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Most of Somewhat Saved is dedicated to all those daughters who feel discarded and unloved. It is dedicated to those women who’ve felt uncovered with their souls unprotected and at the mercy of life. God is able and willing to keep you. We are His heiresses and adopted into His family.

And, to all those men, young and old, who are fathers . . . You are as necessary to these women as the air they breathe.... Now step up to the plate.

I share with my readers a portion of a letter. This is the unedited letter I had buried with my own father, for much of Zipporah’s story is mine.

 


 


Dear Dad,

Over the years whenever the internal need for your paternal covers arose, there were none to cover me; no fitted sheet of fatherly love, no flat sheet of warmth, and no blanket of protection and respect.

I was left to lie naked on this worldly bed to instead be covered with a fitted sheet of secondhand love, often bought on sale, and overpriced. I needed it, so I paid.

I had to settle for the seldom honest flat sheets of warmth. It, too, often came with a price, far beyond my means. I struggled and mentally worked through the muck and mire of my everyday existence to pay for it. I fought with every fiber I had to keep it, though I knew its fabric consisted of never-meant-to-be-kept promises and erratic threads of moral heat.

Knowing I had no blanket of protection and respect of my own, when the harsh cold winters of truth came, I needed and accepted “as is,” discounted protection and respect. Its warranties often expired before the dawn came.

They tell me that around the same time I felt an urgency to find my only photo of you and me, eight hundred miles away, you suffered a massive heart attack and died. Were you thinking of me? Did you, somehow, suddenly realize how totally uncovered I was? Was there a reason you never held me, told me you loved me? Unfortunately, I cannot find the photo, so I may never know.

This Saturday, February 15th, just three days before my birthday, you will be buried. Along with the dirt used to cover you, will also be covered any chance we might have had to complete and connect the sides.

However, Father, I want you to know this: also buried with you so that you won’t be cold during your sleep, will be my blanket of undying, unspoken love and respect. I can give that to you because I have managed to find and keep a real love, a love that is boundless and unconditional, Love that exceeds and encompasses any and every thing that a love should be. This was a love that helped me to raise three children and blessed me with grandchildren. Such a love helped me to go on and become a wife, an actress, singer, writer, author, and Christian comedian; you see, Dad, I can laugh. This beautiful love, it loved me enough to give me someone to love and to stand beside me, no matter what. That love is the love of God. “For He so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten son, so that whomsoever shall believe in Him, shall have eternal life.”

I am told that I look exactly like you and that you will never die until I do. I don’t know how true that is, but one thing I do believe.... I believe one day, when I cross over to the other side, and you and I can meet again face to face, we will complete this triangle of love.
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Prologue

When a town has a population of less than twenty thousand folks and about fifteen thousand of them were jammed into a ten-mile space, fights and feuds were bound to happen. And when that town was as small as Pelzer, South Carolina, these incidents were often listed in the entertainment section of their one and only newspaper rag, the Daily BLAB.

The BLAB was an acronym for Braggarts, Liars, and Busybodies. Every Pelzer reader knew that the news was hardly, if ever, accurate, but it was downright entertaining nonetheless—unless your name was in it.

Of course, the day Sister Betty saw her name in that town rag, she fell on her knees kicking, and screamed as much as a seventy-something-old woman could. She couldn’t believe that her God—the same God she’d prayed to at least six times a day, the same God who’d seen to it that she became wealthy in her old age, and the same God who’d called her on the telephone many years ago—was now allowing the old devil to defame her good name by having it on the front page of the BLAB.

What had she done to deserve such a thing?

A copy of the BLAB arrived at Sister Betty’s mansion earlier that morning. And in bold misspelled print it read: GOODIE TOO SHOES SISTER BETTY SEEKS TO UPSEAT MOTHER SASHA PRAY ONN . . . “continued on page two.”

“In a bid to bring new life and some morality into the Crossing Over Sanctuary Temple’s decrepit Mothers Board, newly wealthy Sister Betty will run for president at the Mothers Board conference to be held in Las Vegas, Nevada. She’ll pit her salvation against the encumbered Mother Sasha Pray Onn. Hopefully, she’ll be wearing the whole armor of God. Because if not, when the election is over this newspaper plans to have a ‘pull-out’ section detailing the life of the late Sister Betty. Mother Pray Onn is sure to kill her.”
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In a posh home located in the wealthiest section of Pelzer, South Carolina, where worries were left to those on the poor side of town, was where Sister Betty resided.

Sister Betty was something of an enigma. She always wore a white ugly-looking hat around town with a strange fluffy white and black feather that waved like it was possessed when she walked. She also wore a large gold cross and carried a Bible with her initials embossed along its spine.

Sister Betty hadn’t always lived high on the hog, as some referred to her. She, too, once lived on the other side of the tracks. However, due to the untimely and embarrassing death of one of her longtime friends, wealthy Mother Eternal, her station in life had changed dramatically. Mother Eternal had succumbed to a heart attack while clutching a cash register. It was attached to the pulpit. Her generosity left Sister Betty with more money than she’d ever had, and more problems than she’d ever imagined.

Sister Betty had lived in Pelzer, South Carolina, since her early twenties. And ever since that time, with her well-documented though mostly self-proclaimed experiences with God, she’d also gained something of a reputation as God’s go-to woman. So eventually she became Pelzer’s moral compass. She was the official, though barely appreciated, chief negotiator with heaven.

Just barely five-foot-two, she’d gained some weight over the years, and only old photographs testified of a younger Sister Betty who’d been a well-proportioned, brown-skinned beauty. Now her shoulders were slightly stooped as she struggled to bare the burdens of others.

She was also the chief prayer intercessor in her church prayer team of two. Just her and her longtime friend and neighbor, Ma Cile, were left. Out of what started as a team of five women praying, three had dropped out from exhaustion. So Sister Betty and Ma Cile would double up on praying and, of course, they’d do it on a daily basis. Now Ma Cile, hospitalized by a stroke, was no longer available. But Sister Betty pressed on as she stood in the gap for her people.

So, when she saw her name and the lie about her running against a woman who some believed was truly a spawn of Satan, she wanted to know, where was her God?

Sister Betty didn’t have to wait long for hell to break loose. If she wasn’t going to it, it would come to her. And hell had no problem coming to church; it never had.

It all came to a head the following day after the church service. No matter how saved she claimed to be, things got so bad that morning, it was all Sister Betty could do not to put down her Bible and pick up a brick in defense. She’d barely put her hand down from repeating the benediction when it happened. She’d thought that since no one had mentioned the headline in the BLAB that God had taken care of the situation. But if He was going to do it, He hadn’t yet.

Current Mothers Board president and resident terrorist Sasha Pray Onn, nicknamed Mother Terminator, and Vice President Bea Blister, called Mother Rambo behind her back, confronted Sister Betty in the downstairs fellowship hall. They’d read the BLAB and took offense to her running for the office of president of the Mothers Board. They’d planned on attending the upcoming Mothers Board Conference in Las Vegas unchallenged.

As they blocked her exit, the two old women reminded Sister Betty that even before the Ain’t Nobody Right but Us–All Others Goin’ to Hell Church disbanded and was absorbed into the Crossing Over Sanctuary Temple diocese, they’d created and made the Mothers Board what it was.

Mothers Bea and Sasha had headed the chaotic, geriatric auxiliary and had no intention of relinquishing their positions—ever. “We aren’t stepping aside for you, the Reverend Leotis Tom, the Taliban, or the United States president,” Sasha boasted.

“And you can believe that!” Bea added.

Those two old she-warriors were serious. They would’ve gone so far as to ask God for His I.D. before they’d move aside. Sasha and Bea were so cantankerous that even old Satan wouldn’t battle them without the Lord on his side.

With a toss of their heads, Bea and Sasha backed out of the fellowship hall with their eyes still trained on Sister Betty.

Sister Betty had not gotten a chance to refute the BLAB’s falsehood. Instead of speaking up when there was a moment of sanity and silence, she didn’t; she had a chance to leave the hall in one piece, so she took it.

Arriving back at her home, Sister Betty changed clothes and went into her living room to think and pray. Seated in her favorite recliner, her feet propped on an ottoman, she laid her head back. She tried to meditate, hoping it would help her come up with a plan. She shifted her legs on the ottoman and her boney, arthritic knees crunched like they were made of aluminum foil. And, of course, she knew that those aching signs always preceded a mission from God. She was tired. The last thing she wanted was another battle with those hardheaded church folks, as she liked to call them, because she didn’t use profanity.

The young people weren’t nearly as difficult to minister as those staunch never-gonna-change-their-minds older ones.

“Why would You let a lie like that be printed?” Sister Betty looked toward the ceiling, waiting for God to answer. “The Mothers Board, Lord?”

She’d dealt with the Mothers Board before. There was always something the women didn’t agree with. If the pastor asked for a donation, they’d fuss about the amount. If he said something was going to be free, they’d want to know why there wasn’t a charge. Nothing pleased them.

However, as long as the current president and vice president Sasha and Bea led the fray, Sister Betty’s ministry life would always be one long, unending roller coaster.

She’d never understand Sasha and Bea. Earlier they’d banded together to confront her and yet the two of them had occupied the same pew each Sunday for the past twenty-something years and couldn’t stand one another. The Mothers Board members always reelected Sasha and Bea. It was as though the other women just loved the chaos that followed their rule.

Sister Betty rose and went to her kitchen. She brewed a pot of her favorite cayenne pepper tea and carried it with her into her bedroom. She needed to do some serious praying and the hot peppered tea always gave her a lift in both her spirit and her imagination.

For two weeks after the confrontation, Sister Betty fasted, prayed, travailed, and even rolled around like Hannah, thrashing floor-style in her bedroom. Sister Betty had cried until her eyes bulged trying to convince God that He shouldn’t put her in the midst of another one of Bea and Sasha’s messes. However, God being sovereign always had the last word.

In this case, however, Sister Betty wanted the last word. “Heavenly Father, just once, can I please go to some third-world country or even the Middle East and spread your message? Please don’t put me in the middle of another one of Bea and Sasha’s messes. . . .”

Suddenly, Sister Betty’s left knee crunched and shot forward as though she were twenty. She howled. “Okay!” She’d have said more but experience taught her that her arms were just too short to box with God.

So she got up from the floor as quick as she could. It wasn’t only God that spurred her to move. That cayenne pepper tea was doing it, too.

Sunday rolled around again. Only this time it was the fifth Sunday. Many of the members used that particular Sunday to do other things. They felt their heavenly service was done by attending the other four Sundays. Sister Betty could only hope that Sasha and Bea would be among the missing.

As she dressed and prepared to leave her home, she recalled the dream she’d had the previous night. Lifting her pageboy-styled gray wig about an inch, she scratched her head and pondered. Why would I dream about Rambo? She’d not been a fan of such violence, so she’d only seen the first three movies. In her dream Rambo wore a dress and walked with a cane. Somehow, even with the silly disguise, she still knew it was supposed to be Rambo. She couldn’t recall the entire dream, but one thing she knew for certain—Rambo was about to fight the Terminator. Only in her dream the Terminator wasn’t Arnold Schwarzenegger. The tall figure was slightly bent, with very dark skin, a natty dark wig, muscles that resembled silly putty, and, like Rambo, it wore a dress. The two superstars were about to rumble. That’s where her dream ended.

Sister Betty went to church and praised God like her life depended upon it. Her feet moved faster than usual as her dance of worship became more like a tap dance. She shouted, “Hallelujah” and spun until almost woozy.

“I’m praising and glorifying Your name, Father. You said when the praises go up the blessings will come down. I need a blessing, now!” Sister Betty’s body resembled a switchblade as her arms shot up and out. “Victory, victory,” she screamed while she continued to praise God and shake her head. The shaking caused her hat to lean gangster-style and that ugly feather to bounce uncontrollably. Now emboldened with supposed power, she stared at Sasha and Bea. Holding her Bible across her tiny chest as a shield, Sister Betty said accusingly, “God’s not pleased with the Mothers Board.”

Before Sister Betty could finish her revelation, Sasha and Bea shot up from their pews. Each woman had a revelation for Sister Betty.

“Don’t say another word,” Sasha snarled, while she pointed her cane at Sister Betty’s still bouncing hat feather. “Whether you say it’s a word from God or whomever, I will still stick that ugly feather in a place you won’t like,” Sasha promised, before heading back to her seat.

On her way back to the pew, Sasha used her Bible to tag team Bea who’d moved closer to Sister Betty to deliver the verbal coup de grâce.

“And you’re gonna need someone to drag your meddling butt to a Healing service,” Bea added, as she pointed a bent finger at Sister Betty’s hat feather and hips, “’cause you gonna be crippled for life!”

Knowing Bea and Sasha didn’t make empty threats caused Sister Betty to stop prophesying and retreat from the church. Suddenly fearful, she’d forgotten God’s word never returns void.
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Five hours hadn’t passed since that morning’s Crossing Over Sanctuary Temple’s spirit-filled fifth Sunday service when Bea and Sasha ran across one another in downtown Pelzer.

When faced with a common enemy, the two old women were an unbeatable force. But when it was just the two of them, each woman went into self-survival mode.

So, with the sun setting peacefully, the crotchety old women squared off. As she clutched her Bible, Sasha’s beige-colored complexion darkened as she glared at Bea. Her five-foot frame stiffened on legs shaped like parentheses, which made her look like she were about to leap. Instead of a Rambo headband, she wore a little white pillbox-shaped hat pinned to a steel gray bun.

Bea “the Terminator” Blister wouldn’t give an inch. She exuded venom with equal ferocity as her dark wrinkled face turned into a mask of defiance. If she had not had a curved spine and could stand straight, she would have towered over Sasha a full nine inches.

Bea had spent a portion of her younger years thugging and mugging in the countryside of nearby Belton, South Carolina. Those criminal tendencies had finally sent her to several jails to reconsider her ways. It was during those years in the prison system that she’d learned how to bend people to her will. She simply knocked them out and threatened to do it again if they told. Very few did and those who did only did it once.

“Ain’t you afraid this last little bit of sunshine will melt your evil old behind?” Bea grimaced and then pointed toward Sasha’s tiny hips, which resembled two old boxing gloves dangling from Sasha’s waist. “You just couldn’t let me enjoy the rest of the Lord’s day without having to look at your wrinkled tail, could you?”

Sasha’s back hunched as she hissed like a cobra. With spittle flying because of her loose-fitting false teeth, she did some pointing of her own. She lifted her cane directly at Bea. “Is there ever a moment in my saved life that I don’t have to run across you in the path of my salvation?”

“You ain’t on the path of salvation. You’re on the road to hell!” Bea shot back. “You’re wearing those horn-rimmed magnifying glasses and still can’t see where you’re going.”

“I betcha I can see well enough not to bring a pan of macaroni and cheese to church with the bottom all black and crispy.” Sasha tapped her cane hard against the sidewalk to make her point and to show just how hard that mac and cheese were. She continued, “If you live to be a hundred, nobody will ever eat your cooking again.” Sasha stopped abruptly to check her false teeth, which had begun to slide away from her gums. Confident they wouldn’t betray her by falling out, Sasha continued her tirade. “Oh, I’m so sorry. You are already almost a hundred.”

Not one to be outdone, Bea lit into Sasha loud enough for anyone within ten yards to hear. “Don’t worry your skinny behind about my cooking. You just make sure you wearing those magnifying glasses the next time you accidentally stick an Odor Eater insole inside your raggedy drawers instead of a Depend pad!”

“You’re a liar,” Sasha hollered. She was indignant, although somewhere in the back of her mind she did remember doing something akin to the accusation. “God ain’t judging no liars. I guess you’ll be absent from heaven’s court on judgment day and gone straight to hell.”

Bea pushed a strand of her cheap, natty red wig out of her face. She inched closer and then yelled, “I’m sorry. You’re right. I did lie. I said you did it by accident. I gave you too much credit. You probably needed that odor eater pad in your old granny drawers!”

Geriatric Rambo and Terminator were about to go into round two when the approaching sound of howling police sirens stopped them. Not fully sure if someone hadn’t called the cops on them, they retreated a few feet from each other. They stood like statues and smiled as though they hadn’t let a single mean word flow.

When the sirens suddenly stopped, both women turned to see why. They saw a crowd suddenly gather down the block.

“I wonder why the police are raiding old Pookie’s on a Sunday evening,” Bea said, her face suddenly looking as sweet as a cherub’s.

“Hmmm, it does cause one to wonder,” Sasha replied softly with a mischievous grin.

In an instant, the old women temporarily forgot their bickering. They started giggling like old friends.

“You called those cops, didn’t you?” Bea asked with a twinkle in her beady eyes.

“Yes, I guess I’ll take the credit.” Sasha laughed. “He snookered me out of that bingo money we won on that cruise.”

Several months earlier, Bea and Sasha were duped into sharing a cabin on a cruise by Sasha’s equally mean-spirited niece, Ima Hellraiser. Ima had done so in the hope that the two old women would cancel each other’s birth certificates by killing one another. It was during a week of on-again-and-off-again memory lapses that the two had temporarily bonded and scammed a bingo game by feigning heart attacks. To keep the old women from sinking the ship with their antics, they were declared winners and shared the huge bingo pot.

Sasha hadn’t meant to admit to Bea that she’d let ole Pookie outfox her. But it was out there and she couldn’t take it back.

“That reprobate cheated me out of my money, too,” Bea sheepishly admitted. “Pastor preached from the Book of Second Chronicles and the seventh chapter. It was the fourteenth verse. So I played seven hundred fourteen. It came four seventy-one. But he said I didn’t box my number. You know I always box my number.”

“Well, I’m sure you did,” Sasha agreed. “Everybody in the church who plays numbers knows you always box your numbers.” She stopped and peered up the block, before continuing. “That pocked-face demon had it coming. They should snatch him up by his raggedy boxers for cheating us poor old women out of our hard-earned money.”

“Do you think he’s learned his lesson?” Sasha asked with mock concern. “I don’t think he’ll try and pull nothing on us poor old folks again.”

Their false commiseration was interrupted by the sounds of glass breaking and Pookie’s cussing from inside the store. The women saw one officer suddenly snatch down a couple of old dusty album covers and posters announcing an upcoming Louis Armstrong concert from the storefront window. Pookie hadn’t changed anything in his store except the winning numbers for losers in years.

The flashing lights from the two police cars and the ruckus inside the store were enough to draw several more onlookers. When they saw what was happening to Pookie, a few of them, still with Bible in hand after leaving evening services, started to cheer. Pookie had managed to finagle many of the good gambling church folks in Pelzer. And he never paid tithes on his money, either.

“I’ve always known Pookie was a liar and a blind one at that,” Bea said.

“What are you babbling about?”

“I’ve known Pookie probably longer than you. So the first time he told me he thought your legs were shaped like a Barbie doll’s legs, I knew his eyes were going bad.”

“I do have legs like a Barbie doll,” Sasha snapped as she raised the hem of her white skirt, showing knobby knees that resembled an anorexic baby elephant’s. “Jealousy is so ugly on you.”

Bea crunched her nose and pointed. “Unless Barbie has legs shaped like a pair of needle-nosed pliers, you don’t have legs like her.”

Their peace pact had quickly crumbled.

“Quiet down, they’re bringing him out,” Sasha warned, intending to return the insult later. “You gonna mess around and get us in trouble again.” She couldn’t remember what trouble it was she was trying to avoid so she turned and hobbled away, switching her hips at Bea. Here’s my last word about that, she thought as she put a little extra switch in her tiny hips.

“Good riddance,” Bea called out and then cheerfully added, “Are you coming to prayer meeting on Wednesday?”

“Of course, I’ll be there,” Mother Sasha hollered, while continuing to shake her hips. “I’ll keep coming and praying for your sorry self until you get saved.”

“I hope you shake it and break it,” Bea hollered back with laughter.

Sasha had barely turned the corner when Bea saw the squad car finally pull off with Pookie handcuffed and ranting. She giggled as she watched him grimace. He was popping up and down like a jack in the box and the police gladly beat him down every time he tried to raise up to scream some more. They drove past Bea. As much as she wanted to remain an innocent bystander, she just couldn’t help it. She smiled as she waved and winked at them.

And that’s when she saw a familiar figure walking carefully around the crowd that gathered to watch. “Sister Betty,” she murmured. Taking on Sister Betty with Sasha by her side was one thing. Bea wasn’t about to do it alone, so she moved on.
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Sister Betty took her time coming out from among the crowd in front of Pookie’s. She’d spied both Bea and Sasha moments earlier as she walked down Left Street, where she always went to pass out her Bible tracts on Sunday evenings. Even before she’d moved into her palatial home, she’d done so.

“You know that you need Jesus,” she’d say as she offered a tract. She always made it her business to stop by Pookie’s place to get the church crowd as they came and went.

She didn’t need to be right up on them to know that Bea and Sasha were having one of their regular fights. She purposely took her time handing out her Bible tracts and holding a prayer vigil as the police escorted the numerical engineer, as Pookie liked to be called, into the waiting patrol car.

She didn’t stop praying until she saw Bea walk away in the opposite direction. “Thank you, Jesus.”

 


 



Bea, who had hurried about a block away in the opposite direction, stopped to rest. She was so tired that as she began to move again, she actually looked like a turtle walking through tar.

Bea thought about returning to her empty apartment and quickly dismissed the thought. Since she’d stopped dating eighty-year-old Slim Pickens because of his infidelity, she was lonely. For a moment, she stood there wishing she’d married or had children so she’d have a reason to go home.

There’s got to be another way of making some more money. My rent is due and my pension ain’t, Bea thought. Then she heard the ripples of laughter.

Lounging around at a bus stop farther down the block were several other old people. It seemed as though the only people on the street that night were the senior citizens. Bea saw that most were leaning on canes and she swore she could smell them reeking of Bengay. They were huddled in front of a closed grocery store, smiling and just glad to be alive.

As Bea approached the crowd, she called out to an old man she thought she recognized. She believed his name was Buck or Chuck. She decided to call him Buck.

“Hi there, Buck,” she whispered. “What’s going on?” His appearance made her think of an old pervert she once knew. With such nice weather, no reason for him to be wearing an overcoat.

Buck didn’t answer right away when he heard Bea call out his name. Instead, he blew his bulbous nose into an old, wrinkled handkerchief.

“Good to see you tonight. You are Bea Blister, aren’t you?” He wiped his furrowed brow and squinted before continuing. “I’m just trying to see if I can add a couple more dollars to my pension this evening.”

The words more dollars made Bea’s arthritic knees straighten, carrying her quickly to Buck’s side. “What’s that you say?” she asked.

“We’re on our way to the bingo game at the church over there on Shameless Avenue. The game’s supposed to begin in about thirty minutes, and that doggone church bus is running late. If it don’t come soon we’re gonna miss the game and the nursing home will know we’re gone and send out security.”

These weren’t just seniors on a mission. They were a few old folks who’d walk barefoot into a flaming volcano for a chance to add a dollar to their small pensions. They didn’t feel too guilty, since the church that held the game sanctioned their innocent gambling habits and provided transportation.

“What church is holding it?” Bea asked suspiciously. What was left of her survival skills caused her to question a lot of things.

“I can’t give out that information without some incentive,” Buck said, licking his crusty lips as he leered at Bea.

“Why don’t I just take a rock and hit you?” Bea replied while pretending to look for a rock.

“It’s the No Hope Now–Mercy Nevah Church,” Buck answered quickly. He’d have quoted the church history if the rumbling of the old bus approaching hadn’t interrupted.

The dimly lit bus approached with a cockeyed, redheaded driver with skin the color of rancid beef draped over its wheel. The bus shook and sputtered dark fumes as its brakes squealed like it was in pain.

She didn’t see a destination sign displayed, but Bea decided to trust Buck, hoping that it was the bingo bus. She followed him and the others onto it.
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While Bea went off to play bingo, Sister Betty returned home. After changing clothes, she knelt beside her couch as she often did, and prayed.

She’d barely gotten into her praying when the persistent ring of the telephone caused her to stop.

The telephone was on its fifth ring by the time she finally made it off her knees. Normally, she’d take the phone off its hook before praying. This time she’d forgotten.

“Hello.”

“How are you, Sister Betty?”

“Who is this?”

“It’s Reverend Leotis Tom.”

“I’m sorry, Pastor. I didn’t recognize your voice.” She had no idea what her pastor could want with her. “What can I do for you?”

“I read the headlines in the BLAB a few weeks ago, and I’ve been meaning to speak to you.”

“I’m so sorry,” Sister Betty began to explain, but she was cut off.

“No need to apologize. I’ve chatted with a few of the other women on the Mothers Board and, against their concerns, I’ve decided that I want you to run for the office of president. I’ll let the board nominate a vice president.”

“Say what . . . !” Sister Betty’s mouth flew open.

“I normally don’t read the BLAB. But I’m glad it was in the bathroom and I did. God is so good. I’ve prayed that someone would come in and take the Mothers Board to higher heights. Everyone knows there’s no one higher than you when it comes to God’s business.”

“I don’t wanna . . .” Sister Betty pouted, sitting down with the phone still stuck to her ear. Her eyes were wild with disbelief as the reverend continued chatting up a storm.

The more reasons she gave for not wanting to enter into World War Three with Sasha and Bea as well as the others, the more reasons the reverend gave as to why she should. They went back and forth for almost thirty minutes. He quoted scriptures, visions, and almost offered her a salary. Almost, but he didn’t. He was about monies coming in, not going out.

“Don’t be so modest,” the reverend chided. “I’ve already taken up a collection and purchased your ticket to the Las Vegas conference. I haven’t told either Mother Sasha or Mother Bea yet.”

“You won’t have to because I ain’t going!”

And while the reverend and Sister Betty played word tennis, each trying to one-up the other with their own rationalities, all hell was about to break loose on the other side of town.

 


 



Arriving finally at the church, the old folks piled off the mysterious bus. The last rider had barely stepped safely away before the bus and its cockeyed driver disappeared under the cover of darkness. Everyone checked their pockets and purses to make sure they had their ten-dollar entry fee. They huddled, counting their pennies, dimes, quarters, and taped-together dollar bills.

One by one they entered. Some of them shuffled, a couple of them griped, and one limped while a few others maneuvered their wheelchairs and canes onto an elevator and descended into the windowless subbasement of the No Hope Now–Mercy Nevah Church.

Minutes later, they got off the elevator and lined up against a wall, fidgeting to try to avoid the chipped and peeling paint that began sticking to their clothes like lint. From nowhere three spry female ushers appeared. With one arm held behind their backs for propriety sake and nothing else, each usher zipped through the line with a collection plate for the fees and then quickly disappeared.

Once they found their seats, the seniors talked competitive trash. “I hope you’ve put aside some cat food for your dinner, ’cause I’m taking this pot,” Buck chided one of the seniors, whose seat kept sliding from under him every time he tried to sit.

“You must be goofed on stink weed if you think you’re winning tonight,” the old man responded as he finally plopped down, almost breaking a brittle hip as he did.

The others said nothing as they concentrated on rubbing arthritis salve and alcohol into their elbow joints and flexed their gnarly fingers to get the blood flowing.

Ten minutes later, their clothes splattered with ink and a magnifying glass in one hand, the old folks were ready. The rousing once-a-month bingo game sprang into full swing. It was seniors night and no holds barred was the rule.

The pastor and founder of No Hope Now–Mercy Nevah Church was the Reverend Bling Moe Bling. His ill-fitting snowy white toupee looked like a cloud hovering over his pointed head. He sported a shortened crippled leg supported by a bicycle kickstand.

Now in his late seventies, the reverend had first started preaching in his early seventies. He claimed that God had called him on his cell phone and told him to spread the word. He’d divorced his first wife after she’d insisted it was just static or probably a wrong number. He was determined to do God’s work for a price and so he started the seniors’ bingo night.

The reverend, who was dressed in his traditional bright red Nehru-collared long robe, stood lopsided behind a rickety picnic table. Smudged bingo boards were stacked high on the table. Off to the side, Pepsi-Cola bottle caps took the place of real bingo chips.

As the reverend called out one number after another, he leaned to one side, grasping the table for support with one hand. By the time one of the senior citizens, stuttering as if his lips were hummingbird wings, finally called out, “Bingo,” the bicycle kickstand the reverend used to support his shortened and useless left leg fell over. With his hands flailing as if he were trying to fly, he accidentally knocked over the table. The fall caused all the previously called and uncalled numbers to fall to the floor.

Every number from B1 to O75 shot off the table. It took a moment before it occurred to the seniors or sunk in that there was no exact way to tell who really had bingo. Echoes of “bingo” rang out at the same time as the players all inched and then clamored toward the table. By the time reasonable order was established, the only things distinguishable were the odor of Bengay and pieces of somebody’s wheelchair.

It took another fifteen minutes for the ushers and anyone able-bodied to round up the seniors, and to lift the Reverend Bling’s shriveled leg back onto his kickstand.

“I want my money and I want my money now,” Bea screamed from the back of the room. She stood shuffling from side to side, the hem of her long blue dress bustling as though it were alive and ready to do damage. As her eyes widened in anger, she moved her hands back and forth as though she were competing on a ski slope. “I just spent the last fifteen dollars of my pension money trying to win that one-thousand-dollar bingo pot and I’ll knock out anybody who gets in my way and then pray ’em back on my way to the bank.”

Her tirade had forced her dentures to move forward in her mouth. While Bea stopped and adjusted her false teeth, to argue her point further, more drama was unfolding in the rear of the room.

The drama inched its way forward, making a rat-tat-tat sound with the tip of its cane as it emerged from a table in the back. Snickering, it spoke up and took advantage of the momentary silence from Bea’s challenge.

“Y’all know she’s crazy. She’s probably having another Alzheimer’s episode, because it was me who yelled out bingo first,” Sasha cackled.

Sasha was still dressed in her all-white linen gown from earlier. As she inched along, the dress billowed about her elfish brown frame. She used her walking cane to part the sea of other angry seniors as she limped up to the table.

“What tha . . . ? In all the rush to play bingo, Bea didn’t know that Sasha was even there. She became so angry she started trembling.

“That woman wouldn’t know bingo from Scrapple,” Sasha hissed, forgetting to continue her charade of humility, and that scrapple consisted of meat parts and was not a game. Shooting an angry look back at Bea, she continued to inch up to the table. She used the tip of her cane to poke at the Reverend Bling’s chest. “That money belongs to me and if you don’t give it to me right now, I’ll tear you asunder.”

“Ain’t you a woman of God?” the Reverend Bling asked as he bravely tried to maintain a vertical position.

He didn’t want to appear weak but it was hard to do when he used a kickstand for leg support. “The Almighty wouldn’t be pleased if you tore me asunder,” he said in a mocking tone so that the others wouldn’t think he was afraid.

He could’ve saved his energy. The others didn’t think he was afraid; they knew for certain that he was.

“If God didn’t want me to tear you asunder, He wouldn’t have put it in the Bible,” Sasha answered carefully. She never took her beady eyes off the reverend as she used her cane to drag a dust-covered Bible toward her from the end of the table. In her rush she’d left hers back at her table.

Before Sasha went on to further prove her Bible knowledge, she glanced over at Bea to make sure the woman didn’t sneak up on her. Bea was still trying to collect her wits and didn’t pose an immediate threat. Sasha picked up the Bible and didn’t even open it, choosing instead to quote the passage while she held the book.

“It says in the book of Matthew, the twenty-fourth chapter, the fifty-first verse—”

Sasha stopped suddenly and turned to the others to make sure that all eyes were on her before she continued. “ ‘. . . And shall cut him asunder, and appoint him his portion with the hypocrites.’ ” She stopped again and pointed her cane to the others scattered behind her and particularly at Bea. “That would be y’all. Y’all, the hypocrites.” Then she turned back to the reverend, glaring. “There shall be weeping and gnashing of the teeth.”

Sasha laid her cane across the table and hung her head. Suddenly speaking softly and humbly, she added, “So saith my God.” She clutched her heart slowly and looked at the others as though they all didn’t share the same God.

“Well, Mother Sasha, I guess you do know your Bible.” The reverend snickered, nervously. He quickly looked over his shoulder to see if any of the ushers were going to help him.

They weren’t.

“Of course I know my Bible.” Sasha nodded with confidence and then added her own interpretation. “As you can see, God has said that I can beat you into a ball of Silly Putty if you don’t give me my money.”

Sasha would have said more but suddenly she felt a sharp pinch on her shoulder and cried out, “Ouch!”

“If you try and take my money, you’ll be the one looking like a ball of gray-haired Silly Putty.”

The voice was strong, determined, and of course, familiar. When Sasha turned around, rubbing her bruised shoulder, she stood face-to-chest with Mother Bea.

While her longtime foe had spouted customized Bible verses, Bea had snuck up behind Sasha and, with her own false teeth in her hands, had reached down and used them to nip Sasha’s boney shoulder.

“Got a Bible verse for that?” Bea taunted, pointing toward Sasha’s bitten shoulder. “How about Psalms one twenty-nine, verse four? Do you know that one?” She laid a finger to her lips to silence the others in case they wanted to butt in. “Let me quote it for you.” She lifted her head toward the church ceiling and proceeded. “ ‘The Lord is righteous: He hath cut asunder the cords of the wicked.’ ” Bea looked down and pointed toward Sasha. “And that’s where you come in. You are that wicked heifer in the book of Psalms.”

The reverend took advantage of the face-off between the two mothers and beckoned two of the ushers, Sister Judah and Sister Israel, to his aid. “Why didn’t you two come and help me while I was being attacked?” he whispered angrily when they arrived.

“I was waiting for Sister Judah to move. She was closer to you,” Sister Israel replied. She was still grasping the collection plate and felt secure that the reverend wouldn’t want her to drop it to save his hide.

“I don’t know what she’s talking about,” Sister Judah said in a huff. “I don’t understand what the big deal is,” she added while pointing toward Sasha. “She’s just an old lady talking about a sunder. I don’t even know what a sunder is or what it looks like.”

“Well, let me explain it so you and Sister Israel understand—” The reverend gripped the table for more support. “Zechariah. The eleventh chapter and the fourteenth verse says, ‘Then I cut asunder mine other staff.’” He nodded towards them. “That’s you two,” he said as he continued quoting. “ ‘Even Bands, that I might break the brotherhood between Judah and Israel.’” The reverend stopped abruptly and through clenched teeth, said, “Now in your case, it will be sisterhood.”

Sasha interrupted the discourse, barking, “Can we possibly get back to giving me my money?”

“It’s not yours. It’s my money. You’re always trying to take what’s mine,” Bea snapped.

Mother Sasha became so mad her bun appeared to be twisting like a helicopter propeller. “When we were younger and she was much uglier than she is now, if that’s possible, Bea Blister kissed my boyfriend, Jasper, behind the bleachers at the homecoming game.”

“She’s a liar!” Bea screamed, spittle flying from the corners of her turned-down mouth. “She’s just jealous. She’s always been jealous.”

No one said a word, as they waited for the rest of the sordid tale to come out.

They didn’t have to wait long because Bea was just getting started. “It was her ugly butt that kissed my boyfriend, Jas, at the tennis match when we were living in Williamston, South Carolina.”

Old Buck knew that they were both wrong. As hazy as his memory was at times, he’d never forget that debacle. It had started at a home-going service of one of their high school teachers. Her name was Miss Lizzie Crow. It was immediately after the service and folks had gathered to eat in the field behind the church and chat about the service.

Buck, at that time an award-winning sprinter, had dashed across the field to use the outhouse. When he came out, he saw Sasha’s own sister, Areal Hellraiser, displaying her curves against an old juniper tree. She was using her pink tongue, letting it dart in and out, as she licked a young man’s willing face, almost devouring his mouth. And, because Buck, even back then, had been a lurker, he’d watched with fascination.

Old Buck couldn’t remember what Areal wore, only what she’d done. But he did remember that the fellow wasn’t Sasha’s boyfriend. It was just some guy that she and a whole bunch of girls liked. His name was Jimmy or perhaps it was Jasper. He smiled at the memory and shook his head as he watched the two old women go at each other. She was close, Buck thought. At least the man’s name had started with a J.

Buck’s smile grew almost maniacal as he also remembered that he saw that same Areal Hellraiser later that same week kissing Bea’s boyfriend, too. It happened at a baseball game, not a tennis match. And, Bea’s boyfriend’s name was also Jimmy or maybe it was Jasper too.

Old Buck placed a hand inside one of his torn pants pockets, looking angelic as he let his mind recall other details from his youth, both real and imagined. Of course, his memory was just as faulty as Bea’s and Sasha’s. It was a good thing he’d kept his mouth shut because he’d only fuel the eternal flame.

It was an instant replay. Bea and Sasha had fought off and on over the past twenty years, mostly over accusations that neither had witnessed but had been told by someone they couldn’t even remember. Sadly, there were other times when they just fought because they both existed in the same place and for no other reason.

“I have an idea.” The Reverend Bling excitedly snapped a finger to get everyone’s attention. He’d finally decided that he needed to take charge, particularly since he saw that most of the other seniors led by Buck had taken the opportunity to sneak away. He didn’t blame them. He’d have left, too, but his desire to live another day and not be arrested outweighed a bingo pot.

By the time the reverend finished snapping his fingers, the only ones left in the basement were the two old mothers, the two ushers, and himself.

“Obviously, it’s my fault that the numbers got mixed up when the table overturned. Therefore, my solution is to give a consolation prize that can be shared by the two of you.”

“I don’t want a consolation prize. I want my thousand dollars,” Sasha barked. She was livid and was about to snatch a hat pin to stick him and make her point.

“I don’t want any consolation prize either.” Bea became so mad with the reverend’s shameless ploy that she handed Sasha’s cane to her and then pointed toward the reverend. She shouted, “Go ahead, Sasha. Handle your business.”

The reverend’s self-preservation went into overdrive. His eyes grew large like an owl’s as he scanned the room trying to come up with a plan. Then he saw a plan come together.

Behind the bingo table was an old bookcase. The reverend saw something there that he took as a sign from God. Sticking out of one of the reference dream books was the plane reservation ticket for his upcoming trip to Las Vegas. He had received it about a month ago after turning in his frequent flyer miles and had placed it in the book for safekeeping.

His pastoral anniversary was coming up. He’d planned to fake humbleness and take cash from the congregation, along with one of its female members.

He wouldn’t tell the Pastor’s Aide Auxiliary that he’d already paid for his trip by cashing in his mileage. Instead, he’d pocket the church’s money to use in the casino playing the nickel slot machines. At the time he’d purchased the tickets he hadn’t known about the upcoming Mothers Board Conference.

However, at that moment, he’d give his only good leg just to get out of that church’s basement without harm.

Just as Sasha was about to lift the sharpened business end of her cane with the help of her temporary ally, Bea, the reverend spoke up again, quickly.

“Mothers, come. Let’s reason together,” he said with false confidence.

“Isn’t that term, reason together, from the Bible?” Sister Judah quickly leaned over and asked Sister Israel.

“I’m not sure. If it isn’t, it sure sounds like it could be.” Sister Israel made a mental note to look it up in the dust-covered Bible she’d bought some time ago from the Family Dollar Store.

“What do you have in mind?” Bea asked with a hint of suspicion as she gently placed her hand on Sasha’s scrawny shoulder to temporarily stop her from harming the reverend.

“Out of the goodness of my heart and, of course, being led by a spirit, I want to send the both of you to the upcoming Mothers Conference in Las Vegas, Nevada. You’ll be in Las Vegas and out of my sight for almost a month!”

His smile was broad and insincere. The dim light in the basement beamed upon his twenty remaining teeth mostly crowded in the front. The brown-stained teeth looked like he had about twenty malt chocolate bits sticking out of his gums.

It only took a moment for the two old women to understand the offer. It took less time than that for them to forget that moments before he was the common enemy who’d made them the best of friends.

“I’m not going on no trip with this old hag,” Sasha snapped as she shoved away Bea’s hand. “Keep your sinning paws off me.”

“I know you didn’t think I’d share a room with you and your bursitis. And you smell like week-old corn chips and spoiled cabbage juice,” Bea chided with her voice steadily rising. “I’d rather sip cold olive oil and soak my teeth in hot orange juice.”

A mask of concern covered Sasha’s normal nastiness. It was as though she and Bea were suddenly the best of friends again.

“You know, they say that a mixture of cold olive oil and hot orange juice is good for the digestive system. It’ll make you regular,” Sasha said sweetly as she reached for one of Bea’s swollen hands.

“You think so?” Bea asked. Suddenly she, too, felt a foreign tenderness to the little sprite, who usually gave her indigestion. Concern spread over Bea’s face. She leaned closer and continued sharing with her temporary best friend.

“I’ve been a little on the backed-up side recently. Sometimes, when I go to the bathroom, I feel like I’m about to sprain something.” Bea’s cheeks inflated as she patted the fatty tissue on her plump rump and stomach for emphasis.

“T-M-I,” the Reverend Bling interrupted, and covered his ears. “That’s too much information! Have mercy!”

“Oh, God will if you let Him,” Sasha turned and said. She could taste the sweetness in her voice as her eyes traveled slowly upward and over toward the huge white cross hanging between the bingo and the exit signs.

Unlike Sasha, whose sweetness seemed content to stay around a bit, Bea’s mind teetered dangerously between sweet and surly.

“Should we make the call for the flight and hotel reservations or will you do it, Reverend Bling?” Bea asked softly, choosing to be sweet.

Bea didn’t wait for the reverend to respond. Her touch was almost genuine as she then bear-hugged Sasha. “I can’t wait to take a trip with my best friend. I could use a little R and R.”

I bet you could use a little rubbing alcohol and roulette, the reverend thought as he continued grinning, appreciating his own genius.

Unfortunately Bea, in her temporary state of sweetness, had hugged that still-sore spot where she had just nipped Sasha with the false teeth. The pain was enough to wake the demons in Sasha and she let loose.

“She’s attacking me,” Sasha cried out as she tried to extricate her tiny body from Bea’s clutches. She spun and raised her cane, pointing it toward Bea’s shocked face, and screamed, “Reverend Bling, did you see that?”

It was loud enough to take Bea’s demons off pause. “She’s a liar. She tried to steal my thousand-dollar bingo pot,” Bea yelled as she hopscotched in a circle, trying to avoid Sasha’s cane.

The reverend felt his blood pressure soar into upper triple digits. He couldn’t take it any longer. Doggone Alzheimer’s gonna make those two old crones destroy my place of business.

He forgot his own disability as he tried to defy the law of gravity by attempting to stand. Without giving another thought to the absence of his kickstand support, he placed the thumb of one hand in his robe pocket, looked straight at them, and orated. “Leviticus, chapter five and verse eight, ‘And he shall bring them unto the priest, who shall offer that which is for the sin offering first, and wring off their heads from their necks, but shall not divide it asunder. ’ ”

He surprised himself again. Until that evening, the only verse he could quote from memory was, “Jesus wept.”

With the fat under his chin hanging and flapping like a deranged turkey’s wattle, he raised his voice to almost falsetto. “You two old women are going on that trip to Las Vegas and you’re going together or I’m going to carry out God’s word and wring your wrinkled necks.”

Bea and Sasha quieted and watched the reverend try to reclaim his composure. As they waited, they hung their heads in remorse, temporarily forgetting they weren’t afraid of the reverend. Suddenly, they saw the reverend as more manly and authoritative as he ordered them around. Even his ugly chocolate brown teeth didn’t look so bad.

“Of course, if you say so, we’ll go together,” Sasha replied, as she batted the remaining five eyelashes on her right eyelid.

Bea innocently stepped in front of Sasha, completely covering the woman’s view of the reverend. “Will you be traveling with us, Pastor?” she asked with a broad smile. She hadn’t remembered putting her teeth back in but there they were. She knew because she could taste the residue from the Fixodent paste.

“Oh, hell no!” the Reverend Bling shot back, and then quickly repented. “Oh, Lord, I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to say no.” He then calmed down enough to add nicely, “Just go pack and don’t tell anyone.”

“Oh, we won’t tell anyone,” Bea replied, lying.

“Can we ask which airline we’ll be flying on?” Sasha asked. “I’m just a bit curious.”

The reverend picked up the reservation form from between the pages of the dream book and smiled. “The Closet Airline. You’ll be on flight fifty-fifty.” He stopped and fingered the tickets inside the manila envelope, suddenly remembering that he would have to pay extra to get the names changed on them. It would be well worth it, and anyway, he definitely didn’t need them knowing that he’d planned on taking along one of the other female church members. “Y’all are leaving within the coming week. I’ll call you as soon as I get home and make your reservations.”

“The Closet Airline, it sounds small, intimate, and a lot like fun,” Bea said as she turned to Sasha, adding, “By the way, I’ve flown many times.”

She was lying.

“So have I,” Sasha replied. She was lying, too.

Bea wouldn’t leave well enough alone. She had to take it further. “I’m actually used to flying either in first or in business class. In case you didn’t know, that’s located in the back of the plane like those seats in a limousine.”

“Of course I knew that,” Sasha answered with a huff. Turning to the ushers, who still hadn’t moved, Sasha confessed, “Bea and I like to tell the truth just like Ananias and his wife did in the Bible days.”

Neither usher responded. Instead, Sister Judah whispered to the other, “Didn’t they fall over dead because they lied to the disciples?”

“I believe I have heard or read about that somewhere,” Sister Israel replied.

Sister Judah looked around quickly and added, “Lightning just may strike those two. I think we should be safe standing over here. If they fall they won’t hit us by accident.”

While the two ushers stood safely, so they imagined, a few feet away, the two old women continued with their minds temporarily relaxed by senility.

Still grinning like a mouse hiding the last piece of cheese, Bea said nicely, as she walked back to where she’d left her pocketbook, “That’s wonderful that you’ve flown before. I should’ve known that you had because you’re so modern. Why don’t you come by my house tomorrow and we can discuss what we’ll pack.”

“I’ll be there,” Sasha replied. “Where do you live, again?”

Bea stopped moving and with the hem of her long blue pleated skirt still swirling about, she pulled out a pen from her pocketbook to write down her address on the back of an old bingo card.

Sasha took the card gingerly and smiled at Bea. She winked and folded the card in half, tucking it down between the folds of her breast.

Not sixty seconds passed before Sasha forgot where she’d placed it and patted her lower front pocket to make sure the card hadn’t fallen out. Her breasts were so long she didn’t know where her bra ended and her front pocket began.

It was almost nine o’clock. Completely exhausted, the Reverend Bling gave the benediction and a few more warnings of secrecy to the mothers.

Five minutes later, the church doors closed and the remaining people scattered. The reverend limped off into a waiting car, leaving the two old women standing on the sidewalk. He’d had enough drama for one night. Offering them a ride was out of the question, and although killing them might be the only way to gain peace of mind, he wasn’t ready for a prison ministry.

Ignoring the apparent slight from the reverend, Bea laid a finger between the folds of her two bottom chins and asked impishly, “Do you think he was serious about us not telling anyone about the trip?”

“It’s hard to tell. I don’t think he’s ever serious about much,” Sasha answered. “But he’d better be about this trip.” She stopped and shifted her Bible and cane from hand to hand before continuing. “It don’t matter if he was serious about us keeping quiet; I can’t. I have a couple of folks I need to brag to.”

I can’t wait to tell that know-it-all Sister Betty how God blessed me tonight. She ain’t the only one He blesses. The smile crept across her face as she reveled in the moment of bringing down one of her oldest church enemies.

“I wanna tell her, too.” Bea chuckled. As another wave of hot outdoor air enveloped her, she fanned her face, only stopping long enough to wave for a cab. One finally pulled up and the women decided to share the ride and split the cost.

During the cab ride the two old women shared further thoughts and space without bickering. That was until they got about two blocks from the adjacent streets where they lived, and Alzheimer decided to let them know that he was riding along, too. They suddenly started fighting about everything from what was the best brand of bladder control diapers to whether or not they would be among the 144,000 caught up in the rapture.
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