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DISCLAIMER

This novel is a work of fiction. Names, descriptions, entities, and incidents included in the story are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, events, and entities is coincidental.
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PREFACE
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Warning: The female characters presented are not weak women, these are strong women. If you are not prepared to meet a strong female character, it can be jarring.

I wanted to write a narrative that pays tribute to American women who have served in the US military, the seriousness of war, and the emotional baggage they acquire through their service. The protagonist, Marlene, represents these women. Disrespect is the theme throughout this novel, disrespect that women and men are aware of. Marlene also struggles with her own sexuality, a personal battle intertwined with the scars of her military service.

There are some suggestive scenes, which I blame on my mother’s Canadian British background and English culture. Although born in the United States, I am the son of a Canadian immigrant mother and an American father, which makes me an American-Canadian. Yes, the British own the mischievous scenes.

Although the mood is dark, there are humorous scenes involving Marlene’s mother and a few of Marlene’s coworkers. I used small-town America as the setting, providing the historical background for Marlene and the antagonist, Dorothy. Dorothy is the bad girl.

I have a technical background, so I dropped both Marlene and Dorothy into a technical work environment, creating the competition and conflict needed, both of which are exaggerated. The technical explanations are fiction as well and are a product of my imagination. There is some backbiting going on in the work environment, which is exaggerated as well, so be prepared. Also, the reader can expect to take a flight from the United States to Europe. There is a humorous scene involving airport security that air travelers can appreciate.

In addition, I am more of a storyteller, with a science background, including training in the liberal arts. My liberal arts experience includes college English composition, English literature, American literature, and art history, applied here to reach for the abstract. I consider myself an American author, and this narrative is American Fiction. I am not an artist, but am a hobbyist who is comfortable with structures. I avoid the use of most cusswords, sparingly, as I feel they are not necessary in today’s American Fiction.

I have lived in the Southwest and worked around a few cowboys and cowgirls. My wife, Barbara, is a Cowgirl. The reader can expect a few cowgirl scenes, which might appear naughty as well. But there are a couple of questions I would ask the reader before attempting to read this book:

Are you naughty enough to read this book?

Well, are you?
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Growing Up with Marlene
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Once upon a time in small-town America, there lived a caterpillar.

“Why are you staring at me?” Marlene said.

“You’ve changed.”

“Well, my boobs have gotten bigger, and your constant staring bothers me.”

“Sorry.”

“Your sideburns are getting longer, and you don’t see me staring at you.”

“OK, I’ll stop.”

“You better.”

Marlene sat there, stone-faced, staring at Jim, and then it happened. The dimples began to appear in her cheeks, always in pairs. Jim guessed they had a mind of their own and knew there was strength in numbers. However, the dimples were not alone, no, not alone at all, for they were joined by a damn cute smile.

Is this a tease? Jim thought.

“Did you see what Maria was wearing at school? Maria is so pretty, don’t you think?”

“Yes, she is pretty.”

“I think Maria and Karen both have knockout figures, especially when they’re in a swimsuit. Maria, with her long black hair, and Karen, with her long blonde hair. They both have the prettiest brown eyes and killer smiles. Don’t you agree?”

“You’re not so bad yourself.”

“Oh, come on, I’m not a Maria or Karen. Besides, I know what you want,” she said as she slapped Jim on the shoulder like a coach congratulating the star football player for making a score.

Marlene always commented on her friends’ appearance, the great figures they had, no matter what they were wearing. When Jim and Marlene were with Maria and Karen, Jim would catch her staring at them passionately. Her friends were gorgeous and did not seem to mind, Jim thought they were accustomed to it.

Jim remembered first meeting Marlene McCaffe. She had shoulder-length blonde hair with full-bodied, natural curls resembling coiled car springs. The hair, along with the cutest set of dimples known to man and sky-blue eyes full of sparkle, said it all. They were neighbors who attended the same elementary, middle, and high schools together. Marlene was the tomboy type. When not in school, They played outdoor games, hide-and-seek, baseball, and football, composed of the local street team members, their nearest neighbors. Hunting and fishing were also included, a recipe not followed by many girls her age.

***
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“Ma, why can’t I have a rifle?”

“Girls do not play with rifles,” said Marlene’s mom.

“But we’re not playing with them, Ma; we’re hunting.”

“Playing, hunting—it’s all the same thing.”

“It’s not the same thing, Ma.”

“No, young lady, you are not having a rifle. If you’re not playing with rifles, you’re playing football and baseball with those boys.”

“But . . . but, Ma.”

“No buts about it.”

Jim always let her use his rifles because her mom wouldn’t let her have one.

Speaking of the middle school years, it became obvious they were going through changes, inward and physical. By the time Jim exited middle school, all the girls had developed breasts, and Jim could not stop staring at them. Marlene was at the head of the pack with these changes, sporting a skintight short-sleeve sweater and blue jeans that hugged her bottom.

Jim recalled seeing Marlene in church with her parents, who were regular members like Jim’s family, and how Marlene liked to sing along with the choir. She sure could belt out a tune and had the spirit.

Growing up on the wrong side of the tracks, in poverty, survival was always hand-to-mouth. But although Marlene came from a lower-income family, they were stable, with her dad always finding work in the craftsman trades.

***
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“We’re having a nail-painting party, Marlene. Are you going to join us?” said Sara, Marlene’s best friend.

“Not tonight. Dad and I have some follow-up carpentry work.”

“You’re always working with your dad, Marlene. Don’t you get tired of it?”

“Nope.”

“But carpentry work... isn’t that for boys?”

“No, girls can do it too.”

“Well, my dad wouldn’t let me do that type of work.”

“That’s because your dad is in jail.”

“Ha! You got me there. But seriously, that’s not the kind of thing girls do, Marlene.”

“Girls can do anything boys can do. Besides, I like spending time with my dad.”

Often, her father would have Marlene tag along to assist with some of his carpentry remodeling projects. She excelled, and her father taught her the tools of the trade, along with electrical repairs, air-conditioning, and plumbing. Although she worked long hours with her dad, this had no effect on her grade point average.

***
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“Come on in,” said the high school counselor.

“Hello, Mr. Brady. You wanted to see me?”

“Yes, have a seat, Marlene. I called you in to discuss your grades.”

Marlene rolled her eyes to the left, then to the right, then glanced upward. A confused look appeared on her face, augmented by a well-pronounced frown. “Huh? Is there something wrong with my grades, Mr. Brady?”

“There’s nothing wrong with your grades. You’re a straight-A student with a 4.3 grade point average who excels in math and science. Because you’re maintaining that average, I recommend that you attend the Math Marathon in London at the end of this year. It’s obvious that you’re gifted, and I want to open other doors for you.”

“Well, thanks, Mr. Brady, but I don’t think my family can afford to send me to England. We barely make it week to week.”

“It’s all paid for by a nonprofit organization wanting to see the gifted excel, and you meet the definition, Marlene.”

“I’ll have to talk to my parents, Mr. Brady.”

“Not a problem. I’ll be stopping by your dad’s jobsite and will give him an update, as well as the registration paperwork required by the Math Marathon.”

***
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“London, England? A trip to England—ha!” said her mother.

“It wasn’t my idea; it was Mr. Brady’s.”

“Math Marathon, what kind of job is that going to get you?”

“I don’t know—math teacher, maybe?”

“Forget it. Math Marathon—hell no.”

“I know, Ma, but Mr. Brady said I had a knack for math, and he thought it was a good idea.”

“Your father is behind in his work and needs a helping hand.”

“What do I tell Mr. Brady?”

“You can tell Mr. Brady you’re the helping hand.”

The Math Marathon never happened. But however busy her schedule, Marlene always made time for the local street teams that played baseball, football, and basketball.

***
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There was a loud whack as the bat connected with the ball, sailing well over the outfielder’s reach.

“Wow! Run, Marlene! Run!” said her teammate.

“Holy crap—she runs like a freaking deer!”

Jim did not mind having a girl on the street team; besides, she was good at sports. However, Marlene was never good with high school social gatherings. The dances and proms were like tooth extractions to Marlene, not her favorite, and she avoided them. She would listen to the latest pop music or country-western tunes, and Jim would often catch her singing along with the hit songs; she had an awesome voice.

***
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“I didn’t know you could play the guitar.”

“I practice when I can, Jim.”

“How about coming to the high school dance with me?”

“No thanks. Besides, you know I can’t dance.”

“So what? Nobody in school can dance. Come on, Marlene. Let’s go.”

“No thanks. I don’t feel comfortable at dances.”

“Why?”

“It’s more of a fashion show with the girls, and I don’t like to wear dresses.”

“Who cares? Just dress like you typically do.”

“If I did, I would be the talk of the school the next day. Besides, my family can’t afford to buy me fancy clothes.”

“Come on—just wear what you normally wear.”

“I don’t feel comfortable going, Jim.”

“You mean you’re not the girly type.”

“I guess not.”

“I hear Karen and Maria are going.” 

“They didn’t say anything to me.” Marlene glanced up and rolled her eyes side to side, a look of disappointment on her face.

“Justin told me he asked Maria out.”

“That figures—as many conversations as I’ve had with Maria, and she never mentioned Justin.”

“Don’t be hurt.”

“I’m not, but Maria is my friend. I thought friends told each other everything.”

“Well, then don’t tell Maria you’re going to the dance with me.”

“You’re right. I will go with you, Jim, and I won’t tell Maria.”

“Karen is going with Dave Butler.”

“Jesus, Karen is going with Dave Butler? She didn’t say a thing to me.”

“OK, so don’t tell Karen or Maria you’re going to the dance with me.”

“Got that right. We’re going, Jim.”

***
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The night of the dance, Marlene showed up in a Western shirt with button snaps, blue jeans, and Western boots, as did Jim. The tight-fitting shirt, along with the jeans, accented Marlene’s figure. They sat at a table with Sara and her date until they got up to dance. Sara lived next door to Marlene, and they shared all their girl secrets. Karen and Maria were also sitting at the table with Dave and Justin. As the evening started, they both got up to dance with their dates.

“They’re gorgeous,” said Marlene.

“Who?” Jim said, knowing all along whom Marlene was referring to.

“Maria and Karen, of course—look at them.”

“Marlene, I’ve got news for you: they can’t hold a candle to you.”

“Oh, Jim, knock it off.”

“Really, Marlene, you’re gorgeous.”

“Look at the dress Karen is wearing; she has a knockout figure.”

“Your figure isn’t bad.”

“You don’t mean that, Jim.”

“What do you mean, I don’t mean that?”

“Maria—she sure is stacked. Look at the cleavage popping out of that dress.”

“Your cleavage is the best.”

Marlene glanced at Jim. She grinned that grin guarded by the cutest dimples. Jim saw an opportunity and jumped on it.

“You want to dance?”

“Jim, you know I don’t dance.”

“OK, do you want to go to Karen and Maria’s party?”

“Party! What party?” said Marlene loudly enough to draw attention to our table and scare away those cute dimples. Those sky-blue eyes promptly and unexpectedly turned green.

“Yeah, party,” Jim said, grinning, but it was a stupid reply, and it cost him the date.

“That’s it. I’m leaving.”

“Leaving?” Jim said.

“Don’t worry; you can stay, Jim.”

“But . . . but—”

“No buts about it; I’m walking home. You can join your friends, Karen and Maria.”

“Oh, come on, Marlene.”

Marlene walked out the door, along with Jim’s expectations of what the dance could have been.
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Chapter 2
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A Patriot’s Calling
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It was our last year of high school, and on opening day in August 2001, everyone was excited, talking about how glad they were to be close to getting out of school, with graduation expected next year.

“I can’t believe I made it this far,” said one student in the hallway.

“Can’t wait to get out of this class,” said another.

The week passed quickly.

***
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We had just entered class on September 11, 2001, and while attendance was being taken, moments later an announcement came over the intercom: “Terrorists have just flown airplanes into the Twin Towers in New York City.”

The news was a shock. A few days later, Marlene and Jim talked while waiting for the school bus.

“Jim, can you believe someone would do that?” Marlene said.

“No, I can’t, but I do know what I’m going to do about it.”

“And what is that?”

“As soon as I graduate, I’m joining the army.”

“Ha. I beat you on that one; I already spoke to a recruiter. Right after graduation, I’m leaving for basic training.”

“You’re joking.”

“No joking here, Jim. Right after graduation, I’m going to basic. I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. Besides, I need to get away from my mom. We never agree on anything, and joining the army is a chance for me to get out of this hick town. My grandpa joined the army during the Vietnam War, which was not a popular thing to do. This war is different, Jim, and I need to step up.”

“But what about college? You’re a straight-A student and valedictorian, with acceptance letters from several universities. You have plenty of scholarships to boot. Why would you do that?”

“I really feel that I need to protect my country, Jim.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Since they don’t allow women to join the infantry, I’m thinking I could be a medic.”

“Well, you won’t be alone.”

“Why’s that, Jim?”

“I signed up for infantry and will be going airborne right after basic.”

Marlene moved closer and gave Jim a hug, which he obliged. Greeting his chest were two soft, warm cushions whose circumference increased as their embrace tightened, an embrace slowed with a most pleasant resistance of human touch. Marlene rose up on her toes to kiss Jim on the cheek, and he was greeted with the sweet smell of her breath, hinting at the fruity chewing gum she had disposed of earlier. The brief kiss continued forward until their cheeks touched. The scent of gardenias replaced the sweet smell of her breath. Was that coming from the shampoo she’d used or the perfume she’d picked for the day? Her hands moved across his back, steady at first, and then they accelerated. The soft cushions, the warm embrace, the hint of fruity chewing gum; the odor of gardenias; the steady touch—they all disappeared when she began patting his back. A mother burping a newborn. Marlene always got it wrong.

“Oh, Jim... be careful.”

The smile that had appeared earlier, the smile Jim always mistook for love and affection, was just the smile of a true friend. After graduation, they both headed for army basic training.
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Chapter 3
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Another Nightmare
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“Sara, Sara! No, no, Sara! Don’t leave me, Sara,” Marlene sobbed, lost in a nightmare.

She saw her small-town neighborhood friend, Sergeant Sara Brace, who had been taken by medevac from the battlefield. As an army staff sergeant in charge of several medics, Marlene never expected Sara to get hurt. They both talked about it happening. God knows they talked about it. An expert on demolitions, Sara experienced frequent calls to deactivate IEDs—improvised explosive devices—while out on missions.

***
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“Whenever it happens, I’ll never know it,” said Sara, laughing, having just painted her fingernails. They are in the sea hut, composed of an army barracks resembling a large storage shed with interior plywood paneling, fluorescent lighting, and army sleeping cots that create a shared space among other female soldiers in their platoon. The painting of fingernails was a pastime they had enjoyed as teens.

“Marlene, how come you never paint your nails?” asked Sara.

“I chew my nails. Besides, in this job, it’s too much trouble to maintain.”

Her job—an excuse Marlene often used in high school with her girlfriends during similar situations. These questions always made her feel that she lacked the social graces that her friends had, an awkwardness that Marlene could not explain, that kept her from feeling like one of the girls but never kept her away from female companionship.

“I use a clear polish on my fingernails. That way, Sergeant Dick won’t discipline me,” said Sara.

“Oh, Sara, you know Sergeant Jones is just doing his job.”

“Yeah, I know, but he’s still a dick.”

They both chuckle.

“I like painting my nails, even if the polish is clear,” said one female ordnance soldier.

“Me too. I wish the army would let us wear pink polish,” said her bunkmate.

“That’s against regulations,” said the ordnance soldier.

“I get tired of having to wear all this army crap,” said the bunkmate.

“Painting my nails makes me feel like a girl again,” said Sara.

“Yeah, and I want to feel like a girl right before my butt gets blown up by an IED,” said another.

They all laugh.

That’s how they handle the thought of getting hurt, by laughing. But it’s always an uneasy laugh. A laugh you use to kid yourself—and then it happens: you’re hurt.

***
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The nightmare takes a sharp turn down a dark road of grief, where Marlene finds herself waiting on a helicopter that had airlifted soldiers from the scene of a detonated IED. One of the injured soldiers is her best friend, Sara.

Marlene learns that the airlift, a medevac helicopter, will be landing on her base in ten minutes. When the helicopter arrives, Marlene rushes to Sara’s side; her legs are gone, her left arm missing. The air medics have stopped the bleeding, but the abdominal trauma is worse.

The blood...

So much blood... and the odor, reminiscent of a fish market, is overwhelming.

Marlene gets Sara’s blood all over her hands and uniform while trying to remove Sara’s clothing. The blood has coagulated, causing Marlene’s fingers to stick together, which prevents her from conducting the necessary triage. She needs to work quickly.

“God, why can’t I move faster? Damn this blood!”

The more rapidly Marlene attempts to work, the more her fingers stick together, preventing her from applying the immediate aid needed, slowing her down . . . so slow.

Meanwhile, Sara slips away, her pulse growing weaker as she struggles to breathe. Her chest heaving, she gasps in her death throes, attempting to hold on to what life remains. Her faint pulse weakens until, finally, no pulse exists at all.

The bright sparkle in Sara’s eyes begins to dim, as if lit from within. The light, at last, goes out; the sparkle gone, Sara’s eyes now look flat and lifeless.

“Sara! Sara!”

Sara, a friend Marlene grew up with, a friend who taught her about boys, a friend who taught her about makeup, a friend who joined the army with her, a longtime friend, a sister, is now dead.

“She’s gone, Sergeant,” says the major working to save her life. “Time of death . . .”

The room begins to spin. It’s the last voice Marlene hears. Faster and faster, it spins until it becomes a blur.

***
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As if struck by lightning, she bolts upright in bed.

“Sara, oh, Sara,” said Marlene. With her hands flat on the bed, her head bent over, she sobbed. In a cold sweat, she laid back down in the fetal position, still shaken up by the nightmare, and cried herself back to sleep.

***
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Awakening the next day, Dr. Marlene McCaffe crawled out of the deep pit from the nightmare. Feeling defeated from all the crying, watching Sara lose her life yet again, had left her weak and empty, so empty, another PTS—post-traumatic stress—event added to the long list of previous events for Marlene. Iraq was her third and last deployment. Unable to handle the army any longer, when her tour ended, Marlene departed the service for university life in Austin, Texas, where she obtains a bachelor’s degree in biology and computer engineering. She continues her studies, earned a master’s degree in biology, and then headed to California to complete her PhD and become a postdoctoral fellow at Stanford University. Later, Marlene became a research fellow at Oxford University, where she held the lead staff scientist position on the Genetic Research Project.

She now worked for ORTAN, a commercial organization located in the Washington, DC, area that specialized in ancient DNA sequencing.

Unhurried, Marlene got out of bed, made her way across the room, and opened her closet door. Hanging from the rod and encased in plastic wrapping, almost at attention, was the army camo uniform she was wearing when Sara was killed. The bloodstains on Marlene’s uniform were still present even after being washed. During her last Iraq tour, after Sara’s death, Marlene folded up her uniform and stored it away in her duffel bag. She ran her fingers across the now-brownish, faded bloodstains left by her best friend. Memories of Sara flooded back, all the time spent with their girlfriends, their high school days, the games they attended, then the constant communications when they were deployed. The bloodstains were the only remaining part of Sara that Marlene had left in the world.

“I really miss you, Sara . . .”

Slowly, she dropped her hand from the uniform, closed the closet door, and headed to the bathroom, where she entered the shower. The drops of water hitting her skin were small fingers tapping out a drumbeat, spiritlessly massaging away some of the trauma from the night before, but never removing it. The shower’s gentle rhythm resurrected her psyche, and feeble Marlene began to feel human once again. The droplets tapped away, triggering a distant memory of a storm—and the shame it brought with it—while Marlene attended the University of Texas in Austin.
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Chapter 4
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A Memory of a Spring Day in Austin, Texas
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As Marlene walked across the UT Austin campus to her next class, a passing storm dropped some rain. The shower had awoken all the aromas from the oak trees and the lawns carpeting the campus, as well as plant oils, bacteria spores, and ozone, adding to the storm’s sweet smell. Marlene had seen the reflection of the dark-gray receding clouds in the pools of water puddling across the lawn; the rearview mirrors for the departing storm. Suddenly, a bright flash of lightning, followed by a crash of thunder, triggered Marlene’s post-traumatic stress, bringing another memory from the Iraq War: indirect fire from a mortar shell. Before she realized what was happening, her military training had taken over, and Marlene found herself face down in a puddle of water.

“What in the world is she doing?” one female student said, laughing.

“Oh my God!” said another.

“Are you OK?” asked one student who had witnessed the episode and began to help Marlene up, obviously a more mature person attempting to render aid, not like the insensitive students who had laughed.

“I’m OK. I’m OK,” Marlene answered, beginning to regain her composure that had once again been stolen by PTS. Marlene’s face, bleached white from the shot of adrenaline, showed the strain from the event.

“Are you sure you’re OK?” asked another student who had happened on the scene.

“Yes, I’m fine.”

Water from the puddle had dripped down Marlene’s face. The front of her pants and blouse were soaked. She stood, paused, and looked down at the front of her sodden white blouse, exposing her well-developed breasts; the wet fabric of the pants revealed the outline of her panties.

Embarrassment began to rise.

Immediately, Marlene felt her face flush red as she looked side to side, attempting to conjure an explanation for her reaction. Embarrassed once again by another PTS situation, she thought she needed to justify her behavior with an excuse.

Looking down, she said, “I, uh, must have tripped. Thanks for your help.”

Her backpack slung over her shoulder, Marlene walked away, carrying the history of so many knee-jerk reactions from war, leaving the astonished students who had rendered aid scratching their heads.

“I thought I saw her dive to the ground,” said the student who had helped Marlene.

“I think she dove into the puddle,” said the first onlooker.

***
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PTS—what a strange bedfellow. Always there in the background, waiting to jump out and ruin Marlene’s day. The PTS event receded into memory as she finished her shower. After vigorously drying off, Marlene glanced in the mirror, which revealed puffy eyes from crying earlier that morning. She towel-dried her shoulder-length hair. Gone were the coil-spring curls from her formative years; in their place was wavy blonde hair. Marlene began to dress, pulling on her panties and reaching for a bra. She slipped on a navy-blue skirt that ended far enough above her knee to let her well-shaped thigh peek out. She then added a white open-necked blouse. She applied her makeup, doctoring her eyes to conceal the previous night’s episode. Just enough face powder and eye shadow to hide the swelling. She’d become an expert at covering up such evidence and completed the ritual in no time at all.

Collecting her purse and her briefcase, she gave the house a once-over before she left. She got into a small coupe, great for accelerating through traffic, and adjusted the mirrors. After another quick check of her makeup, she backed out of the driveway. She sped through suburbia and made her way onto a major expressway, heading toward her workplace.

Marlene spotted the exit and signaled for the turn. Adjacent to ORTAN’s large parking lot were several five-story buildings standing side by side like soldiers in formation, dressed in the sandstone uniform color of limestone rock. In the center, between the buildings, a walkway met a set of stairs leading up to a large water fountain. In the middle of the fountain, jets of water shot from a ring of Greek pillars, mimicking a rhythmic dance of sorts. Behind the fountain stood a group of picnic tables that ORTAN employees often frequented during their lunch breaks. Marlene pulled into her assigned spot near the front of the building, marked by the sign Staff to Director. She exited her car, ascended the sidewalk steps toward the fountain, and proceeded to the building in which her office was housed. Today, she is starting her day during the lunch hour, a planned scheduling that she manages, knowing she will work late to cover for her morning’s absence.
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Chapter 5
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Dorothy, the Bitch
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A group of six women wearing access badges allowing controlled entry into the buildings sat at the picnic tables. Five of the women wore special access badges that identifies them as temporary workers, subcontractors of sorts. One of the women, Dr. Dorothy Prudence, sports a short military buzz cut and wore a small rainbow pin attached to the lapel of her menswear business suit, accompanied by a men’s necktie. Project leader and full-time ORTAN employee, Dorothy manages all temp workers and deliverables. One of the women opposite Dorothy spoke up.

“What a gorgeous day. Not a cloud in the picture-perfect blue sky,” she says.

“Can I cut out early today?” asks another temp in a submissive tone, as if she needs to get down on her knees and bow for acceptance.

Dorothy’s buzz cut and high cheekbones make her facial features look wider than normal. Her aquamarine blue eyes, vacant of eye makeup, appear as deep-set pools of water below a high embankment. Her eyes have the predatory look of a wolf out on the prowl for its next meal, and just now, a baby rabbit had prances out of the bushes.

“Like hell you’ll cut out early. If I’m unable to, you sure as hell cannot. God, temps!” barks the wolf.

After responding in a tone of disgust as if she’d stepped into something a dog had left at a nearby park, Dorothy turns her attention back to her food. A predator true to form, she rips into her ham sandwich as if it were a fresh kill.

Realizing that Dorothy could get her fired, the temp changed the subject. The women’s chatter was reminiscent of blackbirds preparing to bed down at dusk in some large metropolitan city.

“Did you read Dr. McCaffery’s latest article?” one says, hoping for acceptance from Dorothy.

“I read one of her articles, and I tell you, she doesn’t know what she is talking about,” snaps Dorothy.

The temps become quiet. This alpha female behavior was typical of Dorothy, who flaunts her dominance. In constant battles over project specifics, Dorothy monopolizes the conversations. Meeting a project’s completion date was the best hope to keep Dorothy happy.

“I can’t believe we have to beta test again,” remarks one temp.

“That Dr. McCaffery is thorough,” adds a senior temp who had been on the project longer and armed with the knowledge of previous shop talk regarding the rivalry Dorothy perceives with Marlene. To score points for her team by directing Dorothy’s anger at someone else, the senior temp bates the project leader. “Wouldn’t you say so, Dr. Prudence?” she asked.

“Thorough? Thorough? Hell no. She likes to nitpick every project I manage with her feeble attempts to address nonexistent design flaws.”

“She does do that,” says another temp.

With a sly grin, Dorothy looks down her nose while glancing sideways at the temp worker sitting next to her. “Besides, she’s a member of the affirmative action club,” she says.

“You mean she belongs to a minority group?” asks the temp worker.

“Not sure which minority group she belongs to with those pale features, blue eyes, and blonde hair, but I overheard Dr. Wilson calling her in to review her personal action plan, which is the ORTAN code word for the AA plan,” Dorothy says in a tone of disgust.

“AA plan. What’s that?” asks the temp.

“Affirmative action plan. God, temps!”

“Oh . . . Well, if ORTAN follows the US government standards for its affirmative action plan, then doesn’t it include women, minorities, gays, and veterans?” asks another temp.

“Yes, you can believe it follows the same standards. Otherwise, ORTAN would not obtain the government contracts it currently receives. We all know it’s a man’s world. If women didn’t have the AA plan, we wouldn’t have a shot.”

“So, she obtained her position because she’s a woman?”

“A woman, yes, and something else—otherwise, she wouldn’t be in the position she’s in. To become staff to the director, you need more than just being a woman for your AA plan.”

“But isn’t the ORTAN director a woman?”

“God, temps! Of course, she’s a woman, and it’s the AA plan that got her the director position.”

“So how did Dr. McCaffery get to her position?”

Dorothy bit into her sandwich like a lioness ripping into a wildebeest, showing no mercy, and raises her hand with her finger pointing up toward the sky, the signal for the temps to shut up until she finished. The lioness made quick work of the mouthful of food, picked up a soft drink, and took a long draw on the straw. The lioness looked around the table, waiting for a temp worker to interrupt her. The women knew better and awaited Dorothy’s answer.

“You can believe she has more than one hit on her AA plan besides being a woman. No, she has to belong to one of the other AA groups, such as LGBT, veteran, or some other racial group.”

“Oh,” says one temp.

“I thought anyone who was staff to the director would have had to earn it, regardless of whether they have an AA plan,” says another temp.

“Oh, they earn it all right. Perhaps on jobs such as firefighting, construction, police, or the service industry, such as a waiter and the like, but not at this professional level.”

Dorothy pauses for another sip, with a look of “You mean you didn’t know that?” splattered across her face.

“She has a doctorate in her field, doesn’t she?” asks the temp sitting next to Dorothy.

“Yes, but you can bet she obtained it from some for-profit online school,” says Dorothy, staring straight ahead with a matter-of-fact smirk on her face.

“Oh, I wasn’t aware she attended a for-profit school,” remarks another temp.

“I hear those schools hardly meet minimum standards,” says another temp, a remark that caused the other women to nod their heads in agreement with this newfound knowledge while glancing at each other.

“Yes, ORTAN must cover its butt and abide by the affirmative action policies of the US government if it expects to obtain a government contract. However, I see how ORTAN suffers by taking in these less-than-expected performers,” says Dorothy, the smirk still in place.

“I never heard she’s a less-than-expected performer,” remarks another temp, hoping Dorothy would unleash some of her internal hate on someone else other than the temps.

“That’s the affirmative action plan in play. Our friend McCaffery came from a litter of seven children and welfare-recipient parents,” says Dorothy with the same snide look, lying to discredit Marlene. “Yes, the typical lower class in action—have a litter of kids and expect someone else to pay their way. You never see this behavior in the upper middle class from which I come.”

“You’re from the upper middle class? How exciting!” says one temp, faking an expression of awe.

“Yes. My father is a direct descendant of . . .” Dorothy went on to explain her father’s direct lineage to the founders of the US Constitution and how her mother was a direct descendant of an English family who lived in an abbey with over thirty rooms. “And my great aunt . . .” Dorothy expands to the crowd of fans who know Dorothy is a braggart but are willing to waste time before they return to work.

“Oh, there goes Dr. McCaffery now,” says one temp as she waved to Marlene. Marlene ascends the stairs in front of the fountain adjacent to the tables and returns the greeting with her usual warm smile as she turns in the direction of her office building.

“Great, she’s here. I have to prepare for another design review,” remarks one temp.

“And you forgot to mention she assigns a buttload of action items where you have to rework the entire design,” Dorothy adds.

“Well, that’s how it works, Dorothy. The ORTAN test team provides the software interface for our tests, blind tests, and double-blind tests that need to be conducted in the scientific process, and Dr. McCaffery and her colleagues engineer the software needed, then pass it over to us,” says the senior temp.

“Scientific process, ha! I’ll give you a scientific process,” says Dorothy, turning to face the senior temp.

“Perhaps you can suggest an alternative?” says the senior temp.

“Well, I have to move along. I need to prepare for the design review. See you skirts later,” says Dorothy as she rose from the table and turned to walk away. “Oh yeah, throw my garbage in the trash can.”
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