
Robbie Tarpley Raffish is a writer and business owner in 
Sharptown, Maryland, a town of 700 people and 800 cats. 
She maintains that her life could have been very different had 
the flat iron been commercially available when she was in 
high school ... and knows now, she’d have missed the most 
important stuff if it had. 

Maya was never quite so happy as when she was 
swimming, hair streaming behind her, sleek, like a seal. 
When she was in the water, she felt, well, so normal. No 
one looked, or commented, or pulled or touched. She 
looked just like everyone else.

She knew some people, thought she sounded 
crazy. Her best friend Molly said she just needed to 
stop worrying about it - it wasn’t like she was ugly or 
anything. Mama said to give it time - the world would 
catch up to her. Her brother Mike kept telling her she 
was nuts; it was all in her head.

But Maya knew that it wasn’t what was in her head 
that was the problem; it what was on her head that was 
the issue.

In the water, where all was smooth and easy, she fit 
in. Even when she crested the surface. Well, at least for a 
few minutes when her hair stayed wet and parted down 
the center, all was as it should be. And she could always 
just duck her head back in the water and it would lay 
flat again.

Every day at summer camp she’d wait as long as 
possible in the pool for everyone to get out and go 
change. Then she’d get out for the last time, waiting 
for it, like a bad magic trick that always worked; the 
one you wish your embarrassing cousin would stop 
repeating at family gatherings. Except, this was real life. 
It was her life.

First, the back of her neck would tickle, as if someone 
was running their fingers over it. Then her head would 
start to tingle. Until, ick. Catching her reflection in the 
mirror, Maya would think ... %$#*! curls.

No haircut could tame them. No product could 
keep them straight. Even when Dad took her for a 
professional blow out for her birthday, it was wasted at 
the first drop of humidity. 

It wasn’t fair. While every girl in her neighborhood 
flipped their hair over their shoulders and complained 
about freaking flyaways (what the heck?!), Maya wanted 
to cry every time she looked in the mirror.

Every night that summer she’d gone to bed praying, 
just praying, that she’d wake up with straight hair in 

time for high school. She do the dishes, vacuum, watch 
her little sister Alyssa ... anything ...

Tonight was the last night before high school. One 
more chance. Maybe if she said she’d give up Christmas ... 

The next morning it was clear there was no God. 
Dressed and ready to go, the comb wouldn’t go through 
her hair as soon as it dried from her shower. She fussed 
and pulled and ... nothing. Curls.

Mama said she had to go - she’d be late for her first 
day of school; wasn’t she excited?

Running for the bus with her backpack bumping, she 
jumped on. Head down, she walked to the first empty 
seat, letting her hair cover her face so no one could see 
her. Knowing, just knowing, she looked like a pigeon in 
a flock of eagles.

She pulled out her phone to pretend to read some 
messages, when she heard sniffling. Then, a sob. Then 
a hiccup. She didn’t want to look up and have anyone 
recognize her. Let me just get to school at least, she 
thought.

There it was again; it was coming from next to her. 
Working her eyes up from a pair of sneakers, to jeans 
and across the arm of a flowered top, her eyes came to 
rest on a girl about her age with perfect straight hair.

Perfect. Straight. Hair.
Of course.
But she was crying, or at least trying not to.
Are you ok? asked Maya.
No answer. She asked again.
Really, what is the matter?
Mwa are wnt do nying this mowing...
Maya stopped. Maybe the girl doesn’t speak English, 

she thought.
She tried once more. Can I help?
The girl heaved a giant sigh, blew her nose and 

said softly, My hair wouldn’t do anything this morning. 
It won’t curl or wave ... it just hangs there. I look like 
something the cat dragged in.

Maya smiled for the first time that day and said, 
Hi, I am Maya. Do you swim?
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Perfect. Straight. Hair.


