







Maya knew Athena’s rhymes almost


better than her own….



Athena was animated. “By tomorrow I need to be the baddest bitch the rap game has ever seen. Not the one who fell off. Not the you can take the girl outta da hood but…girl. Not the local one-minute ghetto superstar cheerleading for minimum wage. The baddest bitch the game has ever seen.”

Luckily, Maya already had her poem for her first show down because preparing for the Rap Olympics was an all-night event: helping Athena pick the flygirl outfit with matching hair, makeup and nails; rehearsing dopalicious rhymes over and over again; adding a touch of stage presence and a dance move or four. Should Athena go old skool or new? Serious or slutty? By the time they were finished Maya was even correcting Athena and filling in whenever she skipped a beat.
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THE DARE EXPERIMENT
HIP-HOP UNDERCOVER
BY MAYA GAYLE HOPE

NOTEBOOK OF HARMONY

On the surface, the whole thing seemed to be about the music, but it wasn’t. Yeah, it seems like my story begins at a hip-hop concert and all, but it is definitely not about music. It’s about the way everybody feels, and as my grandmother Ruby would have said, allyah and all of we is one so we feelin’ nice.

Sociology is the study of human behavior. Why and how folks do what they do. My practice is not only about social implications, but how those implications affect personal power. In my oath to learn something from every experience, the concert would be easy. So easy, in fact, I decided to write the lesson before I got there.

Music is about harmony. Harmony is about balance. The friendly agreement of notes played or sung together. Yinning as much as you yang. That centeredness that we all are searching for. Flow. Whether it’s jazz, rock ’n’ roll or even hip-hop…. Some would say especially hip-hop. Flow is a rapper’s ability to lay down rhythm and poetry over an internal beat.

I loved rap music for a hot minute when my best friend, Athena, and I were kids, but by the time I went to college, by the time Salt-n-Pepa and then TLC were played out, so was my affiliation with hip-hop. We couldn’t have a one-way love affair. I refused. I wanted to love hip-hop, but it was clear that it no longer loved me. I was ready to grow and be an adult but hip-hop clearly wasn’t. So like a bad breakup, I forgot I ever loved it, moved on and never looked back.

Harmony and flow are not just about music. Harmony and flow describe our ability to be in equilibrium with the ebb and flow of our lives.

HARMONY DECLARATION: (Repeat five times every morning, noon and night to reinforce harmony in your life.)

For every yin, there is a yang. For every flow, there is an ebb. For every hip, there is a hop. For every beat there’s a stop. Remember when life spins from slow to fast: this too shall pass.

HARMONY ACTION STEP: In the interest of balance, consider ways that you might live a more harmonic life.






Prologue



“YOU KNOW LIFE IS ALL ABOUT EXPRESSION. YOU ONLY LIVE ONCE, AND YOU’RE NOT COMING BACK SO EXPRESS YOURSELF, YEAH.”

—Salt-n-Pepa




If you don’t know what you looking for, then you ain’t gonna find it here,” the golden singer crooned, snaking her hypnotic hips in perfect circles while her melodious tones wrapped the audience in black velvet.

“I can’t see.” Maya moved only her shoulders to the beat. Her vision was blocked by the ginormous Camp Hustla logo emblazoned across the guy’s jacket in front of her.

“Then stop chair dancing and join the party!” Maya’s best friend, Athena, grooved her whole body, hands up high, to the hit R & B tune.

Maya was probably the only person in the entire arena sitting down. “Why’d they even hold it somewhere with chairs if everybody’s gonna stand anyway?!” Not that she wanted to see some ghetto chanteuse shake what her mama gave her, but they were already at the concert so she might as well have a good time. Most folks ignored the No Smoking signs, clouding her contacts with tobacco and weed fumes, but it was a night out with her BFs so she wasn’t complaining too much. Athena stood on the chair to Maya’s left, puffing a nasty Newport, and Maya’s boyfriend, Bobby, stood on the floor to her right, surveying the scene and towering easily over the crowd. The energy was off the meter and despite herself, Maya was loving it. She coughed dramatically, waving away Athena’s mentholated smoke, and stood up.

“Sorry, boo!” Athena was still tipsy from the box of white wine they’d “shared” earlier: Maya had a sip and Athena polished off the rest. She hopped down and steered her apology straight into song, singing along with vocalist BaTricia Simone. “But if it ain’t here, then it don’t exist, I said if it ain’t here…”

“…Then it don’t exist, ba-a-by.” Maya sang the last line in Bobby’s face as he did a brothaman head nod to the rhythm. “You think her backup dancers came to the show straight from the strip club?”

“Loosen up! Show him what you working with,” Athena whispered. She held Maya’s hand up and they bounced their booties on the double beat, laughing at themselves as they swiveled in the songstress’s scandalous trademark move.

“Wowww. So it’s like that, Maya?” Bobby grinned. “All these years and I didn’t know!!”

“See?” Athena mouthed.

Maya rolled vowels in her mother’s musical accent. “I’m West Indian, baby. Natural motion de in my ocean.”

“Well, please Hammer, don’t hurt ’em.” Bobby touched Maya’s nose.

“You’re showing your age.” Maya bumped her butt on Bobby’s leg until she realized that she was the only one still doing that move. The music had changed and Athena and everyone else was doing a lean back instead. Maya straightened up.

“This is a good-looking crowd! Three o’clock.” Athena nodded toward a young almost-Denzel snuggled up with his woman. Almost-Denzel smiled over homegirl’s head and Athena blew a kiss back.

Maya elbowed her. “Yeah. There must be a bald village in China with all this fake hair.” Maya shuffled back and forth in her new green Keds with purple laces. Peeps from the hood—who weren’t related to Athena—sometimes made her a wee bit nervous. A guy made his way through the crowd selling bootleg T-shirts and hats; Maya studied the loud ghetto crowd and moved closer to Bobby. Uh-huh. Posturing and fronting in their fur, denim and leather; posing silver as platinum and rhinestones as diamonds; other people’s names on their butts and chests; talking urgently on their cell phones to no one.

The female uniform was painted-on jeans with any kinda barely there tank top. The male uniform was a jersey or hoodie with baggy jeans. It was a rap video cliché. Pimps up. Hos down. Maya quickly scoped out Bobby to see which half-naked skeezers were pulling his attention, but he was scrolling through his BlackBerry. Good. She fished a near-empty tube of gloss out of her bright yellow knapsack, handed the bag to Bobby and polished her lips. Bobby was too old and too smart at thirty-one to be somebody’s waterboy intern, but that’s how it went down in the music biz, he explained.

Concerts happened in Faustus only once in a cool moon and the place buzzed with starving energy. The crowd milled around, half paying attention to the opening act, half handling their own biz: dancing, singing, chatting and having a good time. A family reunion without the food or, surprisingly, fights.

“You betta sang, BaTricia Simone!” a sepia goddess in skintight black jeans shouted.

“Those Chloés cost almost four hundred dollars.” Athena tossed her cig, eyeing the chick with envy.

“If I spent four hundred dollars on jeans I would know that somewhere the jeans people were laughing at me.” Maya watched as Athena’s cigarette fell, its still-lit embers chasing a gum wrapper. She squashed it with her heel. Girlfriends Rule #3. You can diffuse anyone’s beauty by ridiculing them.

Miss Chloé Jeans’ white tube top exposed a six-pack tummy. The girl was petite like Athena, Maya noted, and easy in her skin. Unlike Athena, however, chica sported double-D kazongas, technically the same size as Maya’s but somehow able to defy gravity and probably leap tall buildings in a single bound.

“You know those are implants, right?” Maya glanced at Bobby.

“What?” he asked. Bobby was caramel pudding with a footballer’s build, long locks and radio smooth voice.

The way Bobby pretended to ignore her jealousy made Maya smirk. As a soon-to-be sociologist she lived to observe people’s conversations, expressions and emotions and make snap diagnoses. Athena: extrovert, exhibitionist and latent ADD. Bobby: classic he-man complex and overachiever. The overpacked stadium was a personality gold mine. Men looking hard and ladies looking harder. Game faces in full effect. It was all good—as much about seeing and being seen as it was the music. Everybody rocked their finest gear, scoping each other out across the stadium, overdosing on Dolce and Phat Farm. Athena and Bobby were in their element. Maya? Not so much.

“Take Athena’s hand and climb up on my shoulders.” Bobby held his new digital camera, Maya’s backpack, Athena’s fake graffiti Vuitton and binoculars. Stooped over, he was a small tree bowing.

Maya looked up at him. “Uh, climb?” Cute, cocoa and what the homeboys referred to as “thick,” it took a lil’ effort to get Maya up in the air.

“Gimme your hand and stop bitching.” Athena took her hand and the three of them, a pyramid, hoisted Maya onto Bobby’s shoulders, smudging the lip gloss she just put on, her four Pocahontas braids swinging to the side.

Bobby swatted Maya’s booty. She pushed his hand down playfully, just glad to be above the melee.

“It takes a village.” Maya laughed uncomfortably as she settled onto her man’s shoulders.

“You’re lucky I love you, Miss Hope.” Bobby tried to balance their swag and Maya at the same time.

“Whoa.” Maya covered Bobby’s eyes as the scantily clad singer thrust her hips at a rapid-fire pace.

“She can’t compete with you, bootylicious.” He removed her hands, kissed each of them, and smiled up at her. She kissed him on the nose, her sisterlocks forming a veil, and they almost toppled.

“Should I vomit now?” Athena handed Maya a hair elastic and Maya tied it on, sticking her plaits straight up. Athena shook her head, her God-given sapphire eyes trained on the peak of Maya’s tower of braids.

Maya caught Athena’s look. “What?”

“Nothing.” Athena knew that it was pointless to say anything about the jutting flamingo feathers on top of Maya’s head. In contrast to Maya’s green turtleneck (in June) and matching saggy corduroys (never in style), Athena sported a pink cowboy hat, matching stiletto boots, dark jeans and a fringed vest. Athena didn’t care that wearing her hat (cocked to show off her cheekbones) to a concert impeded other people’s vision. Unlike Maya, she knew her beauty and loved its power. Her signature look was (a) enough chains to fence off Mexico; (b) tennis shoes that never saw a tennis court; and (c) any color Juicy-alike sweats.

“Yo Big Bob,” they heard behind them again and again.

“What’s up, my man?” Bobby gave a pound to a dude in a low Yankees hat as he walked by.

“Baby, you know everybody now,” Maya observed.

“You jealous ’cause I’m popular?” Bobby reached up and tickled her and she giggled, squirming and trying to avoid being hit by their bags.

A guy with big sideburns coughed into the air without covering his mouth. A borderline germaphobe, Maya folded herself into Bobby’s ’fro to dodge the airborne molecules of disease.

Ebony black and Marilyn blonde, in her knee-high crimson boots and tight red corset, BaTricia (impulse control disorder) was trying her darndest to channel Mary. The new self-proclaimed Godmama of R & B belted her remake of Al Green’s “For the Good Times.” In her version, however, instead of “lay your head on my pillow one more time,” she sang out in babysweet harmony “stick your head between my legs one more time” over a drop-it-like-it’s-hot beat.

“I can do that.” Athena, always in competition, affected a perfect triple-time thrust along with BaTricia Simone. “And people wouldn’t be acting like it’s intermission during my show.” She hit Bobby on the arm. “Check it out, y’all. Next year’s Big Summer Slam, it’s gonna be me up there.”

“Well when it’s you, make sure your weave matches your skin tone,” Maya shouted over the din.

“Weave? Sorry miss but you must be mistaken.” Athena flipped her color #4, eighteen-inch tresses with highlights. “Besides, everything goes with butter brown.” Athena insisted on referring to herself as “butter brown” instead of “high yella” to prove that she wasn’t overly colorstruck like most of the people in their town, although she secretly was. Folks said that Maya and Athena had gotten each other’s hair by mistake. Dark-skinned Maya had wild, curly locks that grazed her middle back and light-skinned Athena had coarse, can’t-comb naps that wouldn’t grow past three inches.

“I can’t believe I’m here!!!” Athena was all moves, her face in video pose/pose/pose mode.

“Neither can I.” Maya was in neutral, her face in over it mode.

Though BaTricia Simone was certainly a treat, the audience was there for one reason only—They knew it and BaTricia Simone knew it too. Prophet. Hoodlum, genius, convicted rapist and teacher. The man, the myth, the legend, the Teflon MC, the rapper. Contradiction was his name and tonight Thug was gracing the stage for the first time at The Dandridge Pavilion and Convention Center, a huge old venue that housed every major event in Faustus, Ohio. The man had been arrested thirteen times for things he bragged openly about in his songs, served two sentences for stuff he claimed he was innocent of and survived three hospital stays after being shot uncountable times. Maya knew about him from the news, not his music. Still, people worshipped him. This concert was all grown-ass people could talk about for weeks.

BaTricia Simone finished up her set doing her typical “Dip it down low, oh no, oh no…” Her finger waves were sweating out and a weave track swung loose on the side of her head. She bowed nose to knees like she’d just completed The Pieta and the arena went dark. Everyone clapped wildly, calling her name and whistling, just happy that she was finished and they could move on to the main event. “Thank you, Faustus!!” She yelled into the blackness.

Silence. Everyone stood quietly in the dark, anticipating what was next. Together, they held their breaths and swallowed. And swallowed again. One person started a whispered chant—“Thug, Thug”—and they all joined in. “Thug! Thug! Thug!” Their chanting soon became yelling, then screaming, until the entire arena quaked with one orgasmic breath. They were one stadium under a groove, vibrating on one beat for a good three minutes before breaking into Happy Birthday, Thug.

A screen popped up with Star Wars–style text: “IN A GALAXY FAR, FAR AWAY, ONE MAN WITH A MISSION TO SAVE THE HOOD THUNDERED FORTH…”

“Thug, Thug,” they chanted as a video came up over the scroll, his princely face in profile.

“We love you!!” a woman shrieked. Maya squinted into the dark, quite possibly the only person in Ohio not screaming the rapper’s name. The air was dewy with the frenzy of a Sunday revival. The forty-something-year-old woman in front of them was crying. In fact, several people were. She looked down at Bobby. Even his alpha male eyes looked wet. Athena fanned herself with her long fake nails. Was it this damn deep?

Swirling red emergency-style lights. Sirens wailing. Canned smoke. The crowd was insane, hyperventilating as if Thug gave them too much air.

P-POW!! POW!! P-POW!! An explosion of fireworks popped off on the huge stage. Probably not a good idea in this crowd. Many heads hit the floor, thinking that someone was shooting. Gunshots were not an unreasonable fear at a Thug concert. P-POW!!! Another explosion and then the sound of barking as Thug and his trademark crew of ten pit bulls appeared in the middle of the stage. Thug pounded on his black bulletproof vest. The barking pit bulls each had a handler dressed in black and wearing a charcoal hockey mask. The long chains almost let the furious dogs leap off the edge of the stage. Maya, who had a particular fear of dogs, was not entertained by this. The front rows bent back, watching pools of canine saliva form puddles.

P-POW!! Maya crouched deeper into Bobby, peeking out with one eye. She only felt somewhat safe in this crowd for two reasons: (1) They’d come through airport-level security to get in. In fact, the feral dogs on stage were quite possibly the same ones used at the doors. (2) Bobby was there.

“It’s okay—look!” Bobby said.

Thug (God complex) held his arms open and formed a living cross. “This is my house tonight!!!!” he shouted and his crowd agreed with him. He was on fire, commanding attention, and folks all over the audience were catching the Holy Ghost. Thug’s bald mahogany head, sculpted face, ten-o’clock shadow, dewdrop eyes and impossibly long lashes made him look more like a model or African warrior statue than a common thug. Still, just so that you didn’t get it twisted, he had THUG emblazoned on one arm, along with a rabid dog foaming out JAH, FOREVA tattooed on the other muscular arm like a carnival sleeve. With cargo pants, bullets strapped across his chest, gun holsters and a six-inch diamond-encrusted crucifix, he was ready to fight the new Crusades.

“Faustus make some noiiiiiiiiiise!!!!!!!” Thug’s disciples happily obliged, screaming, yelling, calling his name until the bass kicked in a party beat. “Right now I’m bringin’ my hometown Harlem to Faustus! Life is a mixtape and the black Mecca is anywhere we want it to be. Harlem is a state of mind, baby. I’m home!” he said, and as proof took off his bulletproof vest and tossed it aside.

“Yo Thug! Preach, God. Preach!” Bobby called out, proud that his internship with Dreadz Entertainment earned them eleventh-row tickets and the right to bear witness to this historic moment. He put their bags, camera and crap on the floor between his legs so that he could clap, his big cupped hands echoing a deep heavy sound.

Maya gripped Bobby’s shoulders, trying to keep an eye on their stuff. “Whoa.” She felt queasy as he swayed his whole body.

“Sorry, babe. Forgot you were up there,” he said, eyes straight ahead.

Even Maya had to admit, physically, Thug was straight beautiful. He snapped his head hard to the beat, the dogs barking their affirmation. Still, she hated his hip hype.

She wrestled a pen and a Dirrrty Kentucky Strippas flier someone had handed her from her corduroys and started scribbling: Loud ghetto trash talking lyrics & dough / Women as bitches and hos / Brothas as niggas and foes / Acting like y’all don’t know / When your mama told you so / Mind-dulling weed / Nothing but greed / Violence, violence, silence / Chains, rings and this one way to be black thing / Somewhere the Klan is laughing / It is straight-up embarrassing…

But then again, she got embarrassed watching the news, praying “please don’t let him be black” about the latest purse snatcher, gang blaster, hell catcher. She hated this music, but via a sadistic joke of fate, the two people closest to her were both hip-hop heads. So here she was. Maybe being here qualified as a good social experiment. If she could turn this night into a paper, it wouldn’t be a complete waste.


LAB REPORT

HIP-HOP: Heroes or Zeroes

A Sociological Analysis

By Maya Hope

OBJECTIVE: To attempt an honest analysis of a field of “music” overrun by corporate sexist materialistic junk.

CRITERIA: Make it through an entire song without barfing.

DATA: Taken by the police as evidence.

VOCABULARY: Limited, at best, shawty.

CONCLUSION: One would best stay far, far, away from this meaningless pap for fear that your brain may turn to mush.



“Thug!” All of Athena’s naturally hyper energy beamed forward. “Put me on stage. Lemme dance for you. Lemme rhyme for you!” She waved her skinny arms and jumped up and down. For a split second he turned in their direction as if he heard her. Then the music came in louder and he kicked into his signature song, “Assassinator,” as the dog handlers exited in a military march. Now only the main man stood center stage.

“Yo. I looked ‘thug’ up in the dictionary last night.” Thug brandished his mic like a sword swiping at demons only he could see. “And you know what it said?”

“Nah, tell us!” shouted a chick in the balcony.

“It said brutal and violent!” Thug paced back and forth now, moving with urgency.

“No,” Bobby said in an undertone.

“That dictionary said thug meant a cutthroat, a ruffian, a hoodlum.”

“No,” the crowd murmured.

“They ain’t talking to me!” Thug said.

“NO!” roared the crowd.

Thug had a black power fist held high. “They ain’t talking to me ’cause that’s the same thing they been sayin’ ’bout niggas for years, and they ain’t talking to US!” The word niggas punched Maya in the face and she flinched.

“T.H.U.G. stands for True Heart Under God,” the rapper continued.

“Hollaaaah!” screamed the dude in front of them.

“You ain’t ready.” Thug seemed to be looking at Maya. “They ain’t ready!” Thug said, and with that, launched into lyrics as the crowd went into hysterics:


“Black Houdini Thug is on the mic…

Man listen, you missin’, the ass that you kissin’,

Pissin’ on my grave ’cause you thinking I’m a slave? Knave.

And when I die, don’t blame me for my suicide

And when I die, don’t blame me ’cause I had to lie

And when I die, don’t blame me ’cause I had to hide

And when I cry, just blame me ’cause I never died…”



Bobby moved his lips to every word, his eyes half closed.

“Where are you?” Maya asked.

“Inside the beat,” he yelled back.

It wasn’t Motown, Badu or jazz but it wasn’t too bad. She could kinda see why this was B’s thing.

She’d re-met Bobby when he slipped her a “Hey Faustus” note during an undergrad music class at Oberlin. Oh yeah. Hey. Bobby right? One of the few other kids of color from the Faustus prep school scene. They were friends first for a few years after graduation, and she was locked ever since. He finally kicked it for real/for real when Maya stuck by him through his turning thirty crisis, in which he dropped out of Harvard B-School and moved back to Over-the-Rhine. He now carried boxes, wrote rhymes and hung posters all over nearby Cincinnati for Dreadz, the hottest urban label in town, while Maya went to school.

“ ’Scuse me, dawg, ’scuse me. Damn, move, motherfucka!” Mauricio (Napoleon complex) made his way over. Mauricio nodded at Bobby and Bobby gave him a pound. Maya had almost forgotten he was with them.

“Where the hell were you?” Athena got up in Mauricio’s face. “You missed BaTricia Simone’s whole show.” Her angry spit hit his pride.

“I could hear it out front! I had bi’ness to tend to,” Mauricio didn’t make eye contact with Athena. It was Maya’s turn to bite her tongue. Athena was too good for half these jokers she brought home. Maya learned not to get too attached.

“What?” Athena asked her.

“Nada.” Maya looked straight ahead at the concert.

“Cheese nachos, y’all?” Mauricio held out a one-person-size paper bowl. Athena and Bobby each took a couple. “Maya?” he asked, winking at her.

“No, thanks.” Maya turned her head, disgusted.

Athena rubbed what there was of her behind on Mauricio, performing a standing lap dance as a video ho did the same to Thug. Mama on stage was doing circus tricks, spreading her legs wiiide in a tight red bikini and six-inch heels, then launching into a handstand. “I’m gonna murder ya murderer / Bring death to ya pain.”

“Listen close to the words, Maya. It’s all metaphor.” To listen to Bobby, Thug was the first coming of Christ rather than a convicted felon. Bobby broke it down several times how Thug was different, dissecting his lyrics. She dabbled in poetry so she could get with the need for self-expression, but did everybody have to express the same thing over and over again? Just ’cause you got a story to tell doesn’t mean that people need to hear it.

Thug gave a thorough show, performing his eclectic platinum hit-list to the fullest. His catalogue seemed to Maya like a weird combo of ultra positive and ultra negative tunes: “God Is My Nigga”; “I’m Gonna Kill Ya”; “The Stay Strong Song, Death Becomes You”; “Side Chick Blitz”; “Pussy Chaser”; “Fear of a Blackman”; “Supreme Mathematics”; “Predickshunz,” and “Straight Thuggin.” As the crowd clapped, hooted, saluted and did whatever the notorious Thug suggested—throw your hands up high and wave ’em side to side—Maya wondered what it must be like to feel that adored. Having been called Maya Hopeless all through her youth, she was still recovering as a woman and the concept was fascinating.

“Baby…” Maya chose her words carefully. “Um, how many songs are left?”

“This should be the last one.” Bobby’s eyes lived onstage as he spoke although his face smiled up at Maya. He did a subtle stretch. Subtext: His neck was getting numb but knowing Maya’s complex about her weight he was trying not to show it.

“Yeah. He did almost everything except ‘Black Woman, Black Love.’ ” Athena snapped her fingers with Mauricio.

“Okayyyy.” Maya slid down Bobby’s back and he stretched his neck. She took his hands and tried to make eye contact. “Then…um…Can we go? I mean, we know what’s gonna happen. Nigga this, nigga that. Applause, cursing, a bunch of encores, more cursing. And, uh, it’s gonna take forever for this many people to exit the—”

“We’re not leaving.” Bobby gave her the shut down. “Thug is known for his big finishes.”

Great. Maya launched into attitude mode, snatching their stuff up off the floor in a huff. She cradled the bags and camera in her arms, staring up into indoor clouds of dust, dry ice and smoke. Oh. A small bluebird was caught in the rafters. “He must’ve gotten in by accident,” she said mostly to herself. The bluebird flew around in smaller and smaller circles, confused.

“’Fore y’all leave, I got something hot. A gift for you on my birthday.” Thug’s image echoed on multiple screens throughout the pavilion.

“If Lenin had the technology, this is definitely how he would have used it,” Maya said.

“Don’t look surprised,” Thug insisted. “Don’t Daddy always come through?”

“Yeahhh, Daddy!” Athena was with Thug one on one. Mauricio cleared his throat.

Thug’s hard ghetto façade broke into sunbeams as he smiled with his whole face. “James and Tasha—where you at?” A couple raised their hands, the woman whooping loudly and acting very Price Is Right. “Aight, Tasha, what you don’t know is that ya boy James hooked somethin’ special up for you. Lemme also get Dave and Theresa.” Another whoop. “And Cherry, Cherril, uh, Cherilyn and Shakim, Gina and Sean, Jenny and Big Black. There’s always some brotha named Big Black.” The crowd laughed, buoyant with Thug’s lighter mood. “Okay ladies, lemme break it down. Check it. Your man wants to marry you. Tasha, Theresa, Cherilyn, Gina and Jenny, y’all are being proposed to.” Somebody from the ground reached up and handed him a piece of paper. “Oh, my bad, we also got Maya and Bobby. So Maya, too. Your man, too.”

Maya looked at Bobby, then Mauricio, then Athena, completely confused. Athena was clapping in slow motion.

“Black love, black love. It’s a beautiful thing.” Thug himself applauded as Bobby, James, Shakim, Big Black, Dave and several other random brothas got down on one knee. “Hold your cellies up. Cellies up. Cell phones up,” Thug screamed. “Seize the damn day!” The audience held their phones up, illuminating the building in digital phosphorescence.

“Motherfuckas got to be crazy to pull out diamonds in this piece,” said Mauricio.

“I was…totally…not…” Maya burst out crying. Overwhelmed by the beauty of Bobby’s gesture and not knowing what else to do, Maya knelt down with her love, her one true love, and held him as all the folks in their section shared their moment.

“Y’all are so cute!” Miss Chloé Jeans called out.

Not seeming at all like a convicted rapist, Thug launched into “Black Women, Black Love.” Now folks were tearing up for real/for real. Maya kissed Bobby’s plum colored lips. Usually, this many people looking at her would have sent her into an anxiety attack.

“You gonna live in my heart?” Bobby asked.

“I already do.” Maya’s gaze was all Bobby. He made the world stop. Just for her. He found her glass slipper.

“My black woman, my black love, my Nubian queen…” Thug kicked his rhyme.

“So Maya, hello!” Bobby kissed her nose. “What’s up? You gonna make an honest man outta me or what?”

“YES!” Athena shouted.

“Of course,” Maya whispered, alone with Bobby in the crowd.

Athena was ecstatic. “See Maya—I told you! Your horoscope said Virgos should expect big things today!”

Still kneeling with Bobby, Maya wanted to imprint this moment of perfect happiness in her brain: Wednesday, June 16, 2004, 10:03 P.M.

BAM! A crackling sound. Nobody moved, expecting more pyrogenics. Then CRACK-CRACK-CRACK-BAM. BAM-BAM!!! They’re shooting! someone screamed. A voice cussed God and all hell broke loose as Thug hit the floor, his perfect chest exploded into wet crimson. Someone scooped Maya up and was carrying her. Bobby.

“Athenaaa!” Maya saw Mauricio dragging Athena by the elbow, her cowgirl hat falling off into the crowd. Pierced by a boot. RUN! A guy stepped on another dude’s Tims and got punched in his metallic teeth.

Pandemonium. Panic. People. Claustrophobia. Crossing. Cursing. Run! Every which way. Their crap fell through Maya’s arms until she was only grasping Bobby’s camera. Move. Folks in every direction. Get off a me. Every which way. Help. Panic. Wailing. Yelling. Remain calm! Guards also running. An exit. Door barred. What the—?! The crowd kicked it. Locked. Beat it with bloody knuckles. Stuck. Apocalypse.

“I know the way out.” Mauricio pushed Athena by the shoulders like a shopping cart.

“The stage!” yelled Bobby. “It’s the safest place ’cause the shooters wanna get lost in the crowd!”

Maya, Bobby, Athena and Mauricio scrambled up to the stage and watched from the wings. Sheer madness. People getting trampled. Barking dogs. Screaming sirens. Madness as several people on the other side carried Thug’s bloody, lifeless body away, his music still playing. It was the fiddling on the Titanic.

Maya squeezed Bobby’s arm. Analysis was dead. Their beautiful night, the night of their engagement, had gone down in cosmic flames, gunshots, blood, death, confusion.

“Y’all gon’ laugh at this dawg when y’all is old marrieds,” Mauricio said.

“Where’s my bag?!” Athena’s dark blue eyes faded to gray.

“That’s problem number fifty-four,” said Bobby, stoically.

“Fake Louis ain’t cheap!” Athena barked, pacing in a figure eight.

“Charge it to the game.” Mauricio pulled out a pack of Newports. “You think that nigga is finally dead, God?” He looked sideways at Bobby. Bobby stared back like he wanted to end him somehow.

“Shut up!” Athena screamed at the top of her lungs. Mauricio turned his back on her and lit up.

Standing with her peeps and not knowing what else to do, Maya snapped a picture of the wild scene. Snap. Several people lay motionless with clusters forming around them. Snap. More of the pretty ones in one fell swoop. Snap. Standing on the stage allowed them to be removed from the chaos, although they were just a few feet from Thug’s flaccid bulletproof vest. Snap. Above it all, yet in the center of the action. Snap. Snap. Snap. Numb fingers. She looked for the bluebird. He was still there, balancing on a rafter. Snap. Bobby pried the camera from her hands and wrapped his love around her. She breathed Bobby in and saw blood on his crisp white T-shirt. She put her hand to her face. Her nose was bleeding.
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THE DARE EXPERIMENT

HIP-HOP UNDERCOVER

BY MAYA GAYLE HOPE

NOTEBOOK OF BEAUTY

There is beauty in the ugliest things.

I have seen ugly, known ugly and loved ugly.

Ugly is as ugly does.

Beauty is an appreciation, and appreciation meets us where we are.

If we let it.

Seeing beauty and calling her name is the highest form of appreciation. To appreciate—to call beauty’s name—is to honor the divine.




BEAUTY DECLARATION: (Repeat five times every morning, noon and night to reinforce beauty in your life.) I find beauty where she lives. In my life, my loves and my mirror. I honor beauty within and without.

BEAUTY ACTION STEP: Treat yourself to a beauty binge. No—it’s not what you think. Start from wherever you are, and for the next twenty-four hours, acknowledge beauty wherever you find it. From the grandiose, a gorgeous sunrise, to the minuscule, a beautiful ladybug. The frame of mind that this beauty binge puts you in will have you wanting to seek out beauty everywhere. As appreciation of beauty is our gratitude for the divine, perhaps we should. We readily call out ugliness. What if we made the same effort toward beauty?








Chapter 1



“HE LOSES BECAUSE HE NEVER UNDERSTOOD THE GAME.”

—Sister Souljah, Coldest Winter Ever




Maya Gayle Hope stood in front of The Dandridge Pavilion and Convention Center on Three Birds Avenue squinting into the dim daylight. Strains of wayward poems in her head, wind-beaten protest sign in her hands, “Stop police brutality now” on her lips; her life was held together by rubber bands.

“Once upon a life when I was sexy / Connected to my sweet meitude. / What a metamorphosis is this? / Shade / Sweetness / Struggle.” She was feeling the beginnings of a new poem’s first kiss. They usually came at inconvenient times. There was nowhere to write it down.

“No justice, no peace!” She marched the sidewalk chanting like an evening chick gone wrong. A crumbling gray Thunderbird honked an ungentle greeting as it passed. A police car slowed, trying to determine whether she was a threat or a lone crazy. They decided lone crazy and kept it moving. A corn-colored ’70s Beetle rumbled by and the back-seaters, laughing, tossed neon orange soda, even their music cussing her: “I’m gonna rape, rape, rape the game / Make you cream, scream out my name / I’ll put it in the front and bust out ya back. / Keep pounding till your momma have a heart attack…”

“Yo, Pippi Longstocking. Take your panties off your head!” the mohawked one shouted.

Dumb ass. Good men were slim pickings in Faustus. Sistas felt with the shortage it was time to start sharing, meaning that those freaks were a catch to somebody. No brotha she’d ever met, including her pop, knew how to be good to one woman much less multitask.

While other brown girls strove for this year’s version of Moschino ho or Versace hottie, Maya’s gear of many layers was what a homeless person might sport if Goodwill shut down. In fact, that was where she shopped in the rare moments when saving the world created some net. Her student loans and Athena’s credit card debt made for lean living. La glorious bohème it damn sure wasn’t, but with her hazelnut eyes, and triple dark toffee skin she could sometimes get away with it. Curry scarf, lemon coat, pomegranate-red corduroys and vanilla pearl earrings. Maya was viewing everything in terms of food these days. Matching was clearly not on her list of priorities. Her booty coulda made JLo blush and her saggin’-too-soon D+ cups definitely would have been helped by a bra. But you know dudes. They don’t care.

She caught her reflection in an old rain puddle. She was two years past the age when most people found looking bootleg acceptable. Although thirty is the new twenty, you still need to have your stuff together. Folks blamed her hyper meta colors on her Trini background. She never mentioned that although her parents walked to Tobago for school holiday, the dirt under her childhood fingernails was Yankee through and through. Ohio’s own. Yellow Springs born, Faustus bred.

You know that concave spot in the small of your back that’s the first to sweat when you’re on the treadmill working it like you promised you would? Right above the booty, deliciously kissable when given half a chance but it usually just languishes as a repository for warm sweat? Ick. Yeah. Ick. Faustus, Ohio, just east of Cincinnati, is exactly like that spot with a large dose of small town pride heaped on top. Three things about The Faust that nobody in the real world gives a damn to know: (1) Faustus is the home of The Midwest Game Fishing Museum, a fantastic place to get some geezer to buy you lunch; (2) the best spot anywhere to get your multiculti grub on is Fillet My Sole—be sure you try the crawfish; and (3) hip-hop music is alive and thriving high in the 513 area code.

Oblivious to only one out of three of these critical facts, Maya stood in the center of the sidewalk with her curly ’fro sweating out into plain ole naps under her pom-pommed pea-green knit cap. Her protest was supposed to be five strong, not one weak. A Dunbar grad and the daughter of Antioch professors, activism was in her blood. The parents had drilled it enough times growing up: being black is political whether you are a political person or not. Too bad she wasn’t ever with them long enough to get any concrete advice besides (a) the political thang and (b) Maya, you have to work ten times as hard as anyone else because blah, blah, blah…The good thing now was that her political protests gave her an alternate identity to the “chick with the wedding that wasn’t,” and gave her something else to focus on besides her sucky job.

“Hey, hey. Ho, ho. Police brutality’s got to go!!!!!” She kicked her pitiful pile of handmade signs. How’d it go again? Stand for something or fall for…No rest for the weary. Maya thrust a sign back into the air. “To serve, protect and break a brotha’s neck!!”

A lazy shingle freed itself from the old building and crashed to the ground barely missing her. Great. If it wasn’t for bad luck, she would have none.

Her cause this week? The FPD gave another Mexican kid a beat-down and everybody moved on to American Idol while the teen lay in traction. One by one, the defeated people united offered Maya, their chocolate Norma Rae, a bevy of elaborate excuses: Damali decided to get a two-year jump on her dissertation. Apparently this required MAC Lychee Luxe Lip Glass and new cornrows. Smooches! Quamel forgot that he’d signed up for animal rescue. Later Maya. Ovid’s great-aunt’s cousin Dee Dee had come in to town and needed a lift. Who would think that his great-aunt would have a dirty-blonde cousin that looked twenty-one? Wink-wink. And Athena just wanted to work on her music. Truth was that Ohio was witnessing an unseasonably warm St. Paddy’s Day and her protest crew, a ragtag group of other locals who still cared, was probably off in Harmony Park enjoying global warming.

This was just what she needed on an Ugly Day. You know those days? When that extra five pounds becomes twenty overnight? Everybody has Ugly Days. Hell, Halle has Ugly Days. Now, it doesn’t matter what you look like, it’s what you feel you look like when you ask the mirror, Who the hell is that?! Homegirl must’ve slept on her face because that child is hid-e-ous. Wasn’t nothing worse than being stood up by a crowd of people on an Ugly Day.

“Hey, cheesecake! I wouldn’t mind eating you.” A businessman who should have been a construction worker blew a kiss.

Maya chanted louder but except for the guys trying to kick it, passersby barely glanced. “Ugh. I’m civic roadkill.” She plopped down on the building steps. So much for Justice for Juan Suarez.

An old crone who probably felt sorry to see such a young woman talking to herself threw some change, starting a trend. Monkey see, monkey doers tossed coins onto the lame pile of signs and fliers. Maya damn sure wasn’t mad at this trend as she and Athena combined earned almost $500 less than their monthly budget and only made ends meet with the ancient art of bill juggling. You know, paying who is most overdue and telling the electric co that they can’t cancel service because you have a resident on life support. Someone pressed a few dollars into her hand and Maya looked up.

“You got DSL?”

Well hello. Ebony man alert! Finally, a fine one. Almond and beefy. Even during her dry season she knew a hot prospect. How did flirting go again? She pulled off her cap and tried to toss her tangled ’fro. It knotted further and a dash of sediment from the crumbling roof deposited itself like a barrette.

“DSL? Online?” Maya’s face was beginning to smile. He grinned back.

“No. Dick Sucking Lips. You look good. What you doing later, girl?” He threw a couple more singles and laughed. “Get your hair combed.”

“I’m not your ho!” she shouted at his back as he strutted down the sidewalk, enjoying her piss-off-ity. Despite herself she loved watching a black man walk. She imagined a Zulu plume on his back. If they were Zulu her family could take possession of at least three goats for that disrespect. Maya scrambled up the change and bills and put them on the steps for someone needier. She noticed a new hole in the back of one of her old green Keds. The laces were filthy. If she didn’t do such a good job, her boss would never let her into the office. She started to pack up the fliers, then reconsidered. Maybe someone with a little more gas in their engine might be inspired to take up the cause. Sufficiently humiliated for one bright shiny day, she put on her unattached earphones, hopped on her environmentally friendly purple bike and took off, wrapped in wolf whistles all the way, her helmet still hooked to the handlebars.

“Yo, shawty! You need to smile…”

“Baby, you got a big ass…”

“Your parents wasn’t frontin’ when they made you…”

“What? You can’t speak? You black bitch. Bitch. BITCH!”

You know how brothas get. They didn’t care that she was wearing headphones. Oh, you’re wondering why she was wearing headphones with no iPod, right? Well, her Discman wore out a chip a while back when she was overdosing on Wayne Dyer’s motivational words and earphones were a reasonable form of protection. They cut down the hoots and hollers by at least 60 percent. Proven sociological fact: when most guys think you can’t hear them, they shut up. Unfortunately, most is not all. The barbershop TV blared a music vid with a dude and naked chicks rapping about something boring. Maya rode faster.

The fresh smell of buttercream frosting summoned as she tried to pass Desi’s Desserts. Well, it was already an Ugly Day, might as well earn it. Desi’s wife, Salma, smiled as Maya parked her ride in the front door of the adorable neighborhood hot spot. Salma wore her over-dyed auburn hair in a flip and sported short rainbow nails that matched her sweet creations.

“Trini gyal! One Strawberry Supreme, right?” Salma’s singsongy lilt felt like home.

“Make it two,” Maya answered. She used to jump into her own Trini accent whenever she saw Salma. She hadn’t in a while. “How’s the baby?”

“Teething already.” Salma’s eyes filled with new-mom tenderness. “Out with Poppa.”

Desi and Salma’s relationship had moved quickly and Maya was a witness to it. Desi was Indian from India and Salma was Indian from Trinidad. Maya discovered the sweetshop just before TBB—The Big Breakup. Salma started coming in at the same time and found Desi’s every word fascinating. While Desi was a pleasant man, sofa-tan and 5′ 7″, fascinating he was not. Salma whispered to Maya that she needed to be married before she turned thirty-one or she was dead to her family.

When Maya first found Salma and Desi, she was delightfully engaged herself and about to be married, briefly considering personalized cupcakes instead of the standard tiered cake. Maya loved the word fiancé and drove Athena crazy with “my fiancé this” and “my fiancé that” during the engagement. Salma cooed over Maya’s ring loudly every time the gentleman behind the counter was in earshot. Months after meeting Salma, Maya was single, the rock was in hock and Salma and Desi were promised. Now Salma was nursing her firstborn and Maya was stuck in the same exact place.

Their eyes met again and Salma put an extra cupcake in the bag. Maya wanted to tell her not to bother. She hated being pitied but the Strawberry Supreme frosting was heavenly and they only had the whipped confection at odd times.

Maya hummed “My Favorite Things” as she rode along, turned on by the sugary cakes burning a hole in her bag. Diabetes in a paper sleeve, her mother would say.

Emmaline Carpenter and Delroy Hope missed meeting each other as kids in Port of Spain, Trinidad. They even managed to miss meeting each other at the University of The West Indies. Both affirmative-actioned into teaching at Antioch, Danceman Delroy and Disco Queen Emmaline met in the 70s and instantly got pregnant. They regretted that they hadn’t enjoyed each other alone first before pushing out the kid and tried to remedy that with boarding school. Her father told her once that they were planning to send her to Trinidad to be raised by Granny Ruby when Bob Marley’s death made them reevaluate their lives. Instead, they convinced Granny Ruby to sell one of her homes, and they sent Maya to Miss Beardsley’s Academy for Young Ladies with the proceeds.

The premature sunshine stroked Maya’s face and made her feel as if she were coming out of a nervous breakdown. Hmmm. The funny thing was she didn’t realize she’d had one in the first place.

A leggy butterscotch crème in a royal blue parka and miniskirt sashayed across the walk arm-in-arm with her prince. Maya’s bike just missed them but they didn’t notice. Leggy was a glorious swan. Maya was a shapely baby elephant. In her favorite Dali painting she didn’t see Swans Reflecting Elephants. She saw swans looking down on elephants. Judging them. Elephants were cute, handy in a pinch, but not the jungle’s most desired daughter. Or maybe she was a frog. Either way, she couldn’t understand how the same universe could create swans and elephants, butterflies and frogs. And if that all-knowing power could make swans and butterflies, then why did it bother with the frogs? Shade. Sweetness. Struggle. Ribbit.








Chapter 2



“WHO YOU CALLING A BITCH?”

—Queen Latifah




The upstairs neighbor’s radio blared as Maya padlocked her bike to the rickety gate: “DJ Manifesta on the one’s and two’s coming at you LIVE—Whassup party people!! There’s a million stories in the naked hood and this is one of ’em. Like any fairy tale, this one begins with a princess, a couple of toads and some crazy-ass beats. Wannabes get it tight ’cause Shell the Boy Wonder is holding open calls in every city for the next hot act. Life starts now…”

By the time Maya made it home to the small tenement town house–turned–apartment building 1869 on Bluestone Road, which ran all along the southern border of Ohio—a few blocks from the river—she was through. She opened her front door to a rap attack. “Your ill na-na is sour / Getting worser by the hour / Lady Athena got the power / I’m the bitch to your Chihuahua…” Recently discharged from being a cheerleader, Athena’s latest get-famous scheme brought her hustle back to where she started: trying to get put on as a rapper. Athena was about as delicate as a bulldog, raising small riots all over Faustus with her scratchy voice and hectic flow. You definitely heard her before you saw her.

“What up, M?” Athena blurred past. Folks thought that Athena and Maya were too old to still be roommates. Athena had paid most of the bills when Maya was in school. Not with the minimum wages from NFL Cheerleading, but from the party appearances, hosting and promotions the gig made available. Now Maya was returning the favor. Although they were the same age, they took turns being the older sister.

“I feel like I’m coming outta some kinda breakdown. You think I had a nervous breakdown?” Maya called after her.

“Well, yeahhh!” Athena was already in her room. The music blasted pure bass as the door slammed shut.

The apartment was a one bedroom that they’d turned into a two by sacrificing the living room. You entered into a not-painted-yet foyer and then had a choice of following the hallway into the roomy kitchen or one of the bedrooms. Maya put two of the cupcakes on the kitchen counter next to the pile of bills that they never opened and went to her room with the third. After she centered her brain she could make love to the goodies. Maya’s appetite was outta control. If she was getting any, any at all, she woulda taken a pregnancy test. The best gift her father ever gave her was a decent metabolism. Not model quick by any means but it kept her from becoming a complete porko.

The bedroom was more shockingly colorful than Maya. Pushing the fuchsia door open made the wooden beads draping the posters swing back and forth. A stack of books served as an end table with lavender pillows here and there. In the couple of years since completing her grad degree, she’d managed to accumulate a ton of crap and was not as neat as she imagined herself to be. She pulled a comforter over the twin mattress on the floor and cleared a small path through the books and papers. She’d always planned to be neater when she moved in with her man.

Maya unwrapped her layers, put on a V-Day tank top and shorts and sat cross-legged in front of her altar that had nothing to do with religion, but everything to do with her sanity. The centerpiece was a glowing green stone Granny Ruby had given her. A yellow Kmart candle illuminated a jar of water from the Ohio River, a small bowl of honey, a handful of feathers and a painted card with the image of a naked, beaded brown woman sitting in a waterfall. Wrapped in a gold scarf and shells, the goddess was reaching for her reflection as Maya was reaching for her meditation.

“Ommmm. Ommmmm.” Jumping beats from Athena’s room fell in between each of Maya’s oms, filling the spaces that she needed empty to be effective. “Om My, My oh my—am I the baddest rapper—oh am I. No, you’re NOT! AAAAH—Noise pollution! Athena—Athena!

“How could somebody so tiny make so much noise?” Maya wobbled up, grabbed the cupcake and marched over to the room next to hers.

Athena, caught up in the beat, didn’t hear her enter. CDs and records were neatly catalogued in every inch of the scarlet space. Athena would buy a vintage record or download a hot new song before she spent money on dinner. She always said she’d learned to be a woman from music. In her adolescence, when En Vogue told her to “hold on to her love,” she did. After Bell Biv Devoe said that “that girl is poison,” she was. She knew “she didn’t want no scrubs” either and that everybody was “down with OPP.”

“Meter / Cadence / Prosody / Breath / Word Play / Syncopate / 16 Bars / Def,” Athena repeated.

Maya yanked off Athena’s headphones. “I don’t know my stuff but I have yours memorized.”

“Kick it then,” Athena challenged.

Maya nodded her head Athena-style. “Yes, yes y’all / Lady Athena got the props, y’all / And when it gets dark you know we have a ball / Take it back old school and then we singing y’all / Meter / Cadence / Prosody / Breath—”

“Impressive. Now you gotta put some swerve into it, babygirl.” Athena put her hands on Maya’s hips and attempted to move her body from side to side.

Maya crossed her eyes. “Shouldn’t the music be inside the headphones?”

“How did I sound?” Athena turned up her playback.

Maya yelled like she was speaking to a deaf person to make her point. “LOUD. Are you coming to my show tomorrow?” At Athena and her therapist’s encouragement, she had been gearing up to perform her poetry for the past six months. Spoken word. Once Maya conquered stage fright she was even hoping to check out some slams, if she ever left Faustus. She stuffed the cupcake in her mouth and headed for the kitchen.

Athena grabbed her only dress and followed Maya to the heart of the apartment. The kitchen walls were plastered with Athena’s glam shots and performance pix and Maya’s poems and affirmations.

“Ohhh, so now you want somebody to have your back? Thanks for the rave.” Athena shook the empty money jar on the counter. “When’s the last time you saw me perform?”

“Oh no. We’re outta soy milk.” Maya grabbed a lone green pepper and handed it to Athena. “I’ll make dinner.” Maya sloshed water around in the empty pot just in case the roaches were back, emptied it and then filled it with hot water.

Athena slammed a knife into the pepper.

Maya looked over at her friend. “I’m still in mourning.”

“That’s what I’m pissed about. That was over twelve months ago. Men come and go. You’re too cute to retire your jersey, Maya.”

“You think I’m cute?” Maya opened a cabinet lined with wall-to-wall ramen noodles. She adjusted her shorts and looked up to meet Athena’s eyes on her belly. “What? I’m having a love affair. With food.”

“What does that have to do with you hatin’ on my music?” Athena asked.

“I don’t do hip-hop,” Maya said.

“Hip-hop didn’t cheat on you, Maya.”

“Uh, let’s do the math. Late studio sessions, weed weekends, drunken nights, wannabe hoochie hos at every turn. No offense.”

Athena pushed the pepper slashed into four awkward chunks toward Maya.

“Um, none taken. I think.” Athena kicked off her shelltop Adidas. “And for the record, I’m standing up more for hip-hop and your need to get a life than Bobby.”

“I’m just not feeling it!” Maya screamed. Suddenly the breakdown didn’t feel so over.

“What about LL?” Athena asked, smiling.

Maya couldn’t resist smiling back. She took Athena’s hands. “LL Cool James is…a metaphor for something bigger.”

“Yeah, something bigger.” Athena grabbed her crotch Michael Jackson style. “How come every time you want to shag somebody they gotta be a metaphor for something bigger? Why can’t you just be like, I wanna to jump his bones?” Athena did her best preacher imitation. “I want to screw him. I want to get some. I want to fornicate under consent of the king!”

Maya laughed out loud. “Cigarette?”

“Yeah, if you didn’t make me quit.” Athena wriggled out of her sweatsuit and tossed it on the floor.

“Look Athena, hip-hop ruined my life. End of story. Spicy mushroom, picanté or cajun style?”

“Uh-uh, ma. Freeze-dried noodles for you, lobster for me. I got a date. A second date.”

“Congrats. Spicy mushroom it is then for my yummy solo dinner.”

Athena pulled the dress over her head.

Maya eyeballed the sweats until Athena picked them up. “What’s up with the dress?”

“Classy man. I told you. If you wanna take a walk on the wild side and leave Café Ramen, dude said he has a rich friend.”

Maya broke the noodles into the boiling water as Athena mouthed with her. “Glitter does not make gold.”

“Well, I’m tired of trying to make a dollar outta fifty cents. From this day forward they gotta pay to play. Slumming isn’t a lifestyle choice for me.” Athena grew up in Over-the-Rhine, the ghetto’s ghetto, in Cincinnati. “And didn’t you just eat that cupcake?”

“I know, I know.” Maya watched the noodles relax into the bubbling water. She burned her tongue on the hot noodles swallowing a mouthful before they were finished. “Ow. Anyway, isn’t this the one who offered you a ride at the bus stop?”

Athena nodded.

“I thought you didn’t talk to guys on the street.”

“Only ’cause it gives the losers hope. But this is overtime and losers don’t drive Toyota Camry Solaras.” Unlike in the rest of America, in backwater Faustus Toyotas were rare foreign cars. “Midlife crisis colored. Top down.” Athena tossed in her green peppers.

“Midlife crisis colored?” Maya inhaled over the pot like she was smelling white truffle sauce instead of condensed salty spices from a flavor packet.

“Revlon red. It was perfect ’cause I was running late for work.”

“As usual.”

“Yup. He’s the first candidate in my new operation—Gold Digger Test Theory. You should do a report on me.” Athena smiled and poked out her small boobies. Maya smiled. “What? More than a mouthful just gets in the way.”

Maya ignored the only thing she was sure her friend was insecure about. Girlfriends Rule #4.

“So then Toyota dropped me off at the café and took fifteen minutes draping his car with a matching cover.”

“No. Athena. Seriously? Wasn’t Christianne looking out of the window?”

“Of course. And banging on the bathroom door while I freshened up. Then homeboy sat in the café for three hours yakking and ordering stuff as I went from table to table.”

“Tipper?”

“A big ole buck fifty.”

“El Cheapo.”

“No, Maya—a hundred and fifty. Almost one third of the rent. He’s taking me out tonight.”

“Copacetic!” They high-fived. “Um, if you met him today, Athena, how is this a second date?”

“Well—the first was at the café this morning. You want him to call his friend?” Athena looked in Maya’s pot and shook her head.

“No, thanks. I’m just gonna meditate and get ready for tomorrow.” Maya held up a fist.

Athena put her fist to Maya’s. “And of course I’ll be at your show.”

Maya smiled. “You have to. You work in the café.”

“So, you meditating with batteries or without tonight?” Athena sauntered out of the kitchen, dressed for her same-day second date. She had talents that made Maya marvel. Like with the sidewalk dudes. Athena just looked them in the eye and walked right through. She didn’t cross the street or pretend to be on the phone or nothing. “Call me if you need me, babygirl,” Athena called out.

“Likewise,” Maya yelled back, listening to make sure she heard the door lock.

They were instant fam when they met way back in third grade at Miss Beardsley’s. Maya was so happy to see another ebony face that she immediately took the new kid who was said to be super smart under her wing to show her the ropes of the sleepaway school she’d inhabited since first grade. That is, until the student eclipsed the teacher about twenty-four hours after Athena’s arrival.

Athena’s popularity was legendary. To this day, fifteen years since high school graduation, the kids probably knew who Athena Wagner was. Oh, the girl who told Miss Ellie to shut up. Uh-huh, the head cheerleader who lettered in track—there’s her trophy. Yeah, the scholarship kid who screwed Mr. Davis in the boiler room. Legendary. Maya and Athena’s friendship existed somewhere in the chasm between them. When Maya moved in, those who didn’t get it said that they’d kill each other. They hadn’t. Yet.

Maya looked out of the kitchen window at a bluejay sitting on the ledge. The tree above their window sported a nest. On the windowsill next to a wilting lucky jade plant was the little jumping broom that was her rehearsal dinner favor. Her gown and a lot of other bridal crap still lingered in the attic of her parents’ crib in Yellow Springs. Her mother never mentioned the heap or pressured her to get rid of it, but somehow one of the tiny red, black and green brooms that she’d spent hours finding online found its way post-disaster into her jeans pocket and she couldn’t bear to toss it out. So it sat alone and dusty on the dirty sill keeping the blue birds company.

Maya put the tiny broom in the trash, glad that she wasn’t bitter. She washed her hands. Then she fished it out.
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