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“McGlothin creates a sizzling slice of life in 1947. [He] weaves convincing historical elements into a fast-moving caper.”

—Publishers Weekly

AUTUMN LEAVES

“Unforgettable . . . McGlothin has given Autumn Leaves a life of its own, with a compelling story line and a strong depiction of the trials and triumphs of interesting and appealing characters . . . He immediately draws the readers into the depths of his characters’ emotions.”

—QBR

“Credible, honest.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“An absolute page-turner . . . intriguing and thought-provoking.”

—KIMBERLA LAWSON ROBY, bestselling author of Too Much of a Good Thing

“A very moving story with plenty of drama, heart-pounding action, and seriously emotional scenes.”

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine

WHAT’S A WOMAN TO DO?

“Engrossing and entertaining . . . The twists and surprises are both plausible and unbelievable.” 

—Booklist

“A fast-paced, soulful, dramatic story.”

—Sunday Oklahoman

“A talented storyteller with a knack for telling a convincing story, McGlothin manages to weave an entertaining story that may indeed ring true to many readers . . . [a] new and refreshing voice in the world of contemporary African-American fiction.”

—QBR

“Four stars . . . a superb, true-to-life book. With a masterfully created plot, it explores the turbulent lives of three courageous women . . . offers a gripping emotional glimpse into the dark world of the unknown.”

—Romantic Times BOOKreviews Magazine

To every wife who has or will have to endure a cheating husband and the other women.

One

Jailhouse Blues

Dior followed two paces behind the grim-faced correctional officer who led her through the visitor’s gate of the Azalea Springs Federal Prison for women. Dior had been incarcerated before, though only briefly. The desperate claustrophobic and suffocating feelings always returned when she took the hour-long drive to see Billie Rae Wicker, her mother.

Dior refused to count the years they had been separated from each other. She’d spent too many of them hating Billie for not being there, for missing her sixteenth birthday and the first time she fell in love. It took a murder, the passing of Dior’s good friend, to prompt her initial trip to the prison camp fourteen months ago. Before Isis was killed in a sordid sexual relationship gone awry, Dior couldn’t see past her own pain to care about anyone else’s, including that of her mother, who had been locked away over ten years before receiving a visit from her daughter. Now, with four trips to Azalea Springs under her belt, Dior looked forward to reconnecting with the woman who birthed and raised her until age fifteen, when the U.S. Marshals came storming through their front door with search-and-arrest warrants to haul Billie Rae Wicker away. No amount of kicking, screaming, or crying was going to stop the men from incarcerating her. She couldn’t do a thing to defend herself once the officers found stacks of stolen food stamps, forged green cards, and hundreds of illegal credit cards issued to people who didn’t exist. It was peculiar how Dior had fallen prey to some of the same obstacles that had sent her mother down the wrong path. By her twenty-first birthday, Dior’s resentment had shifted from Billie’s absence to her having been caught. Carelessness and trust were the culprits Dior blamed for her mother’s arrest, reasoning that a more precise plan would have better served her efforts. She also grew to believe that every hustler had to stay on top of their game and keep an eye on their friends, especially when the money was rolling in. Dealing with slipups and snitches was merely the cost of doing business on the streets; even an upset ex-boyfriend’s brokenhearted rants to the cops should have been expected. Billie getting trapped by his betrayal and subsequently having to leave two teenage kids behind, due to her own carelessness, was inexcusable. Dior’s pain turned to pity when the unfortunate death of a friend proved that not everything that happened in life could be planned for or plotted against. At age twenty-six, she was forced to search her heart for forgiveness and then work on storing away the sadness and lost time where they belonged: in the past.

Inside prison, Billie kept a mental record of the birthdays, and missing out on their high school graduations and various other important coming-of-age events left an indelible mark on her heart. She imagined irreplaceable moments when her daughter and son might have needed guidance, direction, and discipline. Billie would never be able to forgive herself for not being there, even if she dared to try. Keeping track was a painful reminder that her schemes had not only landed her behind federal bars on a twelve-year stretch, but they also displaced her children from a home she’d built with ill-gotten gains but the best of intentions.

While sitting on a metal bench in the inmate waiting area, Billie ran her nervous hands down the creases of her neatly pressed khaki prison-issue uniform just as she did each time her children came to see about her. She inhaled heavily then closed her eyes. I’ve missed the best parts of this child’s life, she thought silently. Ain’t nothing going to bring those years back to you. Telling yourself how bad you messed up won’t either. Pull yourself together, Billie Rae, and face this young lady you abandoned, the woman you hardly know.

“Inmate Wicker, B. R., move to the congregation room,” a man’s voice instructed.

Billie opened her eyes and shrugged on a smile from her iron perch. “Yes, sir,” she replied assuredly. “I’m moving.” She stood up, straightened the uniform, and then pulled back her long ponytail with outstretched fingers. She stepped into a twenty-by-twenty foot room. Everything was gray, cold, and hard. Metal tables and chairs were situated in three rows to facilitate meetings between the prisoners and their lawyers and loved ones. The walls were painted in a dreary, washed-out hue to match the monotonous décor. Billie was told which bench to take. She did as instructed, placing her thin forearms on the flat circular-shaped metal table, and exhaled just as profoundly as she’d inhaled in the other room. She finger-combed her hair again when she heard two sets of footsteps heading down the long cement corridor toward the visiting area. Billie’s heart fluttered when Dior traipsed into view behind a stoutly built officer. Despite her daughter’s expensive designer skirt-suit and Prada slingbacks, she still managed to see a child in the woman standing on the other side of the chain-link fence dividing them.

“Remember, Wicker, no contact,” the corrections officer bellowed, as Billie arose to greet Dior.

“Yes, sir,” she answered, in the standard protocol for speaking with COs. “I remember.” The gate slid open. Officers stood on either side of it, and two more lorded over the room itself to assure no illegal contraband passed and no rules were broken. There were many rules. No physical contact during visitation was the most hated of all.

The sweet aroma of Dior’s perfume filled Billie’s thin nostrils as she approached the table allotted to them. Billie looked her daughter up and down, proudly. Dior’s hair was shoulder-length, thick, and shiny. Her makeup was applied lightly, not overdone. Billie smiled at how nicely it complemented her cinnamon-brown complexion and sharp features. She also noted how Dior’s taste for clothing seemed to mature with every visit. Her edgy, painted-on jeans and revealing blouses had been upgraded to stylish ensembles. “Hey, Dior,” she sang quietly, wanting to reach out and secure a warm embrace. “You look good, baby girl. I don’t know if I’d have gone with plaid but it suits you. You look like a million.”

“You too, Billie Rae,” Dior said eventually, using the same subdued tone she’d been met with. She tried not to stare at her mother’s hair, in desperate need of a relaxer, or the tired eyes residing beneath it. Billie would have easily been considered a stunner on the outside. Her angular face, high cheekbones, and evenly tanned skin made her appear younger than forty-three except for the despair her eyes couldn’t conceal. Her plight was made evident in the slightly noticeable wrinkles that had begun to gather there.

As she took her seat across from Dior, Billie smiled big and bright to fight off the embarrassment of a subtle insult. “Oomph, for once couldn’t you call me Mama, or are you too grown for that now?” She glanced at Dior’s manicured nails, then slowly balled her fist to hide her ragged fingertips. “You do look it, but dressing the part doesn’t necessarily make it so.”

Seeing where this was going, Dior decided to get there first. Billie had an annoying habit of being overly critical, about everything from clothing to the way Dior held her mouth when she was upset. Staying ahead of her mother’s nit-picking had gotten to be a chore, one she’d rather do without. “Well, since you brought it up, Billie, I do have a job, a house, my own car, and I’m paying all of my own bills. If that ain’t grown, I don’t know what is.” Dior neglected to mention how she was running a welfare housing scam in order to live in her twin brother’s Section 8 property, where he was paid two thousand dollars a month by the government for renting it out to an underprivileged family. Dior also left out the arrangement she had with the clothing store owner Giorgio, who paid her under the table in cash for sales and sex on the side. Oddly enough, Billie would have been excited and saddened simultaneously had she been apprised of Dior’s street savvy and skillful knack for making ends meet without breaking a sweat.

“Yeah, you’ve got a point, Dior. You have grown a lot while I’ve been locked up here. I’m sorry for missing out on your and Dooney’s —”

“Don’t do this to me, Billie Rae,” Dior interrupted sharply and louder than she meant to. “Don’t lay your guilt on me every time I come up here to see you. What’s done is done. Ain’t that what you used to tell me when I cried my eyes out writing those letters begging you to come home? You can save the history lesson. I don’t want it.”

Taken aback, Billie smiled anxiously. She realized she was the mother in theory only, and it hurt. “Okay, I see. But what you can’t discount is the truth. You know that brother of yours, that boy is doing alright for himself too. He had that case hanging over him but he got up and dusted himself off pretty good. With that boy owning a legit business, the building it’s in, and five houses, it seems the best thing could have happened to y’all is this happening to me.” Her worried smile fell flat when she saw Dior’s cheeks drawing in tighter, like they had when she was a child. “Uh-oh, I recognize that look,” Billie said, ill-advisedly. “You used to carry that same smirk when I’d make you wash the dishes or get off the telephone when you didn’t want to.”

“For one, I don’t need your apologies. I’ve had to learn to do for myself. Two, Dooney hadn’t been a boy since I can remember. Three, I didn’t mind doing the dishes. What pissed me off was the way you spent all of your free time with that punk boyfriend of yours. Sting was weak, I could see that back then, but all you could see was him. Four, I stayed on the phone because me and my friends talked about what was going on with us, what we were going through, and how to work with it. I don’t like to dwell on the past, but it’s worth discussing since you brought it up. You might not remember how I would come into your room in the evenings to sit up under you and share what was going on in my world with my mama, then Sting would call or come over and squash all of that. You pushed me aside and Dooney too, for a man, Billie! You played us cheap, for the same one who turned you in. Now ain’t that grand.” A few moments passed before either of the women made eye contact. Both of them sat there, quiet and torn. Eventually, Dior grunted to clear her throat. “Look, I didn’t come to hurt you and get into all of what didn’t go right before you were sent up. You are my mother and I don’t want to lose you a second time. Your bid is almost up. You deserve to have something decent to come home to. I’d like that to be a tight friendship with me.”

Suddenly Billie’s eyes rose to meet Dior’s. She’d learned to shield her emotions from others for so long it had become second nature, but hiding what she felt was impossible then. Billie’s bottom lip trembled as she opened her mouth to speak. “Maybe when I get out of here, I could make some things up to you as a good friend. I’d like to try.” A tear ran down her cheek as she slid her hand across the iron table to touch Dior’s. “Shoot, I’d probably find a way to mess that up too.” As her fingertips inched nearer to her child’s hand, Billie prayed the guards wouldn’t step in but for once look the other way. When she felt Dior’s soft, warm skin, she shuddered uncontrollably.

“No, ma’am, we can’t let that happen, not again.” Dior drew in a deep breath then shot a paralyzing glare at the officer who appeared to be a hairbreadth from ending their tender moment. Since he’d watched their tumultuous exchange closer than the others, she was certain he understood how important it was to allow concessions for Billie, if only for that minute in time. Dior held her intense stare on the guard until he looked away. “It’s okay, Billie Rae. You and me are going to be alright. You’ll see.”

Dior exited the visitor’s section of Azalea Springs the same way she’d arrived, shaken and stirred. While walking to the parking lot in front of the registration hall, she contemplated the need for prisons, the need to incarcerate those who had transgressed beyond the acceptable limits of immorality. Prisons were instituted to protect the law-abiding from the miscreants of society. Imprisoning the prisoners’ families was simply a by-product, she reasoned, sometimes more destructive than the crimes they committed.

After a long cry in the safe confines of her preowned 3-Series BMW convertible, Dior wiped her eyes with a tissue, then pulled out of the gravel lot onto the dusty farm road. Within minutes, she’d put this trip behind her like all the others. She was thankful for the broad leap she made with Billie in building their relationship. After an hour of quiet reflection along the interstate, Dior would be back to the reality she’d worked hard at creating for herself: a decent living in Dallas.


Two

Midday Diva

At eleven o’clock, Dior strolled into the entrance at Hills Peak Mall, where she’d been employed for the better part of a year. Coming in on Fridays often put a smile on her face. Her boss always arrived with a pay envelope stuffed with her nontaxable commissions from the week before. She loved selling fine clothing at Giorgio’s, a high-priced men’s boutique owned by a charismatic Italian almost twice her age. They shared an understanding on and off the clock. During business hours, Dior lured in male customers by the droves and then charmed them into parting with their money while spending casual time with her. And twice a week, Giorgio carved out niches of her private time for himself. Typically, Dior prepared something light for dinner then served him a hot dessert afterward, on her satin sheets. The arrangement met both of their needs — his for the attention of a young, desirable woman and hers to rack up as much undeclared income as possible. Giorgio Torricelli fit Dior’s objectives like a glove accentuated with diamond studs. Not only was he wealthy, he was distinguished, thoughtful, and uninhibited in the sack.

Making her way past corridors of recently decorated windows boasting after-Easter sales placards, Dior was surprised to find the clothing shop nearly void of customers. Suza Esquival, a tall Latina with long legs and a rather despicable loathing for men with children, organized dress shirts on top of a folding table near the back of the store. She glanced up when she heard Dior’s heels clicking against the hardwood flooring. “Hey, girl,” she squealed excitedly. “I knew that suit would be banging once you had it chopped and screwed.”

Dior stopped in midstride to strike a pose. “Yeah, I’m rockin’ it. Uh-uh-uh,” she moaned jokingly, while popping her hips side to side for effect. “A little bit of this and a little bit of that.”

“Why, ’cause this is where it’s at,” Suza sang, girl-from-the-hood style.

“Ahh, look at Suza. It’s got to be payday or else I wouldn’t be getting two words out of you.”

“Yeah, Chica, I don’t do chatty when I’m broke. Good thing Giorgio came by and dropped off the paper early. I’m cashing my check during lunch.” Suza quickly resumed her task of sorting expensive long-sleeve button-down shirts so she’d be completely finished with the shipment when her break rolled around at three o’clock.

“He already came through, huh?” Dior queried. “Did he say if he would be coming back?”

“He might have but I stopped listening once I got my pay envelope.” Suza placed her left hand on her narrow hip and held out her right one. “You think I’ll have time for a mini-manicure too? Monty, that cute guy from Sports Galore, wants to take me out.”

Dior analyzed the situation thoughtfully before answering. “I’d say yes to nails but no to nuts. That fool from upstairs is nasty. He’s got three or four chicks pregnant at the same time and they all work for the Gap. I’d bet all hell breaks loose every time they have a benefits meeting. Unless you plan on helping him start a basketball team, Suza, just say no to janky playas, wannabe-ballers, and dudes who don’t lay down with the latex. He’s looking to buy four of everything as it is: four blankets, four bottles, and a gang of bassinets. There’s no way he can sell enough sneakers, hats, and throwbacks to support that many kids. He should’ve knocked up some sistahs from the Baby Gap instead. He could use the discount.”

“He was kicking it with that stuck-up girl from the fragrance counter at Macy’s who we can’t stand. And she just had twins,” Suza remembered. “You saved me, girl. Uh-huh, see, he is nasty.”

“Told you.”

Dior left her bewildered associate alone to sort out her next move in the dating pool that mall employees dabbled in on the regular. The main reason Dior refused to overindulge in it herself was purely financial. Although there were hundreds of eligible men just around the corner if she broadened her scope, it was common knowledge that most of those who punched a clock at the mall couldn’t afford her. The few men whose pockets were deep enough didn’t set Dior on fire like Giorgio. In addition to a charming personality and a laid-back style, he had pockets deep enough to swim in. Dior loved stripping down to nothing for an occasional skinny-dip.

In the manager’s office, Dior set her purse on the desk. She flipped on the small clock radio. Tangerine “The Midday Diva” had just begun her daily broadcast from the hip-hop station located inside the mall. “Thank God it’s Friday, y’all, ’cause I needs my check,” a lively voice proclaimed through the speakers, with a bumping bass beat in the background. “Money ain’t a thing until you’re broke,” Tangie joked.

Dior nodded her head assuredly. “I feel you, Tangie, a girl’s gotta get that paper.” She hummed along with the music as she thumbed through the pay envelopes for the one with her name written on it. “Ooh yeah, there you are,” she said, after locating it. “Come to mama and say ahhh.” Dior wasted no time ripping it open. “Thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, and sixteen hundred,” she counted, before quickly returning the bills to the envelope. Her grin was accompanied by a musical sigh. By Dior’s calculations, Giorgio had padded her commission payout by three hundred bucks. “Oomph, I like surprises. Extra cheddar does a body good. Money ain’t a thing today.”

“Cool, then it won’t be no thing for you to slide your rent money over this way,” commented Dior’s twin brother, Dooney, from the office doorway. When her grin fell flat, he shook his head. “Now tell me, why is it that paying your own way puts that stank look on your face?” Dooney was tall and on the thin side of sexy. He wore his hair close to the bone and neat, like his ever present starched jeans and pressed shirts. His eyes were almond-shaped and covered by dark, perfect brows. Dooney was a bad boy, street educated and slick. His skin was smooth and a perfect match for his sister’s. Dior was quickly reminded how women found him attractive when she noticed Suza had passed by the door behind him more than once to steal candid glances. She’d commented weeks ago how she wanted the hookup, starting with a subtle introduction praising her, of course. Dior wouldn’t think of getting Suza in over her head. If Dooney was going to do his dirt, Dior didn’t want it to backfire then blow up in her face once he’d gotten bored. And Dooney was easily bored, especially where a sure thing was concerned. Oblivious to the heat rising behind him, he sat three large white shopping bags on the floor in order to retrieve the money from Dior’s clutched fist. Her arm was extended but wasn’t in the least bit anxious to part with six hundred dollars, not even for her three-bedroom brick home in a quiet neighborhood.

“Come on, Dooney, can’t you just ease up for one month?” she whined. “Could I at least hold on to it for a minute? I mean, for real.” Dior’s impish grin returned slowly as the wheels inside her head spun faster. “What if I told you I’d be a few days late with the cash?”

He chuckled and then smirked at Dior’s failed attempt to get over on him. “Then I’d have to tell you how quick your behind would be out of my rental property by the end of the week.”

Dior turned up her nose rudely. “You’d toss your own sister out on the street?”

“Yeah, and her stuff out on the curb,” he answered in an unwavering manner that she’d seen before. “Stop playing, girl, and hand over the rent. And anyway, you ought to be glad I’m not charging you for painting every room in that house a different color. You got no idea how hard it’s gonna be to fix it.”

“I don’t care. You won’t have to worry about fixing anything. I’m in love with that house and it loves me back. I’m not planning on leaving it until I’m ready to get married and upgrade to a mansion.”

“Well, until that happens, Spinderella, you need to have my money on time, every month. I got a mile-long waiting list of single sistahs begging to get up in there.”

“You can take that list and your tired threats back to where you came from,” she pouted. “If you keep on, I’m telling Billie Rae how you do me.”

“Whaaat, you’re going to see her again? When?”

“I was up there this morning. She looks pretty good, I guess. Age is starting to set in, though, around the eyes mostly. She was upbeat and all about you. Dooney is this and oh how I love me some Dooney,” she teased.

“That’s because I’ve been going to Azalea Springs to look in on Mama for years. You don’t get that kinda love for putting in just three funky visits.”

“Five, I’ve been to see her five times,” Dior proudly corrected him. “Anyway, I’ve got to get my stuff together before she gets out. After all this time, not knowing how to feel about Billie being gone, I’m scared she’ll come home trying to clown me because I don’t have it going on like you.” Dior shook her head slowly in retrospect. “There was a time I didn’t give a flip what she thought.”

“Then you grew up. Congratulations. You finally came around to thinking about somebody other than Dior. About time. Now pay your monthly living expenses before I have to call the county constable on that . . . you gonna fool around and make me cuss.”

“Dooney, you still have a buck-o-five from the first buck you ever made with your tight behind. Why do you need my measly six hundred dollars?”

“Six bills ain’t nowhere near measly,” he argued, as his voice raised one octave. “And, since when did needing it have anything to do with getting what’s mine? Stop stalling and give it up.” Dior held on to the money tightly before he pried it from her hand. “Now that we’ve got business out of the way, let’s talk up on some pleasure. I hear you jamming to your girl’s show on the radio. When are you gonna put me down with the Midday Deejay?”

“That’s Midday Diva, and why would I do that?”

“It won’t hurt you to tell Tangy I’m trying to get at her.”

“See, uh-uh. Her name is Tangie. Tangie, get it right. And every time I try to be nice and set you up with one of my friends, that’s one less friend I have after you bang and bounce.”

“Don’t blame me when they fall for the Doo-Doo. I can’t help it that I get down like that.”

“You know what, you’re right. I don’t blame you. I blame me and I’m tired of doing it. Looks like you’ve got enough going on as it is.” Dior sneered at the large bags from Sports Galore. “All of that gear can’t be just for you so don’t lie and say it is.”

“Most of it is for me,” Dooney admitted awkwardly. “Okay, some of it. I was upstairs scouting for some new kicks when this cat named Monty started making deals and busting his tail to lay it out for me. I got mad respect for any dude who works a legit hustle like a rented mule. Everybody’s gotta make ends meet.”

“You bought all that from Monty? He’d have to sell you one of everything in the store just to make a dent in his debt. This reminds me, you need to go so I can start working on a way to recoup my six bills.” Dior shoved her brother playfully, stepped out of the office, then closed the door behind her. “Go on now. I have to get up front and move some product.”

He lagged behind when a line of velvet jackets caught his eye. “Hold on, Dior. When are these going on sale? I digs this pinstripe.”

“Sale? Never,” she hissed impatiently.

“Never-ever?”

“And, ever-never. How many times I got to tell you: Giorgio doesn’t do sales. He’s convinced that it sets a bad example. We’d have too many people rolling up and through here waiting on markdowns. In case you haven’t noticed, this is a top-dollar boutique. Those who can afford it, purchase. Those who can’t hate on those who can.” She held up five fingers as a challenge to his well-known miserly ways. Surprisingly, Dooney reached into his pocket and came out with Dior’s rent money after cursing under his breath. He reeled off three bills then waved the money in her face.

“This ought to do it. Let me try on a forty-six long.”

“Don’t trip. I do this for a living. Your chest is barely a forty-four.” Dior snatched three hundred dollars from his hand before he had a chance to change his mind. She pocketed it and then started off in the opposite direction. “I should have charged you full price. Stay here and I’ll pull your size from the front display.”

“I’m coming with you. Let me get my bags. Hey, Dior, I want a receipt!”

Dior understood the art of selling. She sold her brother, like she had so many other customers. She would interest them in pricey attire then immediately pound their unsuspecting egos by using phrases such as, “It’s nice but expensive. And, it costs to look that good.” At times, Dior charmed men into believing a lofty price tag was a direct correlation to gaining her approval, whether they thought private time with her was included with their purchase or not.


Three

He Wants Some

At five thirty that evening, Tangerine called Dior’s cell phone to see what plans, if any, she had for barhopping later that night. “Hey, Tangie,” Dior said hurriedly. “Can I get back at you in a minute? I’m on the grind.”

“Do your thing. I’ll come by when I sign off the air.”

“Cool, I’ve got something to tell you. See you then.”

Dior attended to several customers at once while Suza chatted with two men in their mid-twenties, both seemingly more interested in bagging her than the items they pretended to shop for. Seeing as how she’d made a bank deposit during her break, Suza was quite comfortable flirting casually while Dior racked up one sale after the next. Dior’s business savvy extended far beyond merely suggesting apparel and accessories; she could give a customer the five-second once-over then correctly guess his pants, shirt, jacket, and shoe sizes. She became the top salesperson after having been at the store three months. She also took every opportunity to learn from the tenured professionals who made a substantial living by providing quality customer service. Practically overnight, she’d acquired meaningful tools of the trade. Using her sensuality to close the deal came naturally.

“Hello, I’m Dior,” she said, extending her polished nails to a large older gentleman who appeared to be lost among the athletic cut Magic Johnson line of business suits. “How are you today?” she added with a perfect smile, although he was too busy to shake her hand. Dior was careful not to push, which was one of the first lessons she had learned. If a customer had the inclination to shop there, he should always be treated like a guest rather than a potential commission. She knew that money often followed a honey-sweet disposition.

“I don’t think either of these suits will fit me,” the clean shaven man with smoke-brown skin grunted disappointedly. He continued to sort through them again even though he’d previously examined them thoroughly. His wide behind waddled side to side as he tugged feverishly on lapels to continue his hunt. “It’s a shame too,” he said softly. “I like this vented look. It takes me back thirty-five years. I’d just come home from Vietnam and . . .” he started to say before realizing the pretty saleslady was too young to appreciate his postwar rants. “Ah, forget it. Macy’s is likely to have something that’ll agree with me, but I was hoping for a snazzier cut.”

“So you’re going to give up that easy?” she asked, with a slight head tilt. “How can an ex-Nam vet like yourself quit at the first sign of frustration? You had to deal with a lot when you returned home, but you didn’t quit. I’m sure you must’ve felt unappreciated and undervalued too.” The customer stared down his nose at Dior, undoubtedly trying to understand what was happening and how the young lady seemed to know what she was talking about. “Yes, vented-styled suit coats were very popular in the seventies.”

“Where’d you learn that?” he queried, like a proud granddad seeing a small child color within the lines for the first time. “You couldn’t have been a gleam in your father’s eye back then.”

“No, sir, my granddaddy went over there. He didn’t make it back though,” she informed him. “He’d be about your age now if he had.” Dior’s story was true and she’d used it to perfection with men in their sixties. When the aging man’s cheeks began to round out, she fired up her mental calculator.

“Y’all got anything in this hoity-toity shop big enough for an old army mule like me?” he asked, showing each and every one of his teeth.

“Your name is?” she said, behind an air of confidence the customer liked.

“Dabnis, Dabnis Keith.” Finally he offered his hand to Dior after completing their formal introduction.

“Dabnis, that’s an unusual name,” she remarked, while walking a small circle around him. “It’s Sinbad spelled backward.”

“Yes, yes it is,” he marveled. “That’s the first time in my entire life anyone outside of my family made mention of that. People don’t want to take the time to notice things, these days.” He continued to stand in the middle of the floor while Dior made mental notes and assessments here and there.

“It’s my job to notice things that matter and ease frustrations when I can. Mr. Dabnis Keith, I’ve noticed that you don’t mind spending money for quality and that’s good because I’m about to show you something that will make your day. If you don’t mind, follow me.” Dior led the customer to a cushy love seat then asked him to take a load off. She intended on facilitating his happiness while making it look easy. “Your waist is a forty-eight and your chest is fifty-two. Most suits have a two-inch variance between the pants and jacket. That’s when it pays to know a few tricks of the trade.” She used a metal rod, bent at the end, to wrangle coat hangers from a tall display. Mr. Keith watched anxiously.

“Wow, you can tell all that about me just from looking? You don’t need a tape measure or nothing?” Dior decided to let the outfit she’d selected speak for her.

“Slip this on for me,” she said, holding out a fetching blazer. Mr. Keith shrugged it on and buttoned it closed. Dior looked on as he gazed at himself in the full mirror, admiring the cut and fabric. He appeared even more impressed with the fit. “That’s a very distinguished look, isn’t it?”

“Oh yeah, I look at least twenty years younger too.”

“That’s the idea,” Dior asserted. “While it doesn’t have the vented style you came in for, not everything is like it used to be thirty-five years ago.” He watched her eyes drift toward his broad waist.

Chuckling softly, he nodded his agreement. “True, true. Maybe vents have passed me by. Where can I try on the pants?”

“The fitting room awaits. These slacks are fifties but on the inside are retractable bands to adjust the size. Now go on in there, get duded up, and then step out and let me see when you’re done,” she demanded playfully. Five minutes later, Mr. Keith strode out of the fitting room with his chest stuck out. Dior noted how he cradled his wallet in the palm of his hand as she circled him like before. “Wow, I like it,” she offered profoundly. “It’s perfect, Mr. Keith.”

“You definitely know your business. Can’t I get another one, in black?”

“Well, you do know, it does cost to look that good. But I’m sure you can afford to.”

“Young lady, I have more money than I have suits that fit like this. I’ll take one of each color. Can you arrange for alterations? I like a one-inch cuff with a slight break over my shoes.”

“Yes, sir. I can put our tailor on it this weekend. Is Tuesday morning okay with you?” When he smiled agreeably, she followed suit. “Good. All five suits will be ready for pickup. And, because you were such a joy to do business with, your alterations are on me.” Numbers were doing cartwheels in her head now. Dior managed to outfit a customer who had difficult dimensions to satisfy, and eased him into springing for five suits, two hats, and a boxful of neckties. Mr. Dabnis Keith strolled out of Giorgio’s with his head held high and a receipt for twenty-eight hundred dollars in his pocket. Dior’s commission, at twenty-five percent, totaled seven hundred dollars. In the time it took to make her last customer feel a little better about himself, she’d amassed next month’s rent. Dior wished there were more men like Mr. Keith, those with more money than fine clothing and a healthy inclination to do something about it.

Suza was still fiddling with a piece of paper at the register when Dior returned from the ladies’ room at the rear of the store. “Hey, what’s that? You’ve been massaging it since those dudes left.”

“I got a guy’s phone number,” she replied in a deflated tone.

“It looked like y’all kicked it off pretty good to me. All I saw was smiling and laughing the whole time.”

“I was about to give my digits to the really cute one but then his friend took it and handed me this,” she explained. “I’m wondering if I should throw it out or call him and ask for the other guy’s number.”

Dior frowned. “No . . . if his homeboy was feeling you too, he’ll make it known. That is, if he’s a real man. Let it ride, Suza, let it ride.” Suza continued playing with the slip of paper. Dior couldn’t stand the sight of a woman beating herself up over a man who wasn’t hers so she decided to restock the suits she’d previously pulled down for Mr. Keith.

“Dior, please keep an eye on the front,” said Suza, as she marched toward the manager’s office. “I’m going to call and fix this right now.”

“But it ain’t broke yet.” Dior counted her associate’s actions as a mistake from the word go. She considered racing into the office and wrestling the phone from Suza’s clammy mitts. Had it not been for a handsome customer sorting through the neckwear, she might have followed through on it. “Hello, I’m Dior,” she announced to the stranger. “How are you today?”

“I’m doing fine, thanks for asking,” he replied with a raised brow. “I’m Richard.” He gazed at Dior in an odd sort of way while shaking her soft hand. “It’s not often you get such courteous service these days. It’s refreshing.”

“Well, thank you, Richard,” Dior replied. She began sizing him up within seconds, like she’d been taught, then she suddenly suppressed the smile trying to climb through her lips. Richard’s choice of words intrigued her so she studied him closer than she typically would have. He was a nut-colored man, seemed to be in his early forties, and no taller than six feet but pretty close to it. He appeared to be the professional type, with a tapered haircut, clean shaven face, and nice teeth. Richard’s modest brown leather loafers, khakis, and purple short-sleeve golf shirt didn’t say much about him though, other than he wasn’t one to flash when away from the office. His pleasant demeanor was his best asset as far as she could tell. Then she let her assessment teeter in midair. “What can I assist you with, Richard?” she offered finally.

“I haven’t shopped here before and my wife normally puts something together for me when special occasions arise. She was tied up, so here I am.”

Your wife dresses you? she thought, while laughing to herself. He has no clue how weak that makes him look. “Uh, are we expecting your wife to show up and pick out an after-Easter suit?” Oops, did I say that aloud? The perturbed expression on Richard’s face confirmed that she had.

“Beg your pardon?”

“I’m sorry, I was thinking aloud when I shouldn’t have,” she said, hoping to calm the waters. “Let me rephrase that. Did Mrs. Richard suggest something in a specific color? Is there a particular designer label she likes to dress you in — I mean, see on you?”

Richard peered at the floor for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “There must be a misunderstanding. When I came in, there was this rather enjoyable saleslady. She greeted me. She smiled and even introduced herself. Where is she, the one who wouldn’t think of insulting a customer?”

He’s funny. I like that, Dior thought. And, he can take a joke. Not bad. She tossed him a hard smirk while locking eyes with his. When he didn’t look away, she broke stride. “Hold on, I’ll see if I can find her.” In a feigned huff, she spun on her heels and took three hard steps toward the rear of the store before sauntering back with an overripe grin. “Mr. Richard, how nice it is to see you again. What can we, at Giorgio’s Men’s Boutique, do for you today?” The fake smile she brandished hit Richard in a bad spot, his head.

“Now that’s the person I wouldn’t mind doing business with.” He fought off a chuckle when the time came for him to retrace his steps as well. “I have a dilemma. Next month, we’re having a pastor’s day celebration at the church and I’m typically too busy to shop for myself. However,” he added, with a stern glare that insinuated Dior should probably watch herself, “I’m hoping to see a piece or two that catches my eye.”

“That was a lot better,” she whispered, loud enough to be heard clearly.

Richard found himself admiring the young woman’s spunk although he could have done without her inferences to his being spoiled by a doting wife.

Dior wasn’t certain how long Richard would continue to play her game so she straightened up, in the event he did have a permission slip from wifey to make his own purchases. “I see you’re drawn to the tie rack. If you own a suit that you’d like to accessorize . . . also, for the special occasion, we have a broad selection of woven shirts, and a wide assortment of French cuffs and cuff links. Tell me what you have in mind and then we can get started.” Dior had made the same spiel so many times, it came off effortlessly.

“I’m really not sure, but I’ll know when I see it,” he answered in a hesitant tone. He followed her footsteps as she gave him a tour of the store, pointed out several mid-ranged garments, and then explained how dressing well could be costly but always worth every penny if a man’s wardrobe adequately portrayed his inner man. “Inner man?” he said, as if asking what she knew about that.

“Yeah, some fellas wear nice clothes that are all wrong for them. Some of my best customers are ballplayers and entertainers. When they first came to me, they were put together like somebody had laid out their school clothes.” She smirked briefly to get another dig in at Richard’s expense. “I don’t see the man as he is but as he could be,” she added finally.

“That’s deep, spiritual. You learn that in church?”

“Uh-uh, I really don’t do church. I tried to get my sins washed away once, didn’t work. In too deep, I guess.”

“If you need God to help you,” he said, before Dior slammed that door shut.

“Whoa, Deacon Do-Good! Let’s get one thing straight: I will not come to your job trying to do mine and I’d appreciate it if you afford me the same respect. Nothing against you or the Lawd,” she mocked, “but I got my own ministry. I call it ‘paying bills on time.’ Standing still for sermonettes ain’t even my size. Uh-uh, they don’t even fit me.” Dior exhaled in a slow deliberate manner in an effort to catch her breath. If she happened to lose Richard’s business, then so be it, but she refused to be preached at.

Richard stared at Dior, then he sighed deeply as well. He was taken aback and there was no use trying to pretend he hadn’t been floored by her frankness and honesty. For far too long, members of the church’s staff and the congregation had walked on eggshells around him, even when they knew he was wrong. Dior said her peace and stood her ground. Richard admired both qualities. He also noticed how her grammar and diction slid when rattled. In a man’s anger, his true identity is revealed, he thought. Was she a ghetto-girl playing dress up? he wondered. The longer he stood there, reasoning with their incidental meeting, it became apparent to him that this young saleslady had more to offer than expensive suits and overpriced fashion accessories. She was likely a hard case, the toughest soul to win. Dior had undoubtedly been torn by hurtful past experiences. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have shut him down so readily. Richard kept that in mind when deciding on how to proceed with their incidental meeting. “While I’m not accustomed to getting heckled like that, you’re correct. Although He is everywhere, I should respect your workplace and I do. As the ballplayers say, no harm, no foul. I guess I’d better get back to the reason I came in?”

“Then we could both get blessed,” she answered politely, as if there hadn’t been a peculiar strand of tension pulling them every which way. Dior judged by the colors and patterns of the ties Richard chose that he was a conservative dresser — solids and stripes down the line. He didn’t look twice at the vibrant paisley prints or the funky designs other church leaders clamored for. Once she had a sound idea of what moved him, she began to imagine him in a jazzy sports coat outside of what he was likely to have considered traditional. “Ultraconservative taste,” she said, placing the pieces he’d agreed to buy on the counter. “Hmm, when was the last time you treated yourself to a new sports coat or one of these?” She pulled an athletic-styled suit down off the rack, the same one she had to talk Mr. Keith out of because of his exaggerated girth. “Here’s a limited edition; it’s new. Feel the softness. It comes in three and four buttons with the vented jacket.”

Richard grinned heartily. “I heard these were making a comeback. In the seventies, my father used to look sharp as a tack when he popped the vents. Yeah, let me try it out.”

Though she could assess Richard’s physical dimensions from head to toe from a distance, Dior didn’t let that get in the way of taking the scenic route. “This particular line runs kinda big. I’ll need to see where you stand first.” She chased down Suza for a tape measure, then made it appear business as usual when she stood behind Richard and gently wrapped the tape around his midsection. He felt her warm breath flow through him but ignored it as best he could. Next, Dior bent over in front of him to measure his inseam. Richard squirmed uneasily the second she placed the tape near his crotch. “Stop wiggling,” she jested. “I swear, sometimes the only thing standing between men and lil’ boys is a driver’s license.” Richard relaxed enough to laugh. Dior started to pour it on thick, then suddenly she paused. I felt something move. Was that lil’ Richard flapping around?

Lord, I hope she didn’t feel my businessman move, he prayed silently. Richard was afraid to breathe, much less look down. Foolishly he allowed his eyes to see what his manhood sensed: an attractive woman with her face dangerously close to it. “O-okay,” he stammered nervously. “That ought to be about it, right?”

That’s all right in my book. “Uh, yes,” she uttered softly. “I’m almost finished.” Dior knew she was wrong for the stunt she pulled next. The second time he allowed curiosity to get the best of him. Dior’s eyes were staring up at his. “Yep, I found what I needed.”

Richard exhaled after she headed for the checkout counter. He felt bad about his untimely arousal, secretly enjoying her arms around his waist, her fingers near his erogenous zone. Dior apologized for going off earlier, citing her inability to accept someone’s opinion of what she needed. Richard said he understood where she was coming from then let it go. He presented his credit card for the suit and neckties, spoke as few words as possible before signing for his purchase, and then he nodded goodbye without actually saying it. Dior watched him walk toward the exit. She was willing to bet a full month’s pay that he’d turn for one lasting glimpse, one stolen glance to take with him.

“Come on, Richard,” she sang quietly. “We both know you want to. Turn around, turn around. Don’t pass it up. You’ll hate yourself if you do.” Her face cracked and hit the floor when he made it to the exit without slowing his pace. As soon as Dior began to fill out the appropriate paperwork for his alterations, Richard’s head turned slowly. She was right about him after all. He couldn’t pass on the opportunity to capture her image in his mind. Unwittingly, Richard just made his first wrong move.


Four

Beans and Corn Bread

Tangerine Green was almost thirty, a smidge taller than Dior, with supple breasts and curvy hips. Long auburn curls framed her oval-shaped face. Proud of her biracial heritage, Tangie often wore fitted jeans and blouses with intricate Asian prints. Her large round slanted eyes and a tiny beauty mark above her lip on the left side were very appealing. A self-proclaimed dime piece from the south side of Dallas, she had a smooth-talking style that made her a radio celebrity. Tangie whirled into Giorgio’s, looking back over her shoulder. She was dressed in tight denim jeans and a T-shirt with a picture of Yoko Ono stretched across her chest. “Dior, was that Pastor Dr. Richard Allamay, PhD, coming out of this shop?” she howled, with both feet motoring nearly as fast as her mouth.

Dior shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t ask me. I’m wrapping up this sale for a dude named Richard Somebody. Let’s see, he did sign this Platinum American Express card. ‘Richard Allamay,’ ” she read. “Yeah, I guess that was him.” Dior filed his paperwork away nonchalantly. “I’m glad you came by because I talked Suza into pulling a close for me. Let me get my bag.”

“You gon’ get your bag?” Tangie repeated in a ridiculously nasal tone.

“What?” Dior asked. “I’m not leaving it here.”

“You don’t have any clue who Pastor Dr. Richard Allamay, PhD, is, do you?”

“No, but you sound like the man’s talking résumé. All he said was that he needed to cop some new rags for a pastor’s day at some church. I wasn’t trying to keep up with his flossin’ after he admitted his wife usually bought all of his clothes. Oomph, I started to tell him to sit down and be still until she showed and gave permission to shop on his own.”

Tangie was astounded. “You didn’t actually say it?”

“Nah, but I played him like a chump,” she confessed. “He shouldn’t have been up on my job talking about which of my needs God could help me with.”

“Are you slow?” Tangie fussed, as Dior opened the office door to retrieve her expensive leather handbag. “He is a man of God.”

“And . . . this is my job,” Dior replied in the same “don’t you know” tone that baited her. “Why are you trippin’? I apologized to him. We’re cool now. He bought a nice suit and a gang of props to set it off. Believe me, ain’t no love lost.” Dior’s demeanor caused her friend to dig deeper.

“I’m just saying, Richard Allamay is the shepherd of Methodist Episcopal Greater Apostolic Church.”

“All that can’t be necessary,” Dior said, put off by the long title.

“Members call it the M.E.G.A. Church for short. The name says it all. There’s a ten-thousand-seat auditorium, day care, a life-center building with fifty-five classrooms, a CD and DVD ministry, two clothing shelters, three restaurant-style kitchens, and a full-length basketball court.”

“Whuuut? It sounds more like a small town than a church house.”

“That would make it the largest black-owned church house in the state. I was a member before they bought the new facility. It grew too wide for me, in size and in drama. You know what they say: more money, more problems. Saving souls is big business in the Bible Belt and Dallas is the buckle.”

Dior’s mind was doing cartwheels again, and this time she had more than pocket money on her mind. She couldn’t imagine how much that M.E.G.A. Church paid Richard but it had to be a pile of money, money she would have access to if she cemented an intimate relationship with him. On second thought, becoming the first lady of a spiritual cash cow wasn’t a bad situation to be in either; then she’d have the chance to fulfill her childhood dream of financial independence and the unrivaled envy of a church full of chicks looking up to her.

“It’s a good thing you’re smart enough to keep your eyes and hands off him. It must be hard shooing off those church-house hoochies and preacher groupies throwing panties into the pulpit after every sermon.” When Dior didn’t respond, Tangie grew suspicious. “Dior? Dior? Tell me you’re not getting stupid ideas about getting next to the pastor? Wicked women ought to leave good Christian men alone. I respect Richard Allamay. He’s for real, a dyed-in-the-wool man of God.”

“See, there you go again. What’s with you and him and God today? I stay out of God’s business and I hope He stays out of mine.” Tangie bowed her head, crossed her chest, and began praying silently. Dior, annoyed and fed up with all of the Jesus-speak, clenched her teeth then folded her arms. After lifting her bag off the office desk, Dior cut her eyes at Tangie. “That’s the last I’m going to be hearing about that kind of hocus-pocus or else I’m going out alone to get my sin on all by myself.”

“Wait a minute, Dee,” Tangie protested. “Let’s not be too hasty. I’m still coming with you. He isn’t finished with me yet. I need to get my drink on, get my dance on, and my dirty deed done too — that’s if I run into anybody I used to know. New booty is too much duty. You know how men start out by sending their representative to put in work, sweet-talk you, and play the perfect-husband-material role, then the dust settles and all you’re left with is a pile of what? Dust. That’s why I sleep with the devils I already know.”
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