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      Dedicated to the families who lost loved ones in the Vietnam War.

      Your sacrifices have not been forgotten.
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        * * *

      

      In Memory of Richard “Killer” Kilbourn

      (1943-1977), who served in Vietnam in 1969.

      You have never been forgotten.
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      The young woman, drenched in sweat, writhed on the delivery room table.

      “There we go. It’s done,” the obstetrician spoke softly as he handed the bloody bundle over to a nurse, allowing the limp mother only a glimpse before it was whisked away. A cackle of a sound — was it a cry? — echoed through the sterile white room as the burly nurse hurried out of the stainless-steel door.

      “Can’t I see it?” the girl rasped, so exhausted she could hardly speak.

      “Now, now,” the doctor soothed. “It’s like I told you. I was afraid it wouldn’t survive. Things haven’t been good recently with your pregnancy. I’m so sorry, but it didn’t make it. You were thinking of giving it up for adoption anyway.”

      “But I changed my mind,” she protested with as much strength as possible.

      “Don’t talk,” he advised, stroking her matted, long, ash-blond hair. “I’m so sorry.”

      “But, but I thought I heard…” she disputed, trying to lift her head. But a needle was poked into her arm and her head fell like lead as she drifted into oblivion.
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      Brandy Oakley performed rakehellishly in the middle of the dance floor at Bronco Buck’s House of Burlesque. With a flurry of cap gun shooting, sparks and smoke spewing from the toy gun in one hand while she cracked a whip with the other, she hooted and hollered to Mule Skinner Blues. The music changed abruptly as the spotlight came up. Brandy handed her weapons over to a man in the audience, throwing him a suggestive look inviting him to use them.

      Then, while Jerry Lee Lewis’s Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On wailed, she shimmied her provocative breasts as they peeked out from beneath her beaded and fringed leather vest, which she summarily wiggled out of, twirled above her head, and cast to the floor. From the waist down she was decked out in black net hose held up by a black satin garter belt, under which she wore black lacy bikini panties. Her fancy red leather cowgirl boots came high up her shapely calves. The tassels on the red, sequined pasties covering her nipples danced merrily as she jiggled her enormous boobs. 

      The sexually charged frenzy amidst the horde of men sitting in the room escalated with every move.

      Llayne Robertson stood like a bad statue at the end of the bar waiting for a drink order to be filled by the fifty-five-year-old rhinoceros-hide of a bartender. She stared at the risqué stripper and then at the laughing, groping throngs of schnockered-up men.

      Clearly, her life had reached an all-time low. Here she was, a Golden Saddle Gal waitress in a strip joint, watching a floozy whose bowling-ball-sized bare breasts bounced around taunting a roomful of horny men. The DJ had announced that Brandy would soon do her “amazing blazing tit routine.” Llayne didn’t even want to venture a guess as to what in the hell that meant.

      Her feet hurt from running around in three-inch heels all night, and her minuscule red and black brocade costume was so tight she couldn’t breathe, her post-pregnancy paunch not helping matters. A mere month ago she’d given birth to a stillborn child, conceived during an ill-fated affair with a raffish professor who, when she’d informed him of her pregnancy, had said, “I can’t relate to that.”

      To hide her condition, she’d quit her job at a restaurant and dropped out of the last couple of months of the spring semester at college. Now she had to take extra credits to get her degree on time. Consequently, she was so desperately broke she had to resort to living in a ratty camper so she could work this sleazy summer job, where a drunk guy now yelled at her.

      Could life possibly get any more grim?

      “Baby, baby, where’s my bee-er?” the drunk hollered.

      Llayne took the frosty mug the bartender set up and headed for “the pit,” as she thought of those tables full of boozed-up men where endless streams of cigarette smoke meandered toward the ceiling.

      “Hey, hey, solider boy, paws off,” she admonished, swatting the lush’s clumsy hand away as he groped for the red garter encircling her black-netted thigh. The guy already had three dainty garters decorating his hulky body, one hanging from a Dumbo ear, another around a bulging tattooed bicep, and one around the thick ankle of his dirty army boot.

      “Here,” Llayne commanded, “drink your beer.” She plunked the mug down in front of him.

      “Shanks,” he slurred with a cock of his head that made the garter on his ear plop into his beer.

      She shook her head as she walked away, which fanned the plume of red and black feathers ascending from a big bow on the top of her head, feeling like a junkyard attached to her scalp. She knew being a waitress in a strip club would be wild, especially with all these war veterans coming home from Vietnam, but she couldn’t afford to castigate since she so desperately needed money to finish her last year of college. She may have totally screwed up her life in the last year but she was determined to unscrew it by finishing her degree in psychology.

      The one bright spot in her life was that in the last week she’d made as much as she normally made in a month at the restaurant in her college town. At this rate, she’d have enough dough saved by the end of the summer to finish school without having to work her last year. And there was the bonus that this place was in a remote vacation town, Harbor Springs, in the northwest tip of the lower peninsula of the state on Lake Michigan. No one from her college, Central Michigan University in Mt. Pleasant in the middle of the state, would ever know.

      “Llayne!” Someone shouted. “Hey, you’re Llayne, aren’t you?” A preppy, good-looking, young man walked up to her. “You were in my drama class at CMU last fall.”

      “N-no,” she stammered, “you must be mistaken.” Hell, she did remember him and hoped he was too pie-eyed to catch on to her lie.

      “Llayne!” Buck, her burly boss, called from behind her.

      “Damn,” she said through clenched teeth as she threw Buck a forced smile.

      “Hey, you are Llayne,” the young man insisted, trying to protest as she scurried away. Her boss motioned to a table that needed attention. She rushed over to it, glancing back in time to see her former classmate pointing her out to his friends, gawking as they left the building. Yes, life could get worse, she realized. She could only pray he’d graduated and wouldn't be back at school to gossip about her.

      Thankfully, all attention reverted to center stage as the music abruptly stopped and the lights went out in a theatrical flare. The darkened room fell silent.

      A match scratched and lit in the middle of the dance floor. Brandy hissed, then moved the match to her left pasty, which flashed in a little ball of flame. The audience gasped. Brandy struck a second match and lit her right side. They gasped again.

      Brandy had lit her tits.

      Well, technically, she’d lit the wicks on her fireproof pasties and her chest was covered with fireproof ointment. But no such technicalities concerned that crowd. All that those grunting cavemen knew was that Brandy’s amazing boobs were ablaze and they loved it!

      Llayne was mesmerized at what the dancer did next. As Great Balls of Fire played, Brandy rocked her ribs until her breasts began to swing. She rocked faster and harder, making complete syncopated circles, each boob rotating in a different direction like gears. As one fire ball went under and outside, the flame of the other was in the center. Llayne shook her head as she grabbed empty glasses and bottles off a couple of tables.

      The audience was agog, heads rotating in time to the mammoth burning breasts. Those two flames just kept going round and round. Even the women in the audience, who’d come with dates and husbands, cheered and clapped along with the men.

      No one would order more drinks until Brandy was done, so Llayne was headed for the bar when she bumped into another waitress, butting headdresses as each bent to catch the clinking, empty bottles on their trays. 

      “Sorry,” Llayne apologized.

      “Yeah, yeah. New, ain’t ya?” The woman had a gravelly smoker’s voice.

      “Yeah. One week. You new, too?”

      “Hardly. Been here three years. Seems like forever. But, hey, got three kids to support. Where else can a girl like me make money like this?”

      Llayne glanced her over. She was probably in her late twenties but heavy makeup made her look older. And tough. Indeed, where else?

      “Name’s Janice,” the woman continued. “Off last week. Had to take the little brats to see their dads. Vulgar, adolescent cretins. The dads, not the kids.” This Janice’s nonchalance about exposing family secrets to a stranger was a little shocking. Llayne caught the reference to “dads.” Families were getting more and more complicated in these wild ‘70s.

      With that thought she hitched up the garter around her thigh and strode with Janice to the bar, then reached behind with one hand to adjust the big bow of a tail on her costume while balancing her tray with the other.

      Janice noticed, commenting, “Damned costumes. That Chicago designer who rigged ‘em up is a sadomasochist who hates women, if ya ask me. Same one who done the Playboy Bunnies, the boss man is proud to say.”

      “Really? No wonder they’re so painful.” Llayne took a deep breath, no mean feat with rigid stays constricting her sides.

      Janice scoffed, “Feel like a sardine in a can, don’t ya? And these stupid tissues the dresser, also a sadomasochist if ya ask me, these tissues she sticks under our boobs fer cleavage makes me feel like a stuffed crab.”

      “Yeah, it’s all pretty fishy.” Llayne thought she was quite funny, but Janice didn’t so much as crack a smile. So Llayne skipped it and moved on. “I hate the chest makeup she makes me wear.”

      “I know. What a joke, eh? These idiots don’t have a clue what they’re really lookin’ at.” Janice scoffed, gesturing to indicate the customers.

      Llayne checked her own cleavage for reassurance. She always feared a tissue would work its way out and hang off her top like toilet paper on a shoe. Tonight the tissues filling the bottom half of the built-in underwire bra, the streak of dark blush in her cleavage, and the shiny white highlighter on the top of her breasts were all in place. Consequently, she appeared to be much bustier than she really was.

      She looked at the clock over the bar. Midnight. Two more hours and the damned getup would be off. She would breathe once more.

      They turned their attention back to the show when the room burst out with laughter as Brandy shoved a burning nipple near a man’s face. He flinched so convulsively he almost tumbled over backwards in his chair.

      “How do they keep those things on, those pasties?” Llayne asked her self-appointed mentor.

      “Bubble gum. Oh, there’s a special gummy glue, but most a’ the girls like gum. An’ did ya know that after the show men buy those damned pasties fer twenty and fifty and sometimes even a hunderd greenbacks a pop?”

      “No way.”

      “Yup. It’s amazing how bone stupid men can be after a few beers. But ya know what’s most insane? Last week Ginger Snapper was here, right?”

      Llayne nodded. How could she ever forget the stunning woman or the name?

      “Ginger won a gold metal in track at the last Olympics.”

      “No woman won in track last time.”

      “Exactly. Soon as them games was over, Ginger, Gene back then, headed fer Sweden fer the operation he’d, she’d, always wanted.”

      Llayne gasped. She’d thought she was beyond shock, but she was shocked now.

      “Yeah, an’ these dumb dicks don’t even know it.” Janice snorted a laugh. Calculating the impact of her next words, she continued, “Some a’ these guys’ve seen Brandy before and they know she’s available after the show, fer the right price.” She chortled, having dropped her bomb, and sauntered away.

      Llayne hadn’t known that. So, this wasn’t merely a strip joint. It was a pimp parlor, too. Yes, her life had plummeted to the depths of depraved hell.

      Brandy Oakley concluded her performance by blowing out the great balls of fire, turning her back on the audience, licking her finger, and hissing loudly as she touched her butt. The message was clear: Brandy was hot! She grabbed her gun and whip and galloped out of the room, tapping her glutes with the whip like a rider would a horse.

      The crowd went wild, but the din receded as Llayne’s mind wandered, unbidden as it had want to do, to its solitary place, the place where the excruciating pain over the loss of her baby existed. Her child, a corpse, dead? Had she heard a cry? No, it’d only been her mind playing tricks on her. Her baby had died and the body had been “properly disposed of,” she was told when a nurse shuffled her out of the hospital.

      She shook herself from the waking nightmare. She had to move on with her life. In a mere eight weeks she would begin her senior year at Central Michigan University. After that she’d have to figure out what to do with the rest of her life, on one hand terrifying in its inherent responsibility and on the other hand exhilarating in its potential freedom.

      She blinked, prodding herself back to the moment at hand, and looked around the saloon at the various groups of drinkers. Some old, some young, but all with the same idea. They wanted to forget their problems by drinking booze and watching a hot, young woman strut her stuff. Serve and strut, serve and strut. She needed to work hard to keep her mind off the vicissitudes of life.

      That was when she noticed the young man at the end of the bar. He looked so sad, all alone, bringing the old phrase “crying in your beer” to life. No, she reprimanded herself. Don’t say hello. Don’t get involved. Men are nothing but trouble. She didn’t even glance his way as she went up for a Coke for herself.

      “Excuse me,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Would you please pass me some matches?”

      She handed him a pack of matches from the box on the bar, put the Coke on her tray, and turned her back to walk away. That’s when she heard him gasp back a sob.

      No, don’t do it. She turned around and asked, “You okay?”

      The pause was definitely pregnant as he mulled that over. “Yeah, I’m okay,” he lied. “Thanks for asking, though.” She smiled slightly and turned away again. “My girlfriend left me, that’s all,” he added with a melancholy sigh.

      “I’m sorry,” Llayne offered, reluctantly looking his way again. “I doubt that getting drunk is going to make you feel much better, though.”

      He conjured up a weak grin. “It will tonight. I’ll deal with the hangover tomorrow.” He tossed back a double shot of whiskey.

      Llayne nodded and walked away as the bartender poured him another double shot of Jack Daniels and a frothy beer from the tap to provide him with another boilermaker, which he obviously didn’t need.

      The next time she went to the bar he said, “I love her so much. How can someone you love do that to you?”

      “Beats me,” she stated, determined to harden her heart to this man’s plight. She couldn’t handle her own plights.

      On her next trip to the bar he let his new confidante know that Karen had been the only woman he’d ever truly loved. Each time he was more drunk. Each time Llayne encouraged him to go home. Finally he headed out the door.

      “Oh, cripes.” She murmured, noticing his uneven stagger. “He can’t drive.” She dumped her tray, ran out the door after him, and found him standing beside a shiny, brand-spanking-new, canary yellow Corvette, ironically parked next to her ’62 Beetle, dull white in the spots that hadn’t yet been eaten away by rust, which she’d bought two years hence for seventy-five dollars. He was obviously one of the rich vacationers who frequented the area from Detroit or Chicago.

      Wrapping her arms around her waist to protect herself from the slight evening chill, dressed scantily as she was, she approached him with caution. He stood with his hands on the hood, crying.

      “Hey, hey,” she said gently. “I know I said you should go home, but you need someone to drive you. Come back inside and call a friend.”

      “I don’t have any friends. Not now that Karen’s gone. She was my best friend,” he lamented.

      With a stiff, gawky move he grabbed Llayne in a smothering bear hug. He smelled like booze as only someone who’s been drinking all day can smell, so she turned her head in avoidance as he clung to her like a child clings to his mother upon realizing he’s about to get a shot. Reluctantly, because she knew better than to get involved, she put her arms around the poor dope and patted his back. It was a combination of comforting him and simply holding him up.

      But then his hand slipped down her back and found her bottom, so she grabbed his arm to stop him. They arm wrestled for a moment as he said, “Why don’t you drive me home. Then we could...”

      An abrupt explosion of light from the bright headlights of a cherry red Fiat convertible struck them and they almost toppled over. They let go of one another and shaded their eyes. Gravel spit in every direction as the sports car screeched to a halt in front of them. The engine shut off and the lights went out.

      Stunned, they watched as a striking debutante in a short, mint green, silk dress, more expensive than Llayne’s entire wardrobe, exited the vehicle with calculated moves. Lanky bare legs stretched out and onto the ground; long blond hair swished from shoulder to shoulder; a small pink tongue wetted pink bow lips. With a broad, dramatic gesture, she slammed shut her car door, then placed her delicate hands atop her slim hips.

      “Well, well, well, Charles,” she greeted the man sarcastically, striding toward them with measured steps. In her astonishment, Llayne still managed to notice the woman’s high fashion, ankle-strap, leather shoes. Italian, no doubt, the kind called oat coat-tour for some reason she didn’t understand. “So, this is what you’ve descended to,” the woman spat as she pointed at Llayne.

      Suddenly Llayne realized she was the object of the woman’s derisive ire. “Hey, wait a minute,” she protested. “What do you mean, ‘descended to’?”

      The woman pissed her off, reminding her of the snobby sorority girls at college who’d refused her admittance into their elite groups, treating her like a plebeian because she needed to work her way through school. Maybe she was standing in the middle of a raucous strip joint parking lot dressed in a ridiculous dollop of a tawdry costume, but she was still as good as anybody else. It just didn’t show.

      “I saw you two groping each other,” the woman snarled in disgust. “What were you going to do next, Charles? Take this little tramp home? How could you even think of sleeping with something like this?”

      Llayne didn’t mean to. It just sort of happened. With all her might she swung her leg to kick gravel at the hooty-snooty bitch’s shoes. She’d always had bad aim, though, and missed, careening herself into the side of the Fiat. No one noticed her spangles scratch the surface as she scampered for balance. There may have been a no-holds-barred brawl if a suddenly sobered Charles hadn’t stepped in.

      Placing his body between the two women and holding them apart, he warned, “Hey, hey, hey. Let’s calm down here. She was just telling me I shouldn’t drive because I’ve been drinking, and I gave her…” he pointed at Llayne “…a thank you hug.” He had to be given credit for cleaning up the story. “And you.” He pointed at the woman. “I can’t believe you’re here. I thought I’d never see you again.”

      The woman considered his story and decided not to lock horns. She wanted to get out of there. “Get in, Charles.”

      He got in the passenger side of her car and dropped his throbbing head into his hands.

      Don’t do it. Llayne knew there was no good reason to help this conceited harpy. It may have been a pang of guilt over the kick or a power play because she knew something the elitist didn’t know, but she felt compelled to whisper, “He’s been crying in his beer all night because you left him. Said he couldn’t live without his Karen.”

      The woman’s expertly kohl-lined eyes widened, then narrowed to slits as she looked over at the heap of a man in her car. “Really?” she quarried in a low, growly voice. “So, that bitch finally left him. I came here because a friend said he was here without her. I’m Mary Alice, the one he left for Karen. I was hoping to get an edge, and it looks like I’ve got a big one.”

      Llayne couldn’t believe it. She couldn’t even help a poor slop without handing him over to the wrong damned dame.

      As she got into her car and started the engine, Mary Alice yelled, “I sure as hell am glad I got here before the likes of you got your claws into him!” With that she sped away.

      Llayne kicked dirt and gravel in the direction of the clearing dust, but it didn’t help. People like that didn’t see people like her as people.

      Buck’s big form appeared at the door, his booming voice commanding, “Get in here. You can’t help every stupid drunk in the state.”

      Work, that was the way. Work to keep from thinking. Work to keep from crying. Work to keep from laughing at the absurdity of it all. She went inside and attacked her tables with a vengeance, cleaning, wiping, emptying ashtrays, providing napkins, filling pretzel bowls, and serving drinks.

      Hustling up to one of her tables, she asked one of the five men who were chuckling over a lewd joke, “Can I get you another beer?” Although in civilian clothes, the guy was obviously on leave from or recently out of the army. That buzzed crew cut always gave them away in this age when hair over the ears was the rage for men.

      “Yes-sir-ee,” he said, eyeing her up and down. “That ain’t all you can get me.” He patted his crotch, thinking he was so clever, saying the same thing she heard every night.

      “Beer is it. Take it or leave it.”

      “How about your garter, for my next tour in-country?” He winked, using the slang soldiers used to refer to Vietnam.

      “Sure. Ten bucks. I take it off.”

      He agreed, so Llayne yanked the garter off her leg without the sensual ceremony some gals gave the gesture. The guy shoved a ten across the table and boastfully laid it down to frame the large hard-on begging to escape from his pants.

      Llayne scooped up the ten-dollar bill and walked away shaking her head as she asked no one in particular, “Do all you guys come home from Vietnam so horny?”
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      The casket was dull gray steel under a steely gray September sky. Hard. Cold. Dead. The American flag draped across the top lay lifeless.

      “He came home a hero. Benny Shawl’s loved ones can be comforted knowing he died for the freedom he believed in...” The preacher droned on.

      About fifty people gathered around the moribund grave. Llayne looked at Priscilla, her best friend and roommate, standing beside her. In her mourning the twenty-one-year-old looked decrepit and spent.

      The line of seven soldiers were finally given the signal and in unison they hoisted their rifles. Shot one, shot two, shot three-ee. One was off beat. An almost twenty-one-gun salute.
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        * * *

      

      “What a crock of shit. A hero? The mother-fucking bastards didn’t give him a chance. Benny died because he was scared to death.” Priscilla dragged on a Winston between words.

      Back in their college apartment, Priscilla seethed. Although Llayne was accustomed to her quick comebacks and playful use of mild vulgarities, she’d never heard her friend use crude foul language with such venom. But if ever a situation called for it, this was it.

      “He wouldn’t marry me before he went. Did you know that?” Priscilla asked.

      Llayne shook her head.

      “I wanted to. But he said it’d be harder for me to start over as a widow than as a former fiancée. He left me the ten-thousand-dollar insurance the army provides. I don’t want the damned money. I want him.” She fondled the tiny diamond ring on her finger. “Damn it, Llayne, he was the most gentle kid alive. He knew he’d never make it back. Those fucking bastards.”

      Her voice cracked as more tears flooded her face. Llayne had always thought Priscilla looked like a diminutive Sophia Loren, her Italian descent etched into her face and evident in her lush, dark hair, burnished with deep auburn highlights. Now she simply looked tormented.

      “Life’s been a bitch for us,” Priscilla noted, looking at her friend as if making a decision while sucking on the cigarette as if it gave her oxygen. As smoke drew a scrim up over her face, she said, “Don’t ever tell anyone this. Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “I did the most awful thing. It’s against the law, I think. Benny’s casket was sent back sealed, never to be opened. I told the funeral director I wanted to be alone with him, and I opened it. It was hard. The top was heavy. But I got it open.” Another drag. Another tear. “The fucker was empty. Except for some damned dog tags that looked brand new. Empty.” Her dark eyes glazed over as she spastically smoked.

      Llayne had never felt so useless in her life. She had no idea what to say.

      Priscilla looked off into space, her eyes covered in mist. “So, who in hell knows what the fuck they’re doing over there?”
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        * * *

      

      “All we are saying, is give peace a chance….”

      Llayne felt out of place, singing and carrying a candle in a peace march. Sad and aimless, she’d joined on a whim. But there, in the dark of night amidst strangers, the tears finally came. Tears for Benny, the boy who’d been her childhood friend, the boy who betrothed her best friend, the boy who was killed in that strange, foreign, Asian land only two weeks after landing there.

      And tears for the child who was lost to her.

      She huffed out her candle and flung it to the street, freeing her hands to swipe at the relentless flood from her eyes. Unexpectedly, a tall, lean man came to her and wrapped her in his strong arms, holding her tight while she cried into his broad shoulder. He wore a black, balloon-sleeved shirt open half-way down his chest displaying a gold peace pendant on a chain. With piercing brown eyes, his facial features were large and his shaggy black hair fell to his shoulders. It was abundant hair, accentuated by his sideburns and mustache.

      He ran his thumb down the bleached streak on one side of Llayne’s long hair, saying nothing as his testostero-warmth soothed her and, she had to admit, relit her dormant sexual desires. After a time he left her and only then did she realize that the hippie was Sonny Dagher, one of the leaders of the protest. He reminded Llayne of the do-gooder caballero Tyrone Power played in The Mark of Zorro. She’d seen the old movie at a campus film festival and had fallen in love with Zorro, the fox, the swashbuckling Spaniard of chivalrous valor. Although Sonny was what some might call homely, Llayne understood this modern hero’s charismatic appeal.
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        * * *

      

      “Phantasmagorical,” a hippie raved, his pukka shell necklace rising and falling on his Adam’s apple. “Groovy,” “outta sight,” and “right on” the marchers blurted out as they entered Sonny’s living room through a door hung with strings of multi-colored love beads.

      The lavender Victorian house with the orange and yellow and pink gingerbread trim had been easy to target from the street as being the home Sonny and his roommates - another man and three women. The hit song War could be heard half a block away blaring from the stereo. “War. What is it good for?” Motown singer Edwin Starr belted it out. “Nothin’!” visitors shouted in response.

      But it was the eerie, luminescent glow of psychedelic posters under a black light inside the home that caused the stir. Cryptic, phosphorescent images papered the walls with peace signs, Sly and the Family Stone, The Doors, The Rolling Stones, Sharon Tate, the moon and stars, Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong landing on the moon, Janis Joplin, Tom Petty, The Beetles, Creedence Clearwater Revival, The Temptations, Mickey Mouse.

      Mickey Mouse? That one made Llayne look twice. Sonny and his roommates were an enigma.

      Most college kids like her, who either couldn’t afford to or didn’t want to go the traditional Greek route, could buy a couple of posters if they pooled their funds. That was the extent of their financial ability to decorate their pads.

      “Whoa, man. Look at this eight-track stereo set-up.” A student marveled at the elaborate system with its huge speakers, reverently running his hands over it as if it were a religious talisman.

      “Hey, this furniture is far out,” a young woman said as she plopped down on the plump couch. “And there’s an honest-to-god wool rug. My parents have one of those. Huh. There’s no thrift shop junk here like in my crumby apartment.”

      The group who’d been invited over after the peace march was varied — students, professors, and misfits. There were even a few Afro-Americans, which was unusual because there were so few on campus.

      Llayne didn’t know what surprised her most in Sonny’s house — the diversity of the crowd or the posters, furnishings, stereo, fifteen-inch television set (she couldn’t remember the last time she’d watched one bigger than a cracker box), underground pawn shop they ran out of their basement, or the “harem” of three bare-breasted women. Even if there had been a flash of sexual attraction during those comforting moments in his arms, this all told her Sonny Dagher lived in a weird world that was beyond her.

      Even after working in a house of burlesque, this was risqué. Bronco Buck’s had liberated her but not this far. She may accept it for others but would never want to be one of a gaggle of women herself.

      She did realize, however, that prior to last summer she would’ve been horrified being in a group where half-naked women roamed around. After the strip joint, that part seemed as ordinary as nails.

      Others, however, were clearly shocked. “Oh my. It seems these women forgot to finish dressing.” A shy, elderly professor sitting in a bean bag chair next to Llayne was stunned when one groupie girl brought him a glass of wine. Dressed in hip-hugger bell bottom jeans decorated with enough patches to serve as a personal billboard, clunky earth shoes, a bandanna around her neck, and earrings so big they could substitute for tambourines, but with her torso and breasts buff-bare, she leaned over the poor guy’s shoulder to hand him a glass of wine. Her nipple casually grazed his shoulder.

      He choked back a cough, caught his breath, and mumbled, “Thank you.” The woman walked away, and he whispered to Llayne. “Oh my. She looks, well, chilly.” After that, he stared at the posters while gulping his wine.

      From across the room Sonny saw Llayne observing the goings on and cast her a wide smile. She smiled back.

      The lifestyle might be rather barbaric but it was obvious Sonny treated his followers well. He had charisma, power over people, which he seemed to use positively. Not like that crazy Manson out West. This man appeared to be a kind prophet, not an evil devil.

      There was pot and wine. No hard drugs or hard booze, which surprised Llayne because she’d stereotyped hippies, “freaks” as some people called them, as all being into hard stuff, drug-of-the- day stuff. She noticed Sonny and his roommates all drank slowly from glasses of white wine and puffed only once on a sweet, pungent joint each time it was passed around. One of the bare-chested women asked Llayne what she wanted and brought her a Coke. Llayne politely abstained from a joint when one came her way. The shy professor beside her took big hits.

      Settling back into her bean bag chair, she decided she liked Sonny’s place. It was comfortably strange. This was better than those ignorant frat “garbage pail parties” where kids dumped whatever drugs they had on them into a garbage pail, stirred them up, grabbed a handful, and popped them without knowing what the results might be. It was considered cool to be able to handle whatever befell you. Fried brains was what a lot of them got, if all the zombies on campus were any evidence.

      And too often there was the obligatory athlete asshole with his mouth permanently affixed to the tap on a keg, with others slapping him on the back for being the life of the party. “Wooo, wooo, wooo!” they’d holler, pumping their fists in the air to egg on the idiot.

      Here everything seemed more honest, even the nudity. Not a bunch of bozos trying to get their frat brothers’ dates into a bedroom to screw, only to brag about it later.

      Someone turned down the music, allowing Mama Told Me Not to Come by Three Dog Night to recede into the background. A verbose professor gave an impromptu lesson about the history of marijuana. He said the weed’s original name, hashishin, was where the word “assassin” came from because of Middle Eastern mercenary warriors during the Dark Ages who would get high on the stuff before setting out on their killing missions.

      When the professor finished, a hush fell over the gathering when Sonny, who sat cross-legged on the floor in the middle of the room, raised his hand to signal his intention to speak.

      The discussion about Vietnam began.
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      “Ah, excuse me, miss.” The man rolled his cigarette from one side of his lips to the other as he looked down at her with a cocky grin. She recognized him as one of the Vietnam veterans who always hung out at the bar as if planted in cement with a cloud of cigarette smoke hovering above their heads.

      When she glanced up, she saw Paul Newman. Well, that was her first impression, whoever he was. A rugged Paul Newman in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Of fair height and excellent build, with the scent of Old Spice drifting around him, he had the most vivid pale blue eyes she’d ever seen. She thought she might actually swoon.

      “Wow, you have beautiful eyes,” he said, echoing her thoughts about him. “I never noticed before because I’ve never been this close, but they’re deep-sea blue.”

      Giving the come-on the brush-off, she shook herself from the trance of attraction. “Thanks, but you didn’t come over here to discuss my peepers.”

      “Oh, yeah, well, me and the guys were just wondering....” He took the cigarette out of his mouth and pointed it at the posse at the bar. “We were just wondering,” he repeated, lightly touching her shoulder, then pulling the other chair out from her table-for-two but not sitting down.

      Llayne decided that even Mr. Newman needed to be put in his place sometimes. “Sorry, soldier,” she said, having learned how to deal with forward men like this at Bronco Buck’s. “I don’t recall asking you to talk to me, let alone touch me.”

      Instead of being offended, he let out a howl of laughter and hollered over to his buddies as he pointed at the top of her head. “She’s the one!”

      He dropped his cigarette onto the floor, stomped it out with the heel of his boot, and shifted his bottle of Strohs into his left hand from his right. He rubbed his right up and down his pressed jeans to dry it off then thrust it forward. “Excuse me, miss. Let me start over. My name is Mack O’Brien. I’m president of the Vietnam Veterans Club here on campus. May I please have the honor of discussing something with you that I do believe you’ll want to hear?”

      She looked him over, intrigued by those stone-washed-denim-blue eyes, and relented. She shook his hand. “I’m Llayne Robertson.”

      “May I please sit down, Miss Robertson?”

      She nodded, actually glad for the intrusion. She’d been sitting there alone at The Cabin bar, the college hang-out that sat on the outskirts of town, waiting for Priscilla who was twenty minutes late. She wasn’t embarrassed to be alone, just bored because the band hadn’t started yet. The Cabin truly was a big old cabin with a  stage for the band and a dance floor covering half of the space, tables in the other half, and a long bar down a side wall.

      “You know,” he informed her, “the Vets’ Club - the campus version of the VFW, the Veterans of Foreign Wars - well, we have over two thousand members because so many guys are going to school on the GI Bill after returning from ’Nam.”

      “Wait a minute,” she interrupted. “CMU only has nine thousand students. You’re telling me two thousand are vets?”

      “There are nine thousand full-time students. Most of the vets are part-time. But that doesn’t matter because we can still nominate a candidate for homecoming queen. And that’s why I’m talking to you. We’ve seen you in here a lot, dancing.” He fondled the pack of Camels in his breast pocket but thought better of lighting up and finished off his beer instead, grinning at her askance over the bottle. “The guys like the way you dance. In fact, I’ve heard the word ‘fox’ thrown around a lot.” She had the decency to blush. “Now, we want somebody to run for homecoming queen for us. We need somebody who’s not only pretty, which you are, but somebody who can put up with us scoundrels. That’s you. You know what I mean?”

      No, she didn’t know what he meant, so she studied this brutally handsome man as he yakked at her. He was one of those males who oozed sex appeal without effort. His wavy, dark brown hair came down to his ears, and he had a habit of running his fingers through it to shove it out of his face, an inviting gesture that tempted a woman to run her fingers through it, too. He was older than most students, probably about thirty, and was much neater than typical college kids, a throwback to the ‘60s. He even wore a starched, pin-striped, button-down shirt with his jeans, tucked in under a leather belt.

      Most other vets had adjusted to the fads of the day by dressing like seasoned military men in worn fatigues, scuffed boots, and an array of gaily colored bandannas. There were some college kids who looked the same, but they acquired their army clothes at the Salvation Army store.

      She surveyed the motley crew of vets at the bar. Every girl wanted to run for homecoming queen. But like this?

      Yes, like this. On a whim, she decided she wanted this desperately. Her life had been so strange for so long. This was the kind of thing that was supposed to happen to a young woman. Maybe a homecoming campaign would help her forget her past. Her excitement fizzled, however, as quickly as it had erupted.

      “Thanks, Mack. I’m truly flattered by your offer. But you see, there might be a problem. I’ve been a war protester. It’s nothing against you guys. I think a lot of vets don’t understand that. In fact, I respect you for having done what you think is right. I believe in that; I just don’t believe in that war.”

      He chawed on that. “Damn. Oh pardon my language,” he apologized, not realizing, as most men didn’t, that when alone many females were capable of matching pillaging pirates word for word. “I’m not sure I believe in that war, either,” he leaned forward and whispered candidly. “Just have to tell myself I do to justify having spent a year of my life in that hellhole, you know? Let me talk to the gang.”

      He sallied back to the bar, lighting a cigarette along the way. She watched his bad boy swagger, imagining his bare buns under those jeans. She shook the naughty apparition away and whispered, “Yup, he’s trouble.”

      At the bar he ordered a fresh beer before turning his persuasive powers on his club members.

      Llayne sat there alone and waited as he gestured broadly while talking to his pals. He laughed loudly and slapped a huge man on the back. They looked over their shoulders at her. She felt like a cow at auction and nervously gulped down her pop. Mack talked some more and eventually the other guys seemed more interested in their beer than in what he was saying. He smiled, said “Thanks,” and strode back to her.

      He turned his chair backwards and straddled either side to sit down facing her. “We don’t need to worry about them. They’ll vote for anything with round eyes.”

      Llayne wasn’t sure if she should be offended or charmed. Maybe she was offensive herself for not being offending on behalf of Asian girls everywhere. But at the moment, it didn’t matter. She was running for homecoming queen!

      The band started up with the Beetles hit, Let It Be.

      “That’ll be our campaign slogan,” Mack declared. “Let It Be, Llayne Robertson!”
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      If he touched her one more time she would surely lose control and grab his hand to rub it around her breasts.

      He did it again. It was all she could do to keep her composure while Mack smoothed a wrinkle near the waist of her tight, red sweater. His touch sent shockwaves through her. Did he see her shudder? His insouciance said no. Obviously, this was only entertainment, a diversion from The Cabin, for him and his buddies.

      “Okay, Neckbreaker, you can start shooting,” he said.

      A dozen vets and a number of others hung around while the behemoth man, nicknamed Neckbreaker for obvious reasons, shot picture after picture so one could be used for homecoming buttons and posters.

      Unlike most campaign photographs, this wasn’t staged in a studio with a fancy satin or fur wrap demurely draping the candidate’s shoulders. No, their campaign strategy was nontraditional in every respect. At Mack’s suggestion, they were in the campus park and Llayne wore jeans and the sweater, making no attempt to hide her appealing figure.

      She turned sideways and reached for a leaf on a tree, smiling provocatively into the camera as her long hair with its bleached streak fell seductively over one side of her face.

      “That’s the one,” Mack announced. “Good job, kiddo.” He touched her back in a complimentary gesture.

      His handprint singed her skin, even through her sweater. But she was surprised he didn’t pat her on the top of her head, he’d been treating her like such a child.

      Her preoccupation with Mack caused her to miss seeing Professor Walton Bates among the onlookers. Although with a pert, adoring coed, he blatantly ogled Llayne as he stroked his neatly trimmed beard.

      Mack didn’t miss it and used his body to stand in the way and fuss over her to protect her from the gawker’s salacious glare. He didn’t like it, and he didn’t like that asshole drama instructor. He’d seen him before, squiring girls around campus and taking advantage of their naiveté and vulnerability. Somebody should put the cocksucker in his place. He’d damned well better stay away from Llayne.
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      When Mack found out that Llayne knew the hippie crew on campus, he invited Sonny Dagher and his followers to a campaign meeting, which surprised Llayne and disgruntled some of the vets. True to their military training, however, the men didn’t buck their leader’s decision. A dozen vets were in their usual places at the bar in The Cabin. They blinked at the intrusion of bright afternoon sun when Sonny and his entourage entered. The door closed behind them and the windowless place dimmed again. The vets relaxed.

      “Hey, I’m Mack O’Brien, president of the Vets’ Club.” Mack introduced himself as he and Sonny shook hands.

      “Glad to meet you and help with the campaign. We think a lot of your candidate,” Sonny said, smiling at Llayne over Mack’s shoulder.

      She stepped forward and offered a soft “Hi,” suddenly overcome with shyness. She hadn’t known that Sonny thought a lot of her and wondered why.

      “Listen,” Mack addressed his guest, “I know this might seem odd, you being war protesters and us putting our asses on the line over there and all, but I’ve been thinking it over and figured, you know, in the end we all want the same thing. No more war.”

      Everyone listened intently. The hippies registered no expression. Some of the vets nodded assent. Some seemed pissed, as if maybe they liked war.

      Sonny flashed Mack his biggest smile, which was considerable. “You’re right,” Sonny concurred. “Our methods may be different but our goal is the same. This should be a very interesting meeting.”

      Llayne then understood that this homecoming campaign had come to mean more than whether or not she became a queen. In fact, she felt rather inconsequential as she watched the scene unfold before her.

      Sonny’s followers moved flanks out and into the room as they analyzed this alien place. They seldom went to bars, preferring their own places where they could smoke some good dope.

      The vets blatantly stared at them, so the hippies returned the visual interrogation. The two leaders talked at the door, so alike in leadership ability but so different otherwise. One had the face of an all-American Irish boy, open, energetic, wavy-haired, blue-eyed, scrappy Mack O’Brien. The other was mysteriously extrinsic, tall, and exotic. Enigmatic Sonny Dagher with the long, black hair and soulful, dark eyes.

      Llayne felt an attraction for both men. But she had to admit, she felt attracted to most men. Recently she’d drooled over a gas station attendant’s hinder in greasy jeans as he’d pumped her gas. She was obsessed. Of course, that bedevilment had landed her in trouble last year with Professor Walton Bates.

      She wondered if she’d still be possessed if she ever actually had sex again. She wondered what sex was like with different men. Could it possibly ever be as good physically as it’d been with Walton?

      It certainly hadn’t been with her bumbling high school boyfriend.  In eleventh grade he convinced her to make love with him for the first time. He took her into the woods in his old jalopy convertible on a summer day. They parked at the end of a dirt path at the bottom of a hill. Very secluded, he reassured her to salve her frazzled nerves. It worked, too, until a Cub Scout troop appeared at the top of the hill, looking down at them in all their nude, copulating glory.

      That relationship ended shortly thereafter with both of them agreeing they were caput.

      Neither had it been what one could even remotely call a romantic sexual liaison, well sort of liaison, in college before Walton. During her freshman year there was a singular, fifteen-minute interlude with a college junior she’d had an awful crush on. He’d been drafted into the army and, after totally ignoring her the whole year, came on to her for a “quickie” before going overseas.

      She’d been so ecstatic that he’d finally come to his senses and realized she was worthy of his everlasting love, she hadn’t realized he meant quickie literally, coming prematurely and leaving her before she had time to so much as spell orgasm. She hadn’t heard from him since.

      Priscilla called that one a “wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am.”

      Would she ever find a true love? Which man would she want - Mack or Sonny? She practically hyperventilated at the thought. The thrill of being in Sonny’s strapping arms during those few minutes when she’d cried at the peace march and the stimulation of Mack’s electrifying touch when the campaign pictures were being taken lingered and aroused her still.

      No matter. At the moment, neither knew she existed.

      The two men had gone to a corner table and fallen into deep conversation. Mack gulped a Strohs and smoked a Camel while Sonny sipped a wine spritzer.

      The others found mingling more difficult until someone passed out campaign poster and button materials. With a common goal, everyone went to work.

      Llayne mused at what the frat rats would say about this. They were already upset she canvassed campus in her jeans instead of dressing up like the Greek candidates. A number of her posters had already gone up and the Panhellenic Council had expressed their dismay over the informality of the pose. That made Llayne gloat. She liked dismaying some of those people; they were so smug they deserved it. They would go bonkers over this scene.

      These two disparaging groups, vets and hippies, were dressed in an assortment of old army clothes splotched with festive adornments like bandannas, hats, pins, fringed boots, gaudy earrings, and hair worn frizzed, straight, shaggy, Afroed, braided with beads and feathers, or any combination thereof. Ironically, the three harem women were the most conservatively dressed of all, in jeans and plain sweaters. Even they, whom Llayne would have guessed to be totally disinterested, worked diligently on the posters.

      The week before when Llayne had stumped with Neckbreaker, they’d found that most of her posters had disappeared, which was why they already needed more. At first they suspected opponents had torn them down, but as they distributed fliers door-to-door in the men’s dorms, they saw the posters on guys’ walls, most often over the bed. Neckbreaker suggested they let them be, saying they’d get more votes that way.

      Now the group at The Cabin glued small prints of her picture onto buttons. When they finished, everyone put one on. Unlike the tradition of wearing a campaign button on one’s lapel, these supporters had to be creative because they didn’t have lapels. One went into an Afro, another on a head rag, a few on boots, one on a purple sock, and one on a denimed rear end.

      Llayne started to complain to Neckbreaker that he should move his. But when she looked up into that moon-cratered face and gap-toothed smile wide enough to harbor a ship, so proud of himself for his ingenuity, she decided that if he wanted to wear her picture over his pecker on his fly it was okay with her.

      Eventually, she sauntered over to the corner where Mack and Sonny were so engrossed in conversation with the intention of joining in. But as she neared their table, it became evident they’d forgotten everyone else in the room.

      There were tears brimming in Sonny’s eyes as Mack told him about a vet who had succumbed to nightmares that were so bad his wife had called for help. Just the day before Mack and Neckbreaker had taken the man to the Veterans’ Hospital in Ann Arbor where he was admitted into the psychiatric ward. The war had driven him crazy.

      Llayne thought of her own father and of all the nights he awoke the entire household with horrifying screams of terror from his World War II
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