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Depends on Who’s Buyin’ 

 “You remind me of a man.” 

 “What man?” 

 “The man with the voodoo.” 

 “Hoo-doo?” 

 “You do.” 

 “Do what?” 

 “You remind me of a man.” 

 And cue the giggles. My father and I would go back and forth like this for hours, getting 

caught in these infinite loops, filling entire car rides. It was a game of chicken, seeing who would 

be first to break the chain or to get jumbled. I’m not sure why I started with this anecdote, to be 

honest, but every autobiography must have a beginning. A life story does not just roll off the 

tongue, for someone’s life isn’t a story at all. A story has some purpose, some sort of message, 

some reason for telling it. My life has many stories in it, but it has plenty of bullshit, too. In 

between the stories, there is plenty of filler to make the car ride a little smoother. 

 Brushing my hair is a process. As I carelessly jerk around throughout the day and toss 

and turn in my sleep, the long ringlets combine, morph, knot into treacherous tangles that must 

be slayed by my mighty sword. When provoked and tempered, my curls transform into an 



unrecognizable amalgamation of dreadlocks and frizz that borders my oversized head like a 

lion’s mane. However, over the eighteen years of my existence, I have learned to tame this beast, 

not to say that I always utilize this expertise, but nonetheless I am certainly capable. 

 Sharing these coils with my siblings and father (a man who has not cut his hair in forty 

years), the wild placement of the bird’s nest became a symbol of freedom and pride, as our most 

important family heirloom. My mom is not left out entirely; her curls simply flattened to waves 

in her early twenties, and her Billy Ray Cyrus self-done mullet is not the perfect showcase for 

any special hair feature. Nonetheless, she knows the pain.  

 As a child, my sun-bleached afro was like an attraction at a playground. Classmates and 

cousins would stretch the curls like a spring and add sound effects as the strand bounced back to 

equilibrium; shzzzooop, boing. On a particular occasion when walking on a beach on vacation, a 

woman asked a three-and-a-half-year-old Hava to act as the sacrifice in her personal curl-

touching ritual. When young Hava declined her request, she proceeded to continue with her 

private agenda and was met with a three-and-a-half-year-old’s handful of sand in the face. 

Looking to my mother to punish me for the action, the woman was met with an unsurprised stare 

and the explanation, “She said no.” 

Despite its seemingly effortless, a.k.a. unkempt, appearance, I do brush these helical 

locks regularly. In Kindergarten, it truly was effortless. I would work the brush through the over-

conditioned hair as best I could, rinse it out in lukewarm water, and come out to the laundry-

folding room, covered shoulder to ankle in my beach towel (we rarely have regular towels, and I 

only pick the over-sized, extra-fluffed, colorfully-patterned desiccators). My dad would be 

waiting for me on the green couch, and I would stand backward between his legs while he 

worked my strands into an even braid. At first, it would hurt as his sausage fingers got caught in 



the tangles and he forcefully pushed them through, but after a while, the pain would go away, 

either because I got accustomed to it or because there grew fewer knots.  

Sometimes, as his hands worked the magic, he would tell me stories about his hair back 

in his prime hippie days. Visualizing his colorful skirts and confidence, I beamed and blushed 

with the comparison. Seven minutes later, I was ready to get dressed and eat my Rice Krispies. 

On a good day, I would catch a chance to sneak a glob of honey into my breakfast. 

 Once I started first grade and started taking the bus, there was no longer seven minutes 

for Papa ze Hair Designer. However, it was not the end of parental intervention in the mop that 

rested above my forehead. In fourth grade, my dance career intensified, with a full scholarship to 

Nevada Ballet Theater, the most prestigious studio in the state. Following suit, ballet, with all its 

discipline, required slick, flawless buns, and when recital season came along, I had great 

difficulty achieving this extraterrestrial appearance on my own. My father, filled with wisdom of 

braiding, beadwork, and cooking, was also lost when it came to wrapping the thick mess in a 

tight cylinder. Thus, my mom, the fix-it gal, came to the rescue. Learning everything she needed 

to know from various youTube searches, my mom pressed the 32 bobby pins securely into my 

wound up hair. Though anyone who has glanced at any of Abby Lee’s Monsters on Lifetime 

could not classify my mother as a “dance mom”, she didn’t do half bad. Keeping English-

twelfth-language Ms. Monica and always-perfect Emma off my case, Mama ze Hair Designer 

was born.  

Soon, even she went out of business, still. Ever since, the hair burden has lied on my 

shoulders, but I’ve adapt. Brushing my hair is a process. I brush the over-conditioned locks, 

clockwise, bottom to top. After rinsing away the white streaks in the jet stream, I comb through 

with my fingers, staring at the strange conglomeration of colors: stripes of blonde and red that 



are so much more dramatic when wet. Escaping from the glass box, I brush the somehow again-

tangled curls for the final time, squeezing out the moisture as I go. Once a month, I switch the 

part to the opposite side, just to keep things fresh. Every now and then, I will bring each half into 

pony tails of their own at the bottom of my cheeks, the combination of which is colloquially 

known as “piggy tails”, waiting for my mom to remark that she has always loved this style and 

likes the use of two different colored hair ties. On occasions, I will bring two pieces from the 

front, one from each side, and braid them together in the back, hoping that my dad will notice 

and mention that he used to do that back in the day when he had enough hair.  

 I have yet to meet an individual luckier than I. I bask in and cherish the ability to spend 

three pages of my autobiography talking about nothing but hair. My showers were never cold. 

My cereal only ever lacked milk out of forgetfulness, never out of the inability to afford. The 

only physical pain ever caused to me by my parents was in an effort to get knots out of my curls. 

I have very little to complain about, but that has never stopped me before. 

  

December 15th, 2009. Doom’s Day was upon us. It wasn’t large or dramatic like I 

expected. Just enough to assure me of my imminent demise. At first, I was convinced that I had 

shit myself, but upon inspection of my anus, it was evident that this wasn’t true. It wasn’t red 

like I assumed it would be. Just a small brown stain accompanied with the urge to take a nap and 

to cuss out anyone between me and that nap. I stuffed some toilet paper in the center of my 

underwear and left the bathroom stall. With half a day of school left to conquer, eighth grade can 

be brutal. 



 It was official. I was a woman. My first bleed had come, and it would follow in 

succession once every moon cycle. Once I got home, putting in a pad was self-explanatory 

enough. Little did I know, there would be other options in the future. I took my much needed 

nap, and when I awoke, my mother had made it home. I informed her of the natural disaster that 

had fallen upon our household that afternoon, in spite of my inclination to keep it a secret. 

Through her grinning teeth, she attempted to show sympathy, but I was a ball of fury and I was 

not having it. 

 As much as I wanted the day to be over, there was still a band recital to attend. As an 

egocentric first chair saxophonist, I was convinced that my presence was essential for a 

successful show. Though performing at a concert and standing in front of a full theater lied low 

on my desires at the moment, I counted my blessings as it acted as a ticket out of ballet class that 

evening. For some strange reason, prancing around in a leotard and tights as Ms. Monica and 

perfect Emma analyzed my body for imperfections didn’t seem ideal for my first moon day.  

I threw on my bowtie and cummerbund and began preparing my instrument. My hair had 

been done to the best of my ability with the little patience that I had. I applied mascara to my 

blonde lashes, as I had recently begun to do on special occasions. Slipping on my high heels, I 

rounded up the family and herded them into the Schwartz van. 

Once we arrived, I couldn’t wait to get out of the car. My mom has never been good at 

keeping secrets, and none of my family members ever missed the opportunity to put in their two 

cents. The embarrassment was not the only fuel propelling me toward the concert hall, however. 

My stand partner was awaiting me. 



Thomas Schamer. I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. He was second chair, and I never 

let him forget it. Similarly, he never let me forget that he had a better grade in science. We 

competed in absolutely everything and never let a victory slide by with honor and grace. We 

wouldn’t dare miss the opportunity to tease one another. 

After convincing myself that my feminine hygiene product could not be seen through my 

pencil skirt, I found him in the greenroom, and we began our bickering. 

Noticing the jagged, broken piece of wood at the front of his instrument, I initiated. “Nice 

reed.” I let out the appropriate chuckle and smirk. 

“Nice bowtie,” he retorted. I looked down and saw the clip-on, sparkly gold decoration 

had come undone by my neck strap. I rushed to fix it. Fine. He can have this one. 

As our conversation continued, covering the latest episode of the Hyde Park Middle 

School soap opera, we let in the usual, frequent digs at one another. The longer I was beside him, 

the faster my heart pounded, and I was sure that my face had turned at least three shades redder 

than a tomato. Our awkwardness cannot be put into words, but it comes close to when someone 

is eating a banana and makes eye contact with a stranger. He was my first crush, but he was 

certainly not my last. 

 

 Will Bertram. I apologize for staring at you so often. I apologize for fantasizing about 

you. I apologize for imagining myself in the place of Abigail. As she leaned forward and you 

rubbed her back, I wanted so badly for you to rub mine. As she made a comment and you 

laughed so hard that you couldn’t keep your eyes open, I wanted so badly to be the one that made 



you grin. I wanted you to stare back. Your dimples, your hair, your arms, your butt. I wanted it 

all. 

 That’s why it hurt so much. I already knew I didn’t have a chance. I wasn’t naïve. We 

weren’t even in the same grade, let alone on the same level. I just had no idea how far off my 

fantasies really were.  

 

 Perhaps the connection between my father and I arises from our visible genetic 

commonalities or from some years of him changing my diapers, but regardless of its origin, this 

connection continuously brought me to his arms after every heartache. When Will Bertram 

ripped my heart from my chest, it was no different. 

 “You don’t understand, and I don’t understand enough to explain it to you.” 

 He was just trying to comfort me, not knowing what it was that he said or did to start the 

hysterical tide erupting from my tear ducts. “Try me,” he would say, while rubbing my upper 

spine. Ugh. The other sixteen-year-olds have boys rubbing their backs, not their fathers. 

 “Everyone at school thinks I’m gay.” 

 “Oh, Honey. Why does it matter what they think? You’re not gay, and even if you were 

that would be okay,” Dad responded as he chuckled. He tried to be as politically correct as 

possible while walking on the typical egg shells that cover the floor whenever conversing with 

an emotional female. He looked to the pink, purple, and teal walls of my room to gain 

inspiration, but it was the “Oh, Honey” that killed it. Once the belittling “Oh, Honey” had been 

uttered, there was no going back. I didn’t truly listen to a single word after that. 

 “No, Dad. I don’t care what people think. I mean I do, but I don’t.” Through sniffles and 

that inevitable, awkward breathing pattern that everyone gets when they cry, I could barely get 



any words out between hiccup-gasps, let alone coherent thoughts. Deep breaths. Deep breaths. 

“It’s just… It’s just… stupid. Never mind. Just leave me alone.” I jerked my shoulders to push 

his hand off. 

 “Come on.” He made that smacking sound with his tongue and the roof of his mouth. I 

hate that sound. “Talk to me.” He stretched his arms around me in a hug and held on despite my 

fighting. It is some technique that he learned at a rainbow gathering or in one of his social-

psychology classes. It annoys me how well it works, because suddenly I calmed down.  

 He was patient as I caught my breath, so that I could finally start to explain. “Will asked 

me if I’m gay after school today. And, like, I couldn’t adamantly say ‘no’ because I don’t want it 

to sound like I have anything against gay people. Like two of my best friends are gay, so I 

obviously don’t. And I’m the one who is always saying that everybody is gay and that sexual 

orientation is a spectrum. And I didn’t know how to answer, and… and.” The funky breathing 

started up again, and my lungs inflated with the hiccup-gasps until I could release the valve and 

let all the gas escape. I can’t believe I made the “but I have gay friends” excuse, but it was true. 

Out of my three closest friends, one was a lesbian Asian, another was an Asian lesbian, and the 

last was a dude. It certainly doesn’t give me the most heterosexual appearance. Couple that with 

my flannels and loose jeans, and I fit all the stereotypes of a butch. 

 “Fuck Will. What does he know?” 

 “No! I like Will. I already told you that!” Dad just can’t get anything right. 

 “But if he doesn’t see how beautifully feminine you are, then that’s his problem.” 

 Ignoring the grossness of that statement coming from my father, I continued. “But it’s not 

just him! It’s everyone, even teachers. They all think that I’m dating Emily or Jennifer. And I 

don’t care, except that I’m not, and I don’t get why they think that. And I don’t know what to say 



when they ask, because if I get defensive, then it’s like I’m homophobic. And I’m mad at the 

world for putting labels on this stuff, and at people for thinking they are better for being one way 

or another, and for people thinking that they even are concretely one way or the other. I just 

don’t like it!” It appears my metal thimble just landed on the water works utility space, and I am 

the new owner for a hundred and fifty monopoly smackeroos.  

 “I know, baby. It’s hard,” He didn’t know, but I let him get away with it. 

 We sat in my bed for another ten minutes as I slobbered and attempted to explain my 

feelings more accurately. He soaked it up, and threw back his go-to cheer-up sayings. I focused 

on his soothing sausage fingers, kneading my back. Eventually, he left to join Mom downstairs, 

filling her in on my “boy troubles”. 

 Once again, my father and I were stuck in an infinite loop, just like the silly car game of 

my youth. 

 What’s wrong? 

 I don’t want to tell you. You won’t understand. 

 Tell me. 

 Fine. 

 Oh. Boy troubles. 

 Ughhhh and other expressions of teen angst. 

 What’s wrong? 

 I wanted to tell my father, to tell Will Bertram, to tell everyone, how angry I was for their 

labels. No label has ever created complete inclusivity. They are created as a means of distinction, 

to set two things apart, to classify them into different categories. I wanted to make them 

understand that these divisive categories are pointless and detrimental. For, among the 



comparisons that set the two categories apart lies a distinction between superiority and 

inferiority. I wanted them to see just how stupid and transparent these labels are, how fluid 

sexual orientation can be. It doesn’t lie on some binary, and it needs no definition. People love 

people, not genders. 

 However, no matter how hard I try, there will still be people that don’t get it until there 

aren’t. I cannot change the minds of humanity, but I will always have faith that eventually time 

will make the transformation. As Pete Seeger put it, “You can’t kill all the unbelievers; there’s 

no shortcut to freedom.”  

 So, I let Will live with my snide comeback as I turned away to hide my bright red face, 

another lovely family heirloom from my father. And to all the rest who ask: 

 “Are you gay?” 

 “Depends on who’s buyin’.” 


