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Prologue
FREAK LIKE ME
“Twirk it!” a deep voice bellowed from the rear of the room. Lisette, a.k.a Golden, had just turned her back to do her notorious salt-shaker booty move on the spot-lit stage on Wednesday evening.
There was a cow-whistle as another male cheered excitedly from somewhere in the smoke-filled dimness of the crowd. “That’s right Golden! Do that shit. Make it clap baby!”
A remix of the Pussycat Dolls, Don’t you wish your girlfriend was a freak like me blared from dual floor speakers, and maroon paisley-print walls velvet to the touch vibrated, courtesy of a visiting DJ who was going heavy on the base. Walls weren’t the only thing in motion as Golden allowed her butt-cheeks to rise and fall on command to the catchy hook of the song with lyrics that played out slightly differently in her head. She told herself; I’m body. Every man in here is wishing that they had a freak like me to come home to. Golden pulled the tie loose on her butter-soft black leather g-string. She felt the timing in her act was right, so it joined her matching bra top which lay purposeless on the floor. Bending over, she turned around and shook her cinnamon-colored lower half vigorously, not stopping until she heard the crowd going ballistic in approval. It was clear that they wanted more as they chanted her name again and again.
“Golden-Golden-Golden.”
There was something in their liveliness that fueled her like charcoal to a match on a summer barbeque afternoon, and it happened each time that “Golden” hit the stage. Like a crack-fix to a drug addict, she overindulged on an ego-high that she didn’t want to ever come down from. Her ego. Her self-assuredness. Her confidence. Anyway you labeled it; it had catapulted her into a top money maker as the premier dancer at Club Bare. Her thoughts flashed back to when she’d first applied for the job. Domie, the club owner had asked her to describe her best physical attribute---she’d challenged him to find something on her that he didn’t like; of course it was everything. Golden smiled satisfyingly, unable to resist thieving a glimpse of herself in the mirrored partition to the right of where she was performing. Her skin positively Emmy-Award glistened. An oval face framed hazel eyes and an expression of say-so, a small waist and thick thighs worked in unison like that of a well oiled machine, 36-D cup breasts Jell-O-jiggled, and her behind literally brought home the rear. That’s why a tickled Domie had hired her right on the spot that day. She was a force to be reckoned with; capable of earning a stage name all her own, capable of commanding an audience like no one else, and capable of bringing in the most cash.
Golden flipped her signature golden tresses with a knowing grin, and bone straight hairs landed seductively over her neck and back just the way they should have. Quality bulk hair could sway like that, and she’d purchased Malaysian’s best; a wig specially fitted for her head with natural skin parts that could be styled like it was hers. With another toss of her locks, she slowly slithered to the floor to do a full split. Each time she performed the stunt the same thought resurfaced. Sixth grade gymnastics was way under-rated. It proved to be most useful in the profession she’d chosen. Golden expertly swung her limber body back around, giving the crowd a piercing gaze as she straddled the floor successfully. Success, she thought. Her heart thumped; at the notion more crazily. The song was at its end, and the platformed stage was cash-filled. This was the type of show-stopper ending that made customers want to come back to Club Bare to see her time and time again. Golden snatched up her underwear, gracefully waved and then smiled at her fans. She exited the stage, but not before glancing up at the club’s wall clock with a sigh of relief. It was eight-thirty p.m. If she put the pedal to the metal of her Range Rover HSE, she’d still be able to make it to eight forty-five p.m. church choir rehearsal.
Chapter 1
SWING LOW SWEET CHARIOT…
Lisette Derek-Jeter-slid her backside across the wooden bench of First Christian Faith in a hurry to blend in with the rest of the choir rehearsal attendees. She claimed a spot right next to her best gal-pal Cynthia who was quietly engrossed with a magic marker, horizontally highlighting sunburst neon across bible scriptures. A swift scan of the room confirmed that Church Choir Director-President Cassandra Banks hadn’t graced the building yet. Church members were still chattering around casually, converged in corners and nooks of the chapel. It was a monumental occasion. Bodies didn’t just stand around at a Cassandra Banks choir rehearsal meeting, not with Sister Banks always being first in attendance. She could be a stones throw away from the structure or atop a snowy ice-capped mountain clear on the other side of the cosmos and still make it to service in time to tend to church business. Lisette bit down on her lower lip to suppress a chuckle, immediately feeling a pang of guilt for making fun of a woman who made her sole purpose for living all about serving God. Her eyes gravitated towards the vision clad in Barney-dinosaur purple adjacent to her at the thought. Even her best friend Cynthia had jumped on the sanctified bandwagon. Like an idle car to a green traffic light, Lisette instantaneously got to contemplating her own hallowed status. It was true that she was a member of the church, but attending wasn’t quite the equivalent of being saintly. Her friend on the other hand pretty much qualified. Cynthia had done the Holy Ghost dance a few times in church, the dance that seemed to be a right of passage, proving that she and the big guy upstairs were in a solidified union. Lisette wasn’t particularly okay with not having been chosen to do the trot yet, but she knew that the decision wasn’t hers alone to make. Perhaps in the dance of life, God still considered her to be a wall flower.
Cynthia’s gaze met hers as she smirked and spoke. “You forgot to take your wig off Blondie.”
Lisette’s pupils widened as she peered down to give herself the once-over. Swingy knee-length navy Nicole Miller skirt. Check. White cotton Banana Republic blouse. Check. Matching navy Pedro Garcia round-toe pumps. Check. She coolly felt along the base of her head. Her hair was smooth, neatly gathered into a ponytail by an ornate gem clip. In a length just past her shoulders, it was all hers, in a hue so jet-black it could pass for blue. Another look at her friend was tell-tale. The corners of Cynthia’s mouth curved into a grin.
“Ha. Made you look.”
Lisette playfully jabbed Cynthia on the arm relieved. With the way she sprinted to get to the church on time, she very well could have left her wig on. She had to give it up to her gal-pal for pulling one over on her, especially because of the way she took the utmost of precaution in keeping her job under wraps. The fact was that if Cynthia hadn’t been her closest friend in the whole wide world, she wouldn’t have been privy to knowing either. “Okay, so you almost got me. Everybody can’t be all together like you all the time you know,” Lisette responded, nodding at being pranked by her very holy-roller friend who stayed up to church code. She supposed Cynthia’s hair color, Clairol 42 Cinnamon deep auburn stood out somewhat adventurously as an eye magnet, but generally her do’s were limited. Bi-weekly hairdresser visits rotated between three styles; the French roll, the roller set, or the pristine bun, and the French roll was prevailing that week. Unfortunately, her attire was equally as predictable. Skirts always grazed her ankles, and she’d rather get herself shot dead in the chest with a sawed off shot gun than be caught alive in public sleeveless. Lisette continued to beam a ray of concentration onto Cynthia’s formless physique, almost positive there were some curves underneath her oversized garb somewhere. Potato-sacks as clothes might have been tolerable if there was at least decent footwear to accompany it but no---her friend had a love for sporting thick heeled shoes, the kinds that grand-mamas and Auntie so and so’s liked to wear. After her head rose back to eye level Lisette discovered a shocking twist; her apparel was being scrutinized too.
Cynthia’s ample grin accompanied an eye of endorsement. “Not you wearing a skirt on a non-worship night. I must say, it’s marvelous to see you getting sharp for God girl.”
Getting kudos on her style choices was always nice, so Lisette instinctively smiled. She skimmed her hands over the silkiness of her skirt, certain that she had absolutely, purposefully, stepped it up way beyond the designer jeans and cutesy tops she customarily wore. Like the swing of a hammock on a crisp fall day, her thoughts began to sway. Why had she ever felt the need to wear jeans to practice in the first place? Fancy felt so much more appropriate. Right then Lisette decided to make more of an effort to dress up for the Holy-man upstairs. It would be done more consistently and not just because she’d decided to do the working at Club Bare and house-of-worship thing on the same day---which wasn’t an everyday occurrence. It was a first, and most likely the last time such a thing would happen, but Domie had made her one irresistible offer. Double of what she usually made to be on the Early-Bird Bill Stripping Extravaganza. Fifteen hundred dollars, and for only one night of dancing, she hadn’t turned it down. In addition, her work week had been reduced from four to three days, and there was another upside---ten percent of it was going into a tithes and offering envelope on Sunday morning.
Cynthia popped a stick of chewing gum into her mouth from her basic black patch handbag. “So how’d work go?”
Three years solid into the occupation still left Lisette thrown off as to how to answer questions relating to the subject of her work. Oftentimes, her friend seemed unsure of what to ask. Most times she’d try being humorous, but typically her worry and concern showed through. Lisette answered her candidly, as she always did. “You know me, I did my thing.”
Cynthia chuckled uneasily as what she’d just asked her sank in. She’d gone from joking to serious about Lisette’s profession in less than five minutes and neither approach felt right. Frankly, no method did. That was the problem in accepting what her friend did in her very unconventional job. The positive was that at least it was a job. She knew it was because Lisette filed a 1040 EZ for it each year. And while stripping wasn’t what she would call the most wholesome of occupations, she wasn’t about to pass judgment. Only God could do that, and she wasn’t no God, only a strong believer in him. Her belief was enormous. Belief had her feeling that change was going to come, and with Lisette’s ever-growing faith, it wouldn’t be long before her friend fully turned her life over to leave the erotic dancing behind for good. Cynthia tried to make on the spot amends on her inappropriate question of how work went. She emphatically held her bible up as a symbol of her word as she spoke. “Hmph. I’m gonna pray on this. I need to cease and desist asking you that question.” Just as swiftly flicking her other wrist out, she continued, stating what was obvious to her. “You’re lucky I love you girl, and that I don’t judge you on how you make your living.”
Lisette gave her a cynical grin.
Cynthia dumbfoundedly grinned back. “What…? Gum?”
Lisette accepted the gum as a peace offering, but tucked it inside her pocketbook zipper for later, opting to take out her Givenchy mirror compact instead. While checking her face makeup she whispered jokingly. “Cynthia-girl, spare me. I’ve been trying to use my profession as an excuse to ditch your behind for years. It’s no coincidence. We’re just stuck with each other as best friends.” Whipping out her mascara, she barreled the wand through her already-lengthened lashes and matter-of-factly added, “Not that I would even contemplate leaving my job. Not with the type of money I’m making, and not with bills to pay and a teenaged daughter to raise.”
Knowing what a big role finances and living comfortably played with her friend kept Cynthia from debating the topic. Alternatively, she turned her attention over to the empty space next to Lisette. “Speaking of which, where’s my god-daughter Janelle at?” She asked because the child was practically chained at the hip to her mother at practices. Initially, she’d thought the child was in the restroom, but too much time had passed, so she couldn’t have been in there. Cynthia’s forehead wrinkled curiously. “She’s okay right? She’s just not with you?”
“Not this time,” Lisette answered, show-boating a mummified smile. She didn’t want to let on about what her thoughts really were. Cynthia would only think that she was being overprotective again. Overprotective as in, as they sat, she was fighting the urge not to call and check on her just turned fifteen year-old baby-girl for a second time. The first time had been only ten short minutes ago on the ride over to First Christian Faith. Lisette continued, only to soothe her own qualms about not having her child along. “I wanted to bring Janelle, I just didn’t have enough time to pick her up after I left the club. She’s doing homework now, but I gave her permission to go on the computer to chat with her little school friends after.” Her lips pursed confidently as she added, “I’ve got the controls set to keep her safe from those online predators though. You know, the ones you see getting busted on 20/20, those sick-o’s.”
Cynthia’s eyebrows see-sawed. She gave Lisette the triple head nod.
Lisette was able to translate her friend’s body language which read like a Sunday Times newspaper. Of course she thought she was being overprotective. Cynthia didn’t have kids. She didn’t know how apprehensive a parent could get. Anything could happen to a child left alone. Leaving Janelle latch-key four nights out of the week brought on guilt enough, but working was a necessity. It was how the money came in and without it, Lisette didn’t know where she and Janelle would be.
A definitive gust of frigid night air abruptly shot past them, blowing in Sister Banks, propelling her NASCAR zoom down the aisle like the former Price-As-Right game-show host Bob Barker had just called her name. She was jabbering about being behind schedule, ordering everyone into double-time like a basketball coach, but she could have easily been on the starting lineup herself being over six feet tall. Sister Banks was a mahogany heavy set older woman with high cheekbones and salt and pepper hair of which she normally wore in precise Susan-Taylorish cornbraids done up in an elegantly reserved bun. The elegance and reserve ended there. Best known for thinking out loud, too often it was at the expense of others. It was a personality trait of hers that refused to take the back seat---even in a house-full of worshippers.
“Is everyone here?” Sister Banks didn’t need a megaphone to be heard. Her voice carried effortlessly the length of two football fields.
“Yes,” all one dozen and a half members answered in unison obediently.
All ten women and all eight men were present. Lisette knew this because their choir leader did a head count reminiscent of a kindergarten roll call.
Sister Banks removed tomato colored spectacles treasure-buried in her scalp. She steadied them on the bridge of her nose and skimmed the room, making no apologies for her own tardiness in the process. “Okay people, let’s get started then. I’m not trying to be in here all evening. I’ve got a killer migraine and a pot of collard greens to put on when I get home. Unfortunately, my work doesn’t end here.”
Cynthia neatly scissored her legs and beamed Lisette a no-she-didn’t stare.
Using her hand to shield her mouth while her lips progressively moved, Lisette responded to her. “Oh yes she did. You heard her. She’s claiming to be the only one with a life outside of these sacred church walls.”
Rather than continuing to scrutinize their choir leader, Cynthia diligently shut her bible, and listened attentively to what Sister Banks had to say.
After silently praying for choir-director tolerance, Lisette found herself listening in too.
“As most of you know, our next rehearsal will be our very last before the big Sunday Praise and Worship banquet. You’ll all be required to wear your choir robes,” Sister Banks told everyone. Her eyes instantaneously fell upon a single brother who’d made an unforgettable impression at the last required dress rehearsal. His toddler son had unexpectedly vomited a puke green stain on the front shoulder area of his robe right before he’d arrived at church. She made it crystal clear that there would be no exceptions this go-around. “I expect that each robe will be dry cleaned and ready to wear. Here at First Christian, we want to exemplify professionalism in serving the Lord. It’s not much to ask, certainly not when God does so much for us.”
“Amen,” the brother shouted out in agreement, as though he’d learned his lesson.
“Amen. Thank you Jesus,” another sister yelled.
Lisette said thank you Jesus too, only it was inaudibly. She wasn’t the loud, talking-in-tongues praising type. Her reasoning was that Jesus wasn’t like no over-hyped cell phone company with bad service. He was getting a wireless connection with her thoughts just fine. He had to be because life was great---actually more than great, making it simple to run off an Oprah-esque grateful list in her head.
1. She was able to buy all the food and fashionable clothes that she and Janelle could ever want.
2. They lived in a beautifully furnished brownstone apartment in Harlem.
3. The block was well kept, budding with renovated homes, even landscaped with violet–colored morning glory flowers thanks to a very active neighborhood block association.
4. And lastly, there was an active voluntary security patrol, which made Lisette feel secure about parking her leased supercharged navy 2009 Range Rover truck on the street. So yes, there was lots to be thankful for; she felt very much blessed.
Lisette could hear Cynthia repetitively thanking the Lord next to her. She also wasn’t an ear-splitting praiser but unlike herself, she could be heard. Her mostly modest tone didn’t waver and she could out thank-you-Jesus any parishioner on any day.
Sister Banks’ speaking voice rose along with her foot as she stepped up onto the pulpit landing and resumed speaking. “We can’t forget what God has done for us. Not even when things don’t seem to be going our way. So many of us are quick to give the praise when we have what we want, but never when we’re lacking. We don’t see that we might be a part of the problem dragging ourselves down, and that we, might be standing in our own way. Talk to me somebody!” Sister Banks’ body suddenly spasmed like a thunderbolt had hit her. With her arms raised up and her palms facing outwards she continued. “I praise him when I wake up in the morning! When I can wiggle my toes I tell him thank-you-Jesus because I know that I have all ten!”
“Glory!” a sister with a sassy glazed asymmetrical hair bob shouted in rejoice.
Sister Banks’ summoned the choir members up to their places and removed a hymn book from her bag. “Okay choir, everyone up on your feet. Let’s project. Tanya, you’ll lead us off. We’ll begin with, I Won’t Complain,” she told everyone.
Lisette stood up on her feet and thought. She couldn’t have agreed more with the choice of song. Sister Banks’ was grumbling about body ailments but had managed to steer clear of her unusually long-winded sermons which led Lisette to think again about Sister Banks’ other role outside of being the always critical Church President and Choir Director. Wannabe Pastor. And for that very reason, she wasn’t gonna complain.
Chapter 2
A DAY IN THE LIFE
Oww!” Lisette shrieked loudly. Instead of reaching for a potholder, she’d used her hand to quickly move a too hot frying pan onto an unlit burner on the stainless steel range in her contemporary duplex rental. Lisette quickly examined her fingers hoping that her impulsive idea didn’t leave behind a nasty scar, but it would have never happened if she hadn’t been rushing, trying to get an above-average breakfast on the table that Thursday morning. With a brief flex of her fingers, Lisette thought. Scar or no scar it was worth it. Making breakfast daily ensured that she played a key role in starting her child’s day off right.
A concerned voice rattled out from the distance. “You okay in there Ma?”
Her daughter Janelle wasn’t in the room, but Lisette could hear her in route, trampling down each tread of the spiral staircase before entering into the kitchen. “I’ll survive. This turkey and cheese omelet isn’t about to get the best of me.” Lisette was oblivious to the twinging pain in her hand as she flipped the browned semi-circled egg onto a modish square black ceramic plate. She smiled at her perfected product, and then redirected her energy back to her daughter. “And you can make it down the steps without all the stomping Miss Fashonista.” With a quick glance over her right shoulder, she checked out Janelle’s attire. It had to be hereditary because the girl was already a pro at coordinating outfits. That day, Janelle was a walking billboard for Baby Phat, clad in jeans with a delicate silver chain link belt, a silver embellished top and the Simmons girls Pastry sneakers.
Janelle’s rush was evident as she planted a kiss on her mother’s cheek like it was on her to-do list and she was checking it off. “I’ll take a pass on breakfast Ma. I’m not hungry. I’ve got nerves. There’s a big Spanish test today.” She grabbed a granny smith apple from a nearby metal sculpted bowl, showing her intention. “I’ll just eat this later.”
Lisette stuck the dish of food out for her to take. “Oh no you don’t. I didn’t make this meal for my health. I made it for yours. Now go sit---or sientate, whichever word you comprende better.”
Janelle giggled, shooting her mother a look of amazement. “Wow. You’re bilingual now? You should have been a teacher Ma,” she told her accepting the plate.
“Why thank you,” she commented thinking perhaps she should have been too. She could have conveniently taught right inside of a classroom in Janelle’s school where she would have been able to see her child each day. Lisette dismissed the idea that had come along a little too late in her life, but gazed in admiration at the pretty, much younger carbon copy of herself. The only difference was that Janelle was fair-skinned with long curly hair, traits that she’d inherited from her deceased Dominican father Len. Three years had flown by since he’d been murdered. It was how long she’d been working at Club Bare, after he was innocently gunned down, caught in the crossfire between two young street gang rivals. That man was her world, and when he died, part of Lisette did too. At the time when they’d first met, Lisette’s grandmother, Nana Jane was raising her. She’d lost her father to prostate cancer when she was two, and her mother shortly after to a drug overdose. Nana Jane did a decent job of spoiling her only grandchild, but when Len came along he added a whole new dimension to being completely catered to. He was a hustler, but she never saw what he hustled. Whatever it was, definitely had her reaping the benefits. It was like first instinct to him to provide her with only the finest of clothing and jewelry. They went out to different places constantly, and with a pocketful of money always set aside she never had a want. It was an extraordinary love that began in junior high school, and it continued way past the high school years where they remained young sweethearts. Len soon proved that he was more than just a provider. When Nana Jane, the only surrogate mother-father she ever knew passed on as well, he became her emotional rock which of course only made her love him more. Then he was killed. He was killed and it totally destroyed her. It was a devastating truth to grasp; that almost every adult she’d ever been close to was dead.
At an all-time low the idea of death consumed her. Suicide particularly remained in her thoughts, because it felt like she was dying on the inside anyway. Lisette didn’t want to eat, sleep, or get out of bed. She just didn’t want to feel. Only one thing stopped her that night as she’d gazed pensively at the two bottles of sleeping pills she’d purchased online. What would happen to Janelle if she succeeded in taking her own life? It hardly seemed fair to leave her the way others had left her. Not only that, but Janelle was still a child; a child who needed guidance and support. Her daughter hadn’t asked to come into the world so she had to be her will to live, and just thinking that way wasn’t enough. She needed money---and quickly, to maintain the lavish lifestyle that Len had gotten them accustomed to. He’d left them fifteen thousand dollars, but with their living expenses being so costly his savings were rapidly dwindling down to nothing. After three solid days of brainstorming, a solution as to how she and Janelle were going to continue to live comfortably hadn’t come to her, but a surefire confidence boost for her recent slump did. Fresh air---and a roller wash and set. Salon trips always made her feel like a brand new woman. Little did Lisette know that she would run into Hope; and what Hope was about to offer her was so much more.
Hope was an old fly-girl acquaintance of hers from High school most popularly known for the way she dressed. If it was designer she had it, and if it was trendy she set it----along with herself of course. It got to the point where they would bump into one another while out on shopping sprees at department stores and pricy clothing boutiques. A mutual love of shopping was what ultimately brought them to becoming somewhat close; a sort of kinship that held up until mid-senior year. When Lisette dropped out to have Janelle they’d lost touch. She didn’t even know if Hope had graduated, but it was extremely doubtful with the way that her past shopping buddy cut class and profiled. Lisette felt fortunate in being able to do both. She’d easily juggled academics while staying dressed to the nines during her high school days, and her truth was of a different kind. She’d chosen to push out and raise a baby over getting a diploma.
Lisette couldn’t believe it was her as she watched her former school pal glide through the double glass doors of the shop balancing on what looked to be four-inch cherry-soled Louboutin heels. Lisette could identify them anywhere, having owned half a dozen pairs herself. Undeniably, Hope still liked making grand entrances, which was a shallow quality that Lisette enjoyed relating to as well. Heads turned like a row of falling dominoes in admiration of the Dolce and Gabanna logo on Hope’s wardrobe, and the ones that didn’t could still feel her presence by the fine leather smell of her cognac-colored Henri Bendel bag. Strategically streaked honey-highlighted hair of Hope’s scarcely looked like it needed styling, and huge tortoise-shell Jackie-O-shades laid on top of it like an ultra-glam headband. She looked like a star, like she was cat-walking down a runway in Paris, not just walking into the entryway of Miguiera’s Beauty Shop. Lisette called her name out.
“Lisette? Is that you?” A shocked Hope immediately strode over to give her a whatsup-girl hug.
Their embrace caused Lisette to be taken aback too. She didn’t know that Hope had it in her to show such a caring display; at least not one that wasn’t motivated by a sample sale.
Their conversation began pleasantly enough with Lisette complimenting Hope on all of her Cover-girl fabulousness, but as she brought her up to speed, the conversation soon steered towards her losses and current financial predicament. To actually see Hope smiling so widely after hearing about her string of disastrous events definitely felt strangely odd. It was upsetting, generally because she wasn’t one to be opening up and telling her private business to everybody. Just as she was about to tell Hope where to go with her hyena-grinning, she saw her reach into her handbag and produce a glossy platinum business card. Hope wasn’t selling Mary-Kay, but you’d think so by how pridefully she spoke about the line of work she was in. She urged Lisette not to feel bad about not graduating because she hadn’t done the cap and gown thing either. She adamantly told her to call the number, and bragged about how damn well she’d been living without a diploma for years. She brought out the proof; a mini photo album filled with pictures that Hope was glad to provide the soundtrack to. Miss-Thing was about to relocate out of state to a McMansion in Georgia, off of just a fraction of the money she’d said she’d earned.
“Yeah, I’m thinking about buying two homes in the same subdivision girl. For what they’re asking, I can afford to just rent another one of those muthafuckas out,” she boasted.
The home in the photos was elaborate and fully furnished. It had a sunken living room, a pool, a Jacuzzi, and what appeared to be a substantial back yard with soaring spruce trees. She told her that because she was pretty enough, she could probably put her in touch with her prior manager and swing getting her a job at Club Bare, the upscale gentleman’s club that she formerly worked at.
“Just ask for Domie,” she told her. Hope abruptly made a hand-waving gesture while giving a wink to a hairdresser clear on the other side of the room.
The hair-roller clad beautician acknowledged Hope. “Un momento Mami.”
Lisette peeped the grin on the hairdresser. It was one like she’d already received the hefty tip that her former school pal would most likely give her for speedier service. If she remembered correctly, Hope had never been cheap when it came to getting what she wanted.
When the stylist hadn’t come over to service her right away, Hope’s attention reverted back to Lisette only to complain. Her tongue clicked as she continued. “She knows that I don’t play that un momento bullshit. The sooner I get out of here the better. My Escalade needs detailing.” Crossing her legs, she jumped back into what she’d been saying to her prior. “So anyway, take the attitude that you already got the gig girl. Domie tends to like women that know that they’re that bitch,” she said proudly with a cocky nod of her head as though she was labeling herself.
Lisette took the business card, but she was still trying to process all of the information that she’d gotten. All that Hope had acquired was impressive, but the prospect of applying to a “gentleman’s club” as her old school chum had so mildly called it, wasn’t as appealing. Could she actually take her clothes off for a bunch of strangers? Potentially, she could do anything, she’d thought. According to Hope, the money would come in fast… her schedule could also be flexible, allowing her to be a full time mom… There was no way she could afford not to look into it further. Probably the most convincing point of all that Hope made was that she was only gonna have a hot body and looks once in her lifetime, so she needed to use it to her full advantage. She added that security at the club was tight, there was no sex involved, and that the men were never, ever, allowed to touch. Not under any circumstances.
The very next day, a jobless Lisette visited Club Bare. She left out gainfully employed. Surprisingly, adjusting didn’t take very long. Once she got the hang of things, everything clicked. It was all about releasing inhibitions and remembering that it was just a stage performance. To stand out from the rest of her new co- workers, she got the idea to sport a new blonde wig for every act. She imagined that she was someone else. She was Golden. And by doing so, her new occupation delivered on all that Hope had promised, with one of the best perks being the cash.
Things were finally starting to get back to normal again as far as the bills being paid and snapping back from her grief were concerned. The first person that Lisette dialed up for a long-overdue call was Cynthia. Due to Lisette’s past mental state it had been a while since she’d spoken to her. Unlike Hope, Cynthia had been someone who she truly had built a friendship with. They were study partners in high school, and after Lisette’s pregnancy they’d grown to be like family. She and Len made her a Godmother even before Janelle was born, a title that she totally lived up to. Besides being her back-up pregnancy coach throughout the whole nine and a half months she’d reassured her that everything would be okay, constantly telling her that she was going to be a great mom. Her kindness wasn’t just limited to Janelle. After Len’s death, Cynthia was the one who literally held her up when her knees buckled from being distraught at Len’s funeral. She told herself that to have distanced herself from a friend like that was just plain wrong, no matter how far in the clouds her head was at the time.
Just as Lisette suspected, not even thirty seconds into their phone conversation, Cynthia gave her the business. She asked how she could ever dare doubt that she would not be there for her, especially because of their common ground of having no relationship with their parents. Then she forgave her, like they hadn’t missed a beat, like only days had passed instead of months; and not even a crow bar could have pried their friendship apart ever since. Having to go on living life without Len wasn’t easy, but Lisette felt like she was pretty much happy. Cynthia felt she could be happier. She had her friend back, some money, and had managed to acquire some material things so Lisette wondered how she could think such a thing. What it all boiled downed to was Cynthia’s insistence that she try out her new church which she’d been raving about for weeks. As her only best friend, Cynthia firmly believed that it couldn’t hurt for her to go because of how many loved ones she’d lost, one right after the other. She mentioned something about her heart needing to be filled because she hadn’t fully mourned.
Lisette eventually gave in and attended with her, but only after Cynthia promised not to try and bible-beat her with the motive of making her quit at Club Bare. After only one visit, Lisette understood what the church’s draw was; it was a refuge, a place that welcomed her in and made her feel like she’d always belonged. A few more visits offered additional benefits. It was serving as a foundation for Janelle who had begun to make new friends, learn the word in bible school and participate in church activities. Best of all, was that church seemed to balance out any guilt Lisette had from working at Club Bare. Justifiable, was why she even did it at all though; to be the best parent that she could be and to provide for her child. This was for Janelle. A clanking fork noise snapped her from her thoughts.
Janelle pointed at her plate while wolfing down her food as she sat at their circular glass eating-table. “This is good Ma.”
Lisette nodded knowingly. “Your Mama knows when her baby needs to eat.” Her own stomach made a grumbling noise, but she’d already decided to have a croissant on the go because of an early appointment for a mani-pedi at Nailz salon that she didn’t want to be late for. Not only was their client list always heavily booked, she also didn’t trust everybody with her fingers and toes.
Janelle gulped down some juice from her glass and then spoke. “So what are you doing today Ma? Wait, don’t tell me. You’re going to the masseuse for a deep tissue massage aren’t you?”
As she loaded the dishes into the dishwasher, Lisette determined that her daughter must have psychic powers. Being pampered was an activity that Janelle also adored, but it was wild how she could sniff out upcoming beauty treatments almost every time. She chuckled at her. “No, as a matter of fact I’m going to the nail salon today Jan----”
“I want to go, I want to go!” Janelle replied excitedly, interrupting her mother’s sentence.
Lisette placed a package of turkey links into the refrigerator and then answered her. “If you do well on your exam, I’ll take you over the weekend.”
“Yes!” Janelle cheered. “I already know what color I want the manicurist to use, soft pink with French tips. Can we take Shante with us?”
Shante was Janelle’s best friend from two blocks down. Her mother was a doctor and her father a real estate attorney. Lisette’s thoughts hung over her like a cloud at the mention of bringing Shante along with them on yet another excursion. She may not have been able to be there for Janelle the way she really wanted to be around the clock, but at least she was there she told herself. “Sure you can bring her along. Maybe we can stop by the museum too.”
Janelle’s feet tapped happily on the floor. “That’s what’s up. I’m gonna rock my Spanish test Ma. Please believe it,” she nodded with certainty.
Lisette wasn’t too fond of Janelle’s use of slang, but she didn’t get on her about it. Seldom used bad speech was being stimulated by education. She chuckled again at her animated daughter. It was something else she’d inherited from her father. Len was a comical guy and she hadn’t come across anyone who could make her laugh in the same way. As she pressed the power button on the dishwasher her thoughts boomeranged once more. Maybe if she wasn’t so picky she could find herself a man though. Although somewhat conflicted with her own man-searching standards, Lisette was certain of one thing. He had to be screened if she was going to be bringing him around her child. It couldn’t be anyone from the club because those men were only lusting after one thing and she wasn’t trying to go there. Like a neon sign, her brain arrowed to the obvious. Actually, no one had gone there since before Len’s death. The stretch of time related to the non-action going on in her pelvic region was about as real as it could ever be. No one would have ever guessed, not in a million years that Club Bare’s own star attraction “Golden” was celibate. And while church was bringing her much comfort, it hadn’t brought her a mate. Most of the men at First Faith were either married or balding, not even coming close to measuring up to her head-turner Len. Women would break their necks to catch a second glance at his copper complexion, Adonis-like appearance and well toned physique. Lisette exhaled wistfully in remembrance. Len had left some really big shoes behind to fill.
Like a jack-in-the-box, Janelle sprang up from her chair not letting her loiter in somber-ville for long. Lisette watched her quickly drain her cup of juice and pat at her mouth with a napkin. Then she hurried over to her, hooking her arms around her waist hastily. “I’m out of here Ma.”
The rushed show of affection got slowed down as Lisette gave her daughter a gigantic protective hug right back, and if Janelle hadn’t squirmed away from her first she would have still been holding on. It’s just how much she loved her child. With each day that passed it seemed as if she was growing up too soon, being all self-sufficient needing her mother less and less.
Janelle slung the straps of her LV monogrammed backpack over her shoulders and raced for the front door. “Have a nice day Ma, Love you!”
Alone in the kitchen clearing the eating table, Lisette could only smile as she responded to her anyway. “I love you too.” She began to thoroughly sponge down her sand-colored corian countertop. Meticulous couldn’t define the way that Lisette kept up her twenty-five hundred dollar a month two-bedroom rental. As she misted the cleaning solution onto the surface, it made her think about the late-late movie that she’d stumbled upon channel surfing unable to sleep after work the night before. Julia Roberts, Sleeping With The Enemy. What a duo she and the character who was Julia Roberts husband would have made. Their marriage would have endured, because she too believed that every towel, glass, and can had its rightful place.
Lisette chose to walk through the living room to the upper level where the bedrooms were, but she could have easily skated across her lustrous herringbone-laid oak floors. As she ran her hand along the perimeter of her squared white leather sofa sectional situated on her custom dyed taupe-colored flokati rug she thought. Furniture showroom perfect. Without dawdling any longer, she dashed up the stairs to shower before her appointment. Getting a move on was about more than not wanting to be late. Preserving the gift that God had given her in the form of drop-dead beauty was one of her favorite pastimes.
Chapter 3
PROMISE TO VOW
Cynthia’s knees felt numb. She supposed they wound up that way from kneeling bed-side, immersed in prayer for so long. As she dog-eared her trusty bible and placed it back on the nightstand, she let out a mixed sigh. It was one of happiness but yet one of discontent. There just didn’t seem to be enough time in the day to reflect on the marriage sent down from the heavens. It was a union like no other with a genuine lover of her soul. Never once had he left her side, and his patience and generosity was endless… Peaceful thoughts abruptly splintered as Cynthia got up to stand on her feet. Oh no, God was nothing like Clyde, the husband of six years that she was legally married to, she told herself. It was because of him that she was having to rise from prayer in the first place, and he’d be arriving home any minute.
Cynthia briskly navigated her feet inside terrycloth baby blue house-slippers to check on the progress of her pots. Even from inside of the bedroom, the scent of soul food wafted a path to its source inside of the kitchen. Macaroni and cheese was bubbling along to doneness, smothered chicken was simmering, so tender that it could be forked from the bone, and rice with smoked turkey and pigeon peas was begging to be spooned into. It was a full-on Sunday-sized meal, except it was Monday. Clyde had made himself very clear. He didn’t want to eat the spaghetti with thyme meatballs that she’d prepared the day before for two days in a row because he wasn’t no I-talian. She’d just finished setting the table for two when Clyde trudged into the kitchen from work looking like a sandy paint brush. He and his Dickies overalls were covered with plaster except for the goggle imprint which still encircled his eyes. His gruff work appearance was one that Cynthia was accustomed to; a perpetual reminder that she’d wed a tradesman and not a stockbroker.
Clyde worked for C& C Construction and threatened to leave the business at least once a week according to his rants for the past six years. He had a slew of reasons for wanting to do so. The dust was constantly lodged in his throat. It was hard to breathe. He was fed up with getting dirty. The job didn’t pay enough. There was always something. He’d jabber on until going to take his post-work shower where all of his problems seemed to wash away, and out would emerge a brand new man. Minus the compound-speckled Chris-Pringle colored moustache and beard, Cynthia didn’t mind putting the tidy image of Clyde on pause. For being fifty-two years of age, her husband was quite the looker, even with his beer belly in tow. Clyde was Maxwell House coffee-bean colored, with a narrow nose and medium lips. The dark hair on his head was kept low, but he allowed the growth on his back, arms and chest to sprout at free will. Out of all his features his eyes were the most distinctive. They resembled two brown basset-hound spheres. The canine likeness was uncanny yet appropriate, namely because he was always pleading for attention. At that exact moment, her husband let his construction workbag drop onto the floor. Trowels and brushes stuck out of the zippers haphazardly, indicating that he’d left the jobsite in a hurry as always. A sheet of light gray powder made a huge dust puff on her freshly mopped brown linoleum floor. She forced herself to ignore it and greeted him anyway. “Hey Clyde, how was your day?”
Clyde bear grunted, gawking at the pans with lids on the stove. “That’s not that fucking spaghetti again is it?”
Despite the grimace he was giving her she squeezed out a smile. “No, it’s chicken, macaroni and cheese and rice and peas. It’s all of your favorites Clyde,” she told him wishing her spouse could be less ornery in general. Her thoughts spoke volumes when her voice wouldn’t. Plenty of people had the pressure of working full time jobs. She was a prime example; working a nine to five as an Office Manager with him to still tend to. Irregardless, she’d always found a way to be pleasant towards him. As if to show just how pleasant Cynthia added, “And I bought some of that sweet tea that you like so much too.”
“Mmph,” he grunted again. “Just make sure my beer is on the table too.”
Clyde plopped down onto a chair and undid the strings on his work boots. Although she’d asked him a thousand times before not to take his shoes off in the kitchen, he was doing it anyhow. The foul odor stemming from his case of major athletes foot made her want to hurl. Cynthia stifled the urge by breathing through her mouth.
He seemed to care less about his smell as he proceeded to peel off his socks. “Fucking boss hired about a dozen of those lousy immigrants today. He thinks we don’t know that he’s getting away with paying them less money. I’m no damn idiot. I’m union. I need to call his ass in. That’s what I should do.” Clyde used his tone to direct his anger at her. “Go start a shower for me Cyn.”
Cynthia obediently nodded, trying to remain optimistic that his mood would mellow but sometimes the shower thing didn’t work. Not if someone or something had really ticked him off. “Clyde, you’re home now. You don’t need to be getting yourself all worked up, cursing and carrying on---”
Clyde lowered a powerful fist down onto the wood table so strongly that she thought it would split into two. “Don’t you fucking tell me how to talk in my own house! I work hard all day. When I come home I can say whatever I want to say!” he roared.
“I wasn’t trying to tell you how to talk. I just---”
His pupils narrowed at her. “I said to go and run my shower Cynthia!”
Without uttering another word, Cynthia’s head lowered as she slunk off into the next room. After turning on the shower, she sat on the tub’s edge to say what she thought was a very necessary prayer.
Lord, thank you. Thank you for giving me the will to deal with Clyde and his sour mood this evening. In this age and year of 2010, some might say I’m being meek in my marriage but you tell me that it’s strength that’s under control. You are my deliverer. I know what it’s like to have a rough day at work, but please don’t let Clyde get anymore upset than he is.
Amen.
Cynthia stood up and gave herself a lengthy stare in the bathroom mirror. Dark shadows had pitched camp underneath her eyes. It made her appear older and fatigued, despite the fact that she was getting eight hours of sleep each night. With only a dab at her under-eye bags with her finger; she knew she’d have to double up on concealer the next day. Besides Carmex lip balm, it was all that she wore. As she continued to study herself in the mirror, Cynthia was uncertain if she was even remotely satisfied with what she saw; a short African-American woman with a round Hershey face, small lips, bushy brows, and eyes that to her protruded way too much. While trying to see past her permanent features she told herself that she wasn’t to blame for Clyde’s angry outburst. Not this one or any of the ones before it. His tirades had nothing to do with him not loving her. Of course Clyde loved her. If he didn’t then he wouldn’t be handing over his entire paycheck every other Friday afternoon without fail, taking care of all of the bills as the man of the house. Her paychecks were all her own and most women would kill to have a man as responsible. Clyde was also diligent in taking out the garbage, fixing whatever was broke in the house, and making his monthly child support payments to his two children with his ex-wife Deborah of whom he was with for three years, but married to for just one. He’d told her that slipping a ring on that woman’s finger was the worst thing he’d ever done because that’s when she became unbearable, lazy and too materialistic. He told her how she liked to stay out partying, running the streets at all hours, spending up all of his hard earned money; even on other men. To him, her money-grubbing ways caused the breakdown of their marriage, and it was why he’d chosen a simple woman like herself; one that really knows how to cater to her man. To Cynthia his point couldn’t be made any clearer; she’d been specially selected by him to become his wife, and that was an honor. As Cynthia exited the bathroom, Clyde was standing at the door with a towel in his hand ready to shower. She didn’t say anything further and neither did he, but she felt better. Cynthia returned to the kitchen, immediately removed his stinky socks and boots and then dragged his tool bag off to the side, out of the way. After she thought that he was finished bathing, she served up their plates, poured their beverages, and waited patiently. When Clyde entered the room, he was in his most coveted loungewear; a raggedy tee and army green drawstring pajama pants so worn in the crotch area that he’d soon be able to stick one of his legs through the center of it.
Much like they did on many a night, they dined in silence, but Cynthia was alright with it. She was also alright with him belching at random, witnessing him shovel food into his mouth way too fast, and seeing him stack his eaten chicken bones onto the table. And when she saw him rubbing on his stomach while simultaneously stamping his foot, she knew that it wasn’t heartburn or gas, but his way of conveying that he was enjoying his meal. Clyde left out of the kitchen after he was finished, and she could already predict what he was about to do next. A few hours of classic television. Sanford and Son and Goodtimes. He’d watch TV in his favorite chair in the living room while she did the dishes and tidied the kitchen. She’d bathe for the evening and then they’d both meet up in the bedroom to watch the nightly news. He’d paw at her breasts. She’d fondle him below the waist knowing that was the place where he wanted her to put her hands most. His visible penis would be so rock hard that she’d feel obliged to offer her body to him---and not two minutes after, Clyde would nod off to sleep. She’d finish watching the news. She would have only missed five minutes of it.
Chapter 4
OCCUPATIONAL OUTLOOK
What Lisette wants, Lisette gets. While lounging in the living room she closely analyzed the hairstyle that she’d just jaggedly ripped from the pages of the March issue of Essence magazine. Her fingers easily glided along the French wave pattern in her hair, a duplicate to the model featured in the spotlight beauty section. It had taken two backside-aching hours in her beautician Antwoine’s chair, but he’d made it happen for her that Tuesday morning producing stunning results. It was vintage and it was glamorous. Every single person in the beauty shop couldn’t stop telling her how sophisticated and cutting edge her hair style looked. It was only her toughest critic who hadn’t said anything about it yet. Lisette spoke to her daughter, who was in the room with her. “So, you haven’t told me whether or not you like my hair.”
Janelle’s head barely lifted from playing the game that she’d been absorbed in for the past hour. “Love it. Lots.” She abruptly paused the Sims, who were larger than life on the wall mounted fifty inch flat panel LCD screen. “Ma, Did I happen to tell you about what’s going on tomorrow?”
Lisette eagerly stuck an I want that tab from the Lucky magazine page that she’d began skimming through. L’Oreal had a new crème blush that she wanted to try. It didn’t escape her that Janelle had asked her a question, so she glanced over at her, also content with the positive feedback she’d received for her hair-do. “No sweetie, you didn’t. What’s going on tomorrow?”
Janelle completely downplayed her oversight. “Sorry Ma, I must have forgotten. My school is having a parent-teacher conference meeting. It’s basically nothing that you haven’t already heard before though. They’re all just getting together to brag about me and the grades that I’ve been getting.”
“What time does the Conference start little girl?” she asked, seeing through her daughters wittiness. Her child attended a school for gifted children where special activities continuously went on; conferences, trips, fundraisers and such. What was key was that they focused on the children’s individuality---and Lisette liked that. Teaching her daughter to work hard and believe in herself was something she’d instilled since Janelle was a baby. She and the celebrity rapper Kanye West would never be lacking in the confidence area. That, she was sure of.
Janelle frivolously threw one of her legs up onto a sofa arm. “mmm…I think it’s seven pm to eight pm.”
Lisette had heard enough of the details. She voiced her disapproval. “Janelle, I’ve told you about this last minute stuff before.” Out of seven days in the week she worked four. Parents Conference night happened to fall on one of them.
“Can’t you just take the day off and let someone else do customer service?” Janelle asked, like the typical fifteen-year old only child with no responsibilities.
Lisette sighed, feeling far from pleased. Usually, she’d take off from work when there was a school related function, but with Janelle just letting her know, she’d have to miss out on the meeting. Thoughts of the customer service job that her daughter was under the impression she’d had remained idle in her head. She had to tell the child that she worked somewhere. In a way, she supposed she was a customer service rep---stripping was a service that she provided to her customers. Janelle was preoccupied with her game again, but Lisette was quick to remind her of what was important. “Janelle, the bill collectors aren’t trying to hear that I skipped out at work. How else do you think I’m keeping a roof over your head, food in your stomach and clothes on your back?”
There was no hesitation from her child although her eyeballs were still glued to the TV set. “God?”
Lisette couldn’t prevent smirking at her teenager who was sometimes too smart for her own good. “Of course God, but he enables us to work so that we can provide. Faith works in combination with action my smart-alecky daughter.”
Janelle giggled. “Duh-Ma. I know that. We learned that last Sunday in church.”
Based on Janelle’s actions, Lisette knew something too. Her daughter was already over the fact that she wouldn’t be able to make it to her school meeting. The T.V. screen had altered, and she was rooting herself on for making it past another level. She was making the cartoon characters do housework, a feat that had Lisette simply flabbergasted. Her teenager would do chores all day in pretend, but wouldn’t touch her own room unless she exposed her to Chinese torture tactics. For being a model daughter and excelling in school the way she did she didn’t ride her about it. As long as she periodically spread up her bed and remembered to keep her jam-packed closet door shut. Just then the telephone sounded. Cynthia’s name scrolled across the caller I.D. so she picked up. “Hello.”
“God is awesome, all the time every time. What are you up to girl?” Cynthia chimed.
Lisette lifted her feet up onto the tufted cream suede ottoman that she’d recently ordered from West Elm’s furniture catalogue and smiled. It was so Cynthia to do the Lord’s public service announcement thing via telephone. “I’m just kicking back today girl, trying to take it easy.”
Cynthia chuckled, guessing Lisette would have answered something along those lines. In not having a day job, the freedom to do nothing was a leisure that her friend could afford. “Yes, of course you’re kicking back Miss African-American Princess. Listen, do you want to do a matinee over the weekend? That crazy Tyler Perry has another installment of Madea out.”
“That could work,” Lisette answered as she watched a house break into smoke and flames on the TV screen. “Miraculously, both of Shante’s parents are taking off from work on Saturday. Janelle’s going to the Knicks game with them and then they’re driving to eat at The Cheesecake Factory. They’ll probably be dropping her off pretty late.” Crossing her ankles she added, “I know that Shante is going to be in all of her glory getting that parent one on one time. Latch key kids like her and Janelle need as much as they can get though.”
“True, but Janelle’s good. You put in your time with her and my God-daughter’s itinerary stays fuller than the Presidents,” Cynthia joked.
“Exactly,” Lisette replied, seconding how much she kept her daughter busy. Gymnastics, dance, creative writing classes----Janelle had done or was in the process of doing them all.
“Ma, is that Godmother Cyn?” Janelle interrupted in and asked. Her eyes were still fixed on the TV screen. “Tell her I said hey!”
Cynthia had overheard her, causing her voice to escalate to a level of sweetness that could stock all the shelves in a candy store. “Tell my baby that I said hey too, and tell her that I love her to Reeses pieces.”
Lisette loved how Cynthia claimed Janelle like she was her child too. She knew that her friend would have been an awesome mother if she and Clyde had had children of their own, but she’d confided to her long ago that she’d had fibroids. Cynthia had made the choice to have a hysterectomy eight years ago; a decision she’s told her she’s made peace with. The thought submerged itself in her head as she held the phone piece in nearer to her ear. Had it been herself, she would have spent every waking day wondering what could have been if she’d kept her reproductive organs in tact. Cynthia was some strong woman for choosing to accept things the way they were. She’d said that it wasn’t in God’s plan for her to have any children, and that having a supportive husband is more than enough. It was mind-boggling how differently she saw her friend’s spouse. “Supportive,” absolutely wasn’t it. Needy was a better description. It was almost as if Cynthia was wed to a child, one who was over a decade and a half her senior. Honestly, the two never matched up as a pair in her book. Cynthia was a devoted God-fearing woman, and Clyde deemed himself an atheist who didn’t have use for what he referred to as an “imaginary higher power.” He’d revealed to her that he’d never found a use for church, and the closest he’d come was when he’d married his first wife in a twenty-four hour chapel pit stop on the Las Vegas strip. Poor Cynthia, Lisette thought. She’d found God and her husband didn’t believe he’d ever existed. But all wasn’t lost. The idea of Cynthia suggesting weekend plans was Barack Obama hopeful. Maybe at long last, she was coming to her senses, learning that it was okay to “do her” sometimes. How Cynthia put up with Clyde the way she did was inconceivable to her. She asked about him, only because it seemed fitting to occasionally inquire about the person that your best friend had a matrimony with. To soothe the sudden Sahara desert dryness of her voice box, Lisette took a swallow of juice from a nearby cup. “So how’s Clyde doing?”
“He’s okay. He’s looking forward to going fishing with a couple of his buddies in a few days.”
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