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Sweet Potato


Briana Lawrence

Briana Lawrence is a self-published author and the
Fandom Editor for The Mary Sue. After analyzing pop culture
and de-transforming from her magical girl state, she indulges in an
ever-growing pile of manga, marathons too much anime, and dedicates
an embarrassing amount of time to Animal Crossing.

When I was sixteen, it became a tradition to come to
my mama’s house after church. Everyone knew she made the best fried
chicken and macaroni, and Lord, don’t get her started about some
collard greens and cornbread. But the best part, by far, was her
sweet potato pie. She’d start making ’em on Saturday night to have
them ready to go for Sunday dinner. The smell would perfume the
house like a department store fragrance counter, and she’d
knowingly hide a pie in the microwave just for me to eat in peace
once the church crowd left our house.

I was Mama’s kitchen assistant. My job was to hand
her ingredients and hum spiritual songs with her while she cooked.
We’d occasionally bump our hips together when we got to a lyric we
liked, Mama managing to dance and assemble a meal as if the two
went hand in hand. Mama was a large, dark-skinned woman who dressed
in bright colors and let her joy seep into her cooking. I was the
spitting image of her—not as heavyset, and with longer, wilder
hair. Mama told me that her hair used to be as luxurious as mine,
but time had added some gray that made her look more distinguished.
It framed her face like a salt-and-pepper globe, and she couldn’t
be more beautiful even if she tried.

Today was like any other Sunday. Mama was humming a
song from the choir, one that had caused all of us to get up and
stomp our feet. I’d usually join in with her, but on this
particular Sunday, I didn’t have it in me.

“What’s the matter?” Mama asked as she poured flour
into a paper bag, combining it with dashes of pepper and thyme. The
real way to make fried chicken, according to her. One time
she had a fit when I tried to do it in a bowl instead of one of the
bags she had stashed in the bottom cabinet.

“Huh? Oh…nothin’, Mama.”

I don’t know why I insisted on lying. She always saw
right through me, even if her attention was on an entire tray of
chicken. She’d already warmed up the grease in her cast iron
skillet and was ready to put any Colonel to shame.

“Come on now, sweet potato,” and ugh, damn
those childhood names that stick worse than gum underneath a table,
“you know you can’t lie worth a damn.”

I could, actually, just not to her.

I sighed as I sat at the kitchen table, kicking my
stocking-covered legs the way my five-year-old self used to do when
I was upset. No wonder Mama knew something was wrong, I normally
would’ve had these itchy things off as soon as service was over.
“Kenneth asked me out.”

“The pastor’s son?” She shook her well-seasoned
chicken around in the flour bag. “That’s a fine-lookin’ boy.”

Tall, with light brown skin and dimples for days
when he smiled, his church clothes were always pressed to
perfection as if he were competing in a sharp dresser contest with
the other boys. He always held the door open for women and accepted
the cheek pinches of the elderly ladies with grace. “I guess he
is…if you into that sorta thing…”

Mama stopped shaking the bag and set it down on the
counter. She watched me carefully, studied me like final exams were
fast approaching. “And is you into that sorta thing?”

I stared down into my lap instead of her big, brown
eyes. When Mama looked at you it felt like the entire world was
analyzing every inch of you. I started to count the number of
flowers in my dress. Sixteen years old and still wearing floral
print to church like a kid.

“Ava Marie, I asked you a question.”

It was rude to leave Mama waiting, especially when
she threw the Marie in my name. I swallowed the lump in my
throat and said, “No, Mama, I ain’t.”

“Well then,” she said as she grabbed the bag again,
“you best tell that boy no.”

And just like that she was back to shaking the
chicken. I waited for any sign of hate or disdain, any questions
about being sure of myself or a gentle poke to give the pastor’s
son a chance. But Mama’s voice was steady as she went back to
humming her song, even throwing a hallelujah in for good
measure.

I stood up and walked over to her, carefully picking
out my next set of words. “You know…Pastor Michael gonna be
disappointed. And the other brothers and sisters are gonna
talk.”

“Let ’em,” she said with a shrug. “Kenneth will find
some other girl.” Then, without missing a beat, “Pull out the eggs
and cheese so I can get to cookin’ the macaroni.”

“Mama…”

“Hush up now, girl, and grab them eggs.”

I wanted to tell her that the church wouldn’t be as
relaxed about it as she was, but she was already humming again,
putting the flour-coated chicken into her pan. I did as I was told,
even gave in to her hip bump with a tiny smile.

It didn’t take long for the kitchen to smell like a
proper Sunday dinner. I left the room to set the dining room table,
more than happy to leave the kitchen so my mouth would stop
watering. We only used the dining room on Sundays. The table could
easily seat a dozen people or more if we squeezed in a couple extra
chairs. As the Sunday congregation arrived at the house, they all
made sure to comment on how good the food smelled. But through the
fried meat and copious amounts of macaroni and greens, the sweet
potato pie was the most enticing scent. Mama had set several pies
on the kitchen counter and wagged her finger at anyone who
attempted to get a piece before dinner.

Kenneth was there with his pastor father, a perfect
gentleman who was raised right, according to the sisters,
because he pulled my chair out for me. He sat next to me and smiled
his handsome smile. All I could do was offer a weak one in return.
Pastor Michael had us join hands and bow our heads in prayer,
Kenneth’s thumb rubbing against the back of my hand. I prayed for
the prayer to end quickly.

With a hearty cry of “Amen” we began to fill our
plates with food. Before I could even get a spoonful of macaroni
Kenneth said, “So, Ms. Ava, I was wonderin’ if you had a chance to
think about what I asked ya.”

Lord. He just had to bring this up in front
of everyone, huh? Mama passed the plate of cornbread to me in an
attempt to pull me out of the conversation. “Kenneth, maybe wait
’til after dinner.”

“Aw, the girl is just shy.” That came from Pastor
Michael, who patted Kenneth on his back and said, “My boy asked Ms.
Ava out today.”

The entire table—except for me and Mama—smiled their
approval. They began talking about how cute it was, some of the
elders even remembering the days when we were children who didn’t
know what dating was.

“I knew y’all would get together.” That was Sister
Hazel, the oldest member of the church. All her stories revolved
around remembering when we were this big—hand held at knee
level to indicate our heights as children. “You two always used to
play together after service.”

That was an overexaggeration. Ninety-nine-point-nine
percent of church kids play together. We all wanted to run around
because our butts fell asleep in the pews.

“What is you two gonna do for ya date?” Brother
Johnson, always loud and boisterous, couldn’t help but chime in as
he mixed his cornbread with his greens.

“Well, I was thinkin’ of just catchin’ a movie,
maybe grabbin’ a bite to eat.” Kenneth was beaming, having planned
the whole date without me.

“That’s a fine date.” That came from Brother Wilson,
who had already finished two drumsticks and was eyeing a third. His
wife nudged him in an attempt to get him to slow down, but he
ignored her and grabbed himself another piece. “Sounds like our
first date, right, honey?”

“No. Not at all.”

“Oops, I meant…n-never mind.” Brother Wilson chomped
down on his chicken. Apparently, he’d gotten his first meeting with
wife number four mixed up with one of the others.

“You gotta take her somewhere nice, though,
Kenneth.” That was Sister Mary, too busy talking to take a bite out
of her food. “And be sure to have her home on time. Don’t be out
there doin’ anything foolish.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Come on now, Sister Mary. Kenneth’s a growin’ boy!
Ain’t no harm in a little—OW!” Brother Wilson winced. That nudge
from his wife hadn’t been as gentle as the previous one.

Kenneth, at least, had the manners to look a bit
flustered. He turned to me and said, “We can go anywhere ya want,
Ms. Ava. You can pick the movie and the restaurant.”

Everyone was watching me, waiting for my response.
Maybe I could, at least, share a tub of popcorn with him. And I
could certainly pick a restaurant on the cheaper side. “Kenneth,
I—”

“Ava don’t wanna go out with you,” Mama said,
finishing my sentence for me as she ate a forkful of macaroni. The
thin strands of cheese showed just how creamy it was. Mama knew it,
too, because she let out an appreciative mmm as she ate.

“Mama,” I whispered to her. “You ain’t have to do
that.” I wanted to turn him down politely, not embarrass him during
a meal with other people.

“They was jumpin’ to conclusions and you wasn’t
gonna say no, even if you wanted to.”

It was true. Mama always spoke the truth. I was
willing to go out with someone I wasn’t interested in just to spare
his feelings.

“Now, what’s wrong with my Kenneth?” Pastor
Michael’s voice always commanded your presence, a voice that would
immediately get anyone on his side. No one was eating now, not even
Brother Wilson.

“Nothing’s wrong with him.” Except for Mama. Mama
was eating. She was going to town on her macaroni and making her
way toward the greens. She’d be getting to the sweet potato pie in
no time. “She just ain’t interested.”

“Hmph. Guess she was too busy makin’ eyes at Sister
Rita’s granddaughter.”

Ah yes. There was the real Sister Mary,
better known as Sister Gossip. If you wanted to hear any
dirt about the churchgoers, she had you covered. Age didn’t matter,
she’d rat out the kids, too, just to garner an oh no you
didn’t reaction. Thankfully, Sister Rita wasn’t there to
comment, nor was the granddaughter I’d been making eyes
at.

“That…that’s—”

“You ain’t gotta respond to that,” Mama said. “Ava
can make eyes at whoever she wants.”

“She should be lookin’ at Kenneth and not some fast
little girl.”

Said little girl was almost eighteen and
hadn’t done anything scandalous, but I guess me looking at her
warranted that kind of response from Sister Mary. The others at the
table seemed to agree, whispering to each other as I tried my best
to convince the floor to swallow me whole.

“Now, now, Sister Mary, it’s all right,” Pastor
Michael said, always trying to be the voice of reason. “She’s just
confused, is all.” Voice of reason…until he dropped that tidbit of
wisdom.

I knew better than to talk back to adults,
especially churchgoing adults. I sat in my chair and listened to
them all let out a chorus of yeah, that must be it with a
dash of what the devil must’ve done to get to me.

But Mama wasn’t having any of it. She was a
full-grown adult who didn’t have to bite her tongue. “What she
confused about? You the one tryin’ to get her to date someone she
don’t even like.”

“God says—”

“No.” Mama was the type of woman who only raised her
voice when someone was about to do something supremely stupid. It
was to get them to stop, immediately, like scolding a child who was
about to touch a hot stove. When it came to true anger, though, her
voice got low, dangerous even. It was the uncomfortable calm
before the storm, the only warning you got before she decided to
act. That was her voice right now, those gentle eyes that had
comforted me earlier now sharp and narrow. “You don’t know God the
way I do,” she said, stopping the good pastor from dragging God
into this.

“With all due respect, Sister—”

“Ain’t no respect in this house right now,” Mama
said, cutting Sister Mary off before she could add more fuel to the
fire.

“Maybe we should just go.” Pastor Michael stood and
brushed the dinner crumbs from his suit, his expression still
annoyingly calm as if he hadn’t done anything wrong. Kenneth stood
up with him, and everyone else followed suit, Kenneth avoiding
making eye contact with me.

“What about the pie?” Brother Wilson, of course. His
wife switched from elbowing him to slapping him upside the head.
Brother Wilson winced and accepted defeat, but not before taking a
drumstick for the road.

“We’ll see y’all next Sunday, yeah? After you’ve
simmered down a bit.” Pastor Michael smiled at Mama and headed for
the door. “Oh, and thank you for the meal.” His best attempt at
ending things on a good note.

“Take some time to read the Good Book,” Sister Mary
added, her lipstick-covered smirk showing remnants of red on her
teeth.

Once our guests were gone all I could think to say
was, “I’ll help clear the table.” I hadn’t finished my dinner, but
my appetite had left faster than the congregation had left our
house.

I stood up to take some plates back to the kitchen.
Mama didn’t respond. She just sat there, stewing in her anger, her
fist wrapped tightly around the fork she’d been eating with. I
could feel the heat radiating from her, but after a couple of deep
breaths she decided to finish her meal. I’d never seen anyone eat a
piece of chicken so ferociously, and when she was done, she slammed
the bone down on her plate and spoke a soft, “How dare they.”

“Mama, it’s fine. It—”

“It ain’t fine,” she snapped as she stood from her
chair, finally helping bring the plates into the kitchen. “And to
think I made sweet potato pie for them close-minded bigots.”

“Mama, we can eat the pie ourselves.” Several pies,
in fact. Sweet potato pie could easily become my new favorite
breakfast. “I don’t care what they think.”

There I was, lying to her again. What I should’ve
said was that I’d already known how this would play out, so there
was no point in caring. We’d go to church on Sunday and everyone
who was at dinner would give a play-by-play to those who’d missed
out on Mama defending her no-good daughter. Sister Rita would be
appalled, and Sister Mary would conveniently leave out the part
where she called her granddaughter fast. Then Sister Rita’s
pretty little granddaughter would sneer at me, along with the other
teens and especially Kenneth. Pastor Michael would give a powerful
sermon on forgiving the misguided because they
don’t know no better, Lord, they just don’t know.

Praise them. Amen. Then we’d have dinner and go
about our business.

Mama was still angry, though, aggressively scraping
the leftover bits of food from people’s plates into the trash.
“They got the nerve to call themselves children of God. Ha! God
would be ashamed of them.”

It was a statement I’d heard before whenever someone
had done something wrong, but I’d never heard it said so
passionately. “You talk like you know Him personally.” I laughed,
grabbing Tupperware out the cabinets. We’d most definitely be
having chicken again tomorrow.

Mama just stood there, motionless, so still that I
thought she’d stopped breathing. She was looking out the window,
her eyes fixated on the graying sky. I waved a hand in front of her
face to try and get her attention, but her eyes didn’t waver. They
looked glossy, like watercolor droplets hitting a canvas to swirl
together in a picturesque formation. Finally, I placed my hand on
her shoulder and gently shook her. “Mama? It was a joke, Mama.”

She blinked a couple of times before her lips curled
in an almost playful smile. “Of course, sweet potato.” Then she
kissed me on my cheek, humming to herself as she went about
cleaning the kitchen. “Make sure the door is locked, okay?”

“Okay…”

I wasn’t sure how to describe it, but something
about the exchange felt off. Part of me couldn’t decide what’d
upset Mama more: Sister Mary and the pastor belittling me, or the
pastor accusing her of not being familiar with God. Whatever it
was, I was certain that we could calm down over some relaxation and
pie.

When I went to the front door, I noticed that the
sky was a strange color now, like someone had smeared a greenish
paint within the clouds. How had it taken such a turn so quickly?
In the kitchen it had been a typical gray, a sign of potential
light showers and maybe a lightning bolt or two. I couldn’t help
but step outside to make sure I wasn’t seeing things and made a
face when I felt the air against my skin. It was warm, muggy, like
I’d stepped into a sauna with all my clothes on. “What the—”

“Come on inside now, Ava.”

I looked back at Mama, her smile large like that of
a mischievous child who was up to no good. The wind was starting to
pick up, the clouds moving together and headed away from our house
and in the direction of where the others had gone. “What’s with
this weather?” I asked as I stepped back inside, Mama closing the
door and locking it.

“Nothing to worry about. Now, let’s go and have some
of that pie.”

We went to church that following Sunday, just as
Pastor Michael said we would. There wasn’t any gossip before the
sermon, though, and his words held a somber note. We were asked to
keep Sister Mary and some other folks in our prayers. Their houses
had been devastated by a tornado, of all things, an anomaly in our
city as we usually only had to deal with rain or snow. After the
service, Mama approached Pastor Michael and asked if we could do
anything to help. She even suggested a bake sale and offered to
make a couple of her pies. “No one got to have any last week,” she
said. “We could raise some money to help Sister Mary and the
others.”

“That’s mighty kind of ya,” he said. “I’m sure
they’d appreciate it.”

“Is your house okay?” Mama asked.

“Ah, we was lucky. Just a little bit of damage to
the house. How about you?”

Mama shrugged her shoulders. “Nothing. We was just
fine.” There was a confidence in her voice, a tone that was
reserved specifically for bragging rights. I’d only heard Mama
sound like that when I brought home a good report card or when she
correctly identified the killer in one of her crime shows.

“I see,” Pastor Michael said, nervously shifting
from one foot to the other. There was something about the way Mama
was looking at him, a glint in her eye that put the man on edge.
“That is fortunate. I suppose God really does work in mysterious
ways.”

“God?” Mama chuckled, sounding insulted at the
suggestion. “This wasn’t God, Pastor Michael. This was Mother
Nature.”

“Well, I suppose technically—”

“Yes, you do suppose.”

I watched Pastor Michael carefully. He looked like
he was shrinking under her gaze, like a child who knew they’d upset
someone who held their entire life in their hands. “Anyway…I do
appreciate your offer, Sister—”

“Mother,” she corrected. There was a rumble in the
sky, a low sound that whispered of a storm approaching. Before,
when we’d been in the kitchen together, I thought that Mama’s eyes
looked off. As she leaned in toward Pastor Michael, her eyes
electric and wild, I understood.

More importantly, so did he.

“Don’t come at my baby again.” Such was the
declaration from Mama, my Mama.

Sunday dinner never took place at our house
again.
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Mason Dixon

Mason Dixon lives, works, and plays somewhere in the
South. She and her wife enjoy grilling, traveling, and fighting for
control of the remote. Her books include Charm City, 21
Questions, and Lambda Literary Award finalist Date With
Destiny. Writing as Yolanda Wallace, she has won two Lambda
Literary Awards for Lesbian Romance. She can be reached at
authormasondixon@gmail.com.

 


 


Aundrea Arsenault set her cell phone down and let
out a silent scream of frustration. Chad Millar constantly wreaked
havoc with her schedule; he was at it again. Because they were both
VPs, she couldn’t call it pulling rank. Because his father was
president and CEO of the bank they both worked for, she could call
it pulling strings.

She had been about to log off for the day when her
phone had rung. Part of her had said to let the call go to
voicemail—it was past eight p.m., after all—but she prided herself
on giving her clients the personal touch. Unfortunately for her,
Chad had been on the other end of the line instead of the
burgeoning entrepreneur she had expected. He wanted Aundrea to
attend a virtual conference in his stead because he and Daddy were
going on a golf trip to Puerto Rico with some of their cronies.
Never mind that it was mandatory for the operations officer to
attend the meeting, and he was head of operations. Never mind that
she had several vacation days coming up and nonrefundable plane
tickets for a long-planned and often-delayed getaway.

She felt her blood pressure rise a bit more each
time she pictured Chad and his father sipping cocktails and making
deals on the back nine while she tried not to fall asleep in front
of her computer screen during the deadly dull series of
presentations.

Resisting the urge to throw something at the nearest
wall, she checked the time instead. She had less than twelve hours
to unpack for New Hampshire, cancel her reservations at the quaint
little B&B she always visited when she needed to recharge her
batteries, and update the registration for the online conference.
If she didn’t kill Chad first.

Before all that, though, she had to get her hair
done. She’d been putting it off for days because she couldn’t find
the time. She had even less time now, but she could no longer delay
the inevitable. She had to represent the bank in an official
capacity, and she wanted to look her best even if it was only
during a three-day series of Zoom meetings.

She reached for her cell phone and pressed speed
dial with her thumb. “Suzanne,” she said into the receiver, “I know
it’s late, but can you squeeze me in tonight?”

“We were about to close. The last customer just
left, and Latoria is locking up right now.”

“I’m sure she is, but I’ve had an unexpected change
of plans and I need to be camera-ready in the morning. If you could
somehow see me tonight, I would be sure to make it worth your
while.”

Long accustomed to giving orders and having them
followed without question, Aundrea found it difficult to beg for an
hour of her hairdresser’s time. She probably wasn’t the only client
asking Suzanne for special treatment these days. Most of the salons
had been slammed since they reopened for business. Suzanne’s place
was no different. Thanks to its stringent safety protocols, Aundrea
didn’t feel like she was putting her health at risk each time she
paid a visit.

“Most of my stylists—Barbara included—have already
gone, and the rest are about to,” Suzanne said. “What’s that?” She
began a conversation with someone Aundrea couldn’t hear. Aundrea
heard a muffled “Are you sure you don’t mind?” then, clearer,
“Désirée’s here. She says she doesn’t mind waiting for you.”

Aundrea sighed with relief. The mall was open until
nine, but she didn’t want to get an assembly line hairdo or be
surrounded by a bunch of people who refused to wear masks in
public. She had an understanding with Barbara, Suzanne’s main
stylist. When Aundrea sat in the chair, Barbara always knew exactly
what she wanted and never tried to freelance, experiment, or take
shortcuts. With Barbara gone, Aundrea would have to take her
chances with someone else. Her hair didn’t look like a rat’s nest
yet, but it was beginning to take longer and longer each morning to
bend to her will. One day she was going to cut it all off and be
done with it, giving her one less thing to worry about in her
harried life. Until then, it was monthly trips to Clean Cuts, the
best Black-owned beauty salon in DC.

“Tell her I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

Suzanne snorted. “Take a look at the traffic
outside, honey. You’d better make it thirty.”

❖

Aundrea pulled into the half-empty parking garage
that serviced the customers of Clean Cuts and the rest of the
businesses on the block. After she found an open spot, she killed
the engine of her SUV, set the alarm, and headed up the street. She
ignored the admiring wolf whistle of the parking attendant as he
checked out her legs. She was half a decade short of forty, but she
was often told she looked ten years younger. “Black,” as her mother
constantly reiterated during their weekly phone calls, “don’t
crack.”

Aundrea checked her watch. Five past nine. It had
taken her the full thirty minutes to make her way across town and
then some. As she regarded the salon’s locked doors and darkened
windows, she thought with a flash of panic that Désirée had given
up on her and headed home. She had spent most of the crawl through
traffic not listening to the latest installment of her favorite
podcast but trying to remember which one of Suzanne’s styling
specialists Désirée was.

She knew most of the salon’s employees by name—Cynda
handled the kids, Latoria the high school and college crowd,
Barbara the thirtysomethings and professionals, and Miss Beatrice
the churchgoing habitués of Amen Corner. For the life of her,
though, Aundrea couldn’t remember Désirée, and it was killing her.
Was Désirée the one with the gold tooth and blond-streaked hair who
saw most of the club-hoppers, or the one with the dusty wig, bad
attitude, and sour expression who saw only the most desperate?

Aundrea searched for a crack in the drawn shades but
found none. She reached through the bars and knocked on the
bulletproof glass door. She kept one eye on the street to make sure
no one was painting her as a potential target. When she turned back
to the salon, the shade had been pulled a little to one side and a
pair of sparkling, almond-shaped hazel eyes were staring at her.
Aundrea finally had a face to put with the name.

Désirée was the new hire. The graceful, long-limbed
sister with the mile-high turban who saw the incense-burning,
ankh-wearing Erykah Badu devotees. She reminded Aundrea of her
niece, a Georgetown junior who seemed to think that rebellion and
Afrocentricism hadn’t existed until her multi-culti generation had
come along.

Aundrea’s brother’s daughter had changed her name
from Makayla to Nefertiti after her freshman year and constantly
sent her aunt essays and poems she thought Aundrea should read so
she wouldn’t be tempted to sell out and forget her roots. Funny,
Aundrea thought, how it was often the lighter-skinned sisters who
were always lecturing the rest of their race on what Black was. She
was dark-skinned and unashamed of it. Being proud of the face she
saw in the mirror every day wasn’t something she needed to be
taught.

Désirée unlocked the door and ushered Aundrea
inside. “I called Barbara so she could give me the 411 on you,” she
said, locking the door again. “She said you’re a week late for your
wash and set. Would you like to have that done today, or would you
rather go ahead and have a touch-up instead?”

Aundrea unbuttoned the double-breasted jacket of her
designer skirt suit and draped it across the nearest chair. Even
though she, like most of the bank’s staff, had been working from
home for months, she preferred to dress like she was still heading
to the office every day. Tonight, though, she couldn’t wait to get
back home and slip into a T-shirt and a pair of boxers while she
plotted her revenge on Chad.

She didn’t feel his behavior stemmed from a gender
bias or even a racial one. At work, the only color that truly
mattered to him was green. He acted the way he did because he knew
he could get away with it. Plain and simple. She hated when he
exuded an air of unearned privilege. One day, she was going to call
him on it, whether it cost her the job or not.

Aundrea warily regarded the flickering line of
vanilla-scented candles surrounding Désirée’s station. Sure, they
provided delightful ambiance, but they were the only light in the
room. How was Désirée going to be able to see what she was doing?
Aundrea couldn’t sit in front of her webcam for the next three days
looking like a five-year-old had styled her hair. “I don’t want to
hold you up any longer than I already have.”

A sly smile slowly creased Désirée’s angular face.
“Your time is my time,” she said as she tightened the band holding
her clear plastic face shield in place.

Aundrea laughed. “Apparently, Barbara also told you
that I tip well.” The compensation she left behind was often more
than the bill itself.

“I think the words she used were ‘very well,’
but let’s not quibble.” Désirée glided across the room. Her
sandaled feet moved noiselessly, but the clattering of the cowrie
shell bracelet around her right ankle announced her presence. She
gestured toward the freshly sanitized chair in front of her.

Aundrea settled into the chair. “When you called,
did Barbara offer to come back down here and relieve you?”

“Of course, but she’s got a man at home to answer
to. I don’t. Is there someone you’re rushing to return home to,”
Désirée asked, reaching to unbutton the top button of Aundrea’s
silk blouse, “or am I allowed to take my time?”

Aundrea felt Désirée’s long fingers lightly touch
the back of her neck as she turned Aundrea’s collar under once so
it wouldn’t stick out above the top of the black plastic smock and
be drenched by the torrent of running water when they reached the
shampoo sink. “I’m in your hands.”

“Not yet, but you will be soon.”

Aundrea checked herself. She and Désirée had done
the harmless flirting thing and it had been fun, but it was time to
get serious. She was there to get her hair done, not hook up with
someone she was still getting to know. Besides, she never mixed
business with pleasure. No matter how tempting the prospect.

As Désirée gathered the bottles of shampoo and
conditioner and prepared the chemicals she would need, Aundrea took
in the way Désirée’s full hips stretched the material of her
ankle-length African-print wrap skirt. She visually tracked the
long, straight line of Désirée’s back from her narrow waist to her
broader-than-expected shoulders. Her gaze went up, up, up the long
neck and examined the dips and swirls in the three yards of olive
material that had been painstakingly wound around and around itself
to form a majestic wrap atop Désirée’s head.

In the mirror’s reflection, Désirée caught Aundrea
looking. Their eyes met. Neither looked away. The moment felt
electric. But it was just that. Only a moment.

“I was beginning to think you didn’t like me,”
Désirée said as she flipped on the overhead light.

Aundrea blinked as her eyes adjusted to the sudden
brightness. She was grateful the mask covering the lower half of
her face hid the look of surprise she was certain was etched there.
“Why do you say that?” She had never been anything but cordial with
Désirée or anyone else in the shop.

“I’ve been working here for three months now and
you’ve never made an appointment with me. Until tonight, though
that was hardly by choice.”

“What can I say? I’m a creature of habit.” Aundrea
felt the tension drain from her shoulders. Obviously, the candles
had achieved the desired effect. Or perhaps Désirée was responsible
for her relaxed state. “Are you new to the area? I haven’t seen you
around the city.”

“I doubt you and I run in the same circles.”

“Perhaps not, but DC’s a small town. Everyone knows
everyone else. Those circles often intersect.”

“True.” Désirée parted Aundrea’s long, thick hair in
the middle and combed out the tangles. “I grew up here,” she said,
finally answering Aundrea’s question. “I moved away for college and
came back after I graduated.”

“Which college did you attend?”

“Columbia.”

“That’s a good school. What was your major?”

“Political science.” Désirée unscrewed the lid on a
tub of relaxer and shoved her hand into the thick white
mixture.

As the cream was applied to her roots, Aundrea felt
its initial coolness followed by its sting as it began to do its
job.

“Before you ask, I’m working here until I decide
what I want to be when I grow up.” Désirée divided Aundrea’s hair
into sections with her comb and applied more relaxer. “It’s not
burning anywhere, is it?”

“No.”

“Good.”

Désirée began to work the mixture into Aundrea’s
hair with her gloved fingers. Aundrea sighed. Simple human contact
was the one thing she missed most during the pandemic. Being
touched was like heaven, even if it wasn’t skin-to-skin.

“I’m going to tell Barbara she doesn’t know you as
well as she thinks she does,” Désirée said. “She tried to convince
me you never talk while you’re in the chair. She says you like to
get in, get done, and get out. Are you that way about
everything?”

“Only the necessary evils,” Aundrea said, settling
into the shampoo chair. As she rested the back of her neck on the
lip of the basin, she felt her professional façade begin to fade
away. Instead of playing her cards close to the vest like she did
when she was at work, she wanted to display them for all the world
to see. “If it’s something I want to do instead of something
I have to do, I like to savor every moment. If not, then I
just want to get it over with.”

“In that case,” Désirée said, turning on the water,
“should I speed up or slow down?”

Was it just Aundrea’s imagination, or did every
question Désirée asked sound like a double entendre? “I’ll leave
that up to you.”

❖

Aundrea usually kept her eyes closed while she was
getting her hair done. She didn’t know where to look, otherwise.
There was only so much to look at in the salon, and she considered
it impolite to stare.

“You’re not falling asleep on me, are you?” Désirée
rinsed the suds out of Aundrea’s hair for the third time, then
squeezed another dollop of shampoo into the palm of her hand.

Aundrea lifted her lids and was treated to a glimpse
of Désirée’s breasts, which hovered tantalizingly close as she
leaned to lather her up again. Aundrea wanted to bury her face
between them, wet them with her tongue, take them into her mouth
and hear Désirée moan with pleasure. “Hardly,” she said, trying to
regain focus.

Désirée smiled down at her. “Just checking.”

Tired of playing games, Aundrea came out with it.
“Is all this leading somewhere?”

Désirée’s smile broadened. “I certainly hope
so.”

❖

While she waited for the conditioner to soak in,
Aundrea imagined attending company gatherings with Désirée on her
arm, introducing her to her colleagues at industry functions. She
had begun to contemplate what her family would say about her dating
a younger woman when she stopped and scolded herself for jumping
the gun.

“Hold up,” she told herself, “your name isn’t
Stella, and Terry McMillan isn’t plotting the details of your life.
Just because she seems to have an interest in you doesn’t mean you
should start planning the best time to back the moving van up to
her apartment.”

Across the room, Désirée was bent over in front of
the full-length mirror. Olive material collected at her feet in a
growing pool as she slowly unraveled the intricate head wrap.
Anxious to see what kind of hairstyle was hidden under
there—trendy, simple, or sophisticated—Aundrea lifted her head for
a better view.

Désirée straightened with a tired sigh and tossed
her hair over her shoulders. It fell in a wavy cascade that ended
midway down her back. As she combed through it with her fingers,
she spotted Aundrea watching her again.

“I see you, Becky with the good hair,” Aundrea
said.

Désirée flashed a playful smile, acknowledging that
she was all too familiar with the nickname for people with the kind
of hair that didn’t have to be permed or pressed into
submission.

After she put her face shield back on, Désirée
rinsed the conditioner out of Aundrea’s hair and squeezed the
excess water from it with both hands. “Okay,” she said, indicating
Aundrea could move to the styling chair. She raked through
Aundrea’s hair with the regular comb, then snapped the comb
attachment onto the blow dryer.

The hair dryer provided more body and curl, but
unless it was a special occasion, Aundrea didn’t have the time or
patience to spend two hours roasting underneath it while she waited
for her hair to dry. The handheld version took only a fraction of
that time to get the job done.

When Aundrea’s hair was nearly dry, Désirée parted
it in several places and applied grease to her scalp. Then she
picked up the blow dryer again, drying Aundrea’s hair and
moisturizing it at the same time. When that was done, she parted
Aundrea’s hair on one side and reached for the flat iron.

Aundrea had a conservative, low-maintenance
hairstyle. She slept in a silk head wrap to protect her edges, woke
up, combed her hair, and went to work. Easy peasy.

“We seem to have hit a lull in our conversation,”
Désirée said, nearly finished.

“I was giving you some space. I thought you were
back there trying to
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