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--- ROLE OF A LIFETIME ---
by Mark SaFranko


Eddie Marino shouted something about “loving ’em skinny!” over the drone of the slick, soulless techno-beat. It was 1996, in the time before a zealous mayor made it a crime to have a little fun too close to churches and schools.


Eddie’s pal Hank Ahmet echoed his enthusiasm. “Really something, isn’t she?”


The eyes of the men were fastened on the willow-thin topless dancer who’d just flounced onto the smudged boards from behind the brocaded curtain. There wasn’t much room up there to move around, but the stage was wide enough to hold three, four, sometimes five nearly naked, stiletto-heeled goddesses at the same time. Hank and Eddie were habitues of the Melody House of Burlesque in Lower Manhattan, but they’d never seen this girl before; since dancers appeared and disappeared all the time, that was nothing new and part of the allure anyhow. With her mane of sleek, chin-length black hair and the purple and scarlet viper tattoos slithering up her long calves, she was like the hallucination of an oasis in the Sahara. And every bit as frustrating when you were stranded at a distance.


Like all the strippers at the Melody, the new girl made her way off the stage after a short set and waded into the crowd. It was a Thursday night, and the place wasn’t nearly as packed as it would be come the weekend, but still there were pockets of enthusiastic males everywhere in the grungy hall. When she closed in on the table where Hank and Eddie were sitting with their beer bottles, Eddie, the more gregarious of the pair, asked her name.


“Esmeralda,” she answered with a sensuous toss of her hair, exuding a heavy perfume into the rancid atmosphere.


“Like the hunchback’s beauty,” Eddie said to Hank out of the corner of his mouth as the dancer gamboled around them shaking her magnificent breasts. Eddie was an actor -– he knew something about literature.


Esmeralda didn’t catch the remark. She reached down and  simultaneously massaged the crotches of both men. Hank, by far the more flush of the two, pulled out a ten-spot and handed it to her. He always carried large amounts of cash on his person; the habit was part of Hank’s immigrant mentality, or so Eddie liked to think. And there was at least some truth to it. Hank was brought to America from Baghdad by his family at an early age, and to this day he was wary of leaving all of his significant holdings in the bank or any other place where he couldn’t get to them at a moment’s notice.

    
“You like me?” Esmeralda flirted, pursing her violet lips.


“You’re gorgeous,” Eddie said hoarsely, pulling her closer. The Melody was the kind of place where you wouldn’t be banished by management for getting a little familiar with the girls. They figured that the happier a client was, the more money he’d spend.  


Esmeralda, lifted a silken leg and draped it over Eddie’s lap. “I’d like to dance for you,” she purred.


“How much?”


“Twenty.”


Hank slipped his friend a pair of bills. As usual, Eddie was broke –- he hadn’t worked in a long time.


Eddie shook his head. “I can’t, man. I’m in the hole to you for so goddamn much as it is.”


“Forget about it already! Enjoy yourself,” urged Hank with the faint trace of an accent. And he meant it, Eddie knew, though he felt obligated to make the gesture to decline.


Hank and Eddie went way back together, all the way to L.A. Though he hadn’t become famous, at the time Eddie was doing half-decently between commercials and occasional supporting roles in indie films and TV shows, and Hank was driving a hack to pay his way through college. A strange, symbiotic relationship developed that was established on day one when they met in a Santa Monica bar -- which is the case with most human friendships. Hank, the alien from a third world country, was grossly overweight, shrewd but inarticulate, someone who understood instinctively how to make money. Eddie was handsome in a classic fashion -- a cross between Peter Falk and Rock Hudson, some people said (though his looks had begun going to seed from too much down-time drinking). The son of a well-to-do Westchester orthodontist, he was soft, with the natural disposition of a child of privilege, someone who in his youth attracted women like a magnet, which was why he’d made his way out to Hollywood in the first place. In other words, each man had what the other coveted. When Hank wanted a good time or women, Eddie provided. When Eddie needed company -- and later, cash -- Hank never let him down. After the roles dried up and his agent dropped him and Eddie married a vacationing nurse from Belfast and moved back to New York, Hank followed a few months later, landing a ridiculously high-paying job supervising a computer programming team on Wall Street.


Eddie accepted the bills from Hank and tucked one into Esmeralda’s sequined thong. Then she brushed his lips with her nipples and ground her pelvis into his thigh.


Eddie couldn’t take it anymore. “Do you make house calls, baby?”


The stripper laughed.


“I’m serious. How’d you like to put on a private show for me and my buddy?”


Esmeralda folded her arms behind her head, made wings like a butterfly, and gyrated tantalizingly. “When?”


“Tonight. At our place,” Hank chimed in. “We’ll make it worth your while.”


“I’d have to pay them off first,” she pouted, nodding toward the stage.


As regulars, Eddie and Hank got it. The dancers are required to lay down a ‘key fee’ to management for the privilege of working. Their profits are made solely on the generosity of strangers -- men.


“How much do you need?”


“Fifty?”


“Here you go,” said Hank, reaching into his pocket again.



“Where do you guys live?” she said, closing her fist around the lucre.


“Sixty-five East Thirteenth Street,” said Eddie. “And hurry up.”
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