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You’ve got to get up every morning

with a smile on your face and show the world

all the love in your heart



Then people gonna treat you better

You’re gonna find. Yes you will

That you’re beautiful as you feel

—CAROLE KING, “BEAUTIFUL,” 1971
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July 25, 1998

Clint took a deep breath. His mind was racing with thoughts of his soon-to-be bride, the woman he’d spend the rest of his life with. He let a sheepish grin rise on his face when he pictured hers, overcome with emotion when she pulled the silver ribbon and opened the box to the book of love poems that said all that he could not.

That was one of the things he adored about her. The simplest acts of kindness brought joy to her—toast and coffee on a morning tray, an unexpected lunch date that neither one of them really had time for. He thought about the time he’d borrowed the out-of-production Angela Bofill album from a friend and made a tape, placing it in her cassette player so that “I’m on Your Side” would be the first thing she heard when she started the car. He had watched her as she tried to ward off the impending tears. He was proud to have that kind of power over her. To know so easily how to make her fall in love with him again and again was like being the richest man in the world. She didn’t need master plans with attached instructions. Like Clint, all she wanted was to be loved unconditionally and, on occasion, to be shown how much.

He looked out on the audience that was gathering to witness their unity, sisters wearing brights and pastels on their various tints of dark satin skin, brothers walking around clean and polished like a brigade of Farrakhan soldiers, everybody trying to outdo everybody else. Even the babies were wrapped up like dolls in the toy store, wearing their little bonnets and pink ruffles. And him, standing in the sweltering humidity, dressed in black tails, glossy black patent leather shoes, and a grin-and-bear-it smile, making him feel like the lone black male model in the pages of the Sears catalog.

Clint shook the hands of relatives he didn’t know by sight, repeating the same thing over and over because he didn’t have much else to say except “thanks for coming” and “good to see you all.” Kissing aunts who still called him Baby Blue, a nickname that reminded him of the shame he used to feel for being one of the darkest little boys on Ames Street. His just reward was that now his smooth midnight skin was deemed one of his best qualities; seductive, smoldering, even the word elegant had been used to describe him. He didn’t like to harp on the flattery he’d received from women over the years, but it quieted the fires that would still erupt every now and then in his mind, the childhood memories of feeling inferior because of the blackness of his skin.

Clint shifted slightly. His lean tall body stood erect like the rest of the props, the pew, the arch with the fresh flowers. As he looked across the makeshift ballroom, he scanned the neatly aligned white chairs where his aunts sat patting the moisture from their plump necks with handkerchiefs that probably had four generations of owners before them. Fans were being whipped out and waved back and forth, actually increasing the perspiration they were fretting over. The electric fans set up in the tent were blowing the same warm air that everyone was trying to escape from outside. Near the entrance Kurt and Eddie were hovering around waiting for more guests. Marcell and Clint’s brother, Cedric, had just seated three guests on the bride’s side and were ready to take on new escort duties. It’s comical, Clint thought, while watching them tussle over who would show the decent-looking ladies to their seats, then watching them spread like wildfire when a bad gene walked in, braids too thick, skirt too tight over an ass too wide.

Kurt was the only one being an equal-opportunity player. Swinging his long arm through theirs, striding them down the aisle in assembly fashion. Clint wished they’d all act with a little more sense and maturity. They were supposed to be his representation, his dutiful guards, posted to serve and protect. These were the ones who helped get him through a grueling bout of medical school. They’d be friends for life, no doubt, like comrades of war. They’d survived while many others had not.

Kurt waved at Clint to get his attention. Now what, Clint thought. Kurt threw his eyes in a jerky movement to the right of him. Clint’s eyes widened when he saw her walk in. She showed up.

He couldn’t believe it.Her chiffon dress skimmed every curve of her body, stopping at the point where her legs began. She looked his way. Clint gave her a nod of acknowledgment. He knew he could do no more than that. All questioning eyes were upon him. What’s she doing here? The whispers were floating through the air. Or was it his imagination?

Clint didn’t know what to expect when he’d personally dropped off the invitation in her mailbox. He didn’t dare take a chance on the U.S. Postal Service. He wanted to know it had been delivered. If she didn’t show up, he’d know it was intentional and not an oversight. But she had taken the high road and walked in here polished, radiating happiness.

“How ya holdin’ up, man?” Cedric inquired, already knowing the answer.

“I’m all right.” Speaking was painful for Clint. His tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth.

“You see who showed up?” Cedric let out a small laugh and slapped his baby brother on the back. “You look like you could use a drink.”

Clint could feel the shirt underneath his tuxedo jacket stick to the spot where his brother’s hand landed. It clung to his perspiring skin.

“Nah, man, just water.”

“That’s all I’m offering, my brotha. You can barely stand now. Don’t worry, man. I’ll make sure no catfights go down.” His older brother walked away the same way he’d come, smiling and kissing babies like a politician. Cedric hadn’t worn a suit since his own wedding ten years ago and was taking advantage of his day in the sun as the best man.

He returned with the same affable expression, carrying a large crystal goblet of water. “Here you go, man.”

Clint took the ice-cold water and drank, sipping slowly to loosen up the parched edges of his mouth. He felt like a dying man, and this was his last drink of water . . . as a single guy. He had to admit to himself he was scared. After this day, there would be no more choices. No more contemplating, struggling for the right answer. No one should ever have to make the choice between two women. Especially when both were everything you could ever want in this lifetime. But it was done. He had chosen.

Clint shook himself a little to stay in the here and now. He took a few more quick breaths, but he was still in the smooth arms of the past. The music started playing a nondescript tune. The last available seats had been filled with more pastel hats, suits and ties. Clint tried to focus, refocus. He lost sight of her. He couldn’t tell where she was sitting, if she was still there. Maybe she had changed her mind. Told herself, “after all he’d put her through, he didn’t deserve her blessing.”

But when he caught sight of her standing, the coral splash of color, the right amount of spice on her tangy light brown skin, greeting Cedric with a hug, for that moment it was Clint, there, in her arms. In his mind, he hugged her back. He could smell the airy sweet perfume she always wore, feel her lips pressed against his cheek.

The sound of the loud organ gearing up threw Clint back into reality. He eyed the full expecting faces sitting in rows, all waiting for the show, the unity of man and woman till death do they part. The pounding of the three chords reverberated through his feet and rose up in his chest. This was it. If he didn’t stop this thing now, there would be no turning back.
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This would be the last time I needed to set foot in this hotbox. I stared up at the yellowed water spot on the ceiling while my hair was being washed. The water sprayed and landed on the fresh foundation I’d put on knowing it would be melted away with the mist and heat from all the blow-dryers set at maximum wattage. Tina was standing over me wearing her pink smock with the initials “TE” monogrammed in black letters on the front. As always, her chest was inches away from suffocating me. Over the many years I’d been Tina’s customer, I could tell those monsters had gotten bigger, grazing my face with every change in her position. She squeezed the last drop of water she could out of my hair, pulling my skin back until my eyes hurt. She wrapped the towel neatly around my head, making me wonder how Erykah Badu could carry around such weight on her trim little body. I made my way to Tina’s station, grabbing the latest issues of Vibe and Source on the way. This was my ritual, getting in the know right here in her chair every other Saturday morning.

“This is it, Venus. Once I make this cut there’s no turning back, girl.” Tina’s voice rose above the noise of hair dryers and gossip.

“Just cut it off,” I said firmly, turning my attention back to the article on the hottest new R&B girl groups. The picture of the trios and foursomes all looked strangely alike with their cocoa brown skin, plastered hair, and pouty lips. What was taking Tina so long? I just wanted it to be over with. Raising my eyes to the mirror, I caught a glimpse of Tina as she combed through the wet slickness. Let her say good-bye, I thought. Tina will miss it more than I will.

This was my ball and chain, aka my hair and about 360 relaxers. What was the sense of going through the ritual, the wash, the conditioner, and combing it out ever so gently so as not to raise the grain? I counted back to the age of four, the tender age of my introduction to the lye. Averaging out to fifty bucks a pop, it could’ve been a nice little padding for my retirement fund, to the sum of eighteen thousand dollars, not including interest. I didn’t even add in all the moisturizing shampoos, conditioners, gels, hair creams, appliances, and in-between-wash-and-blow-drys. The way I figured it, I had pretty much paid for that new Beamer Tina was driving while I still had the keys to the beat-up Hyundai that was parked out front. The truly amazing thing was that I never could afford all the upkeep, but like a drug addict who needed a fix, I always found a way.

I’d look to my checking account balance first, my Visa limit second, and the calendar last to see when the next payday was, and if I could wait that long. The endless cycle put strains on my life and relationships. I knew the cycle could only be broken by me. I was responsible. I couldn’t blame my mother who introduced me to the salon chair. She didn’t know it would become a life sentence.

Like most African-American mothers I knew, mine was consumed by the presentation of her children. Black children had to be cleaner, neater, and sit up straighter at all times. It was an ever-present source of anxiety for my mother to prove that my brother and I were just as good, just as smart, just as well groomed as any white child. When we’d moved away from the inner city of Los Angeles to the little tree-lined community named Los Feliz, translated, The Fortunate, we were one of a handful of black families that claimed this area as home.Home, a place where you could be comfortable, loved unconditionally, and among people with the same traditions, likes, and dislikes.

I watched the little white children on my block as they played outside, hair uncombed, no shoes on their feet, traces of everything they’d eaten still smeared on their faces, completely happy and oblivious to any possible defects in their appearance. Nothing was wrong with them, they were in fact ideal, children in the image of their creator, angels with blue eyes and blond hair, just as they’d seen in the storybooks they’d opened and read. I, on the other hand, did not feel perfect, not until my hair was as straight as my next-door neighbor’s, Tiffany Larson, a little redheaded girl with pink freckled skin whom I deemed my best friend.

We were equal partners as long as my hair shined and glistened in the sun, too. And every month or so, when my hair became more difficult for my mother to smooth and flatten into two pigtails securely fastened with the fancy elastic colored balls, I’d lose my footing. I didn’t want to come out and play hopscotch, or jacks, or any of the games I’d been taught by my friends. I was suddenly content to watch reruns of Bewitched and Gilligan’s Island. And if I was really desperate, I’d sit through Hazel and listen to her whiny voice give out whimsical advice to the family she took care of.

By Saturday, after a full week of hiding, I was anxious to accompany my mother to the beauty salon. I’d sit patiently in the hard vinyl folding chairs lined against the wall, chewing on Hot Tamales candies as I waited my turn. When the stylist finally motioned me over, I’d jump into the big brown leather cushion, sitting up straight and tall so that the seat could be swirled around and around to the appropriate height.

Once the miracle product was rinsed out of my hair, the spongy texture, referred by most as just plain old “nappy,” was replaced with straight glossy roots and I’d feel an immediate sense of relief. Almost like a light being flicked on, my confidence would rise. I could jump rope all the way through the alphabet, or swipe all ten jacks up within one bounce of the ball. I was restored, revitalized, ready to enter the world. My mother would beam at me proudly; her little girl was back, beautiful as ever, sweet with the smell of bergamot and spray sheen.

When my mother was a child in the 1940s in rural Muskogee, they could only afford one way to straighten hair, and that was the cast-iron comb into the fire. She swore I would never have to suffer the sizzling heat and the raw smell of my own flesh when the comb slipped too close to the nape of my neck as it straightened every strand of the hair. She was upgrading me, giving her little girl the best.

In the early 1920s, the black elite straightened their hair with sodium hydroxide in its purest form. The Harlem Cotton Club dancers were the first real testament to the miraculous results of chemically straightened hair. They could dance and sweat all night on stage and never worry that their hair would spring back to the wiry frizz they had left behind. Once the word of the miracle product got out, there was no stopping its rapid spread. Anybody with two dollars to spare could get their own jar of straightening cream. And even some who didn’t have it to spare would forfeit the milk and bread their babies needed to thrive just to be seen in the latest coif.

From one generation to the next, the status of a black woman was defined by the straightness of her hair, with the exception to the Afrocentric ’70s, when for a brief period the trend was the nappier, the better. By that time, Los Feliz had become inhabited by more blacks and Hispanics. The influx supplied me with a new batch of friends who didn’t approve of my basic need to sit with Tiffany Larson at lunch.

“What are you hanging out with her for?”

“She’s my friend,” I replied, cautiously.

“She’s white,” Kelly Barns whispered in my ear, as if it were a secret. Kelly Barns was a fair-skinned black girl not much darker than Tiffany Larson herself.

“I know that. She’s still my friend.” I kept my place at the lunch table with my white friend almost through the end of sixth grade, until the judgmental eyes cast upon me became unbearable, almost like weights pressing down on my shoulders. It seemed the separation between the colors and race was drawn with chalk everywhere I went, in the classroom, the bathroom, and even the playground. I was the scab who crossed the picket line every day at lunchtime. When I finally stepped back over the line, it was like I had never been on the other side at all. Tiffany Larson and I passed each other in the halls of middle school, high school, and beyond without so much as a word to each other. The days of making mud pies, playing house with our Barbie dolls, and eating ice cream on the porch were over like they had never happened; our friendship disappeared.

With new best friends, Cynthia, Karen, and Evelyn, I listened to the Emotions, “Best of My Love,” all day, every day, until we all got the words right, singing at the top of our lungs. I had no need for hopscotch or any other activity that didn’t revolve around boys. We spent our time reading the backs of album covers, voting on who was cuter, Michael or Jermaine. We wanted to have Afros, too, like the Jacksons. But with all our hair chemically straightened down to the roots, it was impossible. So we’d braid each other’s hair into skinny braids, wet them, and then let them dry, hoping the frizz and wave combined could be teased into a six-inch-high bush. Someone would always have a sunken hole in the top or middle of their Afro where the hair would lie down after a while, from a gust of wind or the sheer weight pulling down what wasn’t meant to be.

Our experiments were cut short when we caught a real look at ourselves in a Polaroid snapshot of the four of us, taken by Evelyn’s visiting aunt, posing, hands on hips, wearing too-tight Angel Flights, thinking we were hot. It was a shocking betrayal to see ourselves standing there looking nothing like the pictures we’d seen of Angela Davis or the perfect round Afro of the fictional woman painted on black velvet canvas that hung on nearly every apartment wall.

My mother was relieved when I came to my senses. Natural Afros died a gradual but sure death when the “Jheri curl” became available. Even the rebels, male and female alike, were in line to get the chemical treatment, marketed as the next best thing. If you weren’t born with the “good hair,” you could always get a Jheri curl.

But as I sat in Tina’s chair, twenty years later thinking back to all the hairstyle trials and errors, the dreams of having curly hair like Irene Cara or Lonetta McKee in the movie Sparkle, I came to only one conclusion: I was fed up. The “look” that would allow me to be accepted and privileged to walk amongst the blue-eyed angels and achieve the American dream was all a lie. Tiffany Larson never cared if my hair was straight and shiny. It was all a fairy tale invented for little girls by some evil hairdresser to keep us coming back every week so that she could continue to pay for her nice buggy while we stayed on foot.

“Just cut it off,” I repeated. “I want it gone.”

“Not even long enough to curl. Venus, you are going to regret this and then you gon’ blame me.” Tina stood next to me breathing Juicy Fruit gum into my face.

“Oh, I know that’s right.” Carmen, the hairstylist from the next station chimed in. Her own hair was worn in large twisted braids that met at the top of her head. She was in the process of sealing the deal with another young victim. Carmen slid the white ooze down every strand of the little girl’s dark hair. She couldn’t have been more than seven or eight. Say good-bye to your freedom, baby.

“Tina, I don’t have all day. Just cut it off.” I tried to give her my no-nonsense face. Our eyes met in the reflection of the mirror. She stood with my silky mane wrapped around her hand in one tight ball. In the other hand she held her plier scissors, the ones used for synthetic hair.

“Please don’t make me do it. Maybe you should think about it some more. Are you having problems with Clint again? That’s what it is. You guys aren’t gettin’ along—”

“Tina. I’m not going to tell you again.” She finally realized I was serious. With one large squeeze of her hand, strands fell down my face, ears, and down my back and landed on the pale pink acrylic floor. Most of it remained in Tina’s hand. She stood holding the brunette ball wrapped around her hand as if she’d just been an unwilling participant in a native scalping. The silence was deafening.

To her it was the act of a traitor, a turncoat. I had done the unmentionable, unthinkable. Still, I knew I was rushing to freedom. The open door of life was calling me. I continued to run toward my freedom. My voice broke through open air. “Use the clippers, ’cause I don’t want nothing I have to deal with.”

The other stylists had all stopped in midstroke to catch a glimpse of the unruly customer, the client from hell. Of course, I wouldn’t be invited to any more of the hair shows or barbecues. I would be shunned, no longer a team player.

Tina moved slowly, plugging in her white-and-black clippers with the shiny razor edge. She attached the largest safety grid and peeked at me for response. I shook my head “no.” She pulled them all out so that I could choose for myself. I picked them all up one at a time, fingering them, studying them. Which one was going to do the honors?

“This one is fine.”

“Girl, that’s only a quarter of an inch. You are going to look like some little boy.”

“It’ll grow in. I want to start as low as possible, so I don’t have to cut it again for a while.”

“You have lost your mind. That’s it, you have lost your mind.”

“Uh-huh. You know that’s right.” Carmen spoke again, not bothering to look up. Her dark hands were working at bullet speed, smoothing out each and every visible crinkle in the little girl’s now-shoulder-length hair.

“Here goes nothing.” The buzzing in my ear sounded like angels, little brown angels with coal black hair and glossy brown eyes who looked like me, singing, calling me to the freedom I knew I deserved and craved. It sounded like my name had been called at the Sunday night raffle. The sound couldn’t even match Clint screaming my name at the height of his ecstasy.

“How’s that?” Tina’s voice had taken a surrendering tone. She spoke softly. “More off the sides?”

I turned side to side. “Do you have a handheld mirror?” She spun the plush black leather around so I could get the perfect rear view. “It’s fine. It’s perfect.” Relief in the form of laughter poured out of me. Tina and Carmen looked at each other, thinking how unfortunate it was that I had lost my mind. They gave the “she’ll be back” look to each other.

I would miss Tina, too. She was more than a hairdresser. She was my therapist who asked all the right questions to keep me talking so I wouldn’t notice I’d been in her salon for three solid hours and sometimes four if Mrs. Burdell wanted extensions put in. When I stepped out of the salon, the cool air hit my scalp and parts of my body responded to the stimuli. Maybe this was the beginning of something freaky. I could deal with a little excitement in my life. Since Clint’s exit I was stuck at the peak of my sex drive with no way to get down.

“Whoa, watch it now, young lady.” An older gent swung around me. Instead of watching where I was going, I’d been catching glimpses of myself in every storefront window and bumped smack into him.

“Oh, excuse me.” I regained my balance and couldn’t help taking another quick look as soon as I safely passed him by. The only thing really noticeable was the determination that framed my high cheekbones and pointed chin and the slim neck underneath. Nothing special was going on. I didn’t really have a new standard of beauty to judge myself with. All I knew was that I no longer looked like the women on the black hair-care product boxes. This new creature I was staring at was in a whole new segment of the market. That’s the term we used at Donnely Kramer Advertising, where I’d been working for the last four years. Everybody falls into a segment or group. When that group is discovered and identified, the attack is planned. It felt good to know I was no longer in a category that could be so easily marked, or could I? Maybe I had become the most simple to define.

As I rounded the corner I faced a group of young black men coming toward me. I braced myself for the usual rumblings and accompanying remarks. But when they walked past me, without a sign, no grunting or teeth sucking, or “how ya doin’,” I was suddenly deflated. I had become invisible. I can’t say I was completely surprised—disappointed, yes, surprised, no.

When I’d finally reached my destination of the coffee shop, I checked the reflection in the door window. I could see more defining features this time. The perfectly arched brows over my china doll eyes that made me look like my hair was pulled too tight. The tapered nose and full lips. I wanted to make sure I was who I thought I was, mis thang, with a newfound freedom. When I opened the door, the strong smell of coffee and cigarettes rushed at me.

“Can I get a caffè latte, skim milk only, please?”

“Sure, $3.25.” The young girl held out her pale white hand over the counter. The black and blue ink marks of a cross and dagger tattooed on the stark background of her translucent wrist held my attention for a few seconds too long. I was summing up who this girl was, what she did at night when she left this part of her life. What she must have been thinking the night she prodded her own skin until it bled. I dug in my purse for the quarter. This was part of my new freedom, to buy an overpriced coffee and not feel like I was being ripped off. I was determined not to care that I could’ve gone straight home and mixed some hot milk and coffee in my blender and come out with the same thing.

I sat at a table in the corner of the small space. I stared out the window and watched everyone walking by. It was the middle of November and it was beautiful outside. The leaves struck their pose of bright yellows, orange, burgundy, and dark browns. The street held many of the leaves in the crevices of its edge, but most of them still hung tightly on the branches even with the wind threatening to pull them away. There was nothing like the fall season in Washington, DC. After spending time in different states, including Florida, California, Texas, and a little time in Colorado, the DC area was by far the best place I’d lived. It’s a fact there are a lot of negatives, such as the crime and a bad mayor here and there. What states didn’t have their faults?

I had accepted a job as a contract coordinator, thankful for the move out of Los Angeles where people were getting hostile with the wave of unemployment from all the aerodefense companies shutting down. Los Angeles had become a serious battleground with carjackings and drive-by shootings. My personal relationships were being affected, too. It seemed everyone I knew was either losing their house or job or both, and I wasn’t running the Do-Drop Inn. I lost a lot of good friends by saying no.

Of all the things I’d heard and seen on the news about DC, the traffic, the murders, and high cost of living, the most important of them all was the three-to-one ratio of women to men. Now that was scary. Who wants to live in a place where there are more women than men? That reduced odds even below the nation’s average, which was already at an all-time low. With all these good brothers coming out of the closet, it was reduced even further.

I met Clint shortly after I moved to DC. He was just starting his internship at Howard University Medical School. I remembered every detail of the day we met. I was doing my routine grocery shopping and I ran right into him. Literally! My car bumped his leg when I was backing out of the Shoppers Club parking lot. I felt the thud and jumped out of my car without putting the car in park. It started rolling forward. I panicked, jumped back in, and accidentally stepped on the gas instead of the brake, almost backing over him again. He was down on the ground holding on to his ankle. I was certain that I hadn’t hit his ankle or anything lower than his thigh. I asked him if he needed the paramedics. He moaned and rocked like he had a broken bone. When he opened his eyes to look at me, he straightened up real quick. A sweet apologetic smile appeared on his face, but I was the one who felt guilty. To make it up to him, I offered to buy lunch. Sparks flew immediately. He was twenty-five and I was thirty at the time. The age difference was the furthest thing from my mind. He carried himself with grace and charisma when it counted. He was a man with a future, a gorgeous dark chocolate body, and a smile that should have been in Colgate commercials.

After our first date, we moved in together. Not right after, but two weeks tops, we were cohabiting. My house was first choice, of course. I had just purchased it with my entire savings, as well as a chunk of my parents’, while his place was the back of an elderly white couple’s home just outside of Washington, DC, in Alexandria. We lived in shacked-up bliss, sharing hopes, plans, and dreams. But that had all changed in the past year when I had run out of patience.

I pulled up to my three-bedroom Tudor-style castle and pushed the automatic garage door; it rose slowly and the light popped on. With each inch of its rising I could see more and more of the white Jetta parked on the far right side. The license plate came into view, BABYDOC. I laid my head on the steering wheel. The last thing I needed right now was to deal with him.

I walked in and threw my keys on the kitchen counter. He was comfortably positioned in my teal leather sofa in front of the TV, surfing the channels with the remote.

He looked up and did a double take. “V, what the hell did you do? Your hair!”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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