






[image: halftitle]






Also by TaRessa Stovall


The Hot Spot


Proverbs for the People (with Tracy Price-Thompson)


A Love Supreme: Real-Life Stories of Black Love

Catching Good Health: An Introduction to Homeopathic Medicine

The Buffalo Soldiers

Also by Tracy Price-Thompson

Gather Together in My Name

Knockin’ Boots

A Woman’s Worth

Proverbs for the People (with TaRessa Stovall)

Chocolate Sangria

Black Coffee

Also by Elizabeth Atkins

White Chocolate

Dark Secret

Twilight













[image: logo]

A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2008 by Versatile Voices Entertainment Group, LLC

My People, My People copyright © 2008 by TaRessa Stovall

Other People’s Skin copyright © 2008 by Tracy Price-Thompson

New Birth copyright © 2008 by Desiree Cooper

Take It Off! copyright © 2008 by Elizabeth Atkins

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Atria Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

ATRIABOOKS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Designed by Davina Mock-Maniscalco

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Other people’s skin : four novellas / edited by Tracy Price-Thompson and TaRessa Stovall.—1st Atria Books trade pbk. ed.

p. cm.

1. African American women—Fiction. 2 Identity (Psychology)—Fiction. 3. Human skin color—Fiction. 4. Hair—Fiction. I. Price-Thompson, Tracy, 1963–II. Stovall, TaRessa.

PS647.A35O84 2007

813'.010892870896073—dc22

2007018846

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-7154-4
ISBN-10: 1-4165-7154-X

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com









Editors’ Note











AS BLACK WOMEN in America, negotiating the minefields of daily life can be a daunting task. With an erosion of our core value system and a mass media that bombards us with repeated images of inferior, stereotypical black womanhood, we are often given the message that it is somehow wrong to love our sisters and our natural black selves. Thus, cultural and ethnic pride, self-edification, and a sense of a shared responsibility for our own are often elusive ideals that we must work hard to reclaim.

We all know it takes a village to raise a people, and as women of the village we must strive to cultivate an environment where our daughters thrive on a steady diet of sisterly love and mutual support. Too often black women pass judgments on one another based primarily on physical characteristics of skin tone and hair texture, when in reality we are all linked in a sisterhood of one blood, one heart, one soul.

Other People’s Skin seeks to heal this rift among black women and to cleanse our sisterly souls of this polluted by-product of America’s legacy of race-based slavery. The crab-in-the-barrel mentality that at one time may have been necessary for our individual survival has now become a purveyor of our collective demise.

There is safety in numbers, our sisters! It is time to gather our community resources and use our talents and efforts to correct the ills that breed dysfunction and prevent us from rising as a unified body of black womanhood and realizing our full potential.

It is our hope that each story in this first volume of our Sister-to-Sister Empowerment Series will bless you with a healthy dose of self-love and provide a healing balm for our generational scars.

We hope that through our literary efforts you are able to find a gem of solidarity in this work of fiction that is useful in your everyday life. May you wish for your sisters the same love, serenity, and prosperity you crave for yourself. May you be blessed with the utmost peace and balance, and as you travel along the roads of self-discovery with Carmella, Euleatha, Catherine, and Dahlia, may you always remember…if the hat fits you must wear it!


Tracy Price-Thompson and TaRessa Stovall
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My People, My People

TaRessa Stovall
















Chapter One






Niggaz and flies,

I do despise…

The more I see niggaz,

The more I like flies…

I TRIED TO SHOO those words from my mind as I listened to our biggest client explain what was wrong with the model we’d chosen for a major ad campaign.

“I like the concept, basically.” Helena Booker smiled through clenched teeth that were, like every aspect of her appearance, so dazzling they appeared unreal. “But,” she said with a sigh, “this model just doesn’t fully express the spirit of my product. You do understand what I’m saying, don’t you?”

Helena was as gorgeous as she was condescending. Her rich brown skin, regal bone structure, and jazzy couture strut had made her one of the first black supermodels chosen to usher in the “Black is Beautiful” sentiments of the 1960s. She’d parlayed that into a successful stint as a network news anchor, then chucked it all to start a line of cosmetics for women of color. Age hadn’t diminished her beauty, and in her early sixties she was as awesome as ever to behold. She always made me feel frumpy, with her short, stylish coiffure, artfully applied makeup, and high fashion attire. I looked her up and down, my mental calculator clicking. Her mouthwatering winter white silk designer suit cost more than the mortgage payment on my condo. Her matching Manolo Blahnik stiletto heels equaled the note on the new BMW I still couldn’t afford. And her diamond and platinum Van Cleef and Arpels jewels were probably worth more than my entire life savings.

Her royal highness Helena stood before me and the creative team I led, grinding her fabulous designer heels into the center of my last nerve.

“Now Helena.” I forced a smile. “For five years you’ve trusted our judgment, and for five years we’ve delivered, have we not?”

She raised a single eyebrow, diva-style.

“You are the undisputed queen of cosmetics for women of color, and we are the advertising experts.” She didn’t so much as nod her agreement with this obvious truth. “We all agreed that this new product line, Hot Chocolate, calls for a campaign that emphasizes the new, the bold, the future of global beauty. Inspired by your vision, we looked everywhere for the perfect face to represent this new line of cosmetics. We looked at every black supermodel, actress, and singer. We pored over photos of up-and-comers. We even stopped a few sisters in the street.

“But she”—I turned to point at the gigantic color poster behind me—“says it best. This woman is the face, the body, and the spirit of Hot Chocolate.”

“I disagree, Carmella,” Helena sniffed. “She simply doesn’t convey the image I had in mind.”

I bit the inside of my cheek and took a long breath. “You of all people must be aware that this model, Amira, is the hottest thing since the hair weave. She rules the Paris runways! She’s been on the covers of several white magazines, not to mention all the major black ones. She’s got fashion writers all over the world scrambling to come up with new superlatives to describe her.”

Helena flicked a hard glance at Amira’s towering image, then bored her eyes into mine. “Carmella, normally I respect your opinion and yes, you-all”—she pointed her chin at my team, who sat stoically through this madness—”usually do a very good job for me. This model may be popular now, but maybe she’s a tad overex-posed. We wouldn’t want someone whose identity overshadowed the product line, now would we?”

Right. So the folks like Jada Pinkett Smith and the other superstars you told us to go after wouldn’t have overshadowed the product. I swallowed my annoyance and said, “Helena, Amira has it all—the look, the charm, the star power. Like your product she is distinct, a cut above. Just look at her one good time and tell me I’m wrong.”

I turned to feast my eyes on Amira’s magnificence. Her rich blackberry skin, voluptuous features and awesome bone structure were a praisesong to the beauty of the motherland. Her closely cropped, natural hair was an upraised fist and a high five on the black-hand side. Her bold curves and long, shapely legs convinced you of what scientists had recently confirmed—that the first woman on Earth, the original Eve, was an African. Her glowing smile blended the harmonies of Stevie Wonder’s “Isn’t She Lovely” with the words of Maya Angelou’s Phenomenal Woman. Mississippi-born Amira, whose mama had crowned her with a name that means “Queen,” was every African female ruler, every runaway slave, and every homegirl throughout the diaspora rolled into one. There was—there could be—no one more perfect for the Hot Chocolate ad campaign than she. Reenergized by the power of her beauty, I turned to Helena with a buoyant smile. “Do you see what I mean?”

I was startled to see that Helena didn’t seem to be able to look at Amira’s picture for more than a few seconds. And she was more agitated than I’d ever seen her.

“This woman simply will not do!” Her voice dropped an octave and went up a notch in volume. Helena and I had disagreed in the past. But something about this was different. It felt personal and dangerous. I tried to think of what to say next.

Rodney, my ultrasuede-smooth boss, magically appeared at the conference room door to save the day. “Helena, our team has worked long and hard on this campaign. Just tell us what you need and we’ll fix it, sugar,” he drawled in his irresistible Southern baritone, shooting me a look of warning.

“You-all are not listening to me,” she snapped. “I want a new model. She’s all wrong. I just don’t like the way she looks.”

I studied Helena for a long, tense moment, then heard the words float from my lips before my good sense or professional instincts could stop them. “But Helena, Amira looks just like you.”

The whole room held its breath. Rodney moved toward Helena, his hands outstretched in apology. She stopped him with a raised palm and spoke in a growl. “This campaign will launch in one month. We will stay on schedule. And you will find another, more suitable model by the end of this week. Or I will be forced to take my business elsewhere. She leaned forward to glare at me. “Do I make myself clear?”

My mind and vision flared crimson, and I fought the urge to slap the pretty right off her smug face. Before I could fix my lips to speak, Rodney intervened. “Not to worry, Helena,” he drawled, quickly blocking her view of me. “This isn’t a problem. In fact, we have several other ideas—and models—we think you’ll be quite pleased with.” He graciously held her sleek, floor-length fur coat (which was probably worth more than my entire college education) while she slid her arms into the sleeves, then wrapped her manicured fingers around his elbow as he walk-talked her toward the elevator.

I scanned the stunned faces of my creative team. They were young, gifted, black, and looking mighty stressed. Nakenge was a crackerjack copywriter whose conservative, dress-for-success image made everyone take her seriously despite the fact that she was fresh out of college with wide eyes and a baby face. Her round, tortoise-shell glasses, neat ponytail, and classic pearls at her ears and throat said “young woman on the way up” in no uncertain terms. Morgan, my Black American Princess from a wealthy family, was a multitalented creative force whose flowing dreads and bright African attire counteracted her fancy pedigree and invited the world to meet her on her own terms. Rounding it out was Mitch, a lean, mean retired military officer with a love of and serious talent for graphic design. A perfectionist whose quiet reserve masked a wicked sense of humor, Mitch hadn’t taken long to adjust to working for a woman who was younger than him. And his calm energy provided a much-needed balance to our female mood swings.

I loved my team, and normally I had no problem pumping them up and steering them toward success. But at the moment I felt more like gobbling a pint of chocolate ice cream and ranting at the gods who put Helena Booker in charge.

“Whatever happened to ‘Black is Beautiful?’” I grumbled, gazing back at the poster of Amira as if she could provide the answer.

Rodney strode back into the conference room. “Team,” he said, “I know you’ve done a lot of hard work, but it’s still not over.” They listened attentively, pens ready to record his every word. “Bring in every head shot you can find. We’ll reconvene at nine o’clock tomorrow morning for a fresh start.” I turned to gather the materials from our failed presentation. “Carmella, can I see you in my office, please?”

“I’ll be right there,” I replied, taking down the poster of Amira and rolling it tightly. That damn Helena. She knew this campaign was right. She was always picky, demanding the best, but this wasn’t about quality. She knew our ads were the reason that Black Beauty had become a household name and a multimillion-dollar company. I didn’t know what her problem was, but I wasn’t backing down without a fight.

“Go right in,” Rodney’s assistant said. “But I warn you—he’s pacing!”

Bad sign. I opened the door, took one look at his tight jaw, and prepared for battle. Then I strode into what I called the Maroon Palace. Rodney, a proud Morehouse Man, paid homage to his alma mater by decorating his office in the school colors of maroon and white. His stately mahogany desk and the high-backed chairs placed neatly around his office emanated power and confidence. Colorfully classic artworks by masters such as Romare Bearden, Jacob Lawrence, and Faith Ringgold showed Rodney’s aesthetic taste and investment savvy. Few papers ever littered his gleaming desk, and the scarlet Oriental rug created an atmosphere of plush quiet that was missing from the rest of the agency.

As always when I was in the palace, I felt the urge to stand up straight and mind my manners. I watched him pace across the office, noting his dapper Italian suit, smoothly trimmed hairline, and aura of leadership-in-motion. Many a woman had lost her head over Rodney’s handsome good looks, Southern charm, and impressive business achievements. I knew him too well to be swayed by his external assets. I knew the rhythm of his stride—he was trying to figure out how to “manage” me. But I planned to beat him to it.

“Carmella, what happened back there?” His voice was neutral and his step never faltered.

I clutched my Amira poster like a lucky charm and helped myself to a seat. “Helena’s obviously lost her mind. I guess she’s forgotten that we’re the ones who put her products on the map. Can you please talk some sense into her, Rodney? She always listens to you.”

“She’s made up her mind. She doesn’t like that model so we have to find another one.”

“Do you have any idea how many strings I had to pull, and how much we had to pay, to get Amira to work with us? If we wait any longer, we won’t be able to afford her!”

He stopped pacing and moved to the seat behind his desk. The window he gazed out of was twice the size of the one in my office. And his view was of the city skyline, while mine was of the building next door. He swung his eyes back to my face. “Carmella, if she doesn’t like Amira, then Amira’s out. As our oldest client—not to mention the one who pays us the largest retainer—Helena is always right.”

“Not this time, and you know it.”

“Here’s what I know,” he said, ticking off the list on his fingers. “One. You and your team are the best in the agency. Two. You came up with a kick-ass campaign. Three. The client likes the campaign. She just doesn’t like the model. Four. You’ve been through this a million times. And five, I know you’ll come through like the creative genius you are. In the next couple days. Because we simply have no choice.”

“Rodney, Amira is Hot Chocolate, and it would be a mistake to give in to Helena’s hang-ups, whatever they are.”

“This isn’t like you, Carmella. What’s the problem?” Rodney frowned at me. “You’ve been playing this game long enough to know that we have to please the client. So you and Helena disagree about the model. You’ll find one who’s more to her liking.”

I unrolled the poster and waved it in his face. “This is who the campaign was created for. Without her, it falls flat. Look at her, Rodney. She symbolizes everything we’re trying to sell. Black Beauty cosmetics aren’t just about looking good. They’re about feeling good, being proud, and accepting your own beauty. The very sight of Amira says, ‘You can be an African queen like me, honey, and still keep it real.’”

“I don’t disagree with you, Carmella. Do I need to remind you that our job is to give Helena what she wants? We’re doing fine. The agency is growing. But we still need her business.”

“She needs us just as much as we need her,” I said. “Where would she be without us? Remember the Mocha line? She didn’t like the concept, but when it blew up and put her in the Black Enterprise top 100, she acted like the whole campaign was her idea in the first place. We have never failed this woman, never made an error in judgment, and she’s got the bottom line to back me up.”

“That check she pays us every month makes her the boss.”

“But it doesn’t make her the expert on advertising. That’s what she’s paying us for. Don’t we have a responsibility to tell her when she’s wrong?”

Rodney rose and resumed his pacing. “Carmella, this isn’t about your judgment as a pro. You’re a star. We’ve got the awards to prove it. But I need you to—”

“Kiss up to Miz Thang so we can afford new carpeting or a new piece of equipment?”

“Or yearly bonuses for my top producers?” he asked pointedly.

“When did it get to be like this, Rodney?” I stood in front of him, forcing him to pause. “I left the biggest, most successful white agency in town to help you build the dream—our dream—of a powerful black agency. When did it get to be all about the money? What happened to using our black genius, our talents and skills to bust out of the box and make a difference?”

Rodney frowned, then spoke slowly with no trace of his honeyed drawl. “It’s about reality, Carmella. Ideals are fine, we all have them. But look around you. I’ve got overhead, a staff—and you certainly don’t come cheap.”

“You’re right. I don’t come cheap.” My hand found its way to my hip. “And neither do my instincts. I haven’t been wrong yet, have I?”

“Carmella, we’re not debating your track record—it’s impeccable. That’s how I know you’ll come through with everything we need to make Helena happy.”

“If you ask me, Helena’s got some serious issues, and it’s going to take more than a new model to solve them.”

Rodney rubbed the back of his head, a sign that he was out of patience. “I’ll look forward to seeing you first thing in the morning for a fresh start. Okay?”

I rolled up my poster and shook my head. “Whitefolks can get on your last nerve. They can even drive you stone out of your mind when they do wrong. But I swear, it takes your own people to truly break your heart.”









Chapter Two




MY OFFICE was only a few yards from Rodney’s, but the walk back felt like a mile. I picked up a batch of phone messages from my assistant, Deborah, and sat down to face the lineup of unread emails beckoning from my computer screen. I responded with half a brain, scheming for ways to keep Amira in the campaign and Helena happy at the same time.

Compared to Rodney’s Maroon Palace, my workspace was a closet. But I was grateful because it was a lot better than the tiny cubicle I’d had at the white ad agency. I’d convinced Rodney to let me paint the walls a soft teal (though he’s so cheap, he insisted that I do the painting rather than hiring a pro). My wall décor was eclectic: my high school diploma, college degree along with the honors and awards I’d racked up, were to the right of my desk. A collection of framed ads from favorite campaigns—including Helena’s Mocha line—were on the left. The petite window with the non-view was behind me, slightly to the right, surrounded by hanging plants. Across from my desk was my idea wall, covered in corkboard. It held a rotating gallery of works-in-progress, ideas for future campaigns and anything else that might inspire me. I winked at the collage of Amira photos I’d posted there. “Sorry, Queen,” I whispered. “We lost this round. But I’m not giving up on you yet.”

As I straightened the seemingly permanent piles of paper on my desk, I felt a presence at my office door and looked up to see Shane Kelly, a freelance photographer whose studio was in our building. He waved a large manila envelope at me. “Hey, Carmella,” he grinned, “Got a minute? These are from yesterday’s shoot.” He stood close enough to unnerve me.

I took the envelope. It was always a pleasure to look at Shane’s work. Almost as much fun as looking at him. With his honeyed skin, hazel eyes, wavy hair, and athletic physique, most folks expected him to be in front of the camera rather than behind it. It’s a shame, I thought, but I’m just not into the light-skinned pretty boys. I prefer my men dark chocolate, thank you, and not so movie-star smooth. Shane was nice, but I’d spent months ignoring the vibes of interest he sent my way.

I invited him to have a seat and checked out his shots for a series of motorcycle ads. He’d set up the motorcycle against a vivid sunset. His composition of the shot emphasized the sensual thrust of the machine against the glory of Mother Nature’s streaked backdrop. “Shane, these are outstanding. I’m sure the client will love them.”

He looked pleased. “I found the perfect sunset and bam! It all came together.”

“You the man with a camera, no doubt about that,” I admitted. “I guess that’s why we keep hiring you, right?” I circled the best shots and returned the envelope. “I need this by end of day tomorrow,” I said, glancing at the calendar full of deadlines on my desk.

“No problem.”

“Great. Thanks.” I went back to my emails.

I looked up a moment later to see him still sitting there. I jumped up and grabbed the Amira poster. “Shane, would you mind giving me your opinion of something?” I asked.

“Not at all,” he said, looking way too comfortable in that chair.

I tacked the poster to the back wall so he could get a full view.

“Nice composition,” he murmured.

“Thanks. But I’m really more interested in your opinion of the model. Does she say Hot Chocolate to you? Does she represent black womanhood at its finest?”

“I’d love to shoot her,” he said wistfully. “I’d light her differently, though. You see that angle there?”

“Shane, just focus on the model, please.”

“Oh, yeah. Amira, right?”

“Yes. Don’t you think she’s perfect for the product?”

He studied the poster for a long minute. “Works for me. Why?”

“Oh, the client doesn’t like her. Wants somebody…lighter-skinned, longer-haired, you know.”

“Helena Booker? I’m not surprised,” he said.

“Really?”

“No. I’ve always found her to be kind of color-struck.”

“And how’s that?”

“Well, leaning toward lighter-skinned models, as you mentioned. Used to be married to a white guy, too.”

“I had no idea.”

“He was Italian, not American, you know. Word is she gave up everything for him—her family, her country, her career, and the brother back here she was engaged to. Even stopped modeling to play housewife in a French villa. And she took it real hard when he left her.”

“Why’d he do that?” I hated to admit how much I was enjoying hearing about Helena’s bad times.

“For a white woman, an Italian woman, a plain, chubby home-girl who could throw down on the pasta and cannoli, “ Shane said. “Word is that’s what put the ‘itch’ in Helena’s personality. Of course, I can’t swear it’s true. You know how folks in the fashion world gossip.”

“Well, it might explain some things, I guess,” I muttered. “But it still doesn’t solve my problem.”

“Which is?”

“Forgetting about Amira—and the fortune we paid to get these shots—and finding a new, ‘more acceptable’ model in the next couple days. Unless I can come up with a way…”

He nodded. “I have faith in you, Carmella. You’ll figure something out.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but this really bothers me. Not just professionally, but…”

“Personally?” he asked.

I nodded.

“I know what you mean,” he said.

“How’s that?” I asked, more sharply than I’d intended.

“Folks trippin’ off of color, especially your people,” he teased.

“Honey, today, they’re your people. Any more of this mess and I’m turning in my ‘colored card.’”

We shared a small laugh. “Great work, Shane. I’ll look for the finals about this time tomorrow?”

“You’ve got it,” he said, letting himself out. “Ciao.”

I tried not to sneak a look at his jean-clad rear bumper as he walked away. Nice brothah, great-looking for that type. I’ll bet he’s real high-maintenance, though. He probably spends more time in the mirror than I do. And besides, girl, he is not your flava at all!









Chapter Three




DEBORAH BUZZED MY LINE to say that Ebonee, my “little sister” from the church mentoring program, had arrived for our weekly appointment. “Send her in.” I smiled, hoping her youthful energy would rub off on me.

“Hey, Carmella.” Ebonee smiled, and I rose to hug her. Petite and curvy, she wore the tight flared jeans and stomach-baring shirts that young girls sported to flaunt their pierced bellybuttons. Her hair, a mass of braided extensions, was pulled back and then up in the back, dancing around her head even when she stood still.

“Tell me again why I’m buying you a new outfit for your birthday, please.”

“It’s not just any outfit, Carmella. It’s my dress for the Winter Dance,” she reminded me. “Mom said it’s okay if we get a strapless one.” She grinned mischievously. “For real.”

“All right,” I said, grabbing my coat and purse. “There are some serious sales goin’ on at the mall and I’m praying that we hit a good one.”

While I wheeled my aging but trusty Honda through late afternoon traffic, Ebonee explained that her boyfriend, DaJuan, had gotten on her nerves. So she and her girlfriends were going to the Winter Dance as a group. “Will DaJuan be there?” I asked.

“Of course he will,” she trilled in her little-girl voice. “And I’ll be looking so good he’ll have to get his act together.”

That girl dragged me through every clothing store in the mall. Two hours and dozens of dresses later, she fell in love with a black silk sheath, strapless and classically chic.

“What do you think?” she asked, preening in the mirror.

“It’s a gorgeous dress, Ebonee, and it fits you like a glove.”

“Good! That way DaJuan can see what he’s missing.”

“Does it come in any other colors?”

“I dunno.” She shrugged. “Why?”

“Well, black looks good on you, but I think a bright color might look even better.” I ran off to find some other choices in her size. When I returned with a deep red version of the dress, she looked surprised, then mumbled something under her breath.

“I’m sorry, what did you say? I couldn’t hear you.”

“That’s nice, but I think I’ll stick with the black.” Her normally open face had closed up the way it was when we’d first met.

“You won’t even try the red? That’ll really get DaJuan’s attention.”

She shook her head quickly. “It’s not my color.”

I paused awkwardly. “Ebonee, you look fantastic and I’ll be happy to buy the black dress for you and the shoes and accessories as I promised. But why don’t you try on the red version, just for fun?”

It shocked me to see her eyes fill and hear her voice crack. “Carmella, I don’t wear red. It doesn’t go with my complexion.”

I felt my blood pressure rise. This beautiful young girl with glowing dark skin was afraid to wear a vibrant shade because somebody, no doubt a well-meaning mother, aunt, or grandmother, had filled her head with that old foolishness about staying away from bright colors.

“Okay, Ebonee.” I sighed. “I know you’d look just as gorgeous in this one, but it’s your choice. Why don’t you go ahead and get dressed so we can find some jewelry and shoes?”

She nodded and we shopped until dinnertime, finding everything we needed to complete Ebonee’s glamorous ensemble. We collapsed in a restaurant booth, so hungry we ate without talking until we’d finished dessert.

“You know, Ebonee, your application for that fashion design program is due soon. Do you need any help getting it together?”

“I’m almost finished.” She smiled. “Thanks to you I know what I’m going to do when I get out of school. And my grades are coming up, so I’ll be able to get into a good college.”

I patted her hand. “Girl, you’re so brilliant and beautiful you can do anything you want to do. Why don’t we go over the application when we get together next week?”

“A’ight.” She smiled, and we lugged her bags to my car for the drive to her house. Like most of the young people in the mentoring program, Ebonee lived in the ’hood, where danger and temptation greeted her every time she stepped outside of the apartment she shared with her mother, three younger siblings, and two cousins. As we shared a warm hug, I reminded her of how proud I was of her for doing so well and sticking to her goals. Lord knows it isn’t easy for young folks under any circumstances, but Ebonee was determined and strong.

“You have fun at the dance—and be sure to get a picture for me, hear?” I called as she walked up the stairs. “And I don’t care what anybody says,” I whispered, driving off. “You can wear any color you want.”

Back in my condo, I settled onto the couch, looking for something on TV to make me forget my troubles with Helena. But I couldn’t get away from her. The commercials we’d created for her aired on nearly every channel during prime-time. “Black Beauty,” the tantalizing male voice crooned in the jingle, “the only one I see, you are a vision of possibility…”

I wondered what Helena’s loyal customers would think of her little color hang-up. I turned off the TV and flipped through the latest fashion magazines, scanning each sister’s face. Are you the one? I asked silently. While any of the models, singers, and actresses I saw could have sold a line of cosmetics, none of them came close to Amira’s power or sizzle.

I prayed for the inspiration to work some serious magic on the Hot Chocolate campaign. “Hmph!” I said aloud. “What I really need is a spell I can put on Helena to give her some sense.”

Pouring myself into a strawberry-scented bubble bath, I meditated on the contrast between the snowy suds and my coppery skin. Nobody had ever told me to stay away from certain colors or shades because of my complexion. Come to think of it, my complexion had rarely been mentioned when I was growing up. It was simply a fact of life. As a child, I’d loved my color, always believed that it warmed and protected me. In fact, I’d secretly pitied whitefolks since their skin didn’t seem nearly as sturdy or comforting as mine.

I snuggled into bed and fell asleep, dreaming of double-dutch, of lotioned-legs in all shades scissoring the air with intricate steps and rhythms. I recalled the rhymes we carried from one generation to the next, our voices harmonizing with our soles as our hearts thumped to the rhythm of the whirling ropes. We were jumping into womanhood, full of possibility. Clapping hands, slapping fives, feet tapping faster than breath, we danced those magic steps into our bones.

I held onto the edges of the dream as I rolled into wakefulness, trying to remember a time when blackfolks accepted each other without judgment or prejudice. I showered and ate, straining to recall life without the color games we played among ourselves. While dressing and combing my hair, I envisioned Ebonee sporting a deep red dress that brought out the undertones of her velvety skin. I balanced the somber navy of my favorite wool gabardine suit with a bright red shell in Ebonee’s honor, topped with a vibrant red, navy, and gold Hermès scarf. Then I cursed the foolishness that kept her from adorning herself in the brightest shades of the rainbow.

During the walk to the train station and the swift ride to the office, I tried to assess the faces of black people around me without labels or prejudice. Tried to imagine loving instead of dividing ourselves. Yearned for a way to heal the festering wounds and smooth the whipping scars that had branded our souls as surely as they had risen upon the backs of our enslaved ancestors.

But neither memory nor imagination could bring the relief I craved. And by the time I entered the brownstone building where I spent the better part of my days, I felt sadder than I had in a very long time.









Chapter Four




LORD, I SILENTLY PRAYED, pressing the button for the elevator, please hit me with a dose of creative inspiration between here and the fifth floor. My job is riding on this, Lord, and I can’t afford to be unemployed. Help me just this one time and I promise I won’t ask for another thing…at least not today.

The elevator doors were closing when a large, male hand wrestled them open. Shane darted in with a grin. “Hey, good morning!”

I nodded, trying to ignore the tempting scent of his aftershave. It was a shame for a man to smell that good. Especially a man I wasn’t attracted to. We exchanged comments about the weather and he reminded me of our appointment that afternoon. I nodded briskly, squared my shoulders, and strode into the conference room to greet Rodney and my creative team, hoping they couldn’t read the despair lurking beneath my faux smile.

Rodney welcomed everyone, reminded us that we had to move quickly, and hustled out to an appointment before we could ask any questions. I stood and smoothed my skirt with sweaty palms.

“All right, team. The bad news is we’re back to the drawing board. The good news is that we have plenty of great models to choose from, and most of them are in the range that Helena’s looking for. Color range and price range, I hope.”

Their faces were open, expectant. “Let’s go through these pictures, categorize them by types, and pick our favorites, okay?”

It took us most of the day to narrow down the pile of photos to four finalists—all of them with complexions in the safety zone. I was tired already but had a ton of other work to do.

“All right, team. Great job. Helena will be in day after tomorrow to check these out. Can you have comps made up with each of these new faces so we can see how they work with the campaign concept and slogan, please? We’ll need them by midday tomorrow.” They scurried off to pull everything together while I trudged toward my office.

“Boss, you look whupped!” Deborah said sympathetically. “Don’t forget, Shane’s bringing those pictures by.” Her eyes twinkled. “If you’re too tired or busy, I’ll be happy to help him out.”

“Oh it’s like that, huh?” I teased.

“You don’t mind, do you?” she asked coyly.

“Not at all,” I replied. “Y’all would look cute together.”

“Honey, Shane would look cute with anybody. Or rather, anybody would look good with him.” She sighed.

I marveled at Deborah’s transformation from crisply efficient professional to girl with a crush. “He is fine,” I agreed.

“So why aren’t you gettin’ with him?” she asked pointedly.

“Not my type, honey.”

“Who’s not your type?” Shane asked from behind me. Why hadn’t Deborah warned me?

“Hey! I was just wondering where you were,” I lied, pivoting to face him.

“Right here, right on time as always. But you haven’t answered my question,” he said, his eyes lingering on the hollow of my throat, then climbing back up to my eyes.

I turned away so he wouldn’t see how flustered I was becoming. He followed me into my office, where I took the sheath of photos from his hand. After a quick inspection, I signed my approval on his invoice.

“Great as usual, Shane. Thanks. Just give this to Deborah on your way out, okay?”

“Sure.” He smiled, hesitating. I gave him a questioning look.

“I was wondering whether you’d seen this article,” he said, sliding a folded newspaper page onto my desk.

“I haven’t even had time to…” I began, then stopped when I saw the headline, “Shades of an Identity Crisis.”

“Yeah, well, it kind of pertains to what we were discussing yesterday and I thought you might be interested,” he said almost shyly.

“Thanks.” I nodded, eager to read the story in private. “I appreciate it.”

“Sure. You’re welcome.” He stood and paused. “I know we have this…professional relationship, but um…well, maybe we could grab a quick lunch together sometime?”

“You’ve kind of caught me off guard, Shane,” I stuttered, wondering why it was always the men I didn’t want who seemed most interested in me. “I need to get through this thing with Helena. Then I’ll let you know.”

He nodded and left quietly. It’s never a good idea to mix business with pleasure, I reminded myself. Shane must fight women off day and night. Maybe he just sees me as a challenging conquest, another name to add to his list. Or maybe he’s simply a nice brothah who really is interested. No matter, because his type simply doesn’t turn me on. Too smooth, too pretty, too light, bright, and bourgie. He is our best photographer, though, so I’ll have to let him down easy. Maybe this is the time to hook him up with Deborah, I mused, picking up the newspaper he’d given me.

I was drawn into the tale of young black women in Africa and the Caribbean using bleaching creams to lighten their skin. “Being lighter means you’re prettier,” one teenage girl explained. “You get more attention and you’re just treated better all around.”

“I do it because it makes me more important,” another young woman said, even though she was one of many suffering from permanent skin disorders caused by the bleaching creams.

The story went on to describe how the bleaching caused severe acne and skin cancer and, in some cases, darkened the skin. I pinched myself, hoping this was another of my crazy dreams, but couldn’t stop reading. “I want people to see me as more than a poor ghetto girl, and being whiter would make me happy,” one woman said as she made her first purchase of the cream.

I started to curse the sheer madness of it all when Rodney peeked into my office. “Got a second?” He sat before I could respond. “How’s it going?”

“We’ve narrowed it down to four finalists, all of whom Miz Thang should find acceptable. The new comps will be ready tomorrow. We’ll review them, pick the best, and go from there.”

“Good.” He grinned. “I knew you’d come through, Carmella.”

My eyes fell on the newspaper story, and I swallowed my anger. “Well,” I said with a sigh, “it ain’t over till the diva sings.”

“What’s wrong?” he asked, concern shading his face. “You don’t seem like yourself.”

“I’m just really tired, Rodney…”

“Well, maybe you should take some time off. Once Hot Chocolate is up and running, of course.”

“Yeah right.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken a day off. “I’m about to head out. I’ll see you first thing in the morning, okay?”

“Great job as always, partner,” he enthused. “You know you’re the best, right?”

While my mouth said “thank you,” my mind wondered how I could be “the best” when I felt so damn low and out of fuel.

I organized my desk for the next morning, called it a day and slipped out, hoping no one would join me on the elevator. I needed time and space to sort out the impact of Helena, Ebonee, and the bleaching cream story. If I were a drinking woman, I’d be dancing with a bottle. But since I wasn’t, I hoped a walk home in the dark winter air would give me a new perspective. I stepped over cracks, chanting a hated childhood rhyme under my breath:

“If you’re white, you’re all right

If you’re yellow, you’re mellow;

If you’re brown, stick around;

but if you’re black, get back!”

“My people, my people,” I muttered, searching out our faces in the crowd that whizzed around me. Why are we still trippin’ off of our different shades? Why do we keep weighing ourselves down with this mess? Light skin, dark skin, “good” hair, “bad” hair. Every black person I knew had been touched by the madness, either directly or indirectly. My stick-around brown complexion put me squarely in the middle of the color bar, neither light nor dark enough to attract much attention or force me to defend myself against charges of being “stuck-up” or “ugly.” But I’d watched the sad drama played out in school classrooms as teachers favored lighter-skinned students, heard it in playground taunts and threats, and felt it pulling families apart as one child one was called too much of one thing or not enough of the other. My family wasn’t hung up on the color thing, but it came into our house through television and magazines.

The hunger to see more black folks in the media led me into advertising. I wanted to create healthier images of black people. Maybe help us to quit fighting among ourselves and accept each other. That fire still burned inside me. But the Helena Bookers of the world seemed determined to stand in my way.

For every Amira, there were countless light-skinned, longer-haired black beauties trotted out to represent the safer, more familiar brand of black allure. So when this tall drink of deep chocolate strode onto the scene defying the notion that she wasn’t qualified to represent, the world took notice. I rejoiced. I thanked God. I took it as a personal victory in the war against African-American self-hatred. I remember the first time I saw a photo of her dominating the Paris runways. I claimed her audacious beauty as a personal victory in the war against my people’s self-hatred. Her warm elegance gave little dark girls permission to love themselves. Her confidence made believers and skeptics alike take a second look. And the sheer power of her beauty caused everyone to look inward and reassess his or her definition of womanly glory.

Well, okay, maybe not everyone. I recalled the night a group of sistahs standing behind me in the supermarket fussed over Amira’s appearance on the cover of a leading black magazine. She’d already been on the covers of Vogue and Elle. But, for some reason, her sculpted face smiling from the front of the black women’s magazine was too much for their eyes or their nerves. “Why’d they have to put her on there?” one woman whined. “She’s not even pretty!”

“She looks all right,” another woman said in a nasty tone, “but she needs a weave!”

“Or maybe some of Michael Jackson’s skin cream!” a third one tittered.

I grabbed a copy of the magazine and steeled myself to face the three young women, knowing before I scanned their faces that they’d be melanin-drenched and blind to their own beauty. Leaving my cart full of groceries in the aisle, I hurried past them and out of the store, my appetite ruined. Right then and there, I vowed to make Amira the focus of a major ad campaign. And when Hot Chocolate came up, I knew the fit was perfect. If only it weren’t for the self-haters of the world.

I stepped around the steam rising from a sidewalk grate, the sights around me blurring as the two childhood rhymes merged in my mind. I figured the screaming traffic would drown out my voice as I spat the words in anger:

“Niggaz and flies…

If you’re white, you’re all right…

I do despise…

If you’re yellow, you’re mellow…

The more I see niggaz,

If you’re brown, stick around…

The more I like flies…

But honey, if you’re black, you’d best just get back,

get back, get back…“

“What’s that you say, young lady?” A deep, smooth voice cut through my thoughts. The first thing my eyes fell on was the hat. It was a rich milk chocolate with a wide black band. The inside was a threadbare silk of the same rich shade. Like its owner, the fedora was a bit worn but still quite elegant. It sat on the sidewalk, filled with bills and coins. A few inches away, pointing at the hat, was a pair of deep brown Stacy Adams shoes with pointed toes just like the ones my grandpa wore. My eyes traveled upward to the man’s dark brown slacks and white shirt, which shone with the sheen of too many pressings, cuffs a bit frayed but neat and clean. A beige and white tweed overcoat a few shades lighter than his lightly creased skin topped a brown sweater vest. He perched on a tall stool, long legs anchoring him to the concrete, an old-timey guitar across his lap. His salt-and-pepper hair was neatly trimmed, as was a narrow mustache above generous lips. He’s always sharp, I thought with a grin. And always strumming, singing, or signifying. The low rumble of his words snapped me out of my reverie.

“Seems to me I heard something about liking flies and getting back. Is it something you want to talk about?”

Though I’d seen him every day for years, it wasn’t often that we had a conversation. Most days, we traded glances and nods of greetings. Occasionally, he’d throw a song lyric my way as though he was singing specifically to me. And more often than not, I’d keep my spare change in my coat pocket so I could toss it into the hat as I passed, downplaying the clink of coins by looking the other way.

This day, the comforting look on his face invited my confidence.

“It’s us…blackfolks. I just get so frustrated with the way we put ourselves and each other through changes because this one is light and that one is dark. Why can’t we get past this mess and on to more important things?”

He nodded patiently. I realized I must sound like a lunatic. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

“Reminds me of when Billie sang that song of hers, ‘Strange Fruit,’” he murmured, strumming a few chords.


Southern trees bear a strange fruit

blood on the leaves and blood at the root.



“I remember that song!” I exclaimed. “But it’s about lynching, isn’t it? And I was talking about….”

“Same thing. Young lady, have you ever wondered how we got started hating ourselves the way we do?”

All the time, I wanted to say, but he didn’t wait for my response. A woman rushing by bumped into me, and I stepped closer to the building he leaned against. “You don’t think we just woke up one day and decided to drive ourselves crazy, do you?”

I shrugged. “I really don’t know. I’ve wondered, off and on, why we do it. But what’s that got to do with a bunch of racist white folks tying a rope around some brother’s neck and hanging him from a tree?”

“Do you know why they call it lynching?”

I shook my head, mesmerized by the pain and beauty in his eyes.

“Back in the 1700s, the American slave owners were having problems keeping us in line. Seems the transplanted Africans were prone to uprisings, rebellions, and frequent escapes. Business was suffering for the slave owners. Then they heard of a man named Willie Lynch, a slave owner in the West Indies who’d come up with a way to keep slaves in line.”

The stop-and-go tire squeals and beeping horns provided a staccato backdrop to his flowing voice. I leaned in more closely to make sure I didn’t miss a word.

“The American slave owners invited Willie to come and help them. ‘We’re desperate,’ they cried, ‘can’t keep these Negroes down.’

“Well, ole Willie Lynch, he came to the U.S. Told them not to worry, he had just the plan to solve their problems for generations to come. The secret, he told them, was to get the slaves to hate themselves more than they hated their owners.

“‘Well, how do we do that, Willie?’ they asked.

“ ‘Listen here,’ he said. ‘It’s not enough to whip and chain their bodies. You’ve got to whip and chain their hearts and minds. Then their bodies will stay right where they are, content to serve you. All you have to do is get them to fighting among themselves. Take one group and treat it better than the others. Turn them against each other. Young against old. Male against female. Light against dark. Tell them the ones with straighter hair are better than the ones with curlier hair, and so on. Break up their families. Sell children away from their mothers, husbands away from their wives, sisters away from their brothers. Break the men down. Make them watch you rape their women, fill them with your seed, have your babies. When the men get riled up, kill one or two as an example. I guarantee you, the others will back right down.’”

I was hit with a sudden shiver, but whether it was from the terror of his story or a new chill in the winter air, I didn’t know. I pulled my red wool coat more closely around me.

“The American slave owners did just what he said. Soon, the slaves stopped rebelling and started fighting among themselves. So that, young lady, is the story of Willie Lynch.”

I realized I’d been holding my breath. As I exhaled, the wind lifted my hair from my shoulders and whipped it into my face. We studied each other for a long moment. This was by far the longest and most involved conversation we’d ever had. We usually stuck to topics like the weather, upcoming holidays, or new sights in the neighborhood.

“That’s a great story,” I said. “I wonder how come I’ve never heard it before…”

“Let me tell you something else you may not know.” He smiled, showing strong, white teeth. I wondered if they were dentures. “I haven’t always been on this corner. And I’m not a musician by trade. Believe it or not, I am actually a somewhat learned fellow.” He grinned. In that instant I realized that, despite our glances, greetings, and occasional encouragement to “Have a good day!” we didn’t even know each other’s names.

“I’m Carmella.” I smiled, feeling strangely timid. “Carmella Daley.”

He made a motion as if to tip the hat that sat near his well-shod feet. “And I am Dr. Stanley Phelps, retired professor of African-American history.” He read my raised eyebrows as a question mark.

“So what am I doing on this corner with a guitar and a hatful of money?” he asked, chuckling. “Well, music has always been my passion. But halfway through graduate school, I met and fell in love with the most beautiful woman in the world, my dear, departed wife Mae Sue, may the good Lord bless her soul.” His face brightened, he straightened his back, and the years fell away. “We married, had six children—four girls, two boys—all shades of the human rainbow. I gave up music and devoted myself to supporting my family. Life was good, and when I retired, I realized that I wanted nothing more than to add a little music to the world.

“As for that.” He gestured toward the hatful of money. “I’m blessed to have a decent retirement income. Every dime of that money goes straight to charity, for those less fortunate than myself.”

He picked up his guitar and resumed his song, the full weight of sorrow and rage humming beneath the carefully enunciated words:


“Southern trees bear a strange fruit

blood on the leaves and blood at the root.”



I thought about the story he’d just told me, and wondered whether that’s where the term “lynching” had really come from. Maybe my street corner music man was just a fanciful griot, a teller of myths and fables to those of us who needed something to help us make sense of our inner turmoil and maddening contradictions.

I half believed he was an angel sent to bring me back from the brink of madness. As we smiled gently into each other’s eyes, I thought how much he’d always reminded me of a favorite uncle who always brought you the gift your parents said was too expensive or impractical, the one who sneaked you sugary treats behind Mama’s back and told you stories even better than those in the books you devoured by flashlight long after bedtime.

As he finished singing, we were assaulted with sudden sheets of rain that seemed to come from nowhere. I clutched my coat even more closely, waiting for him to grab his belongings and leave the corner. He reached for the hat, stuffed the money into his coat pocket, and invited me to take the chocolate fedora from his hand. “Here, put this on your head.”

“Oh, thanks, Professor, but I can’t possibly do that! I appreciate it but really, I’m fine. I was going to wash my hair anyway…”

“Never argue with a gentleman who’s rescuing a damsel in distress, young lady,” he chided, tilting the hat toward me.

“No, really, I…”

“Take it, I insist. You can return it tomorrow.”

Nearly drenched, I hesitated, then accepted the hat and set it gingerly on my head. “I’m not really a hat person…”

“It suits you.” He smiled.

“I don’t know about all that…” I protested weakly, giving in to the seduction of his chivalry.

He waved me away as he slung his guitar strap over his shoulder, folded and lifted his stool, and strode toward a nearby café. “Just remember what I said. And remember, no matter how angry you get, we are all your people. Never forget that.”

I nodded and clasped the hat to my head, helplessly in love with his elegant charm. Why aren’t there any men like him my age? I grumbled to myself, jogging slowly toward my building as the rain grew more vicious. If I had been born a few decades earlier, I’d have given dear, departed Mae Sue a run for her money. May the good Lord rest her soul.









Chapter Five




I STUMBLED GRATEFULLY into my apartment, peeling wet clothing from my body as quickly as I could. Ah, sanctuary. I couldn’t live without the bustling sensory riot of big-city energy. Rushing cars and people made my pulse dance and kept my brain clicking. I’d lived in the hustle all my life and couldn’t imagine calling any other environment home. But my soul also needed the soft colors and comforting sensations of my small twelfth-story home. The pastel walls soothed my senses and wiped city stress and soot from my skin. My pillowy furniture felt like sinking into Mama’s warm arms. First-time visitors to my place were often surprised by the contrast between my sleek, tailored attire and business style and the plush, lacy, near-Victorian mood of my private space.

Brewing some tea, I grabbed a towel to pat my hair dry and glanced into the bathroom mirror, noting that the mane my mother called my “crowning glory” had been a source of pride, shame, and guilty vanity throughout my life.

As long as I can remember, folks referred to it as “that hair,” as though it were something separate from the rest of me. The thick waves I inherited from Nana Daley, my father’s half–Native American mother, set me apart from my kinkier-haired sisters, Deirdre and Santina. Strangers would measure my unremarkable Negro features against my hair and ask, “What are you, child? I mean, you’re mixed with something, right?”

When I shook my head, assuring them that both my parents were black, they’d eye or even touch my hair and say, “Well, you sure have some good hair.” Then they’d glance at my sisters, lower their voices and say, “That’s something special, child. I hope you appreciate what you’ve got.”

I wasn’t sure whether special thanks to God were warranted, since others seemed much more excited about my hair than I was, but I tried to appear grateful. My only complaint was the mayonnaise that Mama rubbed into my thick waves and encased in plastic wrap “for deep conditioning.” But it didn’t seem as punishing as the grease and hot comb ritual my sisters endured, squinting their eyes against the sizzle of frying hair and yelping when the comb singed their foreheads or ears. Deirdre shot me looks of naked envy, wondering aloud why she had to undergo such torture when I was spared. Santina just sucked her teeth and stared straight ahead like a prisoner counting the days until her escape. Sure enough, when she went off to college, Santina discovered braids, and as a grown-up schoolteacher, she now alternates between braids and twists, swearing that she’s “allergic” to perms and pressing combs.

Deirdre faithfully smoothes her kinks into bone-straight tresses always cut in the latest fly style. Me, I’ve stuck with my shoulder-grazing pageboy, parted on the left, since college. I’ve fantasized about new hairdos but haven’t had the nerve to experiment. I grew up with Mama’s endless warning to “leave that hair alone. Don’t put anything in it, daughter. It might turn and never come back.” So I have a light perm every few months and keep the classic blunt cut that spells security to me.

“This,” Mama would say as she wove my hair into tight, thick plaits, “makes you more than just everyday pretty; it makes you special. Now all my daughters are pretty, but the way your hair grows just gives you advantages. Don’t mess it up now, hear?”

I swallowed her words whole and grew up fearing any change in the climate of my hair texture. I combed and brushed it softly, oiled it gently, kept perms to a minimum, avoided swimming pools in case the chlorine made it permanently kinky, and sidestepped trendy styles in favor of the tried and true. When a man was attracted to me, I secretly feared it was because of my hair alone, though I didn’t dare ask. Any lover who lavished too much attention on my head made me anxious, and I’d awaken, heart pounding, after a nightmare of my hair falling out in clumps and leaving me bald and abandoned.

I picked up the fedora to dab the raindrops from it with a dry towel. I hope I don’t ruin it, I thought, smiling again at the professor, his music, and his story about the conspiracy to make slaves hate themselves so they’d stay on the plantation. On one hand, it sounded kind of far-fetched. But, if it was true, it explained some of the things that were bothering me.

Don’t be so sensitive, I remembered my mother’s voice chiding me as I got my feelings hurt or my temper in an uproar about one thing or another. Life is unpredictable and people are crazy, she’d counsel me. Just learn to take it in stride.

Sorry, Mama, I thought. I still haven’t learned to do that. I was excited about Amira because I want to make a difference. It’s rare that one gets a chance to help black folks feel better about themselves through advertising, but those fleeting moments are why I chose this business and why, after honing my skills at the power-house white agency, I pursued my dream of working at a sharp, dynamic black firm that shared my commitment to images that were empowering and real.

I picked my way through dinner while channel surfing through dozens of boring shows. I must have dozed off because next thing I knew, I saw myself in our conference room arguing with Helena about what defined a black woman’s beauty. Suddenly, a white man sporting colonial dress walked in. “That’s right, hate yourself!” he shouted. “Reject yourself! Reject your own! Gaze upon your dirty self in the mirror and wish you were something—anything—else. You can’t see who you are. You can’t see any kind of truth. And do you know why? Because I’ve blinded you and I’ll keep you that way!”

There was something familiar and scary about him. “Mr. Lynch?” I asked, as Helena smiled nervously.

“You will address me as ‘sir,’ wench!” he sputtered. “And take that wig off your head. Who do you think you’re fooling?”

I grabbed a handful of my hair and pulled it hard, looking him defiantly in the eye. “This is all mine I’ll have you know.”

“A gift from a European ancestor, no doubt.” He smirked. “And far too lovely for your face.”

I stared at him in disbelief, then looked at Helena, who cowered in a corner, rubbing the skin on her forearm like she expected a winning lottery number to appear. “Try this,” he suggested, handing her a jar of bleaching cream.

“Just go away!” I shouted at Willie Lynch. “We’re not listening to you. Nobody believes your stupid lies anyway!”

“I beg to differ,” he intoned, strolling across the front of the room. “My work has been so effective that you no longer need slave owners to beat you down and turn you against each other. You’re doing it on your own!” His loud, mocking laugh shocked me awake.

I sat up on the sofa to hear the same laugh coming from a character on the newest black sitcom, a young man one step from being a new millennium stereotype. How can a show with blacks writing, directing, producing, and starring in it be just as insulting as the stuff that whites used to crank out about us? I am losing my mind, I realized, turning off the TV to get ready for bed. Please, Lord, stop the crazy dreams. And please keep my hair on my head.

The next morning I overslept, which got the day off to a bad start. I grumbled through my shower and pulled on my tapered black pants, topped with a bright coral sweater and long gold necklace. Ignoring the morning paper, I raced through a bowl of cold cereal and inhaled a cup of black coffee, and was halfway out of the building when I remembered. The hat. I ran back to grab it, then hurried to the corner to return it to the professor before hailing a taxi to work. But he wasn’t there. No stool, no guitar, no Stacy Adams shoes, nothing. What if something had happened to him? How could I find him? And what was I going to do with this wonderful hat that didn’t belong to me?

I spotted a taxi and threw my arm up to hail it. Inside the cab, I closed my eyes to the driver’s maniacal driving and promised him an extra tip if he got me to the office on time. I practiced deep breathing and tried not to get seasick from his sudden stops and squealing swerves. He got me there with three minutes to spare. I threw him his fare plus a hefty tip and was about to close the door when he said, “Hey, lady! You forgot this!” I turned to see his outstretched hand holding the fedora.

“Oh, yeah, thanks.” I grabbed it and rushed into the building. After a morning of calls with other clients, I met my team in the conference room to review the sample Hot Chocolate posters with the new models.

They watched my face as I inspected the previous day’s choices, blown up to poster size under the Hot Chocolate logo. I never would have picked any of these models, lovely as they were, I thought. Too bland. But it was Helena’s party, not mine. And I had a feeling she’d like any or all of these midrange faces just fine.

“They look great,” I said. “Y’all done good. Just run them by Rodney, make any changes he suggests, and have them back here by the end of the day, okay?” They nodded happily.

Not long ago I was like them, on fire about my work. Lately everything felt like an endless chore that sucked my spirit dry. Where had my passion gone? Oh yeah, back in my office, in a poster tacked to the wall, embodied in a girl named Amira who was good enough to sell the world’s finest designer fashions but not Helena’s cosmetics for women of color.

Let it go, I told myself, rubbing the tight spot at the back of my neck. Don’t let that crazy woman get to you.

Without warning, I was struck by a craving for junk food from the corner vendor. I grabbed some money and plopped the hat on my head, enjoying the way it made me feel frisky and a little mysterious. Not bad, I thought, catching a glimpse of myself in a store-front window. I looked like a woman with a purpose, on my way to someplace important, instead of a frustrated advertising executive suffering from burnout and a bad attitude.

Savoring every bit of my greasy hot dog, salty pretzel, and tart lemonade, I turned down a side street I’d been wanting to explore. Shadows chased autumn sunbeams in and out of corners while pedestrians scurried by like cockroaches at the first blast of light. I window-shopped at an antiques store, avoided the urge to splurge at a funky shoe-and-accessory boutique, and swung through a vintage thrift shop with clothing so delightful I wanted to skip work and play dress-up.

Back on the sidewalk, I felt, then heard, a faint but persistent throbbing. It was the beat of a drum, an African drum, beckoning me home. My hips began to sway under my heavy coat, while my back longed to arch and contract in a sensual, wordless call-and-response. Smiling, I followed the sound into a tiny sliver of a store called Diaspora. A blast of yummy incense greeted my nostrils. Walls draped with brilliant fabrics delighted my eyes. I felt sedated, hypnotized by the mellow atmosphere. “Greetings, my beautiful sister, African queen,” a voice tinged with a Caribbean lilt snaked into my ear.

I turned to see a smiling brothah with bushy locks and eyes that seemed to be laughing at life. We nodded a mutual greeting, then I allowed myself to be seduced by the amazing fabrics and colors around me. Running my hand over some mudcloth or draping an Ethiopian shawl over my head, I longed to reconnect with ancient pieces of myself that had been scattered across time and place.

I was flipping through some African magazines (with midnight-colored, full-featured women gracing the covers) when a small, homemade pamphlet caught my eye. On the front was a crudely drawn picture of a strong black man roped around the neck and hanging from a tree, and below that the words, Let’s Make a Slave—The Willie Lynch Speech of 1712.

The pamphlet was in my hand before I knew it. I added a package of coconut incense and a tall, fragrant orange candle and placed them in front of Mr. Dreadlocks with a twenty-dollar bill.

“Ah, I see you’ve come for knowledge, my sister,” he intoned in that gorgeous voice. “This,” he said, pointing at the pamphlet, “may very well change the way you see many things. Not saying it will. But it definitely could.” His fingertips brushed my palm as he gave me my change. I shivered from the delicious tease of his touch. Now this is a man I could get excited about, I thought. But before I could get my flirt on, my eyes landed on the clock above his head. Time to get back to work, I noted, hating to break the spell. Maybe I could come back on payday and buy a large piece of fabric to hang on the wall near my sofa, I thought longingly.

I took one last sniff of the incense on my way out. “Oh, by the way,” dreadlocks called out as I opened the door, “nice hat.”

See, that’s the thing about brothahs that always gets me—never fails. How they can be lover, stranger, friend, or kin, and no matter what mood you’re in, no matter how stank the funk of your blues, they can say the one thing guaranteed to coax a smile. I thanked him with a laugh and strode back toward the office with a lighter heart.

My joy was short-lived though, because who did I see coming out of Rodney’s office but Helena Booker, sheathed in a burgundy leather pantsuit and shod in coordinated Prada boots. What was she doing here? I nodded a quick greeting and tried to hurry away. “Oh, Carmella,” she purred, “I can’t wait to see your suggestions for Hot Chocolate tomorrow.”

You saw my suggestion, I thought bitterly, and it was too much for you to handle. I’m sure you’ll love the watered-down versions just fine. I flicked a quick grin in her general direction and sauntered into my office, shutting the door firmly behind me. I had just hung up my coat when I heard a brisk knock.

“What is it?” I nearly growled.

“You dropped this in the lobby,” Shane said, peeking through to show me the Let’s Make a Slave pamphlet. “I called after you but you didn’t seem to hear. Are you all right?”

“Yes. No. To be honest I don’t know,” I said, sinking heavily into my chair and indicating that he have a seat. “This color madness is making me crazy.”

“I remember this story,” he mused, flipping through the pamphlet. “A history prof in college made sure every student of his knew about Willie Lynch.”

History prof? “What was the professor’s name?” I asked excitedly.

“Let’s see…Dr. Phillips, no, that wasn’t it…”

“Phelps? Stanley Phelps?” I asked.

“Yeah, that’s it! Tall, fly brothah with salt-and-pepper hair and Stacy Adams shoes. Reminded me of my grandpa. Hey, I didn’t know you went to…”

“I didn’t. But I met Professor Phelps the other day. He lent me this”—I held up the hat—”and when I went to return it to him this morning, he wasn’t there.”

“I could swear I heard that Phelps was dead. Are you sure it was him?”

“Yeah. He’s very handsome, nicely dressed, plays the guitar on a stool at the corner near my place. I met him last night. And he told me the story of Willie Lynch. I know it’s him. Come on, let’s see if we can find him!” I jumped up.

“Uh, Carmella, it’s the middle of the afternoon.”

“Right. So?”

“I just thought you had…work to do?” he looked at the pile of papers on my desk.

“Yes, but this is more important. I have to give this hat back to Professor Phelps. Wouldn’t you like to see him again?”

“Okay.” Shane shrugged, hoisting his camera bag onto his shoulder. I set the hat on my head and he appraised me slowly. “Damn shame.”

“Do I look that bad?” I asked.

“No. That good. Damn shame you have to return the hat. It looks great on you. I’d love to shoot you in it.”

“Thanks,” I said self-consciously, annoyed that his comment made me feel pleased. “Let’s go.”

We took the train and walked briskly toward the corner. I slowed as we got close enough to see that the professor wasn’t there.

“Shane, I’m worried. He’s been here every night that I can remember. Do you think he’s hurt or sick or something? I have his hat and no idea how to reach him.”

“It’s all right, Carmella,” Shane said, putting his arm around my shoulder. “I’m sure he has other hats.”

“This is the only one I’ve ever seen!” I snapped, pulling away from his embrace. Business and pleasure—two separate things, I reminded myself. “And I have to get it to him!”

“Carmella, I don’t want to upset you any more than you already are, but I could swear I heard that Phelps died years ago. Maybe this was someone else, you know, a well-dressed bum…”

“He wasn’t a bum!” I shouted. “And he told me his name, and about Willie Lynch. I just want to return his hat, don’t you understand?”

Shane stared at me like I’d gone insane.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “It’s just that…what if something’s wrong and he needs our help? How are we supposed to find him?”

Next thing I knew, we were inside the corner coffee shop and Shane was ordering us hot drinks and sandwiches. He amused me with tales of his college escapades and impressed me with the story of how he’d defied his family’s dream of him becoming a doctor like his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather to pursue photography.

“Believe me, they thought I was crazy,” he said. “Boy, how you gon’ make a livin takin’ pictures? What kind of security will you have with that? Do you think we sent you to one of the country’s finest colleges to learn how to press a shutter button?”

“And you became a photographer because…?”

“I went to college to study engineering. Got a scholarship and everything. In my junior year, I took a photography class to satisfy an elective, and bam! I was hooked. I liked seeing better than being seen. There’s nothing like trying to make a vision come to life.”

His eyes sparkled with the satisfaction of doing what he loved. I wondered when mine would have that look again. “My parents tolerate my profession,” he continued. “They’ve stopped hoping that I’ll come to my senses. But they’re real proud of my brother the lawyer. Graduated top of his class, about to make partner in a big bucks firm. But you know what? He says he envies me.”

“Why?”

My exciting lifestyle. You know, the travel, the variety, the chance to work with beautiful women…” His gaze deepened.

“It’s getting late,” I noted, feeling suddenly nervous.

“Do you have to go already? It’s great just talking with you. About something other than business.”

I nodded. “You’ve been very patient and gracious. I’m sorry I lost it out there.”

“No problem. Maybe you’re supposed to keep the hat. It looks like it was made for you,” he said.

“You’re wrong, but thanks for the compliment.” I rose, and he did the same.

“Can I walk you home?” he asked eagerly.

“No thanks. I’m…”

“Carmella, I won’t bite. Unless you want me to, of course.”

“Shane, I’m really not comfortable…”

“Okay.” He raised his hands in surrender. “No more bad jokes. No pressure, I promise. But please consider letting me shoot you in that hat, okay?”

I nodded, and we said our good-byes outside the restaurant. Aw, Shane, I thought, if only you looked more like the dreadlocked brother in the African shop. Then maybe we could check each other out. But as fine as you are, I just don’t lean in that direction.

I stood staring at the corner as though I could will the professor into being there. His disappearance worried me. Nerves on edge, I noticed a crowd of well-dressed blackfolks crowding into the bookstore across the street. Hmmm, I thought, crossing the street for a closer look, I wonder what’s going on. Inside, a chic, full-figured sister with oversized black glasses and expressive hands was there to read from and sign copies of her book, The Beauty of Soul. I grabbed a copy to check it out. It’s probably the same ole same ole, I thought dejectedly. Then I noticed Amira’s face smiling up at me from the book’s cover and decided to see what Ms. Sister-Author had to say.

After being introduced as a fashion writer, Lori Underwood stood behind the podium to address the growing crowd. She said that The Beauty of Soul was written to celebrate black women of all shades, shapes, ages, and sizes. I took a seat. “I wrote this to satisfy the hunger we have to see our true beauty, not just what’s fed to us by the media,” she explained.

“You see, there are people who make millions—no, billions—of dollars from our desire to change ourselves, to cover our natural glory and conform to some other standard. But we don’t have to sell ourselves short or deny who we are in order to succeed.” The woman next to me nodded vigorously. “We set our own standards, and we set the trends, not only here in America but all over the world. We are leaders, not followers, in fashion and beauty. That’s what this book is about!” The crowd murmured excitedly.

Lori Underwood read a few passages, quotes from women of different ages and sizes about how they’ve struggled to see and accept their own beauty and feel good about what God gave them. Then she came out from behind the podium to walk among the audience and said, “You can see here in this book, or in this room tonight, that we are the most colorful, diverse, and unique women in the world. Few other races can look like we do, yet we come in so many colors and combinations that we look like every other race. We break all the rules, and we make new ones as we go along.”

Folks were raising their hands overhead and throwing out “amen” like it was Sunday morning at the corner church.

“I wrote this book to celebrate the incomparable beauty of black women across the spectrum,” she continued, her voice taking on the cadence of a minister helping her flock to see the light. “You are beautiful, I am beautiful, we are all beautiful right here and now. True freedom is realizing how wonderful you really are and accepting that some folks just can’t handle our beauty. But that’s okay,” she said reassuringly. “Because we’re going to teach them how.”

The crowd jumped to a standing ovation. There was a rush to purchase copies and then to get in line for Lori Underwood’s autograph and a dose of her positive energy. “We’ve been needing a book like this,” the woman in front of me confided to her friend. “Uh-huh,” her friend replied. “I can’t wait to show it to my husband. He’s always talking about how Asian women are so this and so that. This book proves there’s nobody like a sistah!”

I liked Lori Underwood’s book and admired her confident style. After she graciously inscribed the book to me, I took her hand and said, “I just want to thank you, not only for including all of us in your definition of beauty but also for putting my girl Amira on the cover. That makes a strong statement, one that we all needed to see.”

She leaned in to speak in a near whisper. “You don’t know how I had to fight to get her on the front of this book. It was hell, do you hear me? Folks said I was crazy, that it would hurt book sales, that her type of beauty was just a fad. It was a long, hard battle, I swear.”

“Well, I’m going through something similar myself—with Amira, as a matter of fact.”

“Really?” she asked, and we quickly exchanged cards. “Let’s talk soon. Stay beautiful. And thanks for supporting the book!”

I hesitated for a moment. Maybe I should buy Helena a copy. Nah. She’d probably take one look at the cover and take off running. If she wants one, let her buy it herself.

I felt the beginning of a new idea pulse at the back of my brain. But a few feet from the bookstore, my mind was suddenly wiped clean by a handmade poster. On the left side of the poster was a picture of Michael Jackson as a child. On the right was a more recent picture of him. Across the top were the words, “Where’s the Michael We Used to Love?” My eyes darted between the two images. As a child, Michael’s skin was the same warm brown as mine, his dark eyes twinkled, his full lips were raised in a delighted smile, and his three-inch Afro crowned his head with pride. As an adult, he looked like a corpse—whiter than white, his altered features tragically grotesque. Lank, greasy hair hung framing a skeletal face. His skin looked lifeless, his eyes were cold and empty, and his lips seemed ready to scream or cry. Not only was it impossible to identify him as the beaming little boy on the left, but he barely resembled a member of the human race.
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