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For you,

All people must ask ourselves how much societal expectations and media influence dictate our definition of beauty. Since there has been much debate about how women nurture their hair and pass their beliefs to their daughters, I hope this story will prompt some candid discussions between friends, colleagues, and family members. I hope you'll enjoy and share this story with others.
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This short story highlights a pivotal moment between two lifelong friends. Thank you for taking a moment to read a reality that may differ from your own. This is one of many story shorts that feature moments between various best friends.

Relaxed or Naturalista

I quietly watch as Aria takes a selfie in front of her bedroom mirror in her red and black graduation regalia. Her right arm is extended above her head as she cranes her neck to take an overhead picture of her ensemble. The evidence of her white sundress can be seen by a sliver of fabric peeking out from the center slit below her robe's zippered hemline. It’s the morning her bachelor of science degree will be conferred by Rutgers University, so I enter her bedroom to grab a moment alone with my favorite twenty-two-year-old and to secure her heavily decorated mortarboard on her head.

“Isn’t it beautiful, Auntie?” she squeals while sitting at her makeup vanity and fiddling with the red and black tassel dangling of her mortarboard masterpiece. “So, what side should this be on?”

“The tassel should be on the right side of the cap before the ceremony," I say, standing behind Aria, gathering some of her thick hair into my hands. "And then you move it to the left side after you shake hands with the dean.” This moment reminds me of numerous others where I’ve stood in this very spot giving her advice to help her navigate life’s rough spots. With no children of my own, I tap into something maternal in these moments, and it increases by empathy and makes me a better woman. I turn away from her mirrored reflection and search her small vanity drawer for some bobby pins.

“You know,” Aria begins, as she places a gold chandelier earring into her left earlobe, “Mama loved how you did my hair for church last Sunday. Can you do something similar so I can wear this hat?”

The sway of her ear jewelry causes flashes of light to caress the skin of her neck as melodious tinkling sounds punctuate her words. She’s a beautiful young woman–an amalgamation of a brainy Michelle Obama and fashion-forward Rihanna, with her own inquisitiveness thrown in for good measure.  

She flashes a smile of gratitude at me, and for a split-second, I see hints of the curious little girl I used to spoil with Barbie dolls, peeking out from her expressive brown eyes. Today is special and she needs to look incredible. I gather her long, black, coily curls from her shoulders and cup them with my hands. A cascading side ponytail with tendrils around her face would be the perfect hairdo for today since her mortarboard contains several fake flowers and a yard of mini lights. It seems all of her friends will be wearing decorative mortarboard masterpieces to mark the occasion and she made sure she wouldn't be left out.

“I think I can do something that will make you look great.”

“Thanks, Auntie.”

As I begin to style her hair, my mind drifts back to a time when haircare choices caused her mother and me to have a pivotal moment in our friendship. It was about seventeen years ago, and in the heat of it, I wasn't sure if our relationship would survive. Both of us were strong-willed, opinionated women with a strong desire sway the other's opinion.  At that time, our views collided because our positions were fueled by societal beliefs, personal fears, and miseducation, but somehow, we weathered the storm.

From what I remember, it was a seasonally warm spring day in Edison, New Jersey. I decided to walk a few blocks from my house to Dawn’s place to see what she had going on. We lived in a quiet neighborhood off Route One South; her one-bedroom apartment on Marina Drive was nestled down a steep hill against the Raritan River, while my Fox Road starter home found refuge at the top of the hill in the shadow of the popular Edison Diner. With each step toward her apartment complex, my sundress swayed and my sandals clicked, as part of me hoped my best friend was doing her Rachael Ray impersonation by cooking something that didn't require an explanation. I’d worked through my lunch break at the university today, so anything would be better than the granola bar buried at the bottom of my purse. 

When I reached her building, I took in the sight of a teenage Casanova pleading his love to a young girl who looked more annoyed than enchanted. His black Wakanda Forever baseball cap shielded his eyes as he begrudgingly shifted his seat so I could walk up and unlock the security door with my key. I had a duplicate key because Dawn played her music too loud to hear anyone pressing her door buzzer. She was lucky most of her neighbors returned home around seven, because her afternoon noise pollution would have made her landlord kick her out years ago. 

When I entered the apartment, Mary J. Blige’s soulful, gritty vocals enveloped me, and the smell of jasmine filled the air instead of the home-cooked meal my stomach was counting on. Deflated, I turned the stereo volume down, when I noticed Dawn had finally hung our Jamaican vacation photos as a poster-sized collage next to her bookcase. It had taken a couple months for her to assemble the masterpiece but it was museum worthy. It looked good in her contemporary-styled home surrounded by African-American art, splashes of vibrant colors against earthy sienna and tan furniture, and various household plants. The only decorating no-no seemed to be a three-story pink and fuchsia Barbie Dreamhouse sitting in the corner next to a crate of music CDs and an overflowing toy box of princess costumes squeezed beside a yellow high-back window reading chair. 

“It’s me, Dawn,” I said as I stepped over a lavender and light blue backpack abandoned on the living room floor.

“I know,” she called out from the kitchen. “No one else has the balls to mess with my stereo.” 

Her words made me smile because I’d been turning down her music since we were teenagers. Come to think about it, I’d been whipping headphones off her ears for that long too. It wasn’t that I didn’t respect her boundaries; it’s just that Dawn, a music purist, liked to hear her music in surround-sound concert levels. This habit carried over from her parents never allowing her to attend music concerts with me. And Dawn, not wanting to be left out, would make everyone in school great party mixtapes. She'd also have her own private concerts in her teenage bedroom with her headset glued to her ears. To tell the truth, I’m surprised she hasn’t experienced hearing loss by now.

I walked into the kitchen and saw my best friend standing behind her towel-clad daughter, Aria, at the table. Dawn’s hands were covered with white latex gloves, while she sectioned and detangled her only child's hair with a black comb. On the table in front of them were various plastic containers and a large white paper of instructions. 

“What’s going on?” I asked as the sight of Aria's puffy eyes and flushed cheeks made my throat tighten.  When her mother lowered Aria's head so she could resume the detangling, the little girl clutched her Birthday Wishes Barbie Doll, which looked just like her, to her chest and whimpered. Sudden alarm came to my mind as I assessed what was happening. “Hey, I thought you said Aria would continue to wear ponytails and braids.” 

Dawn tossed a defiant look at me before she shook her head. “No, no, it’s time for a relaxer. It's just too unruly. Don’t mind her; I had a time getting her butt in the chair.”

Dawn, a straightforward black woman who could beat her face with enough makeup to look like a beauty magazine cover girl, waved the wide-tooth comb in her hand before sectioning Aria's hair into quadrants. Out of all my college roommates, she was the one who could go from loungewear to club-ready in under five minutes so I was always hard-pressed to see her looking undone. I didn’t think she would be on this relaxer kick again because Aria had such a fit the last time she’d tried. If I remembered correctly, it had taken an hour to calm the little girl down.

Sensing a disaster about to take place, I tried to reason with Dawn so my favorite honorary niece could be freed to play with her toys. “Aria is upset because the last time that stuff gave her chemical burns. It’s too strong for adults, so I can only imagine what it’s doing to a five-year-old's scalp.”

Dawn ignored misgivings and rolled her eyes. “I got my hair permed at five. It’s not a big deal. Would you rather I flatiron her hair all the time and cause heat damage?  I seriously doubt it.”

I wasn't in the mood to have this relaxer debate with a woman who hadn't seen her natural hair texture since preschool, but there was no one else around to talk some sense into her. My afro-styled coif didn’t make me an expert, but it did give me a different perspective. “I remember Aria screamed so loudly you had to close the windows.”

“That’s because she'd scratched her scalp that morning when I told her not to. Listen, I'll admit it was a bad day and a waste of money. I still can't believe I had to wash it out before it even took.” Dawn removed a hair clip from the sleeve of her Rutgers University sweatshirt and placed it on a section of Aria's hair. We’d graduated from RU seven years before and had more alumni gear than should be allowed. And from the look of her red and black yoga pants and matching fuzzy slippers, she was ready to deal with this hairstyling project, but relaxing such a young child's hair? C'mon.

“Wait," I began, as I placed a hand on an empty kitchen chair and took a deep breath. "Let’s talk this out.”

Dawn waved her hand and gave a dismissive look before securing another section of Aria's hair. “It’ll be fine. I’m coating her scalp
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