CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The first time | seriously considered cutting dffray hair was immediately after | graduated high
school. I got tired of spending so much time ancheyarelaxing my hair when it never looked like Inted it
to look for any length of time. | hated thinkingaaib it so much. | had things to do, places to gmpbe to see,
and goals to accomplish, so the idea of gettingfichy hair and its maintenance tempted me. | would
occasionally mention this to my parents, but evilyess a light-skinned Black woman | was under some
special obligation to have long hair. So, | keptmkaxed hair short, which my dad really dislikedmy early
twenties, the urge to cut off my hair grew strongelidn’t like not being able to spontaneouslysyamming
or hiking or anything | enjoyed. My hair’s interéarce with my sex life was especially irritating.tBw matter
much | wanted to cut my hair off, | was afraid diat my bald head might look like and how peoplehthig
respond to it. Who would | be without relaxed h&aduld | still be pretty? By the time | reached mid-
twenties, | worked an extremely high-pressure caigojob at an asset management company, assigtimg
the maintenance and disposition of nearly halflleohidollars’ worth of commercial and residentmbperties
across several states. My real estate portfoliowash nearly twenty million dollars. And, of coerd was the
only person of color for miles around. Could | dg job without straight hair?

Asset management paid well, but it wasn’t for meoudldn’t justify being so stressed while doing
something | hated doing. | resigned from the compdter a few years and thought about what to oao. he
always wanted to try writing as a full-time profess but my parents discouraged me from pursuingfter
all, I couldn’t be a “starving artist” now, with twchildren to support. | continued writing as a lmpband
occasionally | was lucky enough to get somethinigliphed, but | wanted a full-time job where writipayed
a key role in my work. Thanks in part to the wigficredits | did have, | somehow landed a job & th
marketing/public relations department at a locahownity college. The job allowed me to put all my
communications skills to work, finding the best wag present ideas to different audiences, espewidgh
writing. It was a high-pressure job as well, bldved it. But loving it didn’t stop it from beingressful.

In addition to work, | was raising my daughter Jassrand my son Noah on my own. | was making my
way out of a very traumatic relationship with Naaféather involving domestic violence. | left theuse he and
| shared and moved back in with my parents. Therhaiystarted falling out. Big clumps would remairthe
sink after | washed my hair, and even bigger clumpsld stay behind in the comb when | combed my. hai
This new development helped me finally decide t@d@y with my hair and put myself out of my misdry.
went to the barber shop closest to my house eadySaturday morning, so | could be the first onthéchair
when it opened. | got one of the barbers to givearsbort fade. When | left the shop, | bought saveew
pairs of earrings.

The air circulating around my head once my hair etgsvas a great sensation. | could feel layers of
negative energy leaving my body. | was confiderd imay | never experienced before. My boss and axxevs
reacted with a bit of shock, but they got used.tbhecame more talkative and shared more feedthackg
staff and team meetings post-haircut, and my bpgeeaiated the boost of assertiveness. My kidsghbthe
haircut was strange — Jasmine didn't like me hgwair “like a man,” and Noah rubbed my head augjhed
hysterically the first time he saw my haircut, sayi“your head is so big and round mom, like theombl
dealt with all the responses to my hair (or thé& aereof) with humor and grace. What was not huusmwas
how my parents responded to my shorn locks. Thay'dike my super short cut, and they were quitenb
about how horrible it made me look. My mom also dered aloud if my frustration with my son’s fatmeade
me “go over to the other side.” She worried a gdeatl about my potential lesbianism, saying “dgive up on
all of them because of a few bad apples.”

It was just as well my hair was so short, becahsgestress in my life continued to increase. My son
Noah was autistic, and his autism was manifestsgjfiin extremely problematic behavior in schddy son
would throw desks and chairs and hit other studemis rarely stayed in his seat in class. Hardlgyawent by
without a call from his principal, and at leastdeia week | was leaving my office to go to the stho deal
with some crisis. On top of this, | was still irethrocess of moving back into my parents’ housa my two
children as my relationship ended. My work perfoncebegan to suffer, and my supervisors were not
sympathetic or accommodating. | knew | was neamiygoreaking point and something would have to give.
would have to seriously consider leaving the nm#éstfive world, at least for a while. There wasway |



could be fully present at a job. But how would twisrk? How | would support my family? How would étg
enough money to move back out of my parents’ hautsemy own place? | thought about all my skillEgents
and abilities, and all the people | knew. How | Icbiulegally) make money without a traditional jpifter a
good deal of thought, | figured maybe | could pigksome freelance writing work. | had some medigaxis
thanks to my public relations job. Could they hglpp me in touch with editors and writing opportigs®?
Could | be a professional writer? Maybe this wasaignce to find out.

| left my job and began writing. | managed to catome breaks, including an opportunity to write for
Baltimore’s alternative weekly newspaper from titoéime, which opened lots of doors for me as dewri
Between freelance writing and introducing sometatyiaally placed government assistance into my ayarl
managed to create a reasonably stable existenceyféamily once we got settled in my parents’ hoiMest
importantly, my time was entirely my own. | made own schedule. | made time to get my son to theices
he needed, and to raise my daughter in a more kamdsy. | even homeschooled her for a bit of tivg.
mom watched my kids whenever | needed, and | spgntights writing. Money still tended to be scarse |
couldn’t afford salon visits. Eventually | stoppgaing to the barbershop and started letting my draw back
out, but I didn’t go back to relaxing my hair. Mgdididn’t understand how | was surviving withoyol, and
he especially didn’t understand what was going d@h my hair. But as always, my dad had a plan fgriair.
My dad started offering me money to get my haiaxetl. He also decided the best way to get me &edgr
relaxing my hair was to have my mother do the affierHe and | hadn’t been on great terms since he
traumatized my daughter with his comments abouhb&ra while back, and while there was no probgth
me and my kids moving back home when my domedtiason became an abusive one, my dad and | wdire st
distant. | suppose he thought my mom might be @bteeate a path of less resistance.

It started off casually, so casually in fact | dideven notice what | was being set up for at fidhe day
my mom said to me, “Tula, | know you are kind ofaimmard place right now with money. How about atrgou
to a day at the salon, let you get your hair done@5ponded with, “I appreciate the offer mom, bt good.
Why don't you treat yourself to something?” | gemly thought it was just a kind gesture on her.fine
made the same offer to me a few weeks later. A monso later she offered to give me money to gehair
done along with a few dollars for my pocket. “Lodknow you’d love to get your hair fixed propetlghe
said. "It might cheer you up. In fact, | know it wd. Tell you what. How about | give you money &t gour
hair done and fifty dollars for yourself?” Thenrdw the fix was in. | didn’t even bother to get gngt her. |
just added it to the list of disappointments | kiepiny head when it came to my mom. | shook my headold
her it wasn't necessary, and went on my way. Mysaf made my dad even more determined to somehow
force me to get my hair relaxed. The next time $wHered one hundred dollars in addition to thetsof
relaxing my hair. | was totally broke, which madening the money down even more difficult. | wasiggling
to keep my car insured and out of the repo mamslsigbut | said no. The next time the offer was lomedred
fifty dollars. Then two hundred dollars. | needbd money. | wanted the money. But | refused to thke
money. They knew | needed it but wouldn’t let mgena unless | straightened my hair.

In time the offers stopped coming from my mothed atarted coming directly from my dad. The dollar
amounts increased too, but now | dealt with thed“bap” approach he used instead of the “good copéh my
mother applied. He said, “You know you need thisigyg” and “Stop being so stubborn,” and “I don’t
understand what is wrong with you.” When he offefied hundred dollars and | turned it down, hisstration
exploded. “Petula, 1 don’'t know what is wrong wjtbu. You aren’t an ugly girl at all. Why would soome as
pretty and light-skinned as you want to go arouitth & knotty head? It doesn’t look right! Your her
supposed to be straight.” | didn’t even botherdbnawledge the comment. | just walked away.

The last time he offered me money, there was neargation. As | came home one day, my dad was
sitting on the porch. | nodded curtly and mumblegieeting as | went into the house. | found it 'shacross
the dining room table in a big wide arc. Twentyidobills. One thousand dollars, arranged in a sgrole
around a Dark and Lovely relaxer kit. The bills eatl crisp and brand new, fanned atop a white deadly. |
sat down at the table to count the money. | lefhaur later, after carefully re-arranging the bidesck on top of
the doily around the relaxer box. | left a noteisgy“Not For Sale.” Later | washed my hair, twidté up, went
to bed, and fluffed my hair out into a big beaut#dro the following morning. It looked great. |lfegreat.

My car got repossessed that afternoon.
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Once | realized | would need to leave the ninente-vorkplace to manage my son’s autism, | also
realized | needed to get creative about making mdregned my kids up for medical assistancedhditry to
get my car back when it got repossessed. | just ¢gt. | couldn’t afford a car anyway. My son gosmall
amount of Supplemental Security Income monthly bsedis autism was considered a disability, anginiesl
up for food stamps. | also started freelance wgitmearnest. Once | wrote a couple of piece<ity Paper
the alternative weekly newspaper in Baltimore,lgaged those bylines into semi-regular freelanciéing for
other publications. Most of my writing was arountsaentertainment, and culture, and | met lotsreétive
types — artists who | got to know first as subjexdtsny writing, and then as friends and colleagUdsese
relationships led to all kinds of new opportunitiesme. | dabbled in marketing, promotions, gnariting for
a few artists, and even event production and stegegagement. | learned about audio recording, gagin
lighting, photography and videography. | pickedsame rudimentary graphic design skills. | took mefance
editing work. | helped run a small online magazingooked talent at shows and nightclubs. | livedbable
life. During the day | took my son to appointmeat&l homeschooled my daughter, trying to maintaecre
life for them. | pursued my artistic and creatiife at night and on weekends.

Like lots of single mothers before me, | discovesetling sex, or at least the idea of sex, in stona
or fashion could make decent sums of money withauhe-to-five occupation. While this was true,dsm’t
prepared to take my place on a pole just yet. &wstavrote erotic short stories and sold them.dlighed an
erotica anthology. | performed erotic spoken waodtpy, recorded and sold an erotic poetry CD, arsthe
fronted a small band to accompany my poetry. | hthe band “Luvstruck,” and revived my performing
chops from childhood, doing shows up and down th&t Eoast. We typically had anywhere from threkeve
musicians in the band, depending on the venuel amen had a backup singer or two sometimes. | avdutss
in corsets and garter belts and stockings andnsix-neels on stage, performing my poems and sangs,
telling raunchy stories. My band and | would logaubig rented SUV on Friday nights or Saturdaymmys
when we travelled to shows, always making sureuldcbe back by Monday morning for my kids. Oftergsn
when driving back from Charlotte, North CarolinaNew York City or Philadelphia or wherever we haatb
that weekend at some ungodly hour, | would stop B#-hour grocery store so | could return homesdack
our kitchen with groceries. When my children figliaut | always had money when | returned from my
weekends away, they began to wait at the door frhands outstretched, both saying in the sweletest
somehow most threatening voices imaginable, “Howhlmmoney did you bring us this time mommy?” | began
working this routine into my act, placing a largejar onstage at shows, telling my audiences Ithaxdlittle
pimps at home that I'd given birth to, and | coutdeturn to them without their money. This alwayake the
crowds laugh, and they filled the jar to overflogirf | booked a show that was too far away to et and
from over the course of a weekend, | would go alopelane, performing a stripped-down version ef show
without music. All these endeavors kept me busyntialways well-compensated, because there viwey s
times when | couldn’t find shows or | couldn’t beay for whatever reason. During these times, | @ddve
to resort to other measures, and one of those mesasas going to employment agencies to apply for
temporary assignments. It wasn'’t always possihienie to do this, but when necessary | would forge m
worlds to calm down for four to twelve-week intelsjaso | could go to work.

The first time | did this, | had been out of thaditional workplace a few years. | still possessiatls
the workplace needed, but my appearance was nedaraglitional workplace appropriate. | gave up ynah
my work clothes for casual, “artsy” attire, and matural hair was styled in a big kinky-curly Afidy
accessories were large, and colorful, and eye-tajcBven my purse was a huge, beaded fringed bagld
throw everything into, including snacks or a chanfjelothes if | did a show after work. | strugglexdpull
myself together for job interviews. | wasn't asipbkd as | needed to be to get the jobs paying ietded to
make — the administrative assistant jobs. Thiseeasirmed for me when the first few employment ages |
approached offered me manufacturing assignmeneselivere long-term temp assignments at factorigiseon
outskirts of the city like the Sweetheart Cup Comypand Proctor and Gamble. These assignments paid
anywhere from nine to eleven dollars an hour, whvels okay, but there was the added headache aj-pltis
hour commute on public transportation to get tokw@o me the commute made it more trouble thareg w
worth. Administrative assistant work started atl@edollars an hour, and usually the assignments we



downtown, which was much easier to get to on pubdicsportation. But those jobs weren’t being @tketo
me.

| took out the wig my dad gave me when | was sixtéiewas the only one I'd kept of the four he gave
me. | bought some wig spray and a brush and freshgmp. | styled it, trimming it until the lengtdame a bit
past my shoulders. | curled it with big rollersdawisted my own hair so it would lay flat againsy head
under the wig cap. | approached another agencymytimew appearance on a Tuesday. By Thursday, | was
someone’s executive assistant, answering phonetypimg) emails for fifteen dollars an hour in theght of
downtown, with only a thirty-minute commute to @noim home. | did this employment dance for abowese
years. | would go months writing, planning, procgiperforming, and managing my way into generating
income. But when those methods failed to give neentloney | needed to support my family, | pulled twat
wig and went back into the traditional work wortat & while.

| hated the wig. | hated wearing it. | hated thadege wearing it represented. Financial bondage.
Bondage to workplace norms insisting my natural aisn’t appropriate. By the end of the work dawypould
have a pounding headache because | stuffed myAfugenderneath it. | hated the way white peoplikdd to
me when | wore it. | hated the familiar way thetemnacted with me. | especially hated hearing tiegghthey’d
say about the other Black people around us bechagghought | was one of them. At the end of eaolrk
day, | walked into my parents’ house, wearing thg mvy dad gave me all those years ago. | wouldogoy
room, the same room | lived in as a teenager argdliwiag in now since I'd moved back home. | wositdon
the corner of the bed | slept in as a teenagehdrexact same spot | sat when my dad first gaveéhose God-
awful wigs. And as | sat in this spot well overexdde later, | took off the wig | was too proudvear back
then, and | would cry, feeling like the most hyptical, abject failure imaginable. | tried workifngrder to stay
out of the nine-to-five world. | did more writingtook on more projects, booked more shows, ankedwith
more artists on various endeavors. | pinched myiesruntil they begged for mercy, but no matter hand |
tried, | always ended up having to take out my teignake money for my family.

| took a long-term temporary assignment at a compaiVhite Marsh, a Baltimore suburb, as a
receptionist. It was a well-paying assignment éesin dollars per hour. The job involved sittingdarge
ornate desk in the building's front lobby, answettime switchboard and the front door buzzer, gneetisitors,
directing them to offices, signing for packagestributing mail, photocopying and faxing documeatsj
helping with administrative tasks around the offiséhough White Marsh wasn’t far from me, the offiwas
about a mile and a half from the nearest bus smpwould get off the bus and make a twenty-twowrte
walk from the bus stop to the office every morniwgJking along a road not really intended for pedass.
But the sixteen dollars an hour was too good to tawn. Venetian blinds hung from the lobby’s fldor
ceiling darkly tinted windows. | worked there falays a week, and | would often stare out thoselgérked
windows from my desk, admiring the beautiful traesl warm sunny weather outside. It made me a 8#H.

The office wasn't a busy one at all. Sometimes sonight go by with little for me to do. At the tinhe
was doing book reviews f@ity Paperfrom time to time, and my editor assigned me aifeding book called
“Here Lies Jim Crow: Civil Rights In Maryland It was written by the highly respected NPR Ngasrnalist
and reporter C. Fraser Smith. | was reading th& booeview it and in preparation to interview Smitwas a
fan of C. Fraser Smith, and often listened to hmite local NPR radio station, WYPR-FM. The boolswa
nearly 250 pages long, and | needed to read thle dqnaokly, so | asked my boss if it would be okay¢ad a
book at my desk during my down time. My boss knewvas a freelance writer f@ity Paper and he was
impressed by the fact when | interviewed for thsifi@an. My boss said it would be perfectly fineremad my
book after | completed my other tasks. | thanked faur the accommodation, and the next day | brotigbte
Lies Jim Crow: Civil Rights In Marylandto work.

| didn’t think anything of it at the time. Afterlathis was a book about the Civil Rights movemént.
thought everyone, absolutedyeryoneincluding white people, officially agreed the Ciflights movement
was a good thing. | thought we all recognized Ipbd this country make great and necessary stindies
history. Most right-thinking Americans were on teme page on this one. After all, white peopledove
themselves some Martin Luther King Jr., arguabéyrttost iconic leader of the movement. Or so I'drtiea
Right? Who would take issue with a locally basestadnical account of some of the key people andhesvim
the Civil Rights Movement, written by a highly regped and award-winning journalist and reporter?



No one noticed the book the first day. It was adgily quiet day in the lobby with no visitors, ahdot
to read a great deal of the book undisturbed. |giad, because | had a lot of work to do. | wasipiag to read
through the whole book a couple of times beforauited taking notes and framing my interview questifor
Smith, and | was glad the lobby was so quiet. Bo®sd and third days were also quiet. | was abtgtony
first read-throughs done. On the fourth day, | tookseat behind the desk in the front lobby, setithe and |
took the book out of my bag. It was quiet on thay tbo, and as | cracked open the book, | hearteps. My
boss’ voice boomed in my direction. “Good mornirgj®a. Is that the book?” | nodded as my boss vaalke
over to my desk, and | handed the book to him.dd& & closer look. “Civil rights in Maryland, hutyé
muttered, almost to himself.

“Yes. Civil rights in Maryland,” | repeated back liam. “It's a really insightful account of this a's
leaders, very well researched, too,” | added. “gtg who wrote this book, C. Fraser Smith, also witbe
book about William Donald Schaefer from a couplgedrs back. It was really popular.” As soon aswbeds
came out of my mouth, | felt bad. | knew | saitbipplacate the white man who was troubled by seaibgok
about the Civil Rights Movement on my desk. | gaid let him know | wasn’t reading some angereifil] hate-
laced, kill-whitey diatribe. Pointing out C. Frasamith as the author was another subtle remindtreobook’s
scholarly intent, which would make my boss feeksaflis next comment let me know | read him colyetie
said, “You know a book about civil rights could neadome people uncomfortable.”

“Uncomfortable?” | asked as innocently as | cowltijle | seethed inside.

“Yes. You know what | mean. Not me necessarily. Batdo have clients visiting our offices.”

My tolerance was wearing a bit thin. | pointedlgirsd at the empty lobby. This was the fourth day th
lobby was empty. “Well, yes," | said. "From timetime people do come in.”

“l just don’t want there to be any misunderstandiabout your reading material. Maybe you could read
something a little less...inflammatory.”

“In-flam-matory,” | repeated back to him, slowly.

“Yes,” he responded. Then he paused and added, ‘dhoutWalder?”

“Walden” | said, confused.

“Yes. Walden.”

“As in Henry David Thoreau? Walden Powdlder?”

“Yes. You could read it.” And abruptly, he walkeday.

| have nothing again®Walden | read it several times, starting in middle sdhbjust thought his
mentioning it was odd. | looked over at my booknkimg about the empty refrigerator at my mom’s $eu
put the book away. For the next few days, | didreatd anything at the front desk, and when my basdd
come by my desk, we'd chat, but he made no othmanmmmts about appropriate reading material.

A few days later, one of my best friends named [2dirtaxted me to see how | was doing. | texted back
telling him | was on a temp assignment, which tdroet to be near where he worked. He offered toectake
me to lunch, which | happily accepted. When Donpalled up in front of the offices and | came odésihe
didn’t recognize me. When | got into his car andémdized it was me, he laughed hysterically at my
appearance. We got lunch at Noodles & Companyhantacked on my wig steadily for the first ten ntes.
After he noticed | wasn’t laughing along with hihe asked, “But why is this necessary Tula?” Itts tlventy-
first century for God’s sake.”

| told him even though | thought it was crazy tteere were white people who really thought | was
white when | wore the wig, despite my other feagu(Black people mostly knew | was Black, and only
occasionally thought | was bi-racial.) Even the te@lgeople who knew | was Black were still more cortable
with me because | was light skinned. Wearing thig mcreased my hourly rate of pay by an averadgevef
dollars per assignment. This wig kept my commuterdto a reasonable amount of time. | told him haiv |
seen this kind of disparity all my life. | evenddiim stories of how | stood in lines at groceryrss, at banks,
at department stores, watching cashiers wait owitngkinned Black customer after brown-skinned Black
customer with some level of irritation, but theywla suddenly find themselves able to be extremelyteous
and cordial when it was time to wait on me. | alsiched these cashiers do the exact same thing wdiéing
on white people.

My friend listened, saying nothing. | realized Issaising my voice. “I'm sorry Donnell. | don't mea
to fuss at you. I'm just frustrated.” He smiled gathetically and asked, “Tula, is it really worth ¥ou seem



so stressed. And | know your head hurts. | candgme how you got your big head and your big Afinoler
there. What about the freelance writing? Aren’t yoaking money writing?”

| laughed and tookHere Lies Jim Crow out of my bag. | showed it to him, explainingnas the book
| was currently reviewing as a freelance artictej although my boss originally agreed to let melthe book
during my down time at the front desk in preparafiar my review, he then objected when he saw tuokp
expressing concerns on how a book about civil sighight make visitors to the office uncomfortable.

Donnell was quiet again. We got in his car and droack to my job. Before | got out he said, “Tula,
you know you gotta get out of there, right?"

When | sat down at my desk after lunch, | found stinimg there waiting for me. It was a small pile of
several full-color booklets of varying sizes, wimote from my boss attached. “We’re having a bagtimg
over the next two days, and a lot of people wilcbening into the office. | just wanted to make sappropriate
reading material was at your desk when they are.her

The booklets were company catalogs detailing allgtoducts the company sold. | was working for a
company who manufactured gums that helped stalaihzietexturize foods and beverages. The gums isetdea
the shelf life of products in stores. The compamg full of chemists and research and developmehnieians
who studied food properties and how to enhance thighout negatively impacting those propertiesvétsn’t
the kind of company producing something of intetest layperson such as myself. These catalogsase left
on my desk were catalogs salespeople took outtempal clients like food manufacturing companiesge
restaurant chains and so on. These catalogs deddhb benefits of xanthan gum and carrageenamletan
with glossy pictures and testimonials from satéfiestomers. This was what | was expected to “reddle
visitors were in the office instead of a book abitat Marylanders who were heroes in the civil right
movement.

| gathered up my things, making sure the offenbvek was with me, walked across the lobby and
strolled out the front door. | paused just longuggtoto look back at my desk, remove my wig, angdrdo the
floor. I left it in the doorway as | stepped inteetbright sunshine outside and started to make iteyand a half
long trek down to the bus stop.

My mom was sitting on the porch when | got homel Aslked up the porch steps, she looked at me
and immediately noticed the absence of the wigtulgewhere is your wig? Did it come off? | can giyou
money to buy another one if you need one. You Emkretty in it.”

| went in the house and immediately started workhenbook review. The review led to four other
recurring paid assignments. | didn’t do temp warkdver a year and a half. | didn’t make enough eyao
move out of my mother’s house, but | made enoudteép my soul.





