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To my parents – Ed and Becky

And for my boys – John, Elliot, and Milo



FOREWORD

AUSTIN CHANNING BROWN




I WILL NEVER FORGET THE MOMENT JENNY BOOTH POTTER shifted from being my friend to my accomplice and partner in the pursuit of racial justice. We were on a trip with forty of our college peers to learn about America’s racial history. But things weren’t going well. Our group had dissolved into a muddy puddle of tears, hurt, and hopelessness.

Then came Jenny’s voice.

Side-stepping defensiveness and instead embracing the pain of our racial history, she believed we could make a difference if only we confront our past . . . and our present. When she spoke the words Doing nothing is no longer an option for me, Jenny was speaking for herself, but she was also naming for me the vocation forming in my soul. Because as she said those words, I knew that I too would commit the rest of my life to antiracism work. There was no turning back. And I felt an instant and deep connection with her.

What I didn’t know was how deep our connection in this work would be. That connection has survived not just our college years, but two decades worth of antiracism projects together. From demanding budgets to raising money, from creating curriculum to teaching hundreds, from being verbally assaulted to being gaslit, we have fought the good fight together.

When I give a lecture on racial justice, Black people ask me how I know when someone is an ally. It’s a question born out of deep disappointment—of high hopes that a friend had become an ally, only to experience heartbreak when they walk away. But whenever I am asked this question about allies, I find myself describing Jenny.

You want someone who is committed—who won’t walk away when coworkers start calling you toxic or divisive. You want someone who is teachable—who is always learning on their own without prodding or pushing from an external source. You want someone who is willing to step in when you’re tired or sick or it’s too dangerous for you to speak up. You want someone who is in it with you from beginning to end. Jenny has been all of those things to me and more.

Jenny will be the first to tell you that she hasn’t gotten everything right. This book is not her ode to herself. Instead it is a peek inside her own journey, as a White woman who refuses to give up on her promise to keep going. Even when it’s hard.

Inside these pages you will find an honest account of what it costs to move beyond performative allyship and get into the fight for justice. If you, as a White person, feel compelled to move off the sidelines and get into the fight for justice, but are unsure about how to begin your journey, there is no one I trust more to walk beside you than my friend Jenny.

And if you are a Black person, this book is not for you. But please feel free to hand this out to the White people in your life so you can stop accepting a gajillion coffee dates every time there is a racial uproar. You can trust Jenny to tell the truth so you can go about your day.







INTRODUCTION


Toni Morrison said, “The function of freedom is to free someone else,” and if you are no longer wracked or in bondage to a person or a way of life, tell your story. Risk freeing someone else. Not everyone will be glad that you did. Members of your family and other critics may wish you had kept your secrets. Oh, well, what are you going to do? Get it all down. Let it pour out . . .

ANNE LAMOTT







I HAVE SPENT NEARLY TWENTY YEARS as a professional storyteller. At the start of my career, I served at nonprofits and helped craft stories of change and hope that could be shared in grant proposals, marketing materials, and at annual galas. Later, as a video producer for a large suburban megachurch, I conveyed beautiful and sometimes dramatic stories of redemption that played on huge screens in the church’s main auditorium or showed up as social media posts across the small screen of someone’s phone. And now I am one of the cofounders for Herself Media, a company dedicated to producing stories of Black girl/womanhood with joy and dignity. We are convinced that the “story is queen” and it is our job to “serve the queen.”

I believe in the power of story—that if you want to create a space for connection, an opportunity for empathy, or the chance to change a mind or heart, you set aside the statistics and data for a moment and find the story of a person. I could easily tell you about the poor water conditions in a community in the Dominican Republic, but how much better is it to hear about a pastor named Maria who saw this problem and decided to open a water purification tank serving her neighborhood? Hearing Maria’s story allows you to hear about the families whose children no longer get sick from dirty water or the young man who is able to pay for his education through the money he makes transporting the water.

It was at the megachurch job where I learned not only about the power of story but also the rhythm needed to tell a good story—the elements that alone are isolated but when threaded together create a narrative with highs and lows, challenges and overcomings. In his screenwriting book Save The Cat!, author Blake Snyder outlines the story beats or moments that move a story forward to create a compelling structure in many of the films and books we love. The beginning of every story (say, The Wizard of Oz) using this blueprint includes a scene that shows a “before” of the main character/hero (Dorothy on her family’s farm in Kansas), then states the theme (“Somewhere Over the Rainbow”), sets up the problem (a tornado takes Dorothy out of Kansas), and explores the catalyst for change and what direction the hero will take next (Dorothy decides to follow the yellow brick road to the Emerald City). It is usually after the hero moves in a new direction that she meets a new character who serves as a guide or an expert (Dorothy meets the Scarecrow) to help the hero learn a lesson.

I can see this order of scenes as I reflect back on my own story: a long time of a life lived “before,” a clear catalyst for change, and companions and guides on my journey. You see, I’m a storyteller, but I’ve often preferred to tell other people’s stories for mainly one reason: I am not an expert. And perhaps a second: I am no one’s hero. Much of my work as a White woman pursuing antiracism in my own life has been to remove myself from the center of things as much as I possibly can. I have repeated to myself, “Your story (i.e., the story of White people) has been told” over and over again. So how is it that you are holding this book in your hands?

I wrote this book because I think we need more examples, not less, of White people navigating, learning, unlearning, trying, messing up, and rejecting the desire for perfection in one’s pursuit of racial justice. I did not do this to show off how much I know or to prove how exceptional of a White person I am—quite the opposite. There are parts of my story that I am ashamed of, parts that I wish I could undo or redo or forget ever happened. There are parts of my story where incredible learning happened, but it came at a cost: most often it cost the Black people and other people of color who either learned alongside me or taught me through their own experiences and from their own pain. There were trips I went on and experiences I had in which my feelings and understanding as a White person were often centered, where the hope was that I would come away from the experience changed. And I really did. But I don’t want to convey that the ends justify the means. The means matter.

I wrote this book because I don’t think we can eliminate isms of any kind—racism, sexism, Christian nationalism, classism, ableism—without those who benefit most from them actively pursuing their elimination. As a White woman in the United States, I have benefited my entire life from racism. Nearly all those advantages were given to me; I did not have to pursue them. However, that in no way absolves me from my access to these societal leg ups.

I wrote this book because I want to live in a world where White people get better at questioning our own history and do a better job of interrogating ourselves, resulting in a better life for everyone.

I wrote this book because I hope it leads you to read books by women of color. Please don’t let my book be the last one you read on this subject.

I wrote this book to introduce you directly and indirectly to people I am learning from.

I wrote this book because I have found a fuller version of my own humanity in the pursuit of antiracism. I have found my personal faith deepen and widen.

I wrote this book because there is so much pain and harm and violence and oppression occurring right now, and if there is a chance my words can be even a tiny part of the healing or point to some solutions to these atrocities, I might never stop writing.

I wrote this book because I believe a lot of my experiences—in the church, as a parent, as a colleague and friend—are not unique to just me. I’m excited to hear how our journeys overlap.

I wrote much of this book in the fall and winter of 2020, after the murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud Arbery, and too many more. It was a time when ideas and concepts and terms were being discussed in many circles across the world with hypervisibility and deep urgency. One night in the weeks following George Floyd’s murder, a dear friend called me, overwhelmed by all she was reading and learning and processing. I told her that she was trying to make up for an entire lifetime in just a few weeks—digging out old ideas and replacing them with new ones. “This process is like learning a new language—it takes time, and saying the wrong thing and messing up and learning from the mistakes are part of getting better.” Finally, I reminded her that you can’t get better at a new language without saying it out loud, so she’d need to find others to talk with. “Don’t go at it alone. Find someone to walk this road with you.”

I think too many of us are trying to do the work of antiracism on our own. The recovery community has modeled the importance of doing work together and having someone who has been down the path of addiction and opted for the daily choice of recovery, someone who walks alongside others on the journey with great empathy. So in that spirit, “My name is Jenny and I’m a racist in recovery. I know what it’s like to start recognizing destructive and harmful ways of living as a White person. You are not alone.” If you are up for it, I would love to be your sponsor and travel some of this journey together.

A few notes before we begin. First, you might have noticed that I’ve capitalized not just Black and other ethnic designations throughout the book, but also White. I’m leaning on what I’ve learned from sociologist and author Eve L. Ewing. She writes that when we limit white to just a description of skin color, we “run the risk of reinforcing the dangerous myth that White people in America do not have a racial identity. . . . White people get to be only normal, neutral, or without any race at all, while the rest of us are saddled with this unpleasant business of being racialized.” Capitalizing White is one simple way of challenging that myth.

And second, to quote Oscar Wilde, “books are never finished, they are merely abandoned.” This book is not finished because I am not finished. My journey hasn’t ended; these pages serve as a time capsule for my life. That used to scare me—that I would share a version of my story I will look back at in a month, a year, a decade, and not fully want to claim. That I might even be a tad embarrassed by, because I will have grown in my knowing and unlearning when this book enters your world. But if I am going to share my story, I must surrender. I must release the desire to stand over you telling you all the things I would have changed since this book was printed. Instead, I will choose to celebrate where I am at in my journey, the many years I have spent traveling down this road, and the path that awaits me in the future. And I will always be thankful that you decided to join me at this exact moment, wherever you find yourself on your own journey.

Now, let’s get to some stories.
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WHITE GUILTY GIRL


No one ever talks about the moment you found out that you were white. Or the moment you found out you were Black. That’s a profound revelation. The minute you find that out, something happens. You have to renegotiate everything.

TONI MORRISON







“I WANT TO DO MORE THAN SMILE at Black people when I pass them on the sidewalk,” I said earnestly to the woman seated on the couch across from me.

We were in her basement office, I was twenty years old, a junior in college, and had just made it to the interview round for a trip my university sponsored each year called Sankofa. Sankofa (SAHN-koh-fah) is a word in the Twi language of Ghana that often translates to “looking back to move forward.” Once accepted, I would be one of forty students who left Chicago, boarding a bus to the South, for a deeper dive into the racial history of our country, gaining a deeper awareness and understanding primarily of the Black and White experiences and histories in the United States.

During our sophomore year, one of my closest friends, Megan, had gone on the trip. It was a powerful, important experience for her and it changed so many perspectives she had held her whole life. Megan was a White girl from Minnesota who had spent much of her childhood as a missionary kid in Bolivia, so I thought maybe it was a trip for people like her—people who had lots of crosscultural experiences or spoke a language besides English or had some reason to willingly step into an experience that at the time felt optional to me. My crosscultural experiences consisted of taking German in high school, going on a church trip to Europe, and convincing my university that an internship in New York City at NBC News should count toward my study abroad credit.

“You should go next year. I think it would be really good for you,” Megan told me after she returned.

I wanted to ask, “Why me? Do you think I need this more than other people? That I’m some sort of racist in need of an intervention?” Instead, I nodded as I told her that I would definitely consider it, even as I wondered why I should sign up to sleep on a bus and travel across state lines in search of answers to a problem I didn’t understand or even fully see. I would later realize that what had initially felt like a call-out was actually an invitation.

Over the course of the next year, I watched Megan’s friend circle diversify beyond our group of girlfriends (sadly, that didn’t take much—as I look back at pictures from college, not only were we all White, but most of us were Swedish and blond), and I saw her engage in new causes and advocacy with the Black Student Association on campus. Something had shifted in her as a result of that trip.

I was drawn to this change, to her sense of purpose, to the stretching and widening I was witnessing. I had always been an idealist. From a young age, I learned about problems or injustices and felt a personal responsibility to make them better. I remember spending many childhood hours poring over a book called It’s Our World Too. It was filled with stories of kids from all over the country fighting hunger, or raising awareness about AIDS, or standing up to gangs. It inspired me with possibility. It also felt worlds away from where I was growing up.

My childhood years were spent outside of Chicago as the middle child of three to my parents, who had made their way to the northwestern suburbs by way of Iowa. They met on a blind date at Iowa State in the 1960s: my father, the sweet and nerdy English major with his love of words and story and knowledge, and my mother, the whip-smart education major who came from a long line of independent and accomplished women. Despite the disappointment of infertility, they started our family through the adoption of my older sister. Ten years later, my mom was five months pregnant with me before she learned that—miracle of miracles—she was expecting. A few years later after another unexpected but wanted pregnancy for my mom, my younger brother was born.

As we grew up and learned about my sister’s adoption story, the details were almost always told the same way: “We didn’t even think adoption would be available to us. Our close friends were actually supposed to adopt your sister, but they got pregnant and asked us,” Mom would always begin. “I remember getting the call that they had chosen us, hanging up the phone, and literally jumping up and down on our couch. We were so excited,” Dad would continue.

The fact that my sister’s adoption came through so easily felt like a miracle to my mom and dad. “To adopt a healthy White infant in the United States in the early 1970s was almost impossible, and you would likely be waiting for years,” they would often say. But it wasn’t just the excitement of a baby coming to our family; it was the marvel that it was a healthy White baby. There was no reason stated why a White baby was preferred, but their enthusiasm made it clear.

I can count on one hand the times I remember my family talking about race growing up. This story about my sister’s adoption was so ingrained in our family’s story that it was years before I recognized it as my first conscious racialized experience. It was the first time skin color had been assigned unequal value, and the first time a hole was poked in the philosophy of sameness and colorblind thinking I was steeped in. I don’t believe my parents intended to uphold some sort of White supremacy thinking. But in some ways, it was understood that a White baby would be “easier,” partially because it would be less likely to invite complicated questions about our family. Not until many years later did I realize that maybe my parents didn’t feel prepared to raise a Black child, or that the “solution” might not have been as simple as White parents adopting kids of color.

But while I learned the words to the song “Jesus Loves the Little Children” and sang earnestly that all the children of the world were indeed precious in his sight, I had this very unexplored experience that led me to wonder if some were more “precious” than others.
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By the time I turned eleven, I had my Saturday morning TV-watching routine down. I usually had the whole basement to myself, but this Saturday my dad was downstairs working on his computer. That week’s episode of the teenage sitcom California Dreams was called “Guess Who’s Coming to Brunch,” and it was more hard-hitting than the show’s usual formula of a high school rock band. Tony, the Black drummer, started dating a rich White girl named Kimberly—but when Tony went to meet her parents, Kimberly’s dad handed him a check for one thousand dollars to stop dating her.


Kimberly’s dad: It just doesn’t work. You’re both from different worlds.

Tony: Different worlds. You mean because I’m Black?

In the next scene, Tony sits with his all-White bandmates.

Tony’s friend: I can’t believe he actually asked you not to date Kimberly because you’re Black! What did you do?

Tony: What do you think I did? I told him to forget it. It’s not like I never met prejudiced people, it’s just that the dude seemed so cool.

Jenny’s dad (Mr. Garrison) walks into the room, having clearly overheard their conversation: Well, don’t be surprised, Tony. A lot of people pretend to be open-minded until they have to deal with someone who’s different.

Tony: What about you, Mr. Garrison? Would you have a problem if I started dating Jenny?

Jenny’s dad: Of course not.



At this point I looked up from the worn loveseat and caught my dad’s eye. I couldn’t tell if he had been listening.

As my dad wrapped up his work at the computer, I asked if he had heard any of the episode. He hadn’t, so I filled him in, watching his face more intently as I got closer to the crucial, revealing question that would tell me if my dad was like Jenny’s dad or Kimberly’s dad.

“Would you have a problem if I dated a Black guy, Dad?”

“No,” Dad replied. Immediate relief washed over me. My dad passed the test!

And then he continued, “I would just be concerned that if you got married and had kids, it would be hard on them. Mixed race kids often don’t know where they belong, and that can be really confusing.”

Now I was the one confused. First of all, I was eleven, so even talking hypothetically about dating felt like a stretch, but hypothetical marriage and hypothetical biracial kids? I was not expecting this. More importantly, I still didn’t understand my dad’s concern, and I walked away from the conversation feeling unclear.

[image: ]

As I look back now, there were other elements of my childhood environment that were puzzling, disparities I noticed about the demographics of my elementary school (the buses that went to single-family houses contained all White kids, while the students who walked to the nearby apartment complex were mostly Black and Brown) and the neighborhood we lived in. But thankfully, much of what confused me or made me feel uncomfortable while I was growing up I was merely a witness to, not an active participant. At least that’s what I thought. Then one day I found the finger I had been unconsciously pointing at others staring me right in the face.

I worked at Old Navy over winter break of my sophomore year in college. For those four weeks I folded clothes, attended the dressing rooms where I answered questions about fit and whether or not these jeans came in another size, and listened to holiday remixes of all the classics. It was company policy for employees on the floor to wear headsets. Mine always got too close to my mouth and I almost never had to say anything, so I often wore it with the mic adjusted away from my face, wrapped into the headset band like a headband. It was mostly quiet, but managers would get on to let us know if someone needed to take a break or if there was a line in the dressing room.

Then one afternoon, a shift manager got on and asked me to meet her in the baby section. I adjusted my headset, pushed the “talk” button, and indicated that I was on my way. She was in my ear again before I reached her, her voice lowered to almost a whisper. “There’s a family that has been stealing from our store and they are back. I need your help.”

“Okay, so do you want me to talk to them or . . .” I started to reply. I could feel my cheeks getting warm and my words trailing off. I was confused as to why she was asking for my help and unsure what to do. At my interview they had only asked about coworkers stealing; they hadn’t trained us on how to deal with shoplifters.

“No.” The urgency in her voice snapped me back to the moment, to the task at hand. “Just follow my lead and help me catch them.”

We left the baby section and turned the corner into the girls section. My manager and I started making our way toward the pair. When I saw the direction she was headed and who was at the center of her search, two Black women came into focus. I couldn’t tell how old they were or what they were wearing, but I can tell you that they picked up their pace as we came toward them. And then they made a dash for the exit. I heard my manager shout something that made me instinctively pick up my walk to a jog, and I felt my body carry me out the door after them. I watched them race to their car in the suburban shopping center, clearly empty-handed. And as I slowly walked back into the store, my manager’s face showed she was irritated.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Nothing. They got in their car and drove away,” I replied as I felt the adrenaline leaving my body and became aware that I had just run outside in December wearing nothing but a thin cotton T-shirt. I realized that I’d just blindly followed my manager and that maybe it wasn’t “nothing” that had just happened. Because I couldn’t know for sure if I would have chased them if they had been White.
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A year later when the Sankofa trip dates were announced and the process opened up, I felt an urgency in my spirit as I turned in my application. For the first time I was starting to be aware of patterns and themes in what I understood before as a smattering of isolated incidents. I wanted to push past a minimal examination that had mostly satisfied me until this point.

When asked in my interview why I wanted to go, I took a few moments, my heart racing and all of these memories whirling as I struggled to form the right response. After what felt like a tad too long to process what should be a simple and obvious question, I heard myself say something about smiling at Black people.

They accepted me on the trip despite my answer. Or more likely because of it.

I cringe at that answer now. And I also still understand it—genuinely feeling the need to be extra friendly in public, to reassure Black strangers on the sidewalk that I wasn’t the type of White person they had to worry about (clearly, I had stuffed some of my earlier behavior way down). For most of my life up to my Sankofa interview, the beginning and the end of my thoughts and actions regarding race was: What should I do to let people know I’m not a racist? Because we all know being racist is really bad. And super mean. So to not be racist probably means to be nice. Smiling is nice. I’ll do that. It’s such a bummer that African Americans are incarcerated at five times the rate of White people. I’ve decided the best course of action against this injustice is to smile. Have a great day!

But here’s what I didn’t know at the time: that this trip and this antiracism work wasn’t reserved for a certain type of White person. It didn’t care if I smiled or if I frowned, if I was as nice or as mean as can be. I would come to learn it did not discriminate.

There is nothing wrong with smiling or being nice. The problem is when that becomes the test for how one might actually be complicit in racism. And if as White people our main objective in entering into activism or conversations about race is to prove that because of x, y, or z we couldn’t possibly be a racist, we are missing the point. And perhaps, even more importantly, we are missing out.

I most certainly was.
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DOING NOTHING IS NO LONGER AN OPTION


We’ve got to get on the same page before we can turn it. . . .

It’s time to tell the truth . . . so that we can move forward with a new story, together.

HEATHER MCGHEE







EVERY WEDNESDAY NIGHT FOR THE MONTH leading up to the Sankofa trip, forty students and I crammed inside a small university classroom. Dr. S., one of the Africana studies and sociology professors, created a concentrated course for us, ensuring that we would board that bus with a shared, deeper understanding of both American and world history. A petite, light-skinned Black man with wireframe glasses, an aged, brown leather bag strapped sideways across his chest, and the perfect “I could have had a cameo on The Cosby Show as one of the academic friends who rocks a great patterned sweater and traditional kufi hat” professor vibe, Dr. S. was a legend, clearly respected in the academic setting, and relevant, often dropping pop culture movie and music references with ease. He was our guide to the past and present, brilliantly weaving complex themes and nuanced insights from the beginning of humanity to today.

I have known few people in my life living more from the center of who they are than Dr. S. He possessed so many makings of a living legend. He created a learning environment with so many “Aha” and “Oh no” and “How come no one ever taught me this before now?” moments during almost every class. One of these occurred when he pulled out a world map and pointed to Africa as the origins for the very first humans. He told us we could all trace our DNA back to this continent. How had I not known this before? I thought as I stared at the map. He never mocked or shamed or made anyone feel stupid for not knowing. Instead, with a gentle demeanor and firm resolve against injustice and anti-Blackness, he believed deeply in the power of education, of knowing, and of being tethered to the truth in the fight for justice.

Dr. S. called everyone in his class “brother” or “sister” followed by their first name, as in, “There is no race but the human race, Brother John. Race is simply an invented construct of society.” And he spoke with a gentleness and conviction woven so tightly together that his words came out emphasized and annunciated and slow, warm, and soft all at once. It was a consistent voice. One that asked questions. One that drew questions and curiosity out of us.

When we examined the writers of the Constitution, Dr. S. would poke at the signers, saying, “Forefathers—whose fathers? These are not my fathers.” And as he taught through the lyrics to the rap song “F*** Tha Police” by N.W.A., he rapped along with the chorus of the track, trading the cuss word for the letter f. Hearing him softly chant, “Eff the police,” we sensed his deep anger toward an institution that arrested and killed Black men at a disproportionate rate.

As I’ve told many others who are encountering more accurate history for the first time, it’s like learning a new language with new terms and definitions. But it was much bigger than that because it was also a thesis that challenged the one I had been told my whole life. Many of the other White students and I were starting to understand this lexicon more quickly than we felt comfortable speaking it. Dr. S. was patient with us as we nervously and quietly began to ask questions, our voices trying out new words and our minds trying out new ideas. “How is my view of the world not only not colorblind, but incredibly racialized?” a White student asked one evening. In response, we were invited to examine what we had been taught as objectives in our history books. Dr. S. taught and brought alive terms like Eurocentric (which gave language as to why my education around the world often felt narrow and one-sided) and Afrocentric in hopes that by recognizing the lens with which we saw the world, we would also embrace his invitation for our view to be expanded.

But he wasn’t just offering us different lenses or a taste of critical thinking; he was modeling his own vision for the world, one where he sat with the Black students in the campus cafeteria instead of mingling with the other professors, and encouraged his White students to question everything, especially the things that appeared to benefit us. He cracked me open to help me understand and believe stories that were different from the ones I had heard and digested with ease, without a second thought, my whole life.

At the end of our last class with Dr. S., trip partners were announced—each Black student paired with a non-Black student. When I heard “Jenny and . . . Katrina,” I found Katrina’s face across the room. We both smiled apprehensively. Katrina and I knew of each other more than we knew each other, and as they read the remaining names, I searched my memories for ones that included her.

I could locate only one—a college basketball game. I had sat in the stands as I watched the cheerleaders in their gold and blue uniforms run across the glossy gym floor and begin their cheer. They were all White. All except one. As I watched the lone Black girl stand with the others and clap and cheer and kick and shout, I was struck not only because she was the only Black girl but also because she looked like a Disney princess. Katrina’s hair was pulled back into a high ponytail, curled at the ends. Her smile was bright and warm, and she moved to the beat of the crowd’s clapping with an assurance that looked confident, not cocky or cheesy.

Back in the classroom, we waited until the last names were called before we left our desks and made our way toward each other. Katrina formally introduced herself and then quickly added, “But we already know each other, right?”

“I think so,” I said with a bit of nervous, excited laughter in my voice. There was a row of desks between us, which felt symbolic. “They recommend getting to know each other better before we leave for the trip. Do you want to get coffee sometime?”

“Sure. Sounds good.” She gave me the same warm smile I remembered from her courtside cheer.

A few days later, when we met at the coffee shop in the basement of one of the university dorms, we quickly made the connection that Katrina grew up in a suburb about thirty minutes away from my hometown with her parents and two brothers. She was her high school’s prom queen and a cheerleader, and now an honor roll student at our college, majoring in communications.

“I’m pretty used to being ‘the only one’ in most spaces I occupy,” Katrina said. “Growing up, I was almost always the only Black girl, and usually the only Black person in my classes. Even here with the courses I’m taking I am always the exception, never the standard. You would think I would be used to it by now, which I sort of am. It helps that there are more Black people here than there were back home.”

“Yeah, that makes so much sense.” I racked my brain for times when I had been “the only one.” The few memories that came were fleeting, not representing an entire lifetime full of onliness. I had been the only girl many times, but I couldn’t remember ever being the only White person in a space.

Katrina continued telling me another story about growing up being the only Black girl. Her story mirrored my own memories of sleepovers in elementary school almost exactly, right down to the Paula Abdul dances. Until it didn’t.


When I was in second grade, I went to a sleepover at a friend of a friend’s house. I was so excited to finally be old enough to go to one—it felt like a rite of passage. We were having so much fun listening to Mariah Carey and Paula Abdul and making up choreographed dances.

Then, when it was time for us to go to sleep, I pulled out my sleeping bag. I still remember it was pink, covered in characters from Strawberry Shortcake. I put my sleeping bag on the floor between the girl hosting and the friend who invited me. The girl who was hosting looked at me and said aloud, “You can’t sleep next to me.” The room fell silent, and in that moment, my feelings were only a little hurt and I trembled out a feeble “Why?” as I racked my second-grade brain trying to figure out what I’d done wrong to offend her so deeply that even my sleeping bag being next to hers was now a night-changing trigger. We’d had so much fun I couldn’t imagine what I could have done.

“Because Black people have bugs.”



Katrina’s voice rose as she continued to imitate that little White girl, probably seven or eight years old: “Black people have bugs in their hair because they’re dirty!” As Katrina’s face contorted from her impersonation, she still wore a look of pain. “I knew I was not dirty. I knew there were no bugs in my hair. But at that moment I felt dirty. I looked at the girls around the room. I looked at my friend who invited me.”

Katrina shared that instead of showing any signs of distrust toward that bold, false proclamation, all the White girls looked as if they’d learned something new about Black people that night—as if they’d heard a truth that they could now begin to apply to their lives. Katrina had looked around the room. It was quiet for a few seconds. Then, total eruption: shrieks of “Eww” and “Gross” or “Don’t sleep next to me, either!” or “Black people have bugs!”

“For the first time in my life, I became aware of myself. I became aware of my hair,” Katrina said. “I think I was really shaken to the core by how easily all the White girls trusted this one White girl’s lie. It was as if they’d never known me. It was as if we hadn’t just spent the entire evening playing, giggling, dancing, singing, being silly, and sharing snacks together. I didn’t have a word for it then, but now I know what I felt. Disposable.” Katrina’s eyes glistened as she held back tears.

But Katrina didn’t cry, even when she told me that the little girl’s mom was in the room the whole time. The adult in the room didn’t tell the girls to stop. The adult did not correct what they said. The adult didn’t make any effort to reassure Katrina. The adult—in the room the whole time—heard and saw what happened, and chose to do nothing.

Katrina’s tone shifted. She sounded like she was talking to that little Black girl, assuring her she had every right to be angry and hurt by what that moment stole from her. “I had to call my mom to come pick me up. When my mom got there, it was like she knew, like this feeling of being publicly shamed was familiar for her too. She cried when I told her what they had said. I felt robbed of a moment from childhood and I still do, probably always will. This was my very first sleepover.”

Katrina went on to explain the significance of that experience. That night she realized that even the people she thought were her friends, and the grownups she thought she could trust, could hurt or humiliate her. That reality was more painful than what was actually said at the sleepover.

That experience was a turning point for her. After that sleepover, Katrina’s dad started telling her and her brothers how to protect themselves when around White folks. They were given explicit instructions: their behavior in public was to be exceptional, quiet, respectful, and not too attention-getting. When Katrina’s parents had “the talk” with her it wasn’t about the birds and the bees like in my house—it was about how to interact with police, how to dress to be seen as “not a threat,” and how to put her hands in the air immediately if a cop ever pulled her over whether she was driving or not.

While shopping, her parents told her over and over not to touch anything on the shelves or racks and to avoid putting her hands in her coat pockets or purse. If followed, she should make eye contact and smile to appear friendly. When checking out at a store, she had to keep the receipt in her hand until she left so as not to allow anyone to accuse her of stealing.

The only thing I knew about shopping was a quote from my German great-grandmother my mom liked to reference while we stood in line at the grocery store: “You open de eyes or you open de pocketbook.” While I was given instructions on how to minimize an accidental overcharge, Katrina and her brothers were given instruction on how to avoid being falsely accused or even killed.

“Why did you want to go on Sankofa?” she asked, turning the focus to me.

I started to pull out my rehearsed answer but paused. Just from the last few hours I realized how much I didn’t know, like I’d only had half the story, but without knowing how much I was missing. “I think so we could have this conversation. And hopefully more conversations like this. There is so much I don’t know but that I really want to understand.” After a brief pause, I returned the favor. “Why did you want to go on Sankofa?”

“I didn’t.”

I was definitely not expecting that. I held my breath and held her gaze as I waited for her to continue.

“I went last year and my partner was a girl from Kansas, and we had an awful experience together,” said Katrina. “After we went to a plantation, she started crying. When I asked her what she was thinking, she told me she was sad about being sad and that she didn’t like that feeling. Nothing about sadness over the history or the evil of owning other humans. Sad about feeling sad. What a waste of a weekend, of my time and energy. A few months ago, the leaders of the trip basically begged me to come back because they didn’t have enough Black students.”

I would learn later that the White students had to apply to be accepted on the trip because so many of us were interested in going, while the Black students were essentially recruited, and most went more than once. (I chalked that up to the ratio of White to Black students. Now I’m pretty sure that wasn’t the only reason. The ratio wasn’t just about numbers; this took less out of the White students and required more from the Black students.)

“But I think this year might be different.”

I exhaled audibly. I sure hope so, I thought.

I didn’t know how to feel as I packed my bag the night before Sankofa. But I knew I was ready to listen and open to hearing more. And I would try to quiet any belief that because Katrina and I had some things in common it meant we were coming from the exact same place.

[image: ]

We left Chicago early Friday morning. Katrina and I found seats near the back of the bus while our university’s leaders, a White man in his twenties and a Black woman in her thirties, gave instructions over the microphone at the front of the bus. None of the students knew where we were headed, since the trip never went the same route and the leaders purposely kept the itinerary from us.

Aside from a trip to Florida, I had never been to the South before. I couldn’t tell any difference from the highway but for the power of the sun. Our group was quite the sight at the first rest stop: a perfect ratio of Black and White students tumbling off the bus and into the lines for bathrooms and food. I pictured the Freedom Riders that Dr. S. had taught us about—the group of over four hundred civil rights activists who started riding buses in 1961 into the segregated South to challenge local segregated seating laws. Though many were teenagers and young adults, they were a crucial part of the civil rights movement. When Dr. S. taught, he had displayed a dozen or so mug shots: several Black men and women, a handful of White men, and a few White women.

I wondered if anybody watching us at the rest stop thought about the Freedom Riders too. Because in that moment I realized that we could not have made this trip if the Freedom Riders and many others quite literally hadn’t paved the way. I flashed back to another image Dr. S. had shared, one of a bus set on fire by a White mob in Anniston, Alabama, a huge cloud of smoke billowing into the air. As I looked out my bus’s smoke-free, un-smashed windows, I felt the extra weight of an invitation to learn not only about the awful history of White supremacy but also about those who had fought against racism along the way.

[image: ]

The significance of those first two days couldn’t be overstated. Our group visited three different sites that each prompted new questions and, honestly, a lot of discomfort.

Our first stop was the John Perkins’s Center in Jackson, Mississippi. The founder, Dr. John Perkins, was a community developer, author, and minister who had experienced much racism and hatred in his lifetime. We learned Dr. Perkins lost his brother, Clyde, a World War II veteran and recipient of a Purple Heart, to police violence when John was only seventeen. John himself was beaten and tortured while in jail after participating in a protest at the age of forty, but he “hadn’t let it make [him] bitter.” He started the center to meet both the physical and spiritual needs of the community.

I was inspired. Here was someone doing something in the face of all these wrongs. Maybe the trip leaders brought our group here to show us examples of what we could do once we graduated.
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