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 Chapter One

I meet her at the beauty
salon.

“Hey, princess.”

Princess? No one but my grandpa called
me “princess” and got away with it, but the voice was sweet and
silky. It was a voice I could enjoy calling me “princess.”

I looked up from the plate of chicken wings I
was balancing on my lap and into the face of a sexy, grinning
woman. She was about my age, early 30s, and wore a brown leather
bomber jacket that hugged her broad shoulders, jeans that fit well,
and brown leather ankle boots with two-inch square heels. Perched
incongruously on top of her head was a brightly colored knit cap,
which could not contain the locs that spilled out from underneath.
As out of place as the cap looked, she rocked it. Before I could
respond, she started talking again.

“Nah. You’re not a princess. You look like
you like being in charge. Princesses don’t get to be in charge.
You’re an empress, commander of all you survey. I’m right, aren’t
I?” She winked at me and raised her eyebrows as if she was
flirting. Actually, scratch, “if.” She was flirting, most
definitely.

I smiled a little, even though I was almost
irritated a moment ago. In fact, I felt a fluttery feeling in my
stomach that traveled downward. The feeling was so strong it
startled me. I could feel her eyes appraising me. To judge from the
sly smile on her face, she appreciated what she saw.

“You’re right, of course.” I flashed my most
regal smile and flipped my head back a bit. If she was going to
flirt, then so was I. And if she thought I was in charge, an
empress rather than a princess, I would play the part, but then I
faltered. I couldn’t think of a follow-up that wouldn’t sound
cheesy or inappropriate for the setting. Cheesy might have been
okay if we were in a club or bar, but we were in Glorious Star Hair
Studio on a cold Saturday morning with gospel music playing softly
in the background. I was open about being a lesbian, but an old
school neighborhood salon wasn’t really the best place for two
women to be flirting with each other.

I loved coming to the salon because I liked
having someone else wash, dry, comb and brush my hair once in a
while, and this salon did it well. I liked being pampered,
especially when it was crap weather outside, as it was today, a
dreary February day. After Yvonne, my hairdresser, washed my hair,
she had massaged conditioner through it that needed to sit for a
few minutes. She then sat me in a chair against the wall before she
began washing another customer’s hair as a favor to another busy
hairdresser.

I sat back, enjoying the bustle of the shop.
Reena, the salon’s sort of gofer/apprentice, had gone out and
brought back food from a nearby chicken and rib joint. I hadn’t
been there when she collected money from staff and customers to buy
the food, but she generously moved a few wings from her order onto
an empty plate and gave them to me.

The salon was being especially good to me
today. The spicy sauce coated my fingers, and the chicken was
delicious. Yvonne had rubbed her hands in deep circles all over my
scalp, neck and shoulders when she massaged the conditioner into my
hair. She really loosened some knots and helped me let go of my
work week, and now a very attractive woman was standing in front of
me flirting.

“Don’t mind Squeak, honey,” said a woman
named Flora sitting under the dryer next to me and waiting for her
hair to set. “She just wants you to buy her cookies.”

Squeak? There are grown women called
Squeak? I’m not in the habit of mocking anybody’s name, but
Squeak was just a hoot. I stifled a giggle.

“Cookies? You’re selling cookies?” I
said.

Reena chirped. “Squeak’s got the best
cookies. I like the peanut butter ones the best!”

So “cookie” wasn’t a euphemism, and they
weren’t from the Girl Scouts. I watched Squeak place a small cooler
on a nearby table after making space for it amid the brushes, jars
of pomade, hair clips and curlers. She opened the cooler with a bit
of ceremony as if it were a treasure chest and she were about to
reveal a pile of gold coins and gem-encrusted jewelry. Instead, she
pulled out a handful of cookies, each of them individually wrapped
and labeled. They were big. They could easily be shared by two
people.

“I’ve got chocolate chip, mocha chocolate
chip, oatmeal raisin, peanut butter and snickerdoodles. All
homemade by my Auntie Grace. What will you have, Empress?”

I realized she was talking to me. “I’ve
always liked snickerdoodles. How much?”

“Three bucks.” She put down the other cookies
and held the snickerdoodle out to me.

“For one cookie?” I felt a persistent tug in
my stomach, mostly whenever Squeak smiled at me, which she was
doing right now. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt
anything like that. The wings had filled me. I didn’t need a
cookie, but I wanted Squeak and her beautiful smile to stay near me
for as long as possible.

“It’s a bargain, and they’re really good,”
said Flora, who was fiddling with a couple of curlers in her
hair.

I looked down to my plate of half-eaten
chicken wings on my lap.

“I’ll hold that for you,” Squeak said. “The
cookie will be a great dessert.”

I thanked her, handed the plate over, and
then reached for my purse, which was down at my feet, and pulled
out my wallet. I gave her three one-dollar bills, which she managed
to clasp between two fingers while still holding onto the cookie,
which I took from her. She also managed to hold onto my gaze, never
looking away, and I held onto hers. I got to look into her deep
brown eyes. Her nose was narrow, and her lips were full. I bet they
were soft.

“Thanks. I’m sure I’ll enjoy it.” I put the
cookie in my purse and took back my plate of chicken wings. Our
fingers brushed for just a moment.

After giving me another smile, Squeak turned
away and began selling cookies to some of the other women. I
watched her as much as I could as I munched on my wings. She moved
easily and confidently around the shop, like she owned the place,
joking and chatting with staff and customers as she went. Although
she was bundled up to protect herself from winter, I could tell she
was slender. When she bent over once to take money from a customer,
the back of her jacket hiked up, giving me a lovely, though brief,
view of her nicely shaped butt.

Indeed, her jeans fit her very well.

I overheard her tell one of the other women
that she was going to head over to the barbershop down the block
next, but I noticed another customer who was getting color applied
to her hair eyeing Squeak as if she were vermin that had crawled
out from a crack in the baseboards. It was a look of fear mixed
with disgust. It took me aback, but Squeak took no notice. Everyone
else ignored it too, but before Squeak left she came over to me
again. By this time, I was following Yvonne over to one of the
sinks, where she’d wash the conditioner out of my hair.

As I sat down and leaned my head back into
the sink, Squeak asked me, “What’s your name, Empress?”

Again, I smiled. I felt my cheeks get hot.
“Nera. My name is Nera.”

“Empress Nera. I hope we meet again
soon.”

When she smiled at me this time, I felt
tingling and heat all over my body. I looked at her and got the
sense that she was reluctant to hurry over to the barbershop to
sell more cookies, but needed to go. I kept my eyes on her until
Yvonne started rinsing my hair. Squeak gave me a little wave and
then she shouted her goodbyes to everyone and left.

Yvonne teased me. “I saw how you were looking
at her.” She’d done my hair a couple of times before, so we knew
each other a little. She knew I was dating someone. Yvonne, like
me, was not entirely convinced yet that my current girlfriend was
the one.

“Yeah, yeah. She’s cute. And?” I relaxed into
the feeling of water rushing through my hair and of Yvonne
massaging my scalp.

“And you better watch out. I’ve been knowing
Squeak now for about five years. She plays even when she ain’t free
to play, if you know what I mean.” Yvonne turned off the tap and
twisted my hair in her hands to wring out the excess water.

I sat up, and Yvonne toweled my hair.

“So what you’re saying is—”

Reena cut me off. “What she’s saying is that
your girl Squeak has got a girl of her own already, you know?”

Of course she does, I thought. Then
again, I’m seeing someone myself. No harm in a little flirting.
I was curious about Squeak, though, and Reena was happy to tell me
what she knew about her while Yvonne dried and brushed out my hair.
According to Reena, Squeak lived with her mom, stepdad and several
siblings and cousins who seemed to move in and out of the family
home a lot. She knew an awful lot about Squeak’s personal life
because she knew Squeak’s younger sister, who was dating one of
Reena’s brothers. She dropped a lot of names and it was hard for me
to keep track. What became clear was that Squeak was an
entrepreneur with a capital “E.” In addition to selling her Auntie
Grace’s homemade cookies, she sold hair weaves, ran a van service
for low-income seniors who needed transportation to their doctor
appointments, and owned and rented at least one townhouse that
Reena knew of.

“She’s got a lot of jobs,” I said.

Reena nodded. “She’s always looking to start
a new business, always looking at all the angles. I don’t know
where she’s got the time to have so many girlfriends, but she’s
been with Monique for a while now.”

“A while?”

“About eight months now. I think that’s what
Tessa told me.”

“Tessa?” I couldn’t remember which one she
was from the tumble of names Reena had rattled off a few minutes
ago.

“Squeak’s little sister who’s dating my
brother,” Reena clarified.

“They fight all the time,” Yvonne said.

Now I was confused. “Tessa and Reena’s
brother?”

“No,” said Yvonne. “Squeak and Monique. I’m
surprised they’re still together, honestly.”

“Maybe that’s how they like it, lots of
fighting and making up,” I said. “Some people like drama.”

Reena, who had started cleaning up plates,
paper napkins and cups from lunch, giggled. I heard another
customer, the same woman who had been unhappily eyeing Squeak
earlier, say, “That’s nasty,” or something like that. This time she
wasn’t ignored.

“We know what you think, Jeanie. Just be
quiet,” Yvonne said.

Jeanie snorted with derision. “I don’t see
how you get away with playing gospel music up in here if you let
someone like the cookie seller in.”

Jasmine, the hairdresser who was working on
Jeanie’s hair and the owner of the shop, said, “You don’t have to
come here if you don’t like it. This
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