really wanted to do was hold Alice in her arms and comfort her. It was killing her to just sit there doing nothing, but she knew in their present surroundings she didn’t have a choice but to sit there passively and do nothing. “Gosh, Al,” she said weakly and stared at her half-eaten cake. Her appetite was completely gone.

Oblivious to the random curiosity and stares from other diners in the hall, Alice began to cry. “You know, Em, it’s just not enough for them to have practically ruined my life.” She continued as hot tears flowed freely. “Hell no. It’s not enough that their shit has kept me from getting promoted again, and that work every day for me is a goddamn nightmare.” She stopped briefly to keep from sobbing uncontrollably and then continued, “It’s like they want to fuck with me because I won’t fuck them. But every time I report them, I get more shit—from them, and from Porkchop! How is that fair?” she demanded.

“How much do I have to take before somebody helps me? Hud beats the holy shit out of me, and practically kills me, and who gets their ass in a sling? Him?” Alice scoffed with disgust. “Oh, no. He gets a letter of reprimand or some shit, and I get threatened with the Psych Ward if I don’t take mandatory leave to ‘cool off.’” Alice was fuming.

“Yeah, fine,” she continued, “so I was pissed and went off on The Captain and Porkchop after Hud beat me up. So fucking what? What the holy hell did they expect me to do? I don’t understand. I just don’t understand…” She shook her head in bewilderment, as the events of that fateful day suddenly flooded her mind.


2.4

With reluctance, Alice allowed herself to mentally revisit that fateful day when Hud viciously attacked her. She didn’t remember how she had managed to drag her battered body across the base to the Supply building, but there she was; beaten, bloodied and gunning for justice. The first person she encountered was Pete Melkin, one of her tormentors who never saw her fury until it hit him right between the eyes. He staggered from her well-placed and surprisingly vicious blow, and clutched his shattered nose in an attempt to stave off the immediate gush of blood and the fireworks exploding in his head.

“You fucking cunt,” he screamed as he teetered on wobbly legs. “You fucking cunt, you broke my fucking nose!” 

He continued to scream obscenities at her, alerting his partners-in-crime, Mikey Abrahms, Rod Davies and Teddy Johnson. They immediately rushed to his aid, shocked to see his attacker was none other than their favorite plaything, though in her present beaten state she was barely recognizable.

Alice’s face was a grotesque mess, discolored, swollen and caked with dried blood; her normally neatly bunned hair was snarled and matted, and her clothes were ripped and disheveled. As she swung her fists wildly, her tormentors kept just out of her flailing reach and taunted her, provoking her into near hysteria. Tech Sergeant Leonard Stevens and Captain Brian Redmond, who had been meeting in Stevens’ office, heard the commotion and rushed into the warehouse, only to have the attention of Alice’s fury directed at them.

“Hollywell! Hollywell! What in the hell is going on out here?” Stevens demanded as he dodged Alice’s fists. He tried to grab her, but he was too fat and slow, and she was too wound up and wild.

Her cut lip had begun to bleed again.

“Sarge, she broke my nose…” Melkin began to whine, but was cut off by Alice’s yelling.

“It’s all your fault, you fat fuck…” she snarled at Stevens, spraying blood and spittle in his direction. “Get your fat fuck hands off me!” she yelled almost indecipherably, her swollen lips and battered jaw greatly affecting her ability to speak. She weakly wrestled away from his grip as she attempted to slug him again.

“Sergeant! Watch that mouth or I’ll…”

“Or you’ll what, Porkchop?” she sneered as she landed a wild punch to his chest. “Ya gonna do something about it like you did with these cocksuckers?” She slumped for a moment, allowing Stevens to move in closer, though he was still weary of her flailing punches.

“Look at me…” she half whimpered, half shouted. “Look what they did to me. They told Hud I fucked ’em all... here, in the warehouse—and he believed ’em. He… he… believed... them...” Tears streamed down her face, mixing with blood and snot as she sobbed. “What are you gonna do to me they haven’t done already?” she cried. “Fuck me?”

The four men began to taunt her again and she lunged at them, screaming, “You can tell everyone on this planet you fucked me you fucking pricks, but you’ll never, ever…”

“That’s enough, Sergeant Hollywell,” The Captain weighed in, barking at Alice. “Get in my office. Right now.”

“Fuck you, Captain, Sir,” she answered with venom, her fists clenched and raised in defiance. “I don’t need to go to your office—they’re the ones. Not me… I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Right now, Sergeant,” he warned. “This is your last chance. Move it. You men get back to work and keep your goddamn mouths shut,” he directed the gawkers. “Now!” he bellowed. “Let’s go Hollywell,” he commanded and grabbed her arm, which she immediately wrenched away.

“Fine, then move your ass, Sergeant. Stevens, send this man to Sick Call and get someone to clean up all this blood. Then meet me in my office.”

“Yes, Sir,” Stevens replied, and then snapped at the men, “You heard the Captain, get your asses to work. Melkin, get your sorry ass over to Sick Call. I’ll deal with your stupid ass later.”

“Hey, man, I didn’t do nuthin’, she just off and hit me,” Melkin complained through the bloody shirt he held to his face.

“Shuddup, Melkin, and get outta my sight. Abrahms get a mop and clean up this goddamn mess.” 

“Why me, Sarge?” Abrahams demanded. “Fuck... I’ll throw up, mans. Ain’t mines…” 

“You wanna go to Sick Call, too, Abrahms? I’ll be happy to bust your face—just give me a reason. Give me a fuckin’ reason. Now, get the goddamned mop… Jeezus. Davies, Johnson… get your bullshit lazy asses back to work. Move that fuckin’ forklift before someone breaks their neck on it. Christ!”

As she followed The Captain outside and downstairs to his office across the street, Alice could hear the complaining and cajoling—familiar, constant banter from her everyday world in Supply—fading both from the growing distance and the continuous ringing in her ears. Barely able to walk, and quickly losing her visual capabilities, Alice didn’t think she was going to make it to The Captain’s office alive; at least not without passing out. When she finally got there, she couldn’t remember any details of getting there. All she remembered was The Captain’s face and vaguely, the sum and substance of the meeting. 

In private, he was much more sympathetic to her problems and worried aloud about her injuries. Yet, no matter how sympathetic he may have sounded at the time, the bottom line was, he was going to send her on mandatory leave to “keep her out of trouble.” Because, after all, he reasoned, she must have been doing something to provoke her co-workers’ sexual harassment and Hud’s violent outburst. Perhaps a month or more in a different environment would give her an opportunity to think about what she’d been doing and how to modify her behavior. 

When she vehemently protested, The Captain simply indicated the alternative would be an indefinite stay in the Psych ward down in San Antonio, an Article 15 for verbally abusing an officer—not to mention physically and verbally assaulting a superior—and perhaps even a bust in rank. It was her choice. Alice didn’t even have to think about it before agreeing to the mandatory leave. And then she passed out.


2.5

“Goddammit!” Alice exclaimed, shaking her head to clear it of the disturbing memory. “They’re all just fuckin’ asshole men,” Alice concluded with quiet vehemence. She pushed her food around with more intensity, finally dropping her fork in disgust. “I hate this fucking food,” she scoffed with such deliberate ferocity it surprised Em into silence—she just didn’t know what to say. She actually never knew quite what to do when Alice was really angry, especially when they were on this subject—a subject that made Em extraordinarily uneasy. She didn’t have any answers, nor did she have any wisdom to solicit from past experiences. She had absolutely nothing to offer. All she could do was listen and sympathize. 

Over the course of their friendship she had watched Alice become more and more hateful about her male co-workers, and seemingly more and more anti-male in general. But given the circumstances, who could blame her?

Alice was caught in the biased policies of the special department of Race Relations, a department initially set up by the military to protect minorities from discrimination. The Race Relations office on base was headed by an officer who wasn’t supportive of women in the military, in general, and whose personal interpretations of registered complaints often favored his fellow male airmen. It was a big problem on base. With such biased decisions coming out of Race Relations, difficult working environments quickly became hostile environments for many male and female co-workers, especially when skin color was involved.

In addition to the lack of support from her superiors, most of the men in Alice’s department were young men who had either been kicked out of their high-level training schools for alleged drug use, or had flunked out of their tech training as Alice had. 

Initially, the Security Service trainees were assigned to the base for a final round of intelligence training, following on the heels of a brutal year of language school in Monterey, California. Upon arriving at Goodfellow, however, they found what was required of them was another four months of tough technical training, followed by an eighteen month tour overseas on a remote base. 

Unwilling or unable to live up to their commitments, the rumor around base was that some of them had concocted a plan to claim they were addicted to drugs, truly believing they would be discharged from the military and free to go on with their young lives as civilians. What they didn’t count on was the government’s wrath and steadfast unwillingness to let the hundreds of thousands of training and security clearance investigation dollars go completely down the drain without exacting some level of revenge.

Instead of civilian bliss, the young schemers found themselves busted down to the lowest possible rank possible, enrolled in a very strict, compulsory drug rehabilitation program, and placed in menial jobs with no opportunities for promotions or transfers for the rest of their enlistments. For all intents and purposes, it was a type of incarceration. The others, for various reasons, just couldn’t handle the rigors of Tech School and were sent to Supply or some other low level area. As a result, they were very bitter young men.

Four of the worst and most incorrigible dissidents were assigned to Alice's duty section. From Em’s perspective, the situation was a heartbreaker, especially when it involved a woman she was sure she would literally die for if the need ever arose. After every conversation about Alice’s work drama, Em was left feeling nearly as utterly and completely helpless as Alice must have felt.

After their emotional lunch, Em walked Alice back to Supply, mostly in silence as Alice was lost in thought about her morning at work and dreading what she knew would be a similarly awful afternoon. Maybe she’d stop by the Orderly Room after work and put in for a transfer—again, she contemplated. She’d been on base two years now—surely she could pull some strings and get herself out of there. It was worth a try, she decided. Then she’d have to leave Em, and that would be almost as difficult as staying, particularly since Em had just recently extended her enlistment for two more years—for her. Damn. As she continued to mull over her predicament, Alice experienced several mini flashbacks of her dream and Hud, which agitated her even more. 

Em, however, as they slowly walked toward Supply, daydreamed wistfully about rescuing Alice from her predicament. Somehow she would save her—she would be Alice’s heroine—and her reward would be kisses and hugs of gratitude from the woman she loved in tortured silence. She didn’t bother with the specifics of the rescue, but instead, concentrated on the reward—over and over again.

Upon reaching the Supply building, they agreed to meet back at their apartment after work before migrating back over to The Chow Hall for dinner. Alice climbed the metal stairs of the wooden building with slow deliberate steps as Em turned and walked back to her own duty section located in the Information Office, two blocks on the other side of The Chow Hall.

Em practically floated on her way back to work, because despite Alice’s difficult first day back, Em was ecstatic about having Alice home and couldn’t wait until they would see each other again after work. It would be another three and a half very long hours until then, but she could wait. She had patiently waited for her best friend to return to base for over a month—a few hours more was nothing.





THREE




Off Duty


It was 17:45, an hour and fifteen minutes past quitting time, when Alice wearily exited through the door of the 1940‘s Supply building to begin her short walk back to the barracks at the other end of the base. She stopped at the threshold, immediately shading her eyes from the unexpected blast of sunlight.

“Hey, Hollywood,” an irritatingly familiar voice called to her from the warehouse. 

Alice turned to see the dark, telltale, outline of the overweight Supply Sergeant Stevens huffing and puffing his way from the back of the warehouse. Perched on the threshold, Alice watched as Stevens emerged from the artificial darkness created by the bright outdoor light, dreading the inevitable request.

“Hey,” Sergeant Stevens wheezed about six feet from Alice, bending over with his hands on his knees catching his breath.

“Yeah,” Alice replied dryly. What a fat bastard. Typical bullshit Porkchop.

“Hey, Hollywood—look, I got some extra duty for ya. You think you could come in early tomorrow morning—about oh-six-thirty?” Stevens sounded apologetic while trying to avoid eye contact with Alice. “You know we’ve got that big shipment coming in and, I’m kinda shorthanded.”

“Why me, Sarge? What about the dipshits? Johnson, or Davies... or Abrahms, or Melkin? C’mon, Porkchop—they never come in early and they never stay late.” Alice was pissed, but tried desperately to keep her cool—she didn’t need another write-up for insubordination.

“C’mon, ’Wood,” he pleaded, though testily, “you know you’re the best person
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