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			For Esmé-Olivia, Renae, Sanaa May & Tayah Mya.

			 

			You are all ‘fifty gallon’ young girls, 

			so never become grown women 

			who settle for one litre of anything.

			 

			May your cups overflow, always.

			 

			C x
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			Finally, the time has come.

			I’ve always wanted to write a book in which, when talking about and exploring universal topics like love, finances, social media and more, I’d be able to see myself as the main character. Growing up, I would finger the pages of books advertising themselves as guides for teenagers like me, who were facing a myriad of new experiences, but each one was a hot comb and a tub of blue magic short of being able to connect with me – a black girl fighting against a world that was already making it clear that her position within society wasn’t worth discussing. And so, I promised myself that if I ever got the chance, I would create a body of work to try and fix that. I want black girls and women to read my books and to know that first and foremost, I am entering a dialogue with them, because they are my Sistas.

			If reading the above has provoked tight knots of displacement in the pit of your stomach, may I invite you to take a moment to analyse why that is. The likelihood is that it’s because you feel as though what you’re about to read may mean that for once, or maybe the first time ever, you have to sit on the periphery. You are a supporting act rather than the headliner. And I would say, that is very true of what you’re about to read. But that’s how it be sometimes. Sometimes you have to sit something out. Sometimes allyship is engaging with material where you are an afterthought. Here you get to be a Sister.

			Last year, shortly after publishing my first book, I Am Not Your Baby Mother, video footage of the murder of George Floyd went viral. Timelines and headlines alike were awash with a universal reckoning. Finally, it seemed as though the echo chamber of what black people have to go through was the conversation du jour. Racism – and specifically, the horrific treatment of black people – was all everyone wanted to talk about. There were promises to commit to ‘doing the work’ and ‘passing the mic’. I remained unmoved by most of these ill-thought-out and hurried calls to action. I will remain a pessimist. The low ache which can be found in the very bone marrow of those who happen to be defined as black cannot be empathised with in just a few weeks. This was going to take more time than anyone wanted to admit, least of all those who found that the privilege they hadn’t asked for made them feel bad.

			And that is where a work like Sista, Sister comes in.

			Consuming books where you aren’t the main character is as important as filling up your online shopping cart with books by black authors in the time we’ve got before the next murder of another unarmed black man – because there will be another one – goes viral. But only connecting with the work of black authors just to try and erase a sense of guilt you may consciously or subconsciously tussle with isn’t the best way to educate yourself. You must get comfortable with continuously feeling uncomfortable, with asking respectful questions, with engaging with material by black people – not only in times of trauma but in times of triumph too.

			I understand that my readership is broad, but it would be performative of me to act as though Sista, Sister has been written with the universal experience of womanhood in mind. I, as one woman, irrespective of the box I tick on the census form, would fail catastrophically at trying to be everything to everyone. There will, of course, be times when the subject matter has clear intersections, and a variety of people will be able to connect with it, but it is of utmost importance to me that I am able to fulfil that promise I made for myself.

			Knowing who I was talking to didn’t make bringing this collection of essays together any easier, though. Crafting this was a struggle.

			My head aches at having had to reach back into my memory bank to find the words you will be reading. Many of the conflicts were fought by a woman much younger than the one who now sits at this laptop. Several of the stories would make me flush crimson if not for the wonderful camouflage that my melanin provides. But if my sporadic embarrassment means that people feel less alone, or able to imagine themselves coming out of the other end of a difficult situation, then it’s worth it. This book is broken down into ten life lessons I’ve learned the hard way. I hope by sharing some of my insights, the road you travel on won’t be as rocky for you.

			Let’s do this.

		

	
		
			Lesson 1

			Snatching Wigs – On Hair

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			As I sit down to write, I feel a heaviness in my arms. I could put it down to the brutal gym session I did this morning, but I think it’s far more likely to do with the activity of the last four hours. You see, I’m unpicking my daughter’s locs at the moment, all one hundred and two of them. This is a painstaking process that I started a few days ago, and yet is only just beginning; it’s going to take us weeks to complete. At first it took me almost an hour to unpick one loc, but after many late-night YouTube sessions, I found ways to make the process a little easier, and I am proud to share that I can now unpick three within the same time frame.

			With every session, my daughter replicates a seated pos­ition that so many black women, including myself, have taken before her – cross-legged between my legs – and as I apply water and conditioner over and over again to her locs, I can’t help but use the time it’s taking to meditate on what hair means to me, to her, to us.

			Of all the relationships we black women undertake, I have to say I think none is more complicated, fulfilling, overwhelming, time-consuming and financially draining as the one we have with our hair. And I can say that with confidence, because I have lived it.

			If I think back far enough, I can still remember the soft shimmer of joy I felt when I was allowed to choose my own hair accessories. This treat was usually reserved for when my grandparents took me on our annual trip to visit extended family in New York City. One particular shopping expedition stands out. I must have been about six or seven years old. Walking down Flatbush Avenue, the pull of the local hair shops would be too much for my nan and great aunt to ignore and so into each one we would tumble, convinced that this treasure trove of an enclave would have more goodies than the one before it.

			In each shop, I would choose the biggest, brightest hair bobbles my young, wide eyes could spot. Maybe some beads, and definitely some of those sorbet-coloured clips that reminded you which day of the week it was, just in case you had forgotten. Stepping back onto the sidewalk, my smile was as bright as the sun, which was so hot it seemed determined to set the city on fire. Later that evening, I incessantly bugged my older cousins – those I knew were good at canerowing (and yes, I know both the judge and jury are still out on whether it’s canerows or cornrows, but I prefer the former) – to change my hairstyle.

			One of my cousins, Veronica, weaved those strands like an artist. Criss-crosses, zigzags, overlaps – you name it, she did it. Her reputation for being the best of the best caught the attention of teenage girls from ‘around the way’ who wanted to get fly for one reason or another. If I was quiet and made myself small, sometimes Veronica would allow me in her bedroom, which sat at the very top of the brownstone in which my aunt lived.

			That bedroom was more of a beauty parlour than anything else. It was full of make-up and there was hair paraphernalia everywhere. She even had a set of iron hair tongs, the ceramic ones that had what looked like their own oven, and a stand-up hooded dryer (although it was usually camouflaged by clothes). I would make a space for myself on the bed as Veronica worked on her friends’ hair and listen to them talk about their studies, boys and how much they hated their part-time jobs. I don’t know if it was the smell of so many hair products, or the up-and-down inflections of their Brooklyn accents, but either way I would always have to fight sleep so I could witness the grand reveal at the end. Veronica would spin the swivel chair back and forth, holding one of those five-dollar mirrors that had a long handle.

			‘Girl, look at you. You look so bomb,’ she would coo, smiling at both the image before her and her handiwork.

			‘Yeah, hunny, you did that, Vee,’ they would respond, as Veronica covered their faces and finished the look with some oil sheen. And I would finally drift off on a soothing wave of sleep to the soft hum of TLC singing about waterfalls.

			That was my first understanding of just how transformative hair could be for black girls. All of these young women of course had completely different personalities, but the one thing they all had in common was that when they arrived, their tone and body language would be reserved, as if they were tortoises who didn’t want to come out of their shell. But by the time the residue of that oil sheen had settled, it was like they had become Vogue cover girls. All of a sudden, their eyes were as wide as saucers, their shoulders were thrown back and their hearts were open. Veronica had not only given them a new hairstyle, she had also given them a new level of confidence.

			Now that I’m older and able to identify the many nuances and layers to these sessions, I also understand how much more than a hairstylist Veronica was: she was a friend; a therapist; a stylist; hell, sometimes even a teacher. It became clear very early on that having your hair done wasn’t just about the hairstyle. That was the least important element of the ritual. It was about identity.

			Finally, on that same trip, it was my turn to sit at Veronica’s altar. After my trip to the hair shops, I had decided my time had come, much to Veronica’s reluctance.

			‘Candice, I want to, but I know you’re going to moan, and I don’t want to hear the whining. It’s too hot to be too bothered and I’ve got someone coming in a few hours,’ she warned.

			‘I promise I won’t, I promise,’ I pleaded, holding my plastic bag of new hair accessories aloft as if it were a bribe.

			It didn’t take long to break her down.

			‘OK, OK,’ she relented. ‘Go and find a comb and some Sulfur8.’

			Urgh, the blasted Sulfur8. I hated the smell, but in this moment the knowledge it would make me heave wasn’t as strong as my desire to have a new hairstyle. I couldn’t believe I’d finally get to look in that mirror and experience what the other older girls had felt.

			Just like Esmé was doing so many years later, I sat cross-legged and nestled between her legs. I had the Sulfur8 in one hand and my bag of gems in the other. The reality was, I hated having my hair done. My hair was coarse and thick. Years later I would come to find out that the technical name or code for my hair type is 4C, but there was no internet back then; all I knew is that some days my shit broke combs. And it hurt. With every part and pull, I would wince and wiggle until, in true black mother archetype fashion, whoever was doing my hair would hold the comb menacingly aloft and ask me if I would indeed like something to cry for. Most times, my tear ducts could suck that water right back up with Flo-Jo-type speed, but on some occasions, I would just keep crying. Within seconds I would feel the sting of the comb on the back of my neck and on my ears.

			‘Stop the noise! I’m trying to help you. You need to understand that pain is beauty!’ would be the common retort.

			So, by the time Veronica was pulling my head to and fro, I had learned to bite my tongue and fight the pain. Plus, I didn’t want her to get so mad that she would just up and leave me with half a head done; no pain was equal to the embarrassment of an unfinished hairstyle.

			An hour or so later, she told me to cover my eyes as she bedazzled my now finished look with the oil sheen.

			‘Almost done. But first, open the bag for me,’ she ordered.

			So much time had passed, I had almost forgotten about my new hair clips and bobbles. She put the finishing touches to my hair with my accessories. I waited patiently for my moment.

			‘Come here so you can look in the mirror,’ Veronica instructed.

			I looked. I couldn’t believe it. I resembled one of those black girls on the packaging of hair products. I jumped up and down, squealing.

			‘Thank you, Auntie Veronica!’ I yelled, throwing myself on her. Yes, she was my cousin, but she was older than me and where I’m from that means you need to put Auntie or Uncle in front of that person’s name.

			‘Oh, that’s no problem. You look like such a cutie. Just promise me that you will never ever perm your hair, OK? That relaxer stuff is too bad for it.’

			‘OK!’ I hastily promised as I bounded down the stairs to show everyone my new ’do.

			 

			Almost a decade later, as I sat in the hairdresser’s and felt the premature prickles of what could soon turn into a severe burn start to radiate through my scalp, Auntie Veronica’s plea popped back into my head. Quickly, I shoved the memory away; now was not the time. I had wasted a lot of energy trying to get my 4C hair to bend to my ungodly will, but no matter how much I tried to get it to drop towards the floor, it seemed intent on growing towards heaven. Whilst I wish I’d remembered the promise I’d thoughtlessly made to Veronica all that time ago, things had changed the moment I started secondary school. That’s when it became apparent that your hair, its texture and the way it could be styled was a status symbol. Any wisdom Veronica had tried to pass on to me had flown right out of my head.

			At school there was one girl whose hair really stood out. She was much older than me, as I was in my second year when she was starting her last year. Jade was her name. Lighter-skinned and with long silky ‘coolie’ hair, she would wear her backside-grazing tresses in a ‘fan’ high atop her head. The baby hairs at the front would be artfully manoeuvred into soft swirls and squiggles that framed her face in such a beautiful way. Everyone wanted hair like Jade. Jade had what the black community call ‘good hair’. Good hair doesn’t shrink; good hair grows down not up; good hair is kink-free enough so that painful post-wash detangling is not an issue, but has enough density so that braids will last at least two weeks.

			I was reminded of the fact that my hair was the opposite of good hair at every turn – especially by Lauren, a girl in my class, who was a wizard at canerows. She was so good that she had a great business going by charging us, her classmates, a fiver for half a head. I would save my dinner money to be able to have my hair done by Lauren, even if I knew it would come with a large side serving of embarrassment as she kept a running commentary about what my unfortunate genes had gifted me. Whilst Lauren didn’t have hair like Jade’s, hers too could be defined as good, as it had a looser kink which made it easier to manage.

			‘Urgh, Candice, your hair is so nappy, man, I should charge you extra,’ she would bellow so the whole school courtyard could hear her. She’d go on to warn me, ‘Sooner or later you’re going to have to drop a lick of perm in this. If I’m struggling like this, a proper hairstylist won’t want to touch it.’

			‘You know my mum isn’t going to let me perm my hair, Lauren, you know this,’ I sighed.

			And it was true. Even though my mother herself had flirted with every hairstyle under the sun and I’d go with her to watch her hair get retouched at June’s salon, she was strict about not allowing me to perm mine.

			June’s salon was just off Brixton Hill and, no matter the season, the windows would be steamy due to all the hairstyling tools and products being used in tandem. Even though finding a spare seat at June’s was harder than finding a sixty-pound note, I loved the atmosphere because it reminded me of being in Veronica’s bedroom. The only difference was the women were not teenagers with fickle dating problems or teachers they couldn’t stand, but grown women recounting how they found out their husband was cheating on them and how they were planning to set fire to his car, Waiting to Exhale style. I also liked June because she was always telling me how much she loved my hair and skin.

			‘Candice, what are you reading today? Because I know you’re always reading,’ she would say, chuckling. I would show her my latest book before she would remind me that I was beautiful as I am.

			‘Now, don’t watch what these women are doing in here, yuh hear? Your hair is perfect as it is. No need for chemicals or attachments.’

			I would nod before turning my eyes back to my book whilst keeping my ears open so I could eavesdrop on all that fascinating and unfiltered adult conversation. I found comfort in June’s shop and in her words. As I grew up, I would learn to understand that she was right; it wasn’t just the desire for Kanekalon – a fibre used for braiding more elaborate canerows – my biggest fight would be against the pull of chemically processing hair. A task which is more commonly referred to as perming, although not to be confused with how white women permed their hair in the eighties. Where I came from the most common slang for perm was creamy crack. But it wouldn’t be that alone I would have to try and not become addicted to – it was also the feeling that I should be investing in wigs and weaves.

			Hair wigs and extensions are a billion-dollar business. PR Newswire reported that it would reach revenues of more than ten billion, in fact, by 2023. That’s a lot of bucks for bundles (that’s the nickname given to this commodity, because a collection of synthetic or human hair is sold by the bundle). Black women have supported the hair industry’s growth to an eye-watering level. There is data which claims that black British women spend almost six times more on their haircare than their white counterparts. Social media is populated with weave sellers offering you the best price on bundles, frontals and closures. There is a huge number of black women who are so highly self-educated when it comes to all things to do with hair and hair styling, and it pleases me to see many young black women quite literally taking matters into their own hands and becoming owners of small hair businesses. But I’m still amazed that more hair shops which primarily sell products and hair (both human and synthetic) with black women as their target market aren’t exclusively black-owned. Especially when most of these hair shops are owned by people who are usually from backgrounds that are very anti-black. So much so that products which are used quite literally to strip the skin of any of its deep hue – more commonly referred to as bleaching creams – are always positioned front and centre (but more on that later on).

			I was twelve when I got my first set of extensions. They were single plaits that came down just below my shoulders, and they took five packets of Kanekalon to achieve. Back then Kanekalon was mockingly referred to as ‘horse hair’ because it had the same texture as a horse’s mane and tail, but in reality it was just synthetic, fake hair made by spinning man-made ingredients together. The other option was human hair, which is now usually sourced in Malaysia or Brazil. But back then, the only kind available was Indian and I couldn’t tell you much about that, other than that I couldn’t afford it. The artificial stuff cost one pound per pack, so at least that meant I would have change to grab a Supermalt and saltfish pattie should I get hungry.

			Of course, the hairstylists were never happy about using synthetic hair. It was rough to the touch and tangled easily, adding even more time onto what was often a standard six-hour process.

			One thing I noticed very early on in the journey with my hair is that the hairstyle you’d end up with usually depended on where the hairdresser was from. West African hairstylists seemed to have knitting needles for fingers. Their talent for grabbing half an inch of hair and forcing it to stay attached to a braid or lie flat in rows was unmatched. But if you were looking for styles for relaxed hair, be that a bomb set of finger waves, a scraped-back pony or a full head of weave, Jamaican hairstylists were your go-to. With a tub of pink styler gel, a tail comb and a set of tongs, there was nothing they couldn’t achieve. Whilst I preferred the laid-back vibe of the latter, I didn’t have relaxed hair, so I had to face the tug of war with West African braiders.

			And, just to be clear, this wasn’t any type of pampering session. You too were put to work. It would be my job to keep hold of the ponytail of false hair, ensure it didn’t get tangled, whilst also providing the stylist with exactly the right number of strands needed for the next braid. Of course, they never told you how much they actually needed; you would just hear the kissing of teeth and a few exasperated sighs if you happened to provide too much or too little.

			Much like how June’s salon was back in the day, this particular salon was always so busy that most hairstylists didn’t stop for lunch. They were always grazing on essential snacks, and no matter the time of day or year, you could bet your last pound on the fact that there would be at least three rogue children running around who didn’t seem to belong to anyone in particular. I was always transfixed by the ladies who carried their babies in brightly coloured Ankara cloth. They would move like ballerinas, unencumbered by the weight of their child, who was almost always in la la land. As the sky would turn from cerulean to sand and then inevitably to violet, all of a sudden more hands would descend on my head to ensure that the braids could be finished before the rattling shutters descended over the front door.

			That’s when, after listening to hours of punctuated passionate and opinionated conversation I couldn’t quite follow, I would hear the magic instruction: ‘Someone put the kettle on!’

			Immediately my shoulders relaxed. I remembered watch­ing this part of the process when my mother was getting her backside-grazing twists put in. They needed piping hot water to seal the ends of the braids, so they would boil a kettle and then pour that piping hot water into a bowl before dip, dip, dipping the hair and quickly wrapping the braids in a towel so the client didn’t get third-degree burns on their back. By now I couldn’t tell what was in more pain, my arse or my head. The two paracetamol my mother and friends had told me to take in anticipation of having what felt like a Range Rover parked on my skull had long since worn off.

			Yet my head was made lighter with the anticipation of how I’d look like at the end. I was going for Lauryn Hill in her role as Rita in Sister Act 2. She had her braids bunched up into a ponytail at the top of her head, and they cascaded down around her face in a way that looked really stylish. I can still remember the first time I saw that movie. My nan had it on VHS and I watched it so many times, I knew it line by line. I especially connected with the character of Rita. Sure, I wasn’t yet a moody teenager, but seeing the richness of her skin and fullness of her lips gave me great comfort. Apart from the American sitcom Moesha, I rarely saw girls who looked like me on-screen. The image of Rita with her nonchalance, sass and single-plait braids was always something that gave me comfort in my looks. At last, my time had come to look like her, now that I was finally allowed to get extensions. As times have changed, it’s more common to see younger black girls having extensions put into their hair. But when I was younger, extensions and perms wouldn’t even be considered until you reached secondary school, and now I understand that it’s because the detrimental effects of both are very real. If your braids are too tight or your perm is left in too long, you could lose the hair from your scalp forever, and that’s no fun for anyone. But in this moment, I finally felt I had arrived.

			I had been able to peek at my hair only a handful of times during the process. Between the heaving backsides of the aunties, the general busyness of the salon and me feeling too young to ask to see how things were going, the entire process felt like an episode of Stars in Their Eyes. So, by the time the dipping in the boiling water was over, I was a bundle of nerves.

			‘OK, you can stand up now,’ one of the ladies ordered.

			This was it; this was my walking-through-the-mist moment. Slowly, I let my eyes lock onto my reflection. I squinted. This can’t be right, I thought. I took my glasses off, cleaned them, put them on and looked again. I didn’t look like Rita at all. In fact, I thought I looked like one of those dolls that instead of hair had Play-Doh growing out of its head.

			‘It’s good. It’s good,’ the main auntie of the shop said to me.

			I wanted so badly to disagree, but I knew better than to do so, as it would definitely be taken as me disrespecting my elders, and no doubt that would reach back to my mother. And I wasn’t in the mood for being told off by everyone in the family, including those overseas, who would undoubtedly be told about the incident. Instead, I painted a false smile on my face, begrudgingly parted with fifty pounds, and cried all the way home.

			That was the beginning of what would be many more false starts and failures with my hair. I have lost count how many times I repeatedly asked if they could do the Beyoncé ‘Check On It’ canerows – you know, like the ones she wears in that video – only for me to leave the salon broken-hearted. By the time I was finally allowed to relax my hair, I was so overjoyed at the possibility of it being

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Weaves and wigs are not the enemy – the falsehood that we are less than if we choose to wear them is. No matter the hairstyle, you rock, as long as you love and value yourself with or without it, then there really is no problem.

					The male gaze should not be considered when choosing a hairstyle, period.

					Try to not let the opinions of family or friends sway you. I’ve lost count of the people who once mocked me for wearing my hair closely cropped, only for them to do the same thing a few years down the line. Being a trendsetter can be lonely; do it anyway.

					Where possible, try to buy hair and hair products from black-owned businesses, who not only have greater understanding about your natural hair, but will probably see you as more than just another customer.

					Respect and cultivate a relationship with a hairstylist you trust. ‘It’s not everyone’s hands that should be in your head,’ as the saying goes. Finding a hairstylist who really gets you is usually half the battle.
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