
[image: Who Does She Think She Is?: A Novel, by Benilde Little.]


Praise for Benilde Little’s Who Does She Think She Is?

“Bursting with humor and wisdom, Ms. Little renders the Branch women—their trials and their triumphs—flawlessly.”

—April Reynolds, author of Knee-Deep in Wonder

“Benilde Little’s novel is a fresh, lively look at marriage, mores and all the funny things that happen on the road to ‘happily ever after.’ It’s a love story for women of all ages who’ve stopped believing in fairy tales but still believe in romance.”

—Veronica Chambers, author of When Did You Stop Loving Me

“Benilde Little’s novel is immensely readable, a well-rendered mix of engaging characters, laugh-out-loud dialogue and thematic landscapes that explore issues of race and class, and the heart of a woman in love.”

—Diane McKinney-Whetstone, author of Leaving Cecil Street

“Beloved Benilde is an important writer because she deals with issues at the core of all of us, the wranglings of the soul, the internal conflicts caused by not knowing who we truly are. In her luxuriant new work, she takes us even deeper, looking at three generations of powerful women as they grapple with family, love and themselves.”

—Iyanla Vanzant, author of In the Meantime and Every Day I Pray



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: Who Does She Think She Is?: A Novel, by Benilde Little. Pocket.]


For Faith,

I couldn’t have done this without you.


Elegance is refusal.

—Diana Vreeland

Your crown has been bought and paid for.

—James Baldwin
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Aisha Branch McCovney, daughter of Camille Branch and stepdaughter of Lemuel McCovney of Llewellyn Park, will marry Harrison “Will” Fitzhugh, son of Meredith Powell Fitzhugh Martin of New York and Venice and William Garrison Fitzhugh of New York and Millbrook. The couple will wed at the groom’s family home in Newport, Rhode Island next June.

The bride, twenty-six, graduated from Newark Academy in Livingston and cum laude from the University of Virginia, and is an assistant media buyer with Rowe/Day, the advertising firm. The groom, twenty-seven, graduated from Harvard and the Sorbonne, and is an art director at the same firm, which is where the couple met.

The bride’s stepfather is the senior partner of the law firm McCovney, Lewis & Brown, in East Orange. The bride’s mother is the head of social work at the Newark Emergency Services for Children.

The bridegroom’s father is a private investor. The bridegroom’s mother is a painter. The bridegroom’s great-grandfather, Garrison Granger Fitzhugh, was founding partner of the Continental Insurance Company; his grandfather, Granger William Fitzhugh, was CEO. The groom’s maternal great-grandfather founded Mercantile Steel.

Geneva sighed and neatly folded a copy of the hometown newspaper, placing it on the kitchen table so that Mabel, the lady who comes twice a week to tidy things up a bit, could see the announcement. Baby girl getting married, Mabel would say. Seems like just yesterday she was runnin’ through this house wit’ me yellin’ after her to slow down. Always was in a rush. That little girl was someum’ else. Marrying a White boy, a rich White boy. You go ’head, Miss I-esh-a. Miss Geneva can die a happy woman now—her grandbaby finally doing it right, she’d say, always emphasizing the I sound at the beginning of her name, I-e-sha, driving Geneva crazy in the process.

The phones started ringing, as Geneva knew they would once the news landed in the Beacon-Herald.

“Yes, Pearl, that’s my little Aisha. Mm-hmm, she’s twenty-six already. I know, seems like we just had her christened.”

“Yes, I’m very pleased. He’s a very nice young man, comes from a very respectable family.”

“Well, I know, you seeing more and more of it these days. The girls say there just aren’t that many of our men to go around, you know, who are going on, finishing their education and stretching themselves.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right. It’s a different world.”

“Alright now, mmmm, and thank you for calling. Yes, see you at church.”

“’Bye now.”

She hung up her kitchen wall phone.

There was still a lot to be done. Camille is so lackadaisical. You have to stay on her about every detail. She was supposed to start calling florists to get estimates. She gets so caught up with her so-called clients and tryin’ to save the world, she’d forget her own head if it wasn’t attached and if it didn’t have all that hair and mess everywhere.

Geneva exhaled in exasperation, as she’d been doing for most of Camille’s forty-five years. She took a last sip of tea and put the cup in the sink, turned on the water and swirled it around the ring in the cup.

At seventy she had more energy than many twenty years younger.

“Ew, look at the time,” she said to no one. “I’m going to be late for service.”

Geneva would not be late; she never was, for anything. What she would be was not early. She’d already laid out what she was going to wear—her coral suit, matching hat, beige pumps, hose and purse.

She was alone now in the high ranch she and her late husband, Major, had bought with an eye toward their twilight years. Now, the wide halls and spacious rooms were too much for just one person, but she couldn’t bring herself to part with it. If she really tried she could still smell Major’s aftershave in the master bath and the smell comforted her, just the way she liked—in private.

Geneva wheeled her late model Buick around the church parking lot, mumbling curse words because her usual parking space was taken, as were all the choice spots. And to add insult, she didn’t even know the offender. Used to be time when she knew everybody who was a member of First Presbyterian, but now they got all kinds of new people coming in, driving these awful trucks, vans, SUBs, whatever they’re called, taking up two spaces. It’s just abominable. Camille and Lem of course had one and had the nerve to be a Cadillac—it’s just foolishness. Geneva ended up having to park on the street. Walking up to the church, seeing it from the front, she was struck by how beautiful the architecture was and for a moment she felt sad that Aisha wouldn’t be getting married there. It would be nice to continue the tradition, but what was she talking about, Camille killed that idea a long time ago, going and getting herself in trouble like some common . . .

The sedate organ music took Geneva’s mind off her daughter for a while and she smiled as she walked down the aisle to her seat in the third pew, right aisle. She mouthed thank-yous to the ladies who wordlessly complimented her hat, and sat down.

Marjorie Blessitt sang “How Blessed Thou Art” and Geneva let the music soothe her soul.


CHAPTER 1

[image: Image]

Aisha

Aisha rolled over in her bed to pick up her cell phone—Will had programmed it to play “Here Comes the Bride.” She’d been out with her best friend Cedra, drinking mojitos till three in the morning, and was in no mood to wake up now.

“Hello. This better be good,” she whispered hoarsely.

“Girl, they all talking about you at home, you all up in the Beacon-Observer today,” Cedra said.

“What’re you talking about? Why are you up?”

“You know I never sleep late, plus Mom called me up all excited about your engagement announcement.”

“Oh, oh shit, I’d forgotten all about that. Do you have it?”

“No, Mom saw it and said that’s all everybody was talking about at early service this morning. Apparently they didn’t know Will was White.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope, that’s what Mom said.”

“Well, what did the picture look like?”

Aisha knew what the words would say—she wrote them—but she wanted to see what the picture looked like. Will didn’t want to do a posed picture so they sent in several from a weekend at Will’s grandmother’s place in the Hamptons, Georgica Pond. She was worried about looking too greasy; what her hair was going to look like; were they going to look like yet another dorky we-are-the-world, we-met-at-Bard couple.

“Mom said it was a nice picture. You can look at it online.”

“Good idea, I’ll call you back.”

Aisha went to her computer, which sat on her dining room table, which doubled as her desk and sat in the middle of her Manhattan studio apartment. Good placement, she noted, slightly above the fold, very good. Will looks cute, he photographs very well, his dark hair is not too short and his mother’s dreamy eyes jump off the page. Yeah. Her hair hadn’t frizzed out too much and she and Will did not look like a Benetton ad. His tan and her lack of one put them only a shade or two apart. It looked casual, but not too. Will hates anything studied. “I don’t know what he’s going to do when we move in together and he sees how long it takes me to achieve my unstudied look.”

She smiled as she read the announcement. Yes, he’s cute, he’s successful and he comes from money and it ain’t new. Yesss, she hissed to herself, doing an “I’m bad” bop into the kitchenette to make a cup of chai tea. Ignoring the slight pounding around her temples, she tied the belt of her stretch terry robe around her waist and sat back at the computer, scanning her e-mails. Nothing urgent.

She opened The New York Times, sat in her favorite chenille armchair and scanned the wedding announcements. In June and September there was big-time competition for space. She’d already begun to compose the actual wedding announcement, thinking about how she and Will had met, trying to come up with something different enough to wield them the big story in the vows section.

Of all people to introduce us, she thought, Belinda Carlyle had to be the tightest White woman under thirty in America. She’d gone to UVA with Belinda and they ended up at the same agency.

Anyway, being nice, I agreed to have lunch with her one day so we’re walking out of the building and Will is barreling in and almost bumps into me. Will’s all distracted, says sorry and keeps going and Belinda calls after him.

“Fitzhugh, is that you?”

Will turns around, big old grin ’cause he knows anybody who calls him by his last name is someone from way back.

“Belinda Carlyle, what’s up?”

He hugs her and she turns a shade pinker.

She’s grinning so hard she seems drunk. They do the “how you been, who’ve you seen?” before they or he realizes that I’m standing there and they’re being rude.

Will looks at me, his perfectly orthodontically rendered teeth gleaming.

He sticks his hand out and says, “Hi, I’m Will.”

“Oh, forgive me,” Belinda breathes all fake, but needing me to believe that she’d just forgotten her manners.

“Will Fitzhugh, meet Aisha McCovney, Aisha Branch McCovney.”

Will and I shake hands.

“Will and I went to Andover together. Aisha and I were at UVA together. We were just going to lunch, do you . . . ?”

“Nah, nah. I can’t, but maybe another time. You’re here?”

“Yes, I’m in accounts.”

“I’m a media buyer,” I insert.

I still don’t know why I was so forward with him. I’d never really been into White boys before, but this one, he was clearly someone to make an exception for.

“Cool. Well, it was great to see you, Belinda. Another time, we can . . .” He nodded at me, “Nice to meet you Aisha.”

“You too, Will.”

“I’ll call you about lunch,” Belinda calls after him.

Belinda and I go to an overpriced joint across the street from our building and I’m convinced she’s oozing. We sit down and I’m trying hard not to jump her with questions about Will.

“So, I didn’t know you went to boarding school,” I start.

Belinda studies the menu, searching for something specific.

“Yes, only for my last three years. I had been at a parochial school.” She closed her menu.

Why am I not surprised?

“Do you know what you want?” she asked.

I wanted to say, Will’s phone number, but resisted.

“Yes, I’m having a cheeseburger. You wanna split some fries?”

She looks at me like I said, Can I split your thighs?

“I can’t eat like that. I’d be huge. You’re such a stick.”

Oh, another average-weight girl who obsesses about her food intake. It’s so boring.

“So, how’s the account side?” I say, changing the subject.

“It’s okay, not really what I want to be doing, but . . . I’ll have a Diet Coke and the Cobb salad, no bacon, no eggs and dressing on the side.”

The waitress took our orders and left.

“Um, so what was I . . . Oh yeah, I think I might go back to school. I really want to teach.”

“Really? Like what, high school, college?”

I was bored out of my mind.

“No, elementary, maybe like second or third, early where I could really make a difference.”

“Wow, Belinda, that’s great. You should do it . . .” I say, feeling sorry for herds of her future eight-year-old pupils.

“So, you and what was that guy’s name . . . ?”

“Will?”

“Yes, Will. You went to school together?”

“Um, yeah.”

She’s going to make me work.

“And he works at Rowe?”

“Apparently.”

“He’s in?”

“Art . . . copy.”

Bingo. I just needed a department.


CHAPTER 2

My Weddin’ Had to Be Discreet
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Camille

I sat at my desk staring over a pile of files that were stacked on a corner of my always messy space. I looked out the window, although there wasn’t much to look at on a Sunday in downtown Newark. I zoned out, watching the garage attendant watch a mini-television. Mostly I was thinking about the engagement announcement; my child, my baby, was getting married. The announcement sat folded on my desk as my thoughts meandered and I looked down at the photograph of my gorgeous Aisha smiling, brimming with confidence, and noted how little she had changed. She always knew exactly what she wanted, even as a baby, and wouldn’t veer. If she wanted the pink one but the pink ones weren’t available and I offered the blue, she’d say never mind, I don’t want blue, and that would be that. No tantrum, no second thoughts, just very clear about what she wanted and how. How can she be twenty-six? Where in the hell does the time go? It’s not like I feel as if I haven’t lived these forty-five years, but the ones spent mothering, which has been my entire adult life, have zoomed by. I certainly have the gray hairs—everywhere—and the flab to prove it even though my friends who don’t have kids don’t. They’ve stood time still and not having a breathing, growing human living with you, reminding you that the years are clicking by, it’s possible, I suppose. They also have time to go to the gym. Even my friends who had kids later and with a partner look younger and Mother Geneva never lets it pass that she saw so-and-so from Jack and Jill who looked so good and young and then she looks at me and I can just hear the tsk-tsking. Oh, how you let yourself go. I hate that she doesn’t seem to understand that there was no time for me. I was working, taking care of Aisha, trying to give her everything and more, the best education, clothes, cultural outings, trying to take care of what she was going to need, not me. I was on autopilot raising her by myself for the first five years, till I met Lem, and even then I still felt like I had something to prove by having had the nerve to be a single mother. I’d just been too busy to notice me.

After I locked my hair and stopped having my twice-a-month sessions with Millie, who’d go on about my roots having their own zip code and let me wax those brows before we change your name to Frieda and where are you going wearing that muumuu, there was no one to even point out how I looked. I wear loose-fitting, unconstructed clothes and you really can forget about having a waistline when you dress like I do. Lem didn’t seem to care one way or the other as long as he was getting regular sex and meals. I used to be thin, never as skinny as my child, and now I’m squeezing into 16s. It’s a body I don’t even recognize. I’ve started walking every day and hopefully that’ll help. Aisha says there are no good mother-of-the-bride dresses in my size and lately has been sending me brochures for Weight Watchers. Her point has been well taken—she don’t want no overweight mama at her wedding, and I frankly don’t want to be, but there’s the other part of me that says, I’m forty-five and I really just don’t give a damn.

Aisha is as a woman as she was as a baby—highly demanding but generally very sweet. This wedding is going to be fabulous, even if it kills a few of us in the process. Lem, who has never said no to her, is even getting fed up with her, asking for a wedding gown that costs seven thousand dollars—it’s criminal, it’s almost what my clients live on in a year. I just can’t see it. Aisha really has no sense of how much that is. She’s seen the numbers Lem has won in client settlements, not realizing that he only gets a third and has to split that with his partners and pay upkeep on the firm. Her education, private school almost since kindergarten and then college, cost us . . . well, I don’t even want to think about it. The planets aligned for her when she met Will, ’cause God knows she needed to marry rich. I often wonder how the hell I ended up with a daughter like this—where she got all her materialism and grandiosity. She saw me dragging myself through school, working at night at the post office to pay for it all—for camp and lessons and exchange trips to Spain and France. Allowing her grandparents to pick up the tab only when I simply could not and she just had to have that ski trip, outfit, year abroad. Well, that’s where she got a lot of it. I’m the only one in this child’s life who can and does say no to her and of course I’m big bad Mommy. She’s been blessed with knockout looks—thank God she wasn’t tall because she would’ve been a model; my definition of death by shallowness. People were constantly telling me that she should be a model, stopping us on the streets of Manhattan when she was an adolescent, handing me cards for this agency or that magazine. There was no way I was going to turn my child into some kind of brown Brooke Shields—we had enough theater in our lives. I didn’t need to add stage mother to my résumé. The problem with being beautiful and educated is that you don’t have to ever really work for anything. Geneva feels that Aisha shouldn’t have to, that that’s why we did, but I don’t agree with her. It’s obviously one of the many things we disagree about. I think everyone should have to work, to strive for some kind of achievement beyond things that land in your lap, like good looks and well-to-do parents. Geneva feels that way too but none of this applies to her perfect Aisha.

I never dreamed of the big fairy-tale wedding, even before it was clear that I wouldn’t be having one. Geneva was very clear that when I did get married it had to be “discreet”—after all, I was already a mother and it was just unseemly to do otherwise. I thought she was going to have a coronary when she saw Mayor Giuliani with his new bride (not her first altar trip), in a whitish wedding dress and a tiara. “That woman should be shot at dawn for carrying on like that . . . they’re just heathens,” she’d said. I always felt a little guilty for cheating Lem out of his chance to have the big splashy wedding. He would’ve loved it, all that glad-handing and partying. He said he didn’t miss it, but I know that’s part of the reason he’s writing the big checks for Aisha’s wedding. Even though he’s her stepfather and we’re divorced now, he’s raised her as his own. I guess the planets lined up for me too.

Our wedding was held at the home of a judge who Lem had clerked for when he was right out of law school. Judge Pierce is a father figure to Lem. Our wedding was charming. It was in the Pierces’ garden, the peonies were in full bloom; we had cocktails and hors d’oeuvres on the patio. I wore an apricot brocade suit and Lem wore a blue pinstripe; Aisha was my maid of honor and flower girl. She took her role very seriously and Lem kissed both of us after the you-may-now-kiss-the-bride part.

I met Lem when I was getting my master’s. He was teaching an undergraduate criminal-law class and one night he came out of the school and saw me flooding the battery of my ten-year-old Datsun B210, trying to get it to start. The first thing that struck me about him was how kind he was, and country. He had a big wide-open childlike smile and stopped just short of calling me ma’am—which shortly began to drive me insane. He gave my car a jump and then invited me to go for a drink at the Gateway Hilton Hotel. I could go only because Aisha was with my parents on the nights I had classes. Geneva insisted on it and she’d take her to school the next day. So, off I went like the free unencumbered girl I never was and sat with Lem talking until they closed the place. We went from cocktails to coffee in that sitting and while he wasn’t fine he was strong and had a clarity that I needed. I knew that he was going to be in my life in some way. He was thirty-three. I was twenty-six. He’d never been married—too busy building his practice. He was the only boy in a family of four sisters, born in Georgia but raised in Newark, where his parents had migrated. He went to college and law school on an academic scholarship. We married two years to the day after we met and ours was the kind of marriage I knew it would be—steady. Lem worked all the time and provided us with material comforts many women would drool over. We lived in a French-style colonial with seven bedrooms and a carriage house in a gated community. In the early years we’d rent out the carriage house to law students, and later opened it to various family members on Lem’s side, whenever any of them needed a place to stay. When we married we both assumed we would have children together but it never happened and the doctors couldn’t figure out why, other than Lem’s parts were in working order. Again I felt bad for Lem and even offered to divorce him so that he could marry someone who could give him children. He said I offended him, that Aisha and I were all that he needed. You are my family. Seven years later, we amicably decided to end our commitment.

Aisha called to tell me that Town and Country was planning to “cover” the event. This is so far from where I was at her age—other than the fact that I was already a mother, in my day weddings weren’t this big traditional thing, we were just coming out of rejecting everything establishment—weddings and marriage at the top of the list. But Princess Diana and Vera Wang, founder of wedding-dress chic, ushered in a return to all this wedding hoopla twenty years ago and it shows no sign of reversing. When my Spelman roommates married in the early 1980s they had the whole hog too, big rings, the long trains, all the stuff Aisha assumes she should have.

As for my life, my career, I’ve been alone for a long time, before, during and after Lem. Being a teenage mother cut me off from my peers who were pledging when I was finger painting, setting up first apartments while I was going to PTA meetings. I’d had a famous musician father, a sometime haughty mother who left my brother and me to basically fend for ourselves way before we were prepared and tried to disown both of us when we failed to live up to her desired life of Negro respectability. My brother MJ, short for Major Junior, first quit his good job as a Wall Street lawyer and moved halfway across the country to work, as what, Ernest and Julio Gallo and he’s what, oh no, no son of mine . . . to add insult to injury is whaaat—gay? Poor, poor Geneva, who has done so much for her children to have them both turn out to be such disappointments—a fag and a teenage mother. Since Lem and I split up and Aisha moved out, I just have my work at the center to fill up my days. I enjoy my work, if you can use that word when you’re talking about children being found abandoned in basements, eighteen-year-old mothers of three and four kids, all different fathers and on and on; but every now and then when I can help one girl-mother get a G.E.D. and go on to college, to stop at one baby and begin a life that she owns, then there’s nothing like that feeling. Geneva says I’m a classic bleeding heart just like your daddy, always wasting time helping folks that should be helping themselves.

In addition to being on me about my weight, Aisha’s been hinting around for me to cut my hair. I’ve been wearing locks now for a while—has it been ten years? She says my look is played, that I need to get “unstuck,” in the eighties. Having the hair hang down my back makes me feel womanly and since I’ve never been into putting chemicals in my hair to straighten it, it works for me. I wanted to kill Geneva when she combed a perm through Aisha’s hair when she was ten without even asking me—knowing I didn’t want that. She’s been wearing it bone straight ever since. Thank God she finally stopped flicking it. When she was in elementary school, she’d be flinging and fingering imaginary hair behind the ear because she saw all her little White girlfriends at school doing it and decided it was an affect for her. That was when I let Geneva talk me into putting her in Jack and Jill. She needed to be around some other brown girls with immobile hair. It turned out to be where she met her lifelong best friend Cedra—a rock of sanity in Aisha’s life. Cedra’s a princess too, but a grounded one with goals that don’t end with china patterns or Vineyard houses. Cedra was at our house so much when Aisha was growing up that she had her own bed. Her parents went through an ugly divorce a little after Lem and me, and if Aisha was distraught over ours, Cedra was traumatized. Our house was her safe haven where she could feel free to talk about the pain she was in, something she wouldn’t share with her parents. They were clearly going through their own stuff, since the father left the mother for the mother’s “best friend.” Yes, it was ugly. Cedra shared much of it with us, me especially. She’s now an architect working for a firm in the city and getting her final certifications. Aisha worries that Cedra is too concentrated on her career and uses it as an excuse to not be involved in life. I love it when my little one plays amateur shrink, sometimes she’s right on the money, but I don’t know about this one. Aisha has a hard time understanding a focus on work. I do miss the long conversations I used to have with Cedra since she’s finished graduate school. I worry that with marrying this Will, Aisha will never know what it’s like to feel deeply satisfied by one’s work.


CHAPTER 3

He Sorta Got Me
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Aisha

Will and I did a cat-and-mouse thing for almost a year before we finally started officially dating. I’d run into him in the design department, make up excuses to have to talk to him about some inane project, my excuses so bad eventually I’m sure he saw right through them and decided to ask me out to just get rid of me—at least that’s probably what he told his friends. Our first date, after too many drunken nights with his preppy friends and my bappy ones at fake low-down bars on the East Side, happened on a Friday night after work. I was dressed in my favorite cream Chloe coat, Catherine Malandrino red skirt and Loulou de la Falaise necklace. My hair and makeup perfectly done to look as if I’d just played a game of tennis. I met him in the lobby of our work building and he looked at me and said wow. Just the response I was going for. We went to a restaurant called the Brownstone. They had one seating a night, so you went there to linger as long as you liked and we did. Although we’d been out in groups before, this was our first one-on-one and we covered a lot of ground for a first date. He told me about growing up being bounced between his mother and father, their assorted husbands and girlfriends and careers and houses. I needed a flowchart to keep them all straight: the mother’s husbands that he’d liked; the ones he’d despised; the father’s girlfriends who were nice; the ones who’d come on to him. Still, I thought Will’s life looked like a fairy tale or a least straight out of the pages of Vanity Fair—sailing camp in the Caribbean, horseback riding on the grandparents’ estate, schooling in Switzerland. He was amazingly normal, considering.

“I work hard at it. It’s what I’ve always wanted to be,” he said that night. I think I fell for him at that moment. For him, normal was taking a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for lunch to public school in some nice but not too ritzy suburb, having friendships from kindergarten. Some of the stuff I’d had and maybe that was what drew him to me. The opposite, I’d admit to no one, was true for me.

In the beginning he used to compliment me so much on my appearance it made me nervous—your skin is so soft, your face is perfect, your body should be sculpted—I’m sure he was talking about my butt, because other than that, my body is just like any other stick-figure White girl he’d been with. Neither of us had ever been seriously involved with a person outside our race. He’d had a fling with a Japanese girl in college and I’d gone on a few dates with a foreign exchange student from Sweden. We’d both had lots of flirtations, but I think when we met we were ready to try for something a little deeper, a little more. We had an attraction to each other, but we’d also connected over the desire to be “normal” and we found we just liked being around each other. I got Will and he sort of got me. We’d each had to struggle with appearing one way on the outside and being totally different inside. He seemed like a privileged preppy who didn’t take anything seriously and I seemed like a pampered princess who only cared about my hair. We were both so used to being underestimated that we’d given up trying to dissuade people long ago. How we trusted each other enough to be ourselves is still a mystery to me. What probably happened was we each figured the other was so far from the people we were expected to be with that we just didn’t bother putting on the face, so it was easy to see underneath ’cause we weren’t trying to hide.

The reaction to us getting married has been interesting. Some of Will’s friends have said, Of course he’d marry a Black woman; Will’s always trying to be different. Some (Belinda Carlyle, who’s so jealous she can hardly look at me) have begun referring to me as Will’s first wife in that preppy brand of humor. They say these things in front of me and continuing on in their tradition we laugh along with them, when inside I want to scream. Once, some of the girls even confronted me in the ladies’ room of a downtown nightclub and said the word was that I’d thrown myself at Will.

I’m in the mirror, reapplying my new Nars gloss and here they come, like they’re going to jump me, not knowing I know people who really do get jumped in the ladies’ room and that I know how to defend myself. “And you’re point would be?” I said, looking at the trio of Hilton sister look-alikes in the mirror.

“Well, Will is like major . . .”

“And what, I’m not supposed to have a major guy?”

I turned around to face them all.

“It’s just that—”

I cut the stupid bitch off.

“I have the best because I am the best and if you got a problem with that, you can share it with someone who gives a fuck.”

I turned my head dramatically enough that my freshly blown-out hair did a little whip as I walked out the door.

These bitches have no idea. I’ve been fighting my whole life. Fighting White people saying and doing things all in the name of keeping me in a place, and Black people for the same reason. I wasn’t having that from the time I was six and the ballet teacher told my mom that my butt was too high to ever properly dance ballet. I watched Camille listen and nod and proceed to tell that teacher that she had no idea what she was talking about. Mom took me out of that class and put me in another—with a master ballet teacher who it turned out knew Grandpa. I got understudy to the lead in the spring production—high booty and all—and tore it down when the lead got strep throat.

My friends, particularly the brothers from my Jack and Jill and camp days, are also in my face.

“A White boy, Isha? A White boy?” It’s become something like a greeting. My girls understand—either they are on the it’s-just-love-tip, or they’re like, A sister’s gotta do what a sister’s gotta do. Translation: There ain’t enough Black men out there.

Of course the truth of the matter is that it’s all that and more. The reason people marry is complicated enough when their skin looks the same—from different races in this race-obsessed country, it’s like figuring out Chinese math. All I know is I’m glad I met Will and he says he feels the same way.

I do sometimes wonder if he’d love me if I had dark chocolate skin, short unstraightened hair, was not reed thin, not private-school educated with perfect teeth. Then you would be someone else, he says, Aisha, stop trying to find something to point to why we shouldn’t be together. You are the way you are. You look the way you look. I like it, a lot, and there’s nothing wrong with that.

It’s a conversation I can never really have with him. He doesn’t know in his bones the legacy of what slavery did to Black people, the plantation luggage we’re still carrying around just about our hair texture and skin shade. I’m café au lait with hair permed as straight as his sister’s, with a twenty-three-inch waist. I totally identify as a Black woman, but on the street can be mistaken for anything from Indian to South American to East African. I’m trying to learn how to live with the fact that he won’t ever get it.

I know I’m attractive, some have said beautiful, but by whose definition? At least that’s what I was always taught at home when I was a little kid and Mom and I would look through magazines and I’d point out only the blondes as pretty. Mom would talk to me about why I picked one woman over another; not in a lecturing way, but very gently, she’d say, Well, this one looks like you will look when you grow up and that one looks like Aunt Joni or Auntie Eleanor and I think they’re beautiful. Eventually I got the point.

Mom has been mute on the subject of Will’s race. She asked me only once if I was ready to deal with the assumptions, the stupid comments and, in some places outside major cities, the stares. She asked me what we intended to teach our children, if we were planning to have any, about their identity . . . she’s adamant about not raising them as “bi,” says it’s bullshit in this country. You’re either one or the other and to raise them otherwise is asking for trouble. Kids need a firm ground, not this mixed crap. Obviously Will and I disagree with her—he more than me—and we’ll deal with that when the time comes.

My dad says he just wants me to be happy, but I know he wishes I were marrying a nice young “brother” like him who pledged a Black fraternity. Everybody has his or her wishes for me. It’s been a heavy burden and I just want to live and be left alone.

When Mommy got married I remember feeling like Lem was rescuing us. He was our prince. He moved us out of our two-bedroom garden apartment to a beautiful house with a backyard and swing set. I always wanted my own swing set. Mommy seemed more grateful to him than madly in love. She says she was in love with Dad but I never really believed that. I wish I could’ve seen her with my real father, then I would have had something to compare it to.


CHAPTER 4

Daddy’s Rich and Mama’s Good-lookin’

[image: Image]

Camille

I knew something was wrong and that I should’ve told someone, but I was used to figuring stuff out on my own and at eighteen, I was bound to make a few missteps. Geneva was too busy with Daddy to have time to worry about us. She sent MJ and me away to boarding school at thirteen and fourteen—we were Irish twins and in the same grade because she’d been traveling with Dad and put my brother into kindergarten when he was six. Anyway, us being at Lawrenceville freed her up to again travel. I didn’t know it at the time, but she went with him to keep the hos away and make sure the money was coming in. She made sure that the often shady music-company people paid him what he was owed. In those days, I guess it’s true today too, there were women of leisure who had trust funds and boredom and were always licking their lips to sponsor those brilliant, fine jazz musicians—the artists. The artists too lived for different experiences, believed in living life to the fullest and often that meant falling in with all kinds of different women. It was so common that Dad was weird ’cause he and Mom stayed together for fifty years and as far as I know he didn’t cheat on her . . . but I digress.

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Who
Does She

‘Think
She Is?

A Novel

BENILDE LITTLE

SIMON & SCHUSTER PAPERBACKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/images/9781416572039.jpg
WHO DOES
SHE THINK
SHE [37

A NOVEL

“Little has the guts to drop plenty of
tough questions at the heart of what is
an enjoyable romantic romp.”

—The Miami Herald

BENILDE LITTLE

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF GOOD HAIR











OEBPS/images/common.jpg





