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GIRL
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Chapter One
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KITCHEN HEAT

My mother believed in jobs with badges, pensions, and fluorescent lights. She believed in standing up straight and answering to people who could fire you, because in her world that still counted as security. She believed a woman’s best protection was a check that came on time—and a man who did the same, though she’d learned to stop counting on the second one. She believed that if you kept your head down long enough, life would eventually stop swinging. I believed her for years. Then life taught me that a thing can be stable and still not save you.

But that’s the end of the story. This is the beginning.

•  •  •
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The summer before seventh grade, I sat between my mother’s knees on a kitchen chair with no cushion and listened to the hot comb talk. That’s what I called it in my head—the talking. Not the conversation between Mama and Aunt Sheila crackling through the speakerphone on the counter, though that was its own kind of sermon. I mean the sound the comb made when it touched my hair. The hiss and sigh of heat meeting grease meeting everything I’d inherited from women I’d never met. A small blue jar of Blue Magic sat open near the stove, its surface cratered from Mama’s fingers. The radio was on low—V103, always V103—and somebody was singing about a love that was killing them softly, and I remember thinking that was a strange thing to sing about on a Saturday morning when the sun was barely up and the kitchen smelled like coconut oil and cast iron.

Mama parted my hair with the tail of the comb, precise as a surgeon. She’d been doing this since I was four. I knew the choreography by heart: the part, the grease, the heat, the pull, the sizzle, the release. She’d clamp a section between her fingers and run the comb through slow enough to straighten but fast enough not to burn, and I’d hold my breath each time like I was being baptized by something I didn’t fully understand.

“She had the nerve to call in sick three Fridays in a row,” Mama was saying. “Three. And then act surprised when they let her go.”

Aunt Sheila’s voice came through tinny and righteous. “You cannot play with these people’s time, Denise. They don’t care how good you are Monday through Thursday if Friday you’re nowhere to be found.”

“That’s what I said.” Mama pulled another section tight. I felt the warmth of the comb hovering near my scalp, close enough to warn me but not close enough to mark. She had that skill—calibrating exactly how much heat a thing could take. “But you know Rhonda. She thinks rules are for other people.”

“Rhonda thinks a lot of things,” Sheila said. “Rhonda thought that man was going to marry her too.”

They both laughed the way women laugh when the joke is somebody else’s life. I didn’t laugh. I was twelve, but I was already keeping a list in my head of everything the women around me said when they thought I wasn’t really listening. Not because I was sneaky. Because I was trying to learn the rules before the rules learned me.

“And you know what gets me?” Mama said, working the comb through a stubborn patch near my left temple. I winced but didn’t move. Moving was not an option during the hot comb. Moving was how you got burned, and getting burned was how you learned that pain was the tax on impatience. “She had seniority. Eight years. Eight years and she threw it away because she couldn’t get to work on time.”

“Eight years don’t mean nothing if you act like you don’t need the job,” Sheila said. “That’s what these young girls don’t understand. They see somebody on TV making money doing whatever, posting pictures, selling lip gloss out their apartment, and they think that’s a plan. That’s not a plan. That’s a hobby with a cash register.”

“A hobby with a cash register,” Mama repeated, and I could hear the nod in her voice. “That’s exactly what it is.”

I filed that phrase away. Not because I agreed with it. Because it sounded like a locked door, and I was already the kind of girl who wanted to know what was on the other side of locked doors even if I didn’t have the key yet. I also pictured Rhonda’s apartment with an actual cash register in it—one of the old brass ones like in the movies, sitting on the kitchen counter next to the toaster—and I thought that would be kind of amazing, actually. Having a machine in your house that made the sound money makes. I was twelve. My economic theory had some gaps.

“Now she’s over there talking about she’s going to start a business,” Sheila continued, her voice climbing the way it did when she was building toward a verdict. “Start a business doing what? With what money? With what credit? Girl, please. Get another job. Get two if you have to. But don’t sit up here and tell me you’re going to be an entrepreneur when you can’t even be an employee.”

Mama laughed hard at that one, the comb lifting away from my head while her shoulders shook. It was the most relaxed I’d heard her in weeks.

They said the word benefits the way other people said paradise. I sat between my mother’s knees and felt the heat of the comb return to my hairline and understood that in this house, in this conversation, in this version of the world, the highest thing a person could aspire to was a job that would still be there on Monday. A job with a badge. With dental. With a parking spot that had your name on a piece of tape stuck to the wall. That was the ceiling. And the women I loved most in the world had hung curtains on it and called it home.

Rule one: always have a job. Rule two: never need a man more than he needs you. Rule three: church is not optional. Rule four: pretty is fine, but pretty with a plan is better. Rule five: don’t be like Rhonda.

I didn’t know who I was going to be yet. But I knew, sitting in that kitchen with steam lifting off my own head like a prayer nobody asked for, that I did not want to be a cautionary tale told between hot-comb strokes on a Saturday morning.

•  •  •
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Our apartment was on the third floor of a six-flat on Seventy-First Street, which meant we heard everything—the couple on the second floor who fought like they were auditioning for something, the old man on the first floor who played Motown at volumes that suggested he was trying to reach God or the dead or both, and the pigeons on the roof who had more consistency than half the men on our block. The building wasn’t falling apart, but it wasn’t trying hard either. The hallway smelled like Pine-Sol and someone’s leftover grease, and the buzzer hadn’t worked since before I was born, so everybody just propped the front door with a brick and pretended that was the same thing as security.

The block itself had a rhythm I could feel before I had words for it. Mornings were quiet except for car engines and screen doors and mothers calling names that echoed off the brick. By afternoon the older boys gathered on the corner of Seventy-First and Merrill, leaning against the wall outside the currency exchange like it was a clubhouse with no roof. Mr. Davis, who owned the building next to ours, sat on his porch every day from April to October with a White Sox cap and a transistor radio, and he’d wave at every car that passed whether he knew the driver or not.

Walk two blocks north and you hit the main drag—Jeffrey Boulevard—where the real commerce happened. There was a beauty supply store owned by a Korean family who knew every Black woman in the neighborhood by her hair texture. There was a rib joint that had no name on the sign, just a painting of a pig smiling in a way that seemed philosophically complicated given the context. There was a currency exchange, a liquor store with bulletproof glass so thick the cashier’s voice came through like a broadcast from another country, a barbershop that doubled as a therapist’s office for men who would never call it that, and a church on almost every corner—Baptist, AME, Apostolic, Church of God in Christ—each one promising salvation in a slightly different font.

South Shore was ours. The beauty and the decay, the block parties and the gunshots — all of it. And I loved it the way you love a thing you’re already planning to outgrow.

Every crack in the sidewalk between our building and the bus stop was mapped in my feet. The houses with dogs that barked through the fence were one thing, but the houses with dogs that didn’t bark at all—those were worse. Mrs. Henderson on the corner would give you a popsicle if you said good morning and pretend you were invisible if you didn’t, and the abandoned lot between Merrill and Paxton grew wildflowers every summer that nobody planted and nobody picked but that I thought were the most beautiful things on the block because they had decided to exist without anyone’s permission.

I thought about those flowers a lot. How they grew out of nothing. How nobody tended them or watered them or told them they were pretty, and they bloomed anyway. I didn’t have the word for what they were teaching me. I just liked looking at them.

Inside our apartment, Mama kept order. Everything had a place. The couch had plastic on it until I was ten, and even after she took it off, you could feel the ghost of it—the expectation that nice things needed protection from the people who used them. The kitchen was the center of everything. Not because we cooked fancy—Mama’s rotation was baked chicken, spaghetti, salmon croquettes, and red beans on Sundays—but because the kitchen was where the real business happened. Hair. Phone calls. Bible study prep. Bill sorting. Crying, when it came to that, though Mama tried to keep her crying in the bathroom where nobody could audit it.

I learned early that a kitchen is never just a kitchen. It’s a courtroom and a classroom and a confessional, and if you’re quiet enough, it’ll teach you everything about the people who stand in it.

•  •  •
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My brother Malik came through the kitchen like a weather event. He was nine and built like a question mark—all elbows and angles and the kind of energy that made furniture nervous. He had on basketball shorts and no shirt, which Mama had told him about six hundred times was not how we presented ourselves even inside our own home, but Malik operated on the theory that if you moved fast enough, rules couldn’t catch you.

“Mama, can I have some juice?”

“What did I say about that shirt?”

“Can I have some juice with a shirt on?”

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. Malik was annoying the way only little brothers can be—relentlessly, cheerfully, with a complete lack of awareness that his charm had limits. But he was also the only person in the house who said exactly what he meant at all times, and I envied that more than I’d ever tell him. Malik didn’t have a secret self. Malik didn’t sit in rooms building invisible kingdoms in his head while the grown folks talked. Malik was all surface—not because he was shallow, but because he hadn’t yet learned that the world would punish him for being visible. That lesson was coming. I could feel it the way you feel weather changing before the sky says anything. But for now he was nine and shirtless and wanted juice, and that was the whole of his philosophy.

“Boy, go put on a shirt and stop running through here while I’ve got this comb hot. You want me to burn your sister?”

Malik grabbed a juice box from the fridge, said “Sorry, Nia” to my left ear, and disappeared down the hall with the sound of a small stampede. The apartment shook. Something fell in his room. Neither of us reacted.

Mama sighed the way she sighed about most things—half-exhaustion, half-prayer—and went back to my hair.

“Your edges are tender,” she said, gentler now. “Hold still.”

I held still. That was something I was very good at.

•  •  •
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My father came home around eleven, which meant he hadn’t come home the night before.

His entrance always came as sound first. The front door opened with a specific reluctance—not loud, not soft, but careful in the way of a man who was calculating how much trouble he was already in. Keys on the counter. Plastic bag rustling. The smell of outside—cigarette smoke and morning air and something underneath both of those that I couldn’t name but could always detect, like my nose had been trained to measure the distance between where he’d been and where he was supposed to be.

He appeared in the kitchen doorway holding a bag from the gas station on Stony Island. Hot Cheetos for Malik. A Snickers for me. A Diet Coke for Mama, which was either an apology or a peace offering, depending on how you scored such things.

“Morning,” he said. His voice was gravel and honey. That was the thing about my father—even when he looked like the last place he’d been was nowhere good, his voice could make you feel like the only person in the world he wanted to see.

Mama didn’t look up. Her hands kept moving through my hair with the same steady rhythm, but I felt the shift in her fingers—a tightening, a half-degree of pressure that wouldn’t leave a mark on me but said everything about what was happening inside her.

“Morning, Leon,” she said, and the way she said his name was like closing a door without slamming it.

He set the bag on the counter. He kissed the top of my head, which was risky given the hot comb situation, and I smelled his jacket—leather and old cologne and the sweet chemical ghost of something I’d later learn to identify. He looked at Mama for a beat longer than she looked at him, and in that silence I saw the whole architecture of their marriage: his guilt, her exhaustion, his hope that charm still worked, her knowledge that it didn’t but that bills still needed paying and a twelve-year-old was watching.

“Malik’s in his room,” Mama said. An instruction dressed as information.

Daddy nodded and walked down the hall. I heard Malik scream “Daddy!” like Christmas had arrived in June, and I felt two things at once: love for my father’s ability to make a room brighter by walking into it, and something colder—a suspicion, already forming at twelve, that brightness and reliability were not the same thing.

Aunt Sheila’s voice crackled from the speakerphone. “Was that Leon?”

“Mm-hm,” Mama said, which communicated more than a paragraph could.

“Mm-hm,” Sheila echoed, and that was the whole conversation.

•  •  •
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My mother had worked at South Shore Hospital for eleven years. Not as a nurse—people always assumed that, and she never corrected them fast enough for my taste. She worked in patient services, the department that handled intake and billing and the particular kind of paperwork that keeps a hospital running even when the medicine fails. She wore a badge on a blue lanyard that said DENISE BROOKS in capital letters, and she touched it sometimes the way other women touched crosses around their necks—like it was proof of something worth believing in.

She left the house every morning at six fifteen. She came home every evening by five thirty unless there was overtime, which she always took because overtime was the difference between okay and almost okay, and my mother did not believe in almost. She was consistent in the way that walls are consistent. You stop noticing them until one cracks.

I didn’t understand yet what it cost her to be that steady. I thought steadiness was just who she was, the way I thought the kitchen was just a room and my hair was just hair. I hadn’t learned yet that everything my mother did was a decision made against the memory of something she never talked about—her own mother’s instability, her own girlhood hunger, the years she’d spent watching women she loved get taken apart by men who couldn’t keep promises and systems that never intended to make any. She had built her life the way you build a levee: not because you love the structure, but because you’ve seen the flood.

I just thought she was strict.

I was twelve. Forgive me.

•  •  •
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The hot comb finished its work around noon. Mama rubbed a little more grease along my edges and smoothed everything with her palms, and I felt the warmth of her hands linger on my scalp the way music lingers after the song ends. She turned me around on the chair and looked at me the way she looked at her work before clocking out—inspecting for errors, assessing the result, searching for something she might have missed.

“You look nice,” she said, which from Mama was practically a standing ovation.

I went to the bathroom to look. The mirror in there was small and had a crack in the lower corner that made my chin look split, so I always tilted my head slightly to the left to get the full picture. A habit I’d carried so long I didn’t notice it anymore—the small adjustments you make to see yourself whole when the tools available to you are broken.

My hair was laid. Straight and shining, pressed so flat it looked like it had never been anything else. My edges were slicked into small dark waves against my temples. I looked neat. Presentable. The word Mama would use was “manageable.”

I stared at myself for a long time. Longer than a twelve-year-old should need to stare at her own reflection on a Saturday afternoon. I was looking for something I couldn’t name—some version of myself that the mirror wasn’t showing me yet. I could feel her in there, behind my eyes, in the parts of my brain that lit up when nobody was talking to me and I was free to think without being watched. A girl who wasn’t just neat. Wasn’t just manageable. A girl who looked like someone I hadn’t met yet.

I touched my hair. Still warm from the comb. Still carrying the smell of Blue Magic and my mother’s kitchen and every Saturday morning that had come before this one. I thought about the steam that rose when the comb met the grease—how it lifted and vanished and went somewhere I couldn’t follow. I wondered where it went. Whether the part of me that felt biggest, the part that had ideas too large for this bathroom and this building and this block, would also lift and vanish if I wasn’t careful. If I’d wake up one day and find I’d become manageable all the way through.

From the kitchen, I heard Mama washing the comb under the faucet. I heard the radio change to a song I didn’t know. I heard my father’s voice, low and laughing, reading something to Malik in the other room, and for a moment the apartment sounded like a place where nothing was wrong and nothing was missing and every piece fit exactly where it was supposed to.

I looked at the girl in the mirror one more time.

She looked back with somebody else’s eyes.

I turned off the light and went back to the kitchen, because that’s what you did in my family. You sat with the women. You listened to the rules. You let the heat do its work and you came out the other side looking like whatever the world required, and you kept the rest—the bigger, stranger, hungrier rest—to yourself.

At least for now.

At least until I was the one holding the comb.
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Chapter Two
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GIRLS WITH GOOD HAIR

Seventh grade sorted you before you opened your mouth. You walked through those double doors on the first day and the building read you like a receipt—what you wore, how you wore it, whether your shoes had creases, whether your hair had been done by somebody who knew what they were doing or by somebody who loved you but didn’t. There was no orientation for this. No pamphlet. The hallway just decided, and by the time you sat down in homeroom, you had already been placed on a shelf you didn’t apply for.

Medgar Evers Academy was on Seventy-Fifth and Coles, close enough to walk but far enough that the weather mattered. The building was old the way a lot of South Side schools were old—like it had been built with ambition and then maintained with whatever was left over after the ambition got reassigned. The hallways smelled like floor wax and cafeteria steam and the particular funk of two hundred adolescents pretending they weren’t terrified. Lockers that didn’t close all the way. A gym floor that had been resurfaced so many times you could feel the history under your sneakers, layer after layer of somebody’s budget making the best of what they had.

The girls who ran things didn’t hold titles. They held attention. Jasmine Carter had the kind of edges that looked painted on, and she wore lip gloss so thick it caught the hallway fluorescents like a signal. Destiny Okafor had box braids down to her waist that swung when she walked, and she walked like she was aware of the swinging and had choreographed it. Bria Thompson had a ponytail so slick it looked angry, pulled back tight enough to lift her eyebrows into a permanent expression of being unimpressed, which, at twelve, passed for elegance.

These girls didn’t earn their position through grades or kindness or athletic skill. They earned it through a currency the school never acknowledged but every student could quote to the decimal: beauty. Specifically, the kind of beauty that could be verified in a hallway at walking speed. Hair, skin, clothes, shoes, the way you carried the whole package from the door to your desk without looking like you were trying. Trying was the worst thing you could be caught doing. The hierarchy rewarded girls who looked like they had woken up this way, even though every girl in that building knew that nobody woke up this way, that looking effortless was the most effort of all.

Where did I land? The middle. The observant, invisible, perfectly adequate middle. My hair was neat because Mama made sure of that. My clothes were clean and fit correctly but came from Rainbow and sometimes Citi Trends, which was fine for daily life but disqualifying for the front row of the social hierarchy. My shoes were whatever was on sale at Payless, and there was no version of Payless shoes that
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